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Chapter 1


Shadow & Structure


[image: image]


Los Angeles, California

May 14th, 2024  

Monday, 7:17 p.m.

The sun had just dipped beneath the horizon, leaving behind a sky heavy with the fading golds and purples of twilight. The city, despite the usual clamor of traffic and distant voices, had slipped into a quieter, more expectant rhythm. The night air was thick and fragrant, tasting of jasmine, ozone, and something smokier from a distant barbecue. A cool breeze stirred the edges of the leaves outside the townhouse, brushing against the necro-tempered glass windows, which shimmered with the residual sunlight still clinging to the uppermost layers of the sky.

Inside the townhouse, everything had already been prepared for the night. The sharp hum of mechanical shutters whispered down, closing out the last vestiges of daylight, turning the house into an oasis of cool shadows. There was no need for the lights just yet. The ambient glow of the house’s soft-touch lamps and the faint blue light from the holographic projector in the kitchen sufficed. The scent of tea filled the air, rich with dried hibiscus flowers and a faint whiff of something metallic and invigorating, like the bite of iron.

Mathias Moreau moved through the kitchen with practiced grace. His movements were those of someone who had spent centuries mastering the art of presence and efficiency. Standing tall at six-foot-two, his broad frame had an undeniable presence, even in the muted calm of the home. His robe was draped around his waist, exposing the pale skin of his chest, and his dark hair fell across his forehead, catching flickers of silver in the dim light. The indistinct sound of his footsteps made a ripple against the smooth oak floors as he moved toward the kitchen island.

The tea kettle hissed as it came to a boil, steam curling from the spout, but Mathias didn’t reach for it. Instead, he swiped a finger across the projected screen floating above his palm, scrolling through the latest updates from the Vampirium’s fledgling affairs department. It was always something. Tonight, there were reports of a fledgling in New York who had failed to file proper feeding protocol documentation, again. A mistake that could cause significant fines. His brow furrowed as he read through the details, but before he could reply to the message, he felt it. That subtle, almost imperceptible tug in the air.

Dominic.

The weight of the fledgling’s presence was something Mathias had learned to recognize as soon as the connection was activated. The younger vampire’s aura had become second nature to him over the years, always a gentle pull that signified Dominic was stirring, shifting from slumber into the familiar rhythm of their night.

The door to the hallway creaked open a moment before Dominic’s voice rumbled through the silence of the house.

“Evening,” Dominic drawled, his voice rough with sleep and thick with sarcasm. “Survived another day of mortal idiocy?”

Mathias didn’t look up, but allowed a faint smile to tug at the corner of his lips. “You’re late again. At least you didn’t sleep through the entire evening.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Dominic mumbled, shuffling into the kitchen. He was shirtless, his pale skin still damp from his shower, and his hair fell in messy waves over his forehead. The scent of cedar soap clung to him, mixing with the fresh air of the open door. The usual exhaustion of someone still in the first century of their existence clung to him, and his amber eyes had a distant gleam of someone who had yet to adjust to the fullness of immortality.

“You’re getting old,” Dominic muttered as he passed Mathias, heading for the living room. “Pretty sure my body’s older than I am. You should feel proud.”

Mathias turned, his sharp eyes tracking the younger vampire’s movements with the ease of someone who had been watching him for almost a century. “You’re not old, Dominic. You’re still a fledgling. Though I’ll admit, you’ve perfected the art of being late.”

Dominic grinned at the jab, flopping onto the couch, the cushion sinking under his weight with a muted thud. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Only if you understand that I’m going to get a fine for you showing up late again,” Mathias replied, reaching for the kettle.

Dominic propped himself up, resting his elbows on his knees as he eyed Mathias with a smirk. “Maybe you should get a new fledgling, one who’s punctual. And doesn’t eat like a feral animal.”

Mathias, with the control he had honed over centuries, raised an eyebrow. He took a long sip from his tea, the warmth of it soothing, but never enough to break the controlled mask of his features. “If punctuality were an option, I’d have chosen a different fledgling long ago.”

“You are picky, aren’t you?” Dominic quipped, rolling his shoulders. “Does this mean I have to make a speech? Oh, great, wise, and punctual Mathias, bless me with your blood and patience.”

Mathias set the mug down. He did not answer at once, allowing the silence to stretch long enough for Dominic to feel the weight of it. Then he stepped forward, walking to the couch, his gaze level with Dominic’s.

“We both know this is not a game, Dominic. You eat because your survival depends on it. You will always survive with me. And when you’re ready to handle it, you’ll understand just how much of your behavior is still optional.”

Dominic’s smirk faltered, a flicker of something deeper passing behind his amber eyes, but he masked it with a sharp chuckle. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll survive.”

Mathias exhaled through his nose, not unsympathetic, but dismissing any lingering drama. “Get yourself ready. We’ve got another evening of education ahead of us.”

Dominic stretched out, letting out a long sigh, but without a word, he stood and headed toward his bedroom. The door creaked as he slid inside, leaving Mathias alone in the muted kitchen for a moment longer.

The house was still muted except for the soft hiss of the kettle now steaming and the hum of the security system locking the house down for the evening. Mathias’s gaze shifted toward the clock on the wall, noting that the hour had passed 7:30 p.m. The shuttle would be here soon.

He reached for the tablet mounted on the counter and checked the nightly assignments for Dominic, flipping through the list of required readings, quizzes, and practical lessons. Tonight, it would be another round of theoretical studies, regulations on fledgling behavior, the maintenance of physical restraint, and the ever-persistent academic focus on vampire history and diplomacy.

The Vampirium’s night school system was a hybrid, designed to simulate the typical human public school environment but with the crucial differences of integrating vampire nature into the lessons. Power control. Self-discipline. And yes, the historical accuracy of how vampire society had shaped its agreements with humanity over centuries. Fledglings spent their nights buried in textbooks, balancing the social dynamics of immortality with the humanizing elements of civilization.

Dominic’s room door opened again. He stepped into the hallway dressed in his full Vampirium-issued uniform: black jacket with maroon lining, tailored trousers, and a crisp white shirt underneath. His shoes were polished to an impossible sheen, and the gloves, black leather and thin, almost delicate, fit him like a second skin.

Mathias regarded him for a moment, eyes sharp. “Don’t forget the belt. You’ll need it for tonight’s practical.”

Dominic rolled his eyes but didn’t argue. He grabbed the belt from the hall table and attached it to his waist, adjusting the fit with a practiced hand. “Alright, I’m ready. Any last-minute assignments?”

Mathias handed him the tablet. “Finish the history quiz on the Uruk Peace Accord before you arrive. The instructor won’t appreciate you stumbling through questions.”

Dominic scowled at the mention of the quiz. “They still make us take that every week?”

“Until you pass it with a grade above 95%.”

Dominic grunted, but the smile tugging at his lips was unmistakable. “Guess I better get studying.”

“See that you do,” Mathias replied, his voice smooth but carrying an unmistakable note of expectation. “Don’t make me regret sending you off there.”

Dominic’s grin widened. “No promises, but I’ll try my best to stay out of trouble tonight.”

Without another word, he stepped toward the door, pulling on the gloves as he went. Mathias followed him to the threshold, watching as the shuttle arrived on cue, its sleek, dark frame gliding to a stop at the curb with a sound.

The door of the shuttle opened, and the driver, a vampire of the older variety, nodded to them both.

“Your shuttle’s waiting, Mr. Delacroix,” the driver whispered.

Dominic gave a casual wave as he passed, and Mathias offered a last word of advice: “No sarcasm with Elder Carradine. He’s not in the mood tonight.”

“Got it.” Dominic climbed into the shuttle, the door hissing shut behind him.

Mathias watched the vehicle roll down the street and out of sight. With a muted breath, he closed the door and locked it.

The house was silent again. The night was beginning, just as it always did. 

The night had taken hold of Los Angeles now, with the city’s skyline outlined in stark contrast against the deepening sky. A crescent moon had risen, pale and low in the heavens, casting a silver halo over the darkened streets. The usual hum of traffic echoed through the evening air, but within the confines of 1479 Crescent Hollow, a silence enveloped everything. Inside, the house was already shifting into its nocturnal rhythm, lights dimming, shutters locked down tight, and Mathias preparing to send his fledgling to school.

Dominic stood in the foyer, tapping the edge of the hallway table with his finger, his eyes darting over the tablet Mathias had handed him earlier. The flat screen displayed his schedule for the night, tonight’s lessons, homework still needing to be completed, practical for power control. It was all routine now. He had done this dance a hundred times before. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a familiar surge of impatience.

Mathias stepped into the hallway from the kitchen, already dressed in his usual sleek, dark attire, tailored black slacks, a fitted vest, and his trademark dark robe. The robe hung at his shoulders; the edges catching the dim light in faint gold threads. His movements were precise, each action economical, yet exuding that muted presence he’d cultivated over six centuries of life. He was always ready for the night, always composed.

“Did you finish the essay?” Mathias asked without preamble, voice clipped but not unkind.

Dominic sighed. “Yes, of course I did. It’s on the history of the Uruk Peace Accord, Mathias. Not rocket science.”

Mathias didn’t respond, but waited. One eyebrow arched, his gaze unwavering. Dominic slumped and tossed the tablet onto the table with an exaggerated groan.

“I swear,” he muttered, “if I have to write another essay on how vampires saved humanity again, I’ll lose my mind.”

Mathias moved past him, not bothering to glance at the tablet but aware of the content. “It’s important, Dominic. The Treaty is the foundation of everything we’ve built. You should understand it better than anyone.”

Dominic shrugged as he grabbed his jacket from the hallway hook, pulling it over his shoulders with the practiced ease of a hundred rehearsed movements. His uniform was pristine, its black and maroon colors a sharp contrast to the relaxed, almost careless way he wore it. “I get it,” he replied with a mock salute. “Sire knows best. Same old lecture. Same old rules.”

“You’d do well to remember that,” Mathias replied. “Rules keep you alive. Trust me, you’ll appreciate that lesson when you’re centuries old.”

Dominic snorted, making his way toward the door. “Sure, sure. And when I’m old and withered, I’ll look back and thank the Vampirium for not letting me do anything interesting for the last two centuries.”

Mathias didn’t let the sarcastic comment slide. “When you reach the age of your actual body, you’ll understand that immortality doesn’t need to be filled with reckless impulses. It’s about control. Power. Focus.”

Dominic tossed him a sideways glance, unbuttoning his coat as he passed through the doorway. “You say that now, but I’ll bet you were just as bored as me when you were still a fledgling. I mean, come on, how many centuries of this do you think it’ll take before I can break free for a little fun?”

“You won’t break free for a long time,” Mathias said, tone deadpan but carrying that muted, almost fatherly weight. “Your bond with me has yet to be tested. Only then will you be allowed to make those choices.”

“Tested,” Dominic repeated with a roll of his eyes. “Sure. If you say so.”

Mathias followed him toward the door, watching as the shuttle pulled up to the curb. The muted, sleek vehicle waited on the street, its polished, black frame glinting under the dim streetlights. It was one of many that traversed the city each night, ferrying fledglings to their night schools and providing them the proper protections they needed as they adjusted to both their vampire nature and the human world.

The night air had a crispness to it, almost biting, but Dominic was used to it. He didn’t shiver, didn’t feel the chill that would have affected any mortal. The breeze carried with it the scent of asphalt and distant ocean salt, the faint hum of the city’s activity vibrating in the surrounding air. It was always this way. Calm, almost ominous in its weight.

Dominic paused at the threshold, glancing back at Mathias with an unreadable expression. “You sure you don’t want to come with me? I mean, you always say you don’t want to, but, ”

“No,” Mathias interrupted, his tone sharp but not unkind. “It’s your responsibility to learn, not mine.”

Dominic exhaled, his expression softening for a fraction of a second before he turned away. “Right. Well, don’t wait up, alright? The usual people will be there. You know how it is.”

“I know how it is,” Mathias replied, watching Dominic step out into the cool night air. “But don’t forget, Carradine’s temper has been volatile. Don’t push him.”

Dominic waved him off as he stepped toward the shuttle. “I’ll try to avoid getting into trouble. Try being the operative word.”

Mathias watched him climb into the shuttle. The door hissed shut behind him, and the vehicle pulled away from the curb, gliding through the streets with a sound. Dominic’s last glance, though, stuck with him. The faintest flicker of something softer in his amber eyes, a rare glimpse of the fledgling beneath the armor of sarcasm and indifference.

Mathias allowed himself one last look as the shuttle disappeared down the street, swallowed by the shadows of the city. Then he closed the door behind him, locking it with a muted click.

The house, once again, was still. The silence in the aftermath was a strange thing, a stark contrast to the energy that filled every room when Dominic was present. It was a silence Mathias had grown used to, but never one he enjoyed. It left too much room for his thoughts, for the cracks in their structured relationship to make themselves known.

But he’d never show Dominic that weakness. Not yet.

Mathias moved toward the kitchen, taking the last sip of his tea. It was cool now, but the bitterness of it lingered in the back of his throat. He set the empty mug down on the counter and began tidying up, as he always did after Dominic’s departure. It wasn’t a necessity. It was a ritual.

The clock on the wall ticked, marking the seconds that passed by. Soon, the night would settle, and the city’s rhythms would once again fill the surrounding space. He had hours before Dominic would return, hours to monitor the situation in the Vampirium’s other districts, hours to continue managing his duties.

But for now, he allowed himself a moment of calm before the next wave of responsibility came.

The Los Angeles night had claimed the city as its own, the orange glow of the last traces of sunset bleeding away into the velvet indigo of a darkened sky. The hum of the city shifted, too, cars winding through avenues, the click of high heels tapping against pavement, a soft but persistent pulse that vibrated in the cool air. The streets outside Crescent Hollow were muted but alive, filled with the muted undercurrent of the urban night as the world settled into its nocturnal rhythm.

Inside 1479 Crescent Hollow, the house was still. The floors, dark oak, shimmered in the dim light of the automatic lamps. Shadows stretched across the walls like they were alive, shifting with each muted breath of the house. The shutters on the windows clicked closed, cutting off the last of the day’s sunlight. Within the coolness of the house, Mathias Moreau moved with the elegance and purpose that only centuries of life could produce. He moved, each movement woven into the very structure of his existence.

Mathias stood at the kitchen island, the soft hum of the induction stovetop as he poured a steaming cup of tea. The aroma filled the air with the richness of hibiscus and a hint of jasmine, familiar and soothing. He let the warmth of the ceramic cup settle into his palm, his gaze flickering to the tablet still hovering above his hand, scrolling through the latest administrative memos from the Vampirium. His eyes scanned the reports, training schedules, quarterly assessments, updates on fledgling behavior, and then his focus sharpened on a specific notice about an impending Vampirium inspection in their district. Another item to add to the growing list of things to address.

It wasn’t a stressful load, not yet. But the job always felt heavier when Dominic was about to leave for school.

The distant sound of footsteps echoed down the hall, soft and unhurried. Mathias didn’t need to turn to know it was Dominic. The bond between them, unspoken but built on decades of connection, told him everything he needed to know.

The door to the hallway opened with a soft creak.

Dominic appeared on the threshold, his dark hair still damp from his shower. His shirt was missing, an intentional defiance of the formality of his uniform, which had already been laid out on the bed. His amber eyes, still clouded with sleep, glinted as he stepped further into the room. His scent was a mixture of fresh cedar soap and the faint undertones of his vampiric nature, sharp, tinged with something metallic and primal, like the taste of blood that never quite fades.

“You’re late,” Mathias remarked, not looking up from the tablet.

Dominic let out a muted huff, rubbing his eyes with the back of his hand. “Am I? I didn’t think you’d notice, considering your obsessive need to keep track of my every move.”

Mathias didn’t miss a beat, his voice unwavering. “I notice because you don’t move until the last minute.”

Dominic snorted, sinking onto the couch with the same lazy grace that made his movements seem almost too effortless. “I’m efficient.”

“You’re late,” Mathias corrected, folding the tablet down with a decisive motion. He set the tea down on the counter, his fingers brushing against the smooth ceramic as he moved toward the living room. “The shuttle’s waiting.”

Dominic shrugged, glancing up at him with a half-grin, half-bleary-eyed look. “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to this. Vampires going to school like they’re... well, regular people. Sounds a bit silly, don’t you think?”

Mathias leaned against the doorframe, arms folded across his chest. “It’s necessary. The Vampirium’s curriculum prepares you for what comes next. For when you’re ready to be independent.”

Dominic’s grin flickered at the edges of his mouth, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he stood up, pulling on the black, maroon-lined Vampirium uniform jacket that had been laid out on his bed. The fabric slid across his lean frame, fitting, the black collar stiff against his throat. His trousers were a flawless match, pressed sharp, and his shoes gleamed under the dim light, polished to where they almost reflected the overhead lights in the hall.

His eyes were drawn to the reflection in the hallway mirror, his own vampire face staring back at him, with amber eyes that still kept a hint of that youthful spark, despite being a century old. He exhaled, running his fingers through his hair to push back the strands that had fallen across his face.

“Ready?” Mathias asked.

Dominic turned toward him, rolling his shoulders as he slung his bag over one shoulder. “I guess I have no choice, huh?”

Mathias regarded him with the faintest hint of a smile, the corners of his lips lifting just. “It’s your responsibility. I’m only here to make sure you complete it.”

Dominic eyed him for a moment longer, his expression softened by the weight of a thousand unsaid things. Then he gave a curt nod. “Right. Responsibility.”

Mathias watched him for a moment, eyes sharp but never unkind. The years had changed so much between them. He could feel the subtle undercurrent of frustration Dominic wore like a second skin, the same frustration that had built in every fledgling he had ever raised.

“You’ll learn,” Mathias said. “When you’re older.”

Dominic waved it off with a half-smile. “Sure. I’ll be the oldest fledgling at night school. The first one with wrinkles.”

Mathias allowed a brief chuckle to escape, though he regained his composure. He had learned long ago that while structure and order were vital, there was no harm in letting a moment of shared humor pass between them. “Focus on your studies, Dominic. The world will wait for your wrinkles.”

Dominic turned to the door, shrugging into his jacket with a fluid motion. He glanced back at Mathias before stepping through. “See you tonight. Try not to get too lonely without me.”

“I won’t,” Mathias said, his voice steady, yet there was an edge of warmth beneath it. “Don’t forget to study for Carradine’s lecture.”

“I’ll try not to fall asleep in his class,” Dominic said with a wink. “Don’t wait up for me.”

The shuttle was parked outside the door, sleek, its dark metallic surface gleaming in the streetlights. Its engine hummed, almost imperceptibly, as it awaited its next passenger. A faint, sterile scent of ozone leaked from the vehicle’s automated door as it hissed open, the interior soft and plush with dim lighting designed for vampire vision. The driver, a vampire of at least a few centuries, his pale skin marked with faint scars of age, nodded at Dominic as he approached.

“Evening, Mr. Delacroix,” the driver said, his voice low and respectful.

Dominic returned the nod and stepped inside without another word. The door clicked shut behind him, and the shuttle sped up down the street, merging with the gentle hum of the city’s dark pulse. The traffic was light, the streets almost too empty for the hour, but it was as it should be. Vampires mixed little with the mortal world in the daytime, but night was theirs, and they used it with the practiced ease of creatures who had lived this way for centuries.

Mathias stood in the doorway, watching as the shuttle disappeared around the corner. He didn’t move for a long while, not until the sound of the engine was gone. Then, with a soft exhale, he closed the door and locked it behind him, retreating into the muted of the townhouse.

The silence in the house was almost a living thing. The absence of Dominic’s presence left an unexpected weight in the air. Mathias didn’t mind it. He was accustomed to being alone, to the stillness that his centuries had carved into his very bones. Still, something about the empty house felt... different tonight. Perhaps it was just the muted after Dominic’s departure, or perhaps it was something deeper, a feeling that the next few years would shape them both more than they could predict.

He allowed himself a rare moment of reflection before he turned back to the kitchen. The night stretched ahead of him, and there was work to be done, but for now, he could wait.

The world outside would continue to move, but here, in the muted of 1479 Crescent Hollow, everything stood still, holding its breath, waiting for the return of the fledgling who would leave soon enough. 

The Los Angeles Vampirium judiciary office, though a public building, felt more like an ancient monument repurposed for modern times. It was located deep within the heart of the city, built into the very framework of the human world. Despite its integration with mortal infrastructure, there was nothing casual about it. The structure’s exterior resembled an archaic fortress, stone and steel fused in an elegant, oppressive design, with angular lines and heavy glass windows that made it look almost as if it had always been there, waiting, watching.

Inside, the air hummed with the indistinct murmur of vampiric bureaucracy. High ceilings stretched above, crowned by arching stone columns, the architecture that felt more timeless than contemporary. Deep walnut desks were arranged in perfect order of rows of low, flickering pendant lights, casting a steady glow over the rows of filing cabinets and holographic legal interfaces. The scent of polished wood and antiquated parchment lingered, tinged by a faint, antiseptic undertone of advanced technology.

Mathias sat at his desk, his fingers resting on the screen of the holo-tablet as he reviewed a backlog of minor legal cases. His pale face was impassive, eyes flicking back and forth across the floating text. His long fingers glided over the interface, bringing up case files, mundane cases involving minor violations of fledgling conduct, disputes between clans, and the occasional case of power misuse. In truth, none of it mattered. The actual work lay in maintaining the order, ensuring that the delicate balance between human and vampire society stayed intact.

The office was muted except for the faint hum of the air system and the rustling of parchment as one of his colleagues, a young vampire from the eastern districts, filed papers nearby. The murmur of far-off conversations rose to the surface, but it was a sound Mathias had long ago learned to ignore.

The deep silence, however, was shattered by the sudden blare of an alert on his tablet. The red warning light flashed across the display in bold letters, and the noise was sharp enough to jar him from his reverie.

A high-level internal alert.

Mathias’s fingers froze. His sharp eyes narrowed as the message materialized on the screen. It was from the Vampirium’s senior security branch, the ones responsible for monitoring the entire global network. As his eyes skimmed over the words, his heart tightened, a rare emotion for someone of his age and experience.

“Elder Niamh Delacour found dead. Body drained. Ancient glyphs marked on the skin.”

The tablet fell silent, the screen now dead with the absence of any further information.

Mathias stood, his movements fluid but purposeful, brushing aside the papers scattered in front of him. His sharp eyes scanned the rest of the empty office. The young vampire at the desk across from him had paused, sensing the shift in the air.

Mathias didn’t say a word as he hurried toward the door. He was already thinking faster than most fledglings could follow, each decision flickering through his mind like a well-rehearsed dance. He reached the door and stepped into the hall. The cold light from the overhead sconces reflected off the stone floors as he walked, each step echoing down the corridor in sharp clarity.

“Send the report to my office, and have a team gather any available information on the scene,” he muttered to the assistant vampire passing him in the hall, not slowing down. His voice was firm, commanding, but his gaze remained steady, calculating.

A few moments later, the elevator doors slid open with a soft, mechanical whisper, and Mathias stepped inside. As the elevator descended, he ran through the details in his mind. Elder Niamh Delacour was a respected figure, one who had been pivotal in helping shape the current order of the Vampirium. To find her dead was alarming. But what made his stomach tighten in discomfort was the mention of the glyphs.

The ancient symbols. They were not a part of any sanctioned code, not anything the Vampirium would use. The mere thought of someone misusing them was a betrayal of history itself.

The elevator stopped, and the doors slid open, revealing the lit hallway of the Vampirium’s security medical and forensics division. The sterile scent of antiseptic and ozone hit him first, followed by the sound of muted murmurs and the faint beep of machines running in the background. Mathias stepped out into the hallway, his footsteps steady, like a metronome, as he made his way to the examination room.

Two vampires stood at the door, both of them members of the high-security team, one older, the other younger. They looked at Mathias as he approached, the older one stepping forward. His brow furrowed, and his voice was low.

“Mathias,” the older vampire greeted him with respect. “We’ve secured the scene. No one’s touched the body, and there are no signs of struggle. But the glyphs, ”

Mathias didn’t wait for him to finish. “Show me.”

The door opened with a soft hiss, and Mathias stepped inside, his mind already assessing the room as his eyes scanned over the scene. The room was stark, with white tiles, metal tables, and overhead lights that cast harsh shadows over everything. At the center of the room was the body of Elder Niamh, her pale skin still somehow radiant in the fluorescent glow. Her dark hair spilled around her shoulders like ink, and her lifeless eyes were wide open, staring at nothing.

But it wasn’t the body that caught Mathias’s attention, it was the symbols.

The glyphs had been drawn across her chest, jagged and intricate, their lines twisting in a language older than the Vampirium itself. Mathias felt a shiver, though it wasn’t from the cold. The symbols weren’t part of any legal or ceremonial code. They were part of something much older, a pre-Vampirium language used in rituals long buried by time.

He leaned closer, studying the marks with a sharp, analytical eye. Each symbol seemed deliberate, carved with precision, though the energy behind them felt wrong. These weren’t markings made by any sanctioned group. These were the work of someone, something, outside of the Vampirium’s control.

The assistant vampire standing nearby looked uncomfortable, his eyes darting from the body to Mathias. “They... They aren’t any kind of glyph we recognize. Not from any of the ancient clans. We’ve seen nothing like this.”

“I know,” Mathias muttered, almost to himself. “This is deliberate. Whoever did this knew what they were doing.”

Mathias stood up straight, his fingers still hovering inches from the symbols. The weight of history pressed on him, but his mind was already calculating the next steps.

He turned to the younger vampire, who had been silent until now. “Go to the archives. Search for any records of ancient ceremonies, anything related to these glyphs. I need everything we know about the pre-Vampirium era.”

The vampire nodded, bowing, before hurrying off toward the back of the room. Mathias looked back at the body of Niamh Delacour, a deep furrow creasing his brow. She had been a leader, a guide, someone he had respected. And now she was gone, murdered.

But this wasn’t just a murder. This was something deeper, a message wrapped in symbols too old to ignore. The Vampirium had survived for centuries, weathering the wars of their kind and the shifting allegiances between humans and vampires. But this? This wasn’t a simple violation. It was a challenge to everything they had built.

Mathias felt the pressure building inside him, that familiar cold fury rising. He didn’t show it on his face, but he was already making his report in his mind, noting the details for later.

This would not go unpunished. Whoever had done this would be brought to justice, by whatever means necessary.

The younger vampire returned, a stack of records in his hand, his expression grim. “I’ve got some information, Mathias. This is... troubling.”

Mathias turned back toward him, his voice low and sharp. “Tell me everything.”

The classroom at the Vampirium Night School was muted. Almost too muted. The pale, vaulted ceiling above gleamed, its intricate stonework softened by the glow of overhead lights. The room was cool, an artificial chill designed to keep the air fresh, blending with the sleek modern furnishings. The desks, sleek, ergonomic, dark wood, were arranged in neat rows, each with a holographic screen suspended just above the surface. The faint hum of electricity and indistinct murmurs of students settling in filled the air, but beneath it, the room felt almost too still, like the calm before something larger.

Dominic settled into his seat, the chair conforming to the curve of his back as he stretched his legs beneath the desk. His uniform jacket hung open over a crisp, white shirt, the Vampirium crest embroidered over his heart. His shoes gleamed against the dark floor, polished to a mirror finish. There were no distractions in this room, no posters on the walls, no personal items cluttering the desk. Everything was stripped of excess, streamlined for focus.

The lesson began.

A low, clear voice resonated from the front of the room, its owner standing behind a sleek, modern lectern that hovered above the ground. The professor, an older vampire named Elder Korrin, wore a traditional black suit, his face expressionless and calm. His dark eyes swept over the class, then flicked to the screen behind him, where the first slide of the presentation flickered into view.

“Tonight, we begin our survey of the history of vampire customs,” Elder Korrin’s voice rang out in the stillness. It was steady, measured, what one might expect from a teacher with centuries of experience. “We will focus on the evolution of our legal system, which has shaped the way we live today. As you know, we have no need for mysticism or superstition. Everything that defines us is practical, rooted in structure and law.”

Dominic shifted in his chair, stretching his legs under the desk. His amber eyes flicked to the screen, where ancient symbols filled the space. The first slide depicted a series of early vampire glyphs, the kind that would have been used in the pre-Vampirium era before their society had settled into the modern world.

“The first laws of our kind were born of necessity,” Elder Korrin continued, his voice a steady cadence, “emerging from the need to protect ourselves from human fear and the inevitable backlash that followed our creation. In the earliest days, vampires were creatures of myth, hunted for their bloodlust and their inhuman abilities.”

Dominic’s mind slipped into focus as the lesson began. He leaned forward, fingers tracing the edge of his desk. History had always interested him, despite his usual apathy for anything that couldn’t be touched or held. Vampire history, in particular, had a weight to it, a living testament to centuries of survival. This wasn’t about ghosts or legends; this was about the real, hard-fought battle for their place in the world.

Elder Korrin paused, his eyes moving across the room, allowing the silence to sit for a moment before continuing. “The first governing body, the Vampirium, was formed not by the will of any one vampire, but out of the collective understanding that order must be established. The earliest laws were simple, do not draw attention to yourself, do not expose your nature to the humans. These were the basics.”

Dominic’s gaze flickered toward the back of the room. His classmates, fledglings, just like him, sat at various states of attention. Some took notes with quick, practiced strokes on their screens, while others stared ahead, eyes unfocused as they absorbed the lecture in their own way. Among them, Dominic could spot a few familiar faces, Marin, a fledgling with dark hair and sharp features, and Eryk, whose pale skin seemed almost translucent under the harsh lights.

The lesson continued. The screen behind Elder Korrin switched to a map, one detailing the migration routes of ancient vampires from ancient Samaria through the early European territories. A network of paths, lines drawn in dark ink, marked the shifts in vampire society over the centuries, mapping out the expansion of their influence, their legal reach, their laws growing alongside their survival.

“There were no councils, no elected bodies in the beginning,” Elder Korrin said, his tone carrying the weight of history. “Each vampire was bound to their sire, to their clan, and to the laws that governed the fledglings. The Vampirium took shape as the legal authority, but only after the wars between vampire factions forced a conclusion.”

Dominic’s eyes narrowed, his fingers still tracing along the desk. The idea of vampire factions, broken into competing groups, each with its own customs and rules, seemed so foreign to him. His world, his society, had always been one of unity, one defined by a strict, ordered legal system, one built by the Vampirium itself.

The system had always felt unshakable, practical. He liked that about it. There were rules, and the rules were clear.

“You see,” Elder Korrin continued, “the formation of the Vampirium was not an act of grandeur. It was a survival mechanism. Early vampire society was fractured. Fledglings acted out of their own self-interest, laws were bent, and some went rogue. It was only after the establishment of the first vampiric trials that correct order took hold.”

Dominic shifted in his seat, paying attention now, his interest piqued. The early trials were a subject often covered in their classes, how the Vampirium had evolved from a disjointed survivalist organization into the legal powerhouse it was today. The first trial, the trial of a rogue vampire accused of breaking the sacred code of secrecy, had been a landmark in the establishment of vampire law. It had been swift, efficient, and set the stage for centuries of legal precedents.

“By the time the Vampirium had established itself as the governing body,” Elder Korrin said, “the laws were codified, the structure in place. And we have lived by these codes ever since.”

Dominic flicked the hem of his jacket sleeve, the weight of the lecture settling over him like a familiar song. History, law, structure, these were things he understood. Unlike his usual frustrations, which often simmered beneath the surface, this was different. There was a solid, unyielding sense to the way vampire society had been shaped. It made sense. The laws made sense. The order made sense.

Mathias had always told him that the structure of the Vampirium was what allowed vampires to survive. Order and control were everything. It wasn’t about mystical power or unspoken threats, it was about maintaining that balance.

The bell for the next class rang, a soft chime that cut through the air like a thread snapping. The moment of muted tension shattered. Dominic blinked and stretched his arms, rolling his shoulders back as the classroom shifted around him. Students stood, gathering their things, shuffling out the door into the hallway where another class awaited.

“Don’t forget the readings,” Elder Korrin called, his voice reaching the back of the room. “We’ll continue this lesson tomorrow, focusing on the Vampirium’s role in shaping modern laws.”

Dominic stood with the rest of the class, feeling the weight of his bag against his shoulder as he filed out of the room. His classmates spoke in indistinct murmurs as they moved down the hall, the soft scrape of shoes against the floor filling the space. Dominic’s mind lingered on the lesson for a moment longer, distracted by something fleeting, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

Mathias’s discovery had been nagging at him, just beneath the surface. The symbols, the glyphs, the elder found dead. It was impossible to ignore, even here, in this sterile classroom. Everything felt just... too normal. The lesson. The order. The mundane aspects of being a fledgling.

Outside, the night had deepened. The city hummed in its usual way, alive, filled with the rush of human traffic and the soft pulse of the world. But Dominic couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. The calm of the day, the lecture, the structure, all of it had felt too easy. Too peaceful.

And deep down, he couldn’t help but feel that something was coming, a disruption, something that would shake their world to its very core.
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🩸 Chapter 2


The First Cut
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The light in Mathias’s study was dim. Its soft, ambient glow filtered through the shades that veiled the window. Outside, the city was alive with the pulse of nocturnal energy, but inside, the world was still, calm, measured, untouched by the chaos brewing just beneath the surface. The room was lined with shelves, most filled with ancient tomes, legal archives, and rare manuscripts of vampire history, texts that had survived centuries, bound in faded leather and etched knowing that the world no longer remembered.

Mathias sat at his desk, his long fingers running along the edges file before him, the paper smooth under his touch. The file was a simple thing, plain, unmarked, but its contents were anything but ordinary. His sharp, ice-blue eyes flicked over the first page, reading the details of Elder Niamh Delacour’s death, absorbing the specifics like a predator surveying its prey.

The body had been found in her private chambers, a space reserved only for the highest-ranking vampires. No witnesses. No signs of a struggle. The elder’s blood had been drained, the body positioned on a wide marble altar. The marks on her skin, however, were what held his attention. They were the key to understanding this crime, or, more accurately, the key to understanding the disturbing message someone had gone to great lengths to send.

The file described the glyphs with clinical precision, but Mathias could feel the undercurrent of something darker. His mind ticked through the history of those symbols as he leaned closer, running a finger over the paper where the images had been printed. These were no ordinary markings. They were ceremonial, ancient, and long forgotten.

The smell of dust and parchment hung in the air, mingling with the faint scent of ink as Mathias flipped to the next page. A photograph of the body followed, Niamh, pale and lifeless, her dark eyes still wide with the unspoken horror of her last moments. Her body had been arranged with a deliberate, almost theatrical grace, her arms outstretched, her fingers curled. The glyphs, drawn in a deep crimson, were placed along her chest, etched into the exposed flesh like some kind of ritualistic tribute.

Mathias exhaled, his breath leaving a trace of warmth against the cool glass of his desk. This wasn’t an act of justice. It wasn’t revenge. The symbols told a story that his mind wasn’t yet prepared to understand.

He tapped a finger on the page, as if trying to extract some hidden meaning from the printed details. This was more than a murder. This was a statement, one that reached deep into the past, to a time when vampires operated outside the codified laws that the Vampirium had established.

He shifted his gaze to the empty chair across from him. His reflection in the window stared back, but there was something unsettling about it tonight, something sharp in the set of his own jaw, a wariness that had not been there earlier.

After a moment’s pause, he stood. His tall form moved, the soft rustle of his dark robe audible. He crossed the room to the bookshelf, fingers brushing over the spines of the books before pulling one down: A Compendium of Pre-Vampirium Ceremonies and Practices. It was a rare text, compiled centuries ago by a historian who had focused on the ancient rituals of vampire society, rituals that were no longer considered legal, but had once been common in the darker corners of their kind’s history.

He flipped the book open to a well-worn page, his eyes scanning the symbols that had been etched into the margins. There they were. The same glyphs.

Mathias’s pulse quickened, though his expression remained unchanged. The symbols were part of an old ceremonial language, one that had been abolished when the Vampirium rose to power and began codifying their laws. These markings had been used in ancient rites, rites designed not for justice or retribution, but for the assertion of power. They had been used to mark those who were considered sacrifices in positing supernatural control, sacrifices meant to invoke forces older than the laws themselves.

His mind flicked back to the body. The draining had been precise, methodical. Niamh had been bled, each drop taken to ensure the power that would come from the act. But the positioning, the glyphs, the lack of struggle, it was all too calculated, too deliberate. It wasn’t a crime of passion or vengeance. This had been an act of fantasy. A ritual wrapped in the trappings of a false tradition.

The muted hum of his office was interrupted by the soft chime of an incoming message on his tablet. He hadn’t expected a reply so soon, but he knew it was time. Mathias turned back toward his desk, his gaze flicking to the screen. The message was from the legal historians he had contacted earlier in the evening. They had dug through their archives and verified something Mathias already suspected. The glyphs had not been part of any law, ancient or modern. They were ceremonial, obsolete, unrecognized by the Vampirium as a symbol of power or judgment.

Mathias tapped his fingers against the desk, his mind racing through the possibilities. This wasn’t a mistake. This was a clear, conscious choice. Whoever had killed Niamh had done so intending to send a message, a message that was far beyond the scope of anything the Vampirium had ever encountered in recent memory.

He drew in a deep breath, running a hand through his dark hair as he leaned back in his chair. The message was simple: someone was trying to resurrect the old ways. The rogue traditions that had been wiped away with the rise of the Vampirium. Those rituals, once thought dead, were being resurrected with a vengeance.

The silence in the room felt heavy, as if the very air had thickened in response to the discovery.

Mathias’s fingers moved across the tablet, composing a report for the Vampirium’s higher authorities. He knew what he had to do next. There was no room for hesitation. He had to alert the council, brief them on the situation, and begin the investigation. This was no longer a simple murder. It was a challenge to everything the Vampirium stood for. The balance that had taken centuries to establish was now in jeopardy, and Mathias was not about to allow it to slip away.

The sounds of the city beyond his office, distant car engines, the occasional hum of the subway, seemed disconnected now, as if they belonged to another world. In here, there was only the muted tension of the unknown, the sense that something was moving just out of reach, slipping further from his grasp with every passing second.

With a last glance at the body’s photograph, Mathias finished the report, his fingers lingering for a moment on the last sentence. He had to hurry, but even as he tapped the screen to send the message, a knot of unease twisted in his stomach. He knew that this was only the beginning. The investigation would uncover more questions than answers, and the answers that came would lead to something darker than he could yet comprehend.

The tablet chimed as the report sent off to the higher council. Mathias’s eyes flickered over the glowing screen before he set it down, the weight of the next steps already pressing down on him. He had done his part. Now it was time to wait for the inevitable response. 

The classroom was quieter now, the soft buzz of low conversation dying down as the instructor, Professor Haldor, tapped his long, bony fingers on the lectern. His cold, gray eyes swept over the room, his voice cutting through the air like a blade.

“Settle down,” Haldor said in his usual detached manner, though his words held the weight of authority. “Tonight’s lesson is a crucial one. We’ll be covering the early development of the Vampirium and the creation of the laws that guide our society today. For many of you, this will be the first time you encounter these documents in full. Pay attention.”

Dominic shifted in his seat, his posture relaxed yet attentive. The room was cool, the sterile scent of wood and iron mingling in the air as the faint hum of the overhead lights filled the space. His classmates around him were still settling into their seats, the occasional rustling of papers accompanying the soft shuffle of feet. The faintest sounds of night, the clink of distant traffic, the murmur of voices filtering in from the hallway, drifted in from outside, but in here, the atmosphere was focused, muted.

The holographic projector flickered to life with a sharp hum, casting the room in a bluish glow. A series of images appeared on the wall, depicting the formation of the Vampirium in intricate detail: maps of ancient vampire territories, scenes of the first councils convening, and etchings of the early leaders who had fought to unite the fractured vampire factions after the Great War.

“The Vampirium was not born from peace, as some might believe,” Haldor’s voice rumbled, steady but unwavering. “It emerged from necessity. From the remnants of war. The first laws were designed not to bind our society in rigidity, but to allow it to survive. Survival was the goal, and it took the strength of ancient leaders to craft the legal system we have today.”

Dominic’s eyes drifted over the images. The ink on the parchment was faded, but the weight of the history still clung to the pages. The Vampirium’s origins, shaped by necessity, survival, and harsh sacrifice, were familiar to him. He had learned about them in earlier classes, but there was something satisfying about hearing it again from Haldor’s voice. The laws that governed them, the delicate balance of power and rule, had always seemed like an unshakable foundation to Dominic. It was history, clean and true. Or so he thought.

The professor continued, his hands smoothing over the surface of the lectern, as though the very act of explaining these laws made them feel more tangible, more real. “The first Vampirium laws were broad. They were based on the idea of structure and control, and most importantly, order. Vampires needed to be governed in such a way that their existence would no longer be a threat to the human population.”

Dominic
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