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  For those who never asked to be chosen, yet were changed by fate anyway.

For the ones who hear the shadows calling—and step forward regardless.

This book is for the moment everything breaks, and the courage it takes to stand.
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  The Alley and the Howl

  
  




Evernight always smelled like rot after midnight.

Not the natural kind—the kind that clung to brickwork like an infection, thickening the air, sour and metallic at the same time. The kind that whispered of abandoned things, broken things, dead things. Tonight, that stench had teeth.

Elara Kane tightened her coat against the cold drizzle falling from a sky the colour of bruises. Neon from the club strip bled down rain-slick dumpsters, turning puddles into runny pools of red and blue. She moved in silence, her boots splashing through the filth on the cracked sidewalk. Everything about this part of Evernight said go home.

She didn’t.

A lead had dragged her here, deeper into the slums than she usually dared. A witness had called The Evernight Gazette claiming to have seen “monsters tearing a man apart.” Normally, Elara would file it under drunk ramblings or hallucinations from the chemically poisoned water supply. But something about the frantic, broken tone of the caller had stuck with her. She knew desperation better than most — and the voice on the phone had sounded like someone trying to warn her before something came back to finish the job.

She lived for leads like this.

She hated herself for it.

Her camera hung heavy against her hip, hand resting over the lens more for comfort than protection. Her breath fogged the air in front of her as she slipped between two derelict buildings, moving into an alley so narrow it could barely fit two people shoulder to shoulder. It stank of urine, wet garbage, and something faintly sweet… almost like copper.

Her boots crunched over something brittle.

Glass?

Bone?

She didn’t look down.

The rain began to fall harder, drumming against the rusted fire escape above. Water flowed down the brick like veins bursting, dragging streaks of grime in thin rivulets. Somewhere behind her, a siren wailed — distant, fading, cowardly — because even the police didn’t come here unless they had the numbers to survive it.

Elara raised her camera and snapped a few photos of the alley entrance. The flash flickered, briefly illuminating graffiti—crude fanged shapes, claw marks gouged into brick, symbols she didn’t recognise. She frowned.

That’s when she heard it.

A wet, meaty crunch.

Then a growl—low, primal, vibrating through the air like thunder caged under flesh.

Elara froze.

The noise came again, louder this time. A tearing sound. Something ripping.

Her heart kicked hard against her ribs. She slid behind a dumpster, breath shallow, camera clutched tight. Her fingers trembled, but she lifted the lens anyway and peered around the edge.

At first, she thought her brain was lying to her.

Two figures were locked in combat at the far end of the alley, bathed only in the flickering neon from an overhead sign that buzzed like dying insects. One figure was tall, pale as moonlight, blur-fast, moving with an unnatural grace. The other was massive, hunched, muscles rippling beneath fur that glistened under the rain.

Vampire.

Werewolf.

The words didn’t make sense. They were the kind of things she read in pulp fiction or overheard whispered at dive bars where conspiracy theorists drank themselves into blissful paranoia. But she wasn’t imagining the way the pale figure sank fangs into the beast’s shoulder, or the way the creature howled — a sound so raw it rattled her bones.

The werewolf swung a massive clawed hand and caught the vampire in the side, sending him flying against the brick wall hard enough to crack it. Dust rained down. The vampire wiped blood from his lips, eyes glowing like two coals plucked from a dying fire. His lips curled in a snarl.

The wolf lunged.

They hit the ground with enough force to shake the air. Teeth clamped into flesh. Claws raked across marble-white skin. Blood — dark, thick, steaming — splattered across the pavement. The vampire hissed, voice sharp and inhuman.

Elara couldn’t look away.

She lifted her camera, hands shaking, and snapped a photo.

Click.

The flash burst.

The creatures froze for a fraction of a second. The vampire’s head whipped in her direction, eyes widening with a feral awareness. The werewolf’s nostrils flared. Its muzzle lifted, dripping blood.

Elara ducked back behind the dumpster, choking on adrenaline.

Stupid. Stupid. STUPID.

She didn’t run.

Some sick, morbid curiosity rooted her in place. She peeked again.

The werewolf tore into the vampire’s shoulder, rending flesh, muscle fibre snapping like overstretched rope. The vampire screamed — a chilling, shrill sound that didn’t belong to the living. With a burst of unnatural strength, he drove his thumb into the wolf’s eye.

The wolf bellowed, stumbling. One eye gone. Blood poured in rivulets down its snout.

The vampire staggered to his feet, body shaking, drenched in gore. One arm cracked, bent at an unnatural angle. He twisted it back into place with a sickening pop, flesh knitting as he snarled.

Elara covered her mouth, bile rising in her throat.

The wolf recovered with terrifying speed. It leaped, jaws wide, closing around the vampire’s torso. Bones crunched. Ribs snapped like branches underfoot. The vampire screamed again, the sound echoing through the alley like a soul being ripped in half.

Then the wolf jerked its head viciously.

The vampire’s body tore open.

Intestines spilled out in a slick, wet heap. Blood gushed in dark waves, pooling on the concrete, washing down in thick streaks with the rain.

Elara’s vision blurred. She blinked rapidly, forcing herself not to faint.

The werewolf dropped the vampire’s corpse — or what was left of it — and howled at the sky. It was a sound of victory and agony, a contradictory mix that carved deep into her chest. The howl reverberated through the alley, bouncing off brick and metal, drowning out the storm for a breathless moment.

Elara wanted to run.

She didn’t.

Because the wolf…

stopped.

Slowly, its head lowered.

It sniffed.

Once.

Twice.

Then it turned.

Its remaining eye locked directly onto her hiding spot.

That gaze froze her blood.

The beast took a single step toward her.

Another.

Claws scraped sparks off concrete.

Elara pressed back against the dumpster so hard she felt the metal bruise her spine. Her breath hitched with panic. She tried to quiet it, but it only grew louder, harsher, betraying her.

The wolf lifted its massive head and inhaled deeply — as if tasting her fear.

It took another step.

Then another.

The alley seemed too narrow, the shadows too deep, the rain too loud. Every detail sharpened painfully. Her pulse hammered in her neck. She could hear the wet sounds of the vampire’s mangled body slowly settling behind the wolf.

When the creature reached her, it leaned forward, close enough for her to smell blood and wet fur. Its breath rolled over her skin — hot, rancid, alive. Its snarling muzzle hovered inches from her face.

She was going to die.

Its lips curled back. She braced for teeth.

Instead…

It stopped.

The wolf blinked slowly, the human intelligence behind that single eye flickering. Its nostrils flared again as if searching for something it couldn’t quite identify. Confusion passed over its monstrous features.

Then, abruptly, it snapped its head toward the far end of the alley — where another sound echoed faintly.

Footsteps.

Someone approaching.

The wolf growled low in its chest, the sound rumbling like distant thunder. Then, with a final glance at her — something between a warning and a promise — it leapt straight upward, claws digging into the metal fire escape, propelling itself up the wall like a nightmare given wings.

Elara’s breath punched out of her. She scrambled from behind the dumpster, stumbling back into the open alley. The rain washed streaks of crimson across the ground. The vampire’s remains lay twisted and unrecognisable.

Her hands shook uncontrollably as she lifted her camera again.

Footsteps grew louder.

Elara turned—

But no one was there.

The alley was empty, except for the corpse and the blood and the lingering echo of a howl that refused to leave her bones.

She finally ran.

Ran until her lungs burned, until her legs trembled, until the night swallowed the alley behind her. But no amount of distance could erase what she had seen. Because in Evernight, once you saw the monsters…

The monsters saw you back.
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Elara didn’t stop running until the lights of Midtown swallowed her—bright, suffocating, artificial safety. Her lungs burned, her legs trembled, and her throat tasted like metal. She ducked into the first open doorway she found: a twenty-four-hour laundromat that smelled like detergent and loneliness.

A lone old woman folded sweaters in the corner without looking up.

A flickering TV played an infomercial.

Normalcy.

It felt obscene.

Elara staggered into a plastic seat by the vending machine and dropped her camera into her lap. Her hands were still shaking. She tried to steady them, but every time she blinked she saw the alley again.

The fangs.

The claws.

The tearing.

The howl.

Her pulse thundered in her ears. She forced her breathing to slow, though it felt like trying to tame a storm.

“Get it together,” she whispered to herself, the words ragged. “Just—just look.”

She powered on the camera.

The screen glowed dimly in the hollowed room. Elara tapped through her gallery. The first few photos were nothing—graffiti, wet alley, blurry neon streaks. She swiped again.

Her breath hitched.

A shape.

A pale blur.

A glint of something like eyeshine.

She zoomed in.

It was still fuzzy, distorted by motion and rain, but the shape was unmistakable: a humanoid figure with impossibly sharp facial angles, elongated jaw, a flash of white teeth bared in a snarl.

Her stomach twisted.

“Jesus…”

She swiped again.

Another image. This one captured the werewolf mid-lunge, blurry but undeniably inhuman—fur bristling, muscle pulled taut in motion, jaws wide. The camera had frozen the moment just after it tore into the vampire’s torso.

The gore was a smear on the screen.

The sound of it was still in her ears.

She swallowed hard and opened the short video clip. Rain distorted the frame. The neon sign flickered above, casting everything in stuttering red-blue light. The creatures moved too fast for the lens to capture clearly—just jerks of motion, shapes colliding, bursts of violence.

But the audio…

That was crystal clear.

A snarl.

A scream that didn’t sound human.

Bones cracking.

A wet, sucking rip.

A howl that shook the camera in her hands.

Elara’s hand flew to her mouth, smothering a horrified gasp.

Anyone else might have deleted it, tried to forget, pretended it was something explainable.

But Elara Kane was a journalist.

A good one.

A stubborn one.

A stupidly brave one.

She couldn’t forget what she saw.

She sure as hell couldn’t ignore it.

“Okay,” she whispered, wiping her face. “Okay. You have evidence. You have to report it. That’s what you do.”

She snapped the camera shut and rose from the chair. The old woman didn’t glance up as Elara stumbled out the door into the rain.

Even Midtown felt wrong now—too bright, too hollow. Her nerves were stretched thin, skin prickling with aftershocks of fear.

She needed answers.

And she needed her editor to take this seriously.







The Evernight Gazette occupied a cramped third-floor office above a pawn shop that always smelled like old velvet and gun oil. The paint on the building peeled like sunburnt skin, and the stairwell had a single flickering bulb that had been dying for months.

Elara climbed the stairs two at a time, adrenaline pushing her forward. She burst into the office to find it exactly as depressing as usual: humming fluorescent lights, outdated monitors, stacks of unfiled paperwork, and a perpetual smell of stale coffee.

Her editor, Max Harper, sat hunched at his desk, thick glasses perched at the edge of his nose. He looked like he’d been carved out of fatigue and cynicism.

He glanced up as she stormed in.

“Elara? You look like you crawled out of a—”

“Max, I have a story,” she said, breathless. “A big one. Possibly—no, definitely the biggest thing this paper will ever run.”

His eyebrows rose slightly. “Bigger than the rat infestation exposé?”

“Max.”

“Bigger than the scandal about the mayor’s… ahem… extracurricular tastes?”

“MAX.”

He held up his hands defensively. “Alright, alright. What’ve you got?”

Elara shoved her camera into his hands. “Photos. Video. And I was there. I saw it happen.”

Max frowned, glancing between her and the camera. He pressed play.

For a moment, the only sound was the rain in the video… then the snarl split the speakers.

Max jerked in his seat.

His face paled.

Good. He should be scared.

Elara leaned forward. “That was no animal. And the thing it was fighting wasn’t either. Max, these were—”

“Stop.”

He paused the video abruptly.

Set the camera down slowly.

Pressed his fingers into his temples.

“Elara… what exactly are you trying to pitch me?”

“I’m telling you something supernatural is happening in this city.” She gestured wildly. “Vampires. Werewolves. Something. Monsters, Max. Monsters fighting in Evernight’s back alleys. And they killed someone. No—something.”

“Elara…”

“I got it on camera.”

“Elara.”

She slammed her hands on his desk. “Just LOOK!”

He sighed heavily, picking up the camera again. He stared at a still frame—one blurry enough that it could be anything.

“Elara… this is motion blur. Rain. Low lighting. You know how cameras work.”

“It’s not a trick. I saw them.”

He shook his head slowly. “You’ve been under a lot of stress lately.”

“Oh my god—”

“You’re exhausted. You’ve been chasing urban legends, conspiracy stories, dead leads—”

“That’s my JOB.”

“And you’ve been pushing yourself too hard.”

Her nails dug into her palms. “Max, I’m not hallucinating.”

He removed his glasses, rubbed his eyes, then gave her a look that made her gut clench—sympathetic, patronising, concerned.

“Elara, sweetheart… maybe talk to someone. There’s no shame in it. Panic episodes happen.”

She stared at him, speechless.

“Panic episodes,” she repeated, voice flat.

He nodded. “I can’t run this. The Gazette isn’t a tabloid. We can’t publish werewolf fights, or whatever this is supposed to be.”

Her blood boiled.

“You’re dismissing evidence,” she snapped. “A man—no, a vampire—was ripped apart and you’re calling it a panic episode?”

“Elara, go home,” Max said gently. “Get some rest. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“No,” she whispered. “We won’t.”

She grabbed her camera off his desk, ignoring his calls as she stormed out of the office.

Every step down the stairwell felt like a drumbeat in her skull.

Each breath was tight, painful.

Her vision swam with anger and disbelief.

She pushed through the street door—

—and froze.

The world outside had grown darker in the span of moments. Clouds smothered the city like a lid. The rain had stopped but the air felt heavy, opaque, charged like before a lightning strike.

Elara took one shaky step forward.

Then another.

Her anger simmered into something colder.

Because she felt it.

Not saw it.

Felt it.

Someone was watching her.

A prickle crawled along her spine, slow and deliberate, like icy fingers tracing her vertebrae. Her breath caught. She forced herself to look casual, but her heartbeat was thundering, pounding so hard she worried whoever was following her could hear it.

She scanned the sidewalk.

Shadows stretched unnaturally long from the flickering street lamps. A few late-night pedestrians trudged by without noticing her.

But her instincts screamed.

Something was wrong.

Something stalked her.

She started walking.

Fast.

Her reflection flickered in shop windows—pale, wide-eyed, trembling. She tried not to keep checking over her shoulder, but she couldn’t stop.

Footsteps echoed behind her.

Soft.

Measured.

Matching her pace exactly.

Her throat dried. She turned a corner sharply and paused, pressing herself into a recessed doorway. She held her breath.

The footsteps continued.

Then—

Stopped.

Her breath hitched. She peered around the edge of the doorway.

A silhouette paused at the mouth of the street. Tall. Lean. Unmoving in a way no human ever stood. Its head tilted slightly, listening.

Her stomach dropped.

It was the same shape she’d glimpsed in the alley before the wolf tore it apart.

Not the wolf.

The other one.

The vampire.

“No,” she whispered. “He died. I saw him—”

The silhouette turned its head directly toward her hiding spot.

Elara’s body locked up, frozen by pure, primal terror.

Then the shape stepped forward into the dim glow of a neon sign.

Just enough light to reveal—

Eyes.

Faintly glowing.

Red.

Not the same vampire from the alley.

Another one.

Her breath caught.

The shape took another step.

Elara bolted.

She sprinted down the sidewalk, weaving between pedestrians, her lungs screaming for air. She didn’t dare look back—not at first.

Then she heard it.

The footsteps again.

Not running.

Not hurried.

Just following.

Patient.

Hunting.

She darted across the street, nearly getting clipped by a taxi. Horns blared. Someone cursed. She didn’t slow.

Her apartment wasn’t far. Just four blocks.

Three blocks.

Two—

She turned sharply into a narrower street—

—only to skid to a stop.

At the far end of the street stood another silhouette.

Tall.

Still.

Waiting.

Her pulse spiked. Trapped.

“No. No-no-no—”

She turned back.

The first figure approached from the opposite direction.

Her throat tightened.

They were closing in.

Herding her.

She backed up until her spine hit the brick wall of a closed book store. Her legs turned to jelly. Her breath hitched in her throat.

Two figures approached in unison.

Silent.

Predatory.

And then—

Something growled behind her.

Low.

Menacing.

Familiar.

Elara’s eyes widened as the shadows behind the book store shifted.

A massive, wolf-like shape stepped out, its single eye glowing like molten amber. Scars carved across its muzzle. Rain glistened on its bristling fur.

The same werewolf from the alley.

It stalked between her and the approaching vampires, posture rigid, head low, hackles raised.

A warning.

No.

A threat.

The vampires halted.

A tense silence wrapped the street in suffocating dread.

Then the wolf growled again—deep, resonant, enough to vibrate her ribs.

The vampires retreated one slow step… then vanished into the shadows, dissolving into the night like they’d never been there.

Elara collapsed against the wall, knees buckling.

The wolf turned its head toward her.

Its single glowing eye locked onto hers.

Not a threat.

Not quite protection.

Something in-between.

A silent message.

Then it bounded away, disappearing over a fire escape as easily as drawing breath.

Elara sank to the ground, shaking, unable to form a single thought beyond the terror pounding through her veins.

She wasn’t imagining it.

She wasn’t hallucinating.

This wasn’t panic.

This was real.

And something in Evernight had decided she was no longer an observer.

She was prey.
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The rain returned just as Elara reached the edge of the residential district, slashing sideways across the rooftops and turning the streets into reflective black rivers. She moved quickly, shoulders hunched, camera bag pressed tight against her body. The adrenaline from earlier had dulled to a low throb, but her nerves were still raw, buzzing, stretched thin.

Every time she blinked, she saw glowing eyes.

Every time she swallowed, she tasted fear.

Every step felt like stepping deeper into something she could never un-see.

She hugged her coat closer as she cut through a narrow side street — a shortcut she’d walked a hundred times. Tonight it felt wrong. Too quiet. The air too thick. The darkness too deep.

Halfway down the alley, the streetlamp above her sputtered and died.

Her breath stalled.

“Not now,” she whispered.

The sound of her own voice made her flinch.

She took another step anyway.

A soft scrape echoed behind her.

Elara froze.

Slowly… very slowly… she turned her head.

Nothing was there.

Just dripping fire escapes.

Overflowing gutters.

Trash bags ripped open by rats or something bigger.

A dark smear on the ground she didn’t want to look at too closely.

She exhaled shakily and forced herself to keep walking.

One step.

Two.

Then—

A shadow peeled itself from the darkness behind her.

She barely had time to suck in a breath before something slammed her back against the brick wall with crushing force.

Her camera thudded against her hip. Air tore from her lungs. Pain exploded across her spine.

A massive arm pinned her in place.

Her gasp echoed off brick.

A figure loomed in front of her, body blocking the narrow alley, heat radiating off him like a furnace. Rain slicked his hair to his forehead, dripping down sharp cheekbones carved with dirt and dried blood.

Jax.

The werewolf.

But not the beast form from the alley — no fur, no claws, no monstrous muzzle. This was… human. Mostly. A man with a predator’s stance.

A man who could break her ribs with one hand.

His single amber eye burned through her.

“You,” he snarled.

His voice was a low, animalistic growl scraping against the edges of human speech. Up close, the sound vibrated through her bones.

Elara tried to move, but his arm was a steel bar across her chest.

She choked out, “Let me go—”

He leaned in, face inches from hers.

“No.”

Hot breath rolled over her skin — heat laced with something wild, something feral, something that wasn’t entirely human.

His nostrils flared as he inhaled deeply, like an animal cataloguing her scent.

Rain, sweat, fear.

Ink and camera straps.

Her heartbeat hammering far too fast.

He growled again.

“Why were you in my territory?”

She swallowed hard. “I… wasn’t trying to be.”

“You saw the fight.”

“Yes.”

“You got close enough to smell the fucking blood.”

Her pulse spiked. “I didn’t mean—”

Jax slammed his hand beside her head, rattling loose bricks. She flinched.

“I lost control tonight,” he said, voice rough as gravel. “If I’d shifted fully… if I hadn’t been half-dead… you’d be lying in pieces right now.”

She believed him.

Every word.

Her breath came in shallow, panicked gasps. The rain traced cold lines down her temples.

His eye narrowed, scanning her face with something like anger—or worry. She couldn’t tell which.

“What did you record?”

She hesitated.

His grip tightened.

“Everything,” she whispered.

Jax let out a low, dangerous growl. “You’re going to delete it.”

“I’m a journalist. I can’t just—”

His hand shot up, fingers wrapping around her jaw. Not hurting. Just enough pressure to force her to look at him, not the ground.

“If you publish a single word,” he said, voice dropping to a deadly whisper, “you’ll be lucky if the vampires kill you first.”

Elara’s stomach lurched.

“Why?” she breathed.

“Because you’re a witness now. A loose end. Someone’s going to clean you up.” His thumb brushed her jawline, a strange contrast to the brutality in his voice. “And if they don’t… I will.”

Her pulse thundered.

He leaned closer, his mouth near her ear, heat rolling off him. His whisper slid across her skin like a blade.

“Drop it, Elara Kane.”

She stiffened. “How do you know my name?”

A slow, humourless smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth.

“Everyone knows your name.”

That chilled her more than the rain.

“That’s not an answer.”

Jax studied her, eye narrowing. His face was inches from hers — too close, far too close — but she didn’t dare move.

“I smelled your scent back in the alley,” he said, voice low. “And then again outside your office.” His jaw clenched. “You were being hunted.”

Elara trembled despite herself. “By vampires?”

“By something worse.”

He didn’t elaborate.

She tried again. “Why were you there tonight? Why were they fighting?”

Jax’s expression darkened — shadows pooling under his eyes.

“Because everything’s breaking,” he said. “Everything that kept this city from turning into a slaughterhouse is starting to crack.”

Rain dripped off his chin, down his throat.

“Get out of it, Elara,” he said quietly, almost gently. “Go home. Lock your door. Burn your notes. Forget what you saw.”

She met his gaze, trying to steady her voice. “And if I don’t?”

The smirk vanished.

His teeth bared.

Not fully — but enough.

Sharper than they should be.

“Then you end up in pieces on a slab,” he said, blunt and brutal. “And no one will ever find the rest.”

Her blood turned to ice.

“Is that a threat?” she whispered.

“It’s a promise.”

Their eyes locked, the air thick with something sharp and electric. Not just fear — something else beneath it. Something warmer, forbidden, volatile.

Something she absolutely should not feel around a creature who could tear her throat out in a heartbeat.

Jax seemed to realise it too.

His jaw clenched. He stepped back abruptly, severing the moment, leaving her cold and gasping where the heat of his body had been.

Without another word, he turned and disappeared down the alley.

For a heartbeat, she just stood there, chest heaving, mind blank.

Then she noticed it.

On the brick wall beside her were long, deep claw marks gouged into the stone.

Four slashes.

Fresh.

Bloody.

She reached out with a trembling hand, fingertips hovering over the grooves. The blood glistened dark under the flickering streetlamp.

This wasn’t a hallucination.

This wasn’t a nightmare.

This was real.

The monsters weren’t in stories.

They weren’t hiding under beds.

They were in the alleys of Evernight.

In its shadows.

In its bones.

And one of them had just told her to run.

Elara stepped away from the wall, heart banging against her ribs.

She didn’t run.

She should have.

Instead, she pulled out her camera… and took a photo of the claw marks.

Because if she was already in danger, then she needed the truth more than ever.

Even if the truth was hunting her.
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The doorman at Club Elysium looked at Elara like she’d shown up in a hazmat suit and asked to sit at the VIP bar.

“Private event,” he grunted, folding thick arms across his chest. His neck bulged over his too-tight collar, and his shaved head shone under the violet neon spilling down from the sign above.

Elysium’s entrance was a sleek wound in Evernight’s flesh—black glass, chrome, and a velvet rope separating the chosen from the rest of the city’s rot. Bass thumped under Elara’s feet, a low, hungry heartbeat.

She tried to stand taller, though she was painfully aware of her damp coat and boots. “I’m with the Evernight Gazette,” she said, flashing her press badge. “I have an appointment.”

She didn’t. But she said it like she did.

The doorman squinted at the badge as if reading required a painful level of concentration.

“Elara Kane,” he read aloud, then snorted. “Never heard of it.”

“You know, that’s exactly what people say right before I write something very unflattering about them,” Elara said, forcing a tight smile. “I’m doing a piece on nightlife safety. There’ve been disappearances tied to this block. A quote from Elysium would really help show you’ve got nothing to hide.”

It was a bluff, but not completely. Three names circled in her notebook, all last seen somewhere near this club.

The doorman’s expression didn’t change. “No press. Private event.”

He shifted his weight like he was already bored.

Elara’s jaw clenched. Part of her wanted to walk away. The smarter part. The part that remembered claw marks in brick and glowing eyes in the dark.

But the other part—the part that dragged her into alleys and kept her awake at 3 a.m. with questions—wouldn’t let her.

“Look, I won’t take photos. I’ll just talk to someone inside,” she said. “Two minutes. I’m not here to cause trouble.”

“That’s what people who cause trouble always say.”

He reached for her shoulder, clearly intending to steer her back to the sidewalk like unwanted trash.

His hand never touched her.

It stopped an inch from her coat, fingers stiff, arm frozen mid-grab. His eyes unfocused, going slightly glassy.

Elara blinked.

That wasn’t normal.

“Let her in,” a smooth voice said.

It was quiet, but it cut through the bass, through the rain, through her thoughts. The kind of voice that didn’t need to be loud to be obeyed.

The doorman let his hand fall and stepped aside without a word.

Elara turned.

A man stood just inside the doorway, framed by the dark glass, watching her.

He wore black the way the city wore night—effortlessly. His suit was immaculate, tailored with almost obsessive precision, charcoal shirt open at the throat. Skin pale but not sickly, more like stone smoothed by centuries of rain. His hair was dark, swept back from a strong brow, a few strands falling artfully forward, as if gravity bent differently around him.

And his eyes…

They were the colour of old wine and fresh blood—deep, dark, with something faintly luminous curling in their depths whenever the light shifted.

He smiled.

It wasn’t friendly.

“Elara Kane,” he said, her name smooth on his tongue. “You’ve been busy.”

Her stomach tightened.

“Have we met?” she asked, trying to sound steadier than she felt.

“In a manner of speaking,” he said. “Please. Come in. You’re getting wet.”

He gestured inside.

The doorman continued to stare straight ahead, expression blank.

Elara glanced between them. Alarm bells clanged in her skull. Every instinct screamed at her that stepping into that club with this man was a terrible idea.

But every story she’d ever chased had started with ignoring that voice.

Her fingers brushed the camera at her hip—a silent anchor. She swallowed, lifted her chin, and stepped past the velvet rope.

The music hit her like a physical force.

Inside, Elysium was a cathedral to excess. Black glass walls reflected fragments of moving bodies and neon lights like broken dreams. The ceiling arched high, hung with geometric chandeliers that glowed in ice-white and crimson. The air smelled of perfume, sweat, alcohol, and something sharper beneath it all, something metallic and sweet.

Bodies moved on the dance floor, too graceful, too in-sync, like a choreographed tide. Skin gleamed under the lights. Jewellery flashed. Smiles were a little too wide. Eyes lingered a little too long.

Predators playing at being people.

The man fell into step beside her as she walked in. The crowd shifted subtly away from them, creating a corridor without anyone seeming to notice they were doing it.

“Welcome to Elysium,” he said. “I’m Lucien Devereux.”

The name hit her like a slap.

She knew it. Everyone did. Articles whispered about him without ever landing anything concrete—old money, older power. His name appeared in donation lists, property records, and the occasional scandal rumour, but never in a way that stuck.

Elara had once written his name in the corner of a notebook and circled it three times with a question mark.

Now he was here, walking beside her like he’d stepped out of a shadow on purpose.

“You own this place,” she said.

“Among other things.”

She looked around. “No offence, but this isn’t usually the sort of venue that welcomes local reporters.”

“No offence, but local reporters don’t usually sneak around in my city after dark, filming things that don’t belong on camera.”

She went cold.

He’d said it casually, but the implication settled on her shoulders like a weight.

“You were there,” she said slowly. “In the alley.”

His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “No. But I have people who watch things for me. And they saw a little journalist almost become collateral damage.”

Her throat tightened. “If your people hadn’t been there, your vampire would have—”

She cut herself off.

His eyebrow twitched. “My vampire?”

Her denial stalled in her chest. There was no point.

“I know what I saw,” she whispered.

They reached a raised lounge area, separated from the main floor by a half-wall of dark glass. Plush, blood-red chairs surrounded low tables lit by candles that never seemed to flicker.

Lucien gestured for her to sit. She didn’t.

He sighed softly, as if she were an unruly child.

“Drink?” he offered, nodding to a passing server.

“No,” she said.

“Very wise.”

He dismissed the server with a glance. The man froze for a heartbeat, then moved on, his expression blank.

That same distant look as the doorman.

“What did you do to him?” Elara asked.

“Who?”

“The doorman. The bartender. The server. They all… it’s like they’re not really here. Like they’re under water.”

“Oh,” Lucien said mildly. “That.”

He turned fully toward her, and when his eyes met hers, she felt a strange pressure behind her forehead. Gentle. Warm. Insistent.

“Relax,” he said. “You walked into a private space, uninvited. I’m simply making sure you aren’t… disruptive.”

Her heart kicked harder. The pressure behind her eyes grew, a subtle tug, like invisible fingers sifting through her thoughts.

She took a step back. “Get out of my head.”

His smile sharpened. “Most humans don’t notice.”

“I’m not ‘most humans.’”

“No,” he murmured, studying her. “You aren’t.”

He eased off, and the pressure vanished. Elara sucked in a breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding.

“Is that how you keep this place under control?” she asked, voice shaking but hard. “You… hypnotise them? Glamour them?”

“That’s a melodramatic word,” he said. “But accurate enough.”

“Jesus.”

“I prefer ‘Lucien.’”

Her temper flared through the fear. “You think this is funny?”

“No,” he said simply. “I think it’s dangerous.”

“For me?” she asked.

“For everyone,” he replied.

He stepped closer. Not as brutally as Jax had, but with a kind of unhurried inevitability. The air around him felt cooler, sharper. Up close, she could see faint scars along his jawline, pale against pale skin, like old cracks in marble.

“You’re playing with matches in a powder keg, Miss Kane,” he said. “You saw something you were never meant to see. You recorded it. And worse, you’re trying to understand it.”

“That’s what I do.”

“That’s what will get you killed.”

“You sound like him,” she snapped.

Lucien tilted his head. “Who?”

“The werewolf. In the alley after. He said almost the same thing.”

Lucien’s expression darkened, a brief flicker of distaste. “Of course he did.”

“So I’m guessing you two know each other.”

“Oh, we’re… acquainted,” Lucien said, voice going silk-smooth and cold. “Our relationship is complicated.”

“Let me guess. Mortal enemies?”

“Mortal is a fluid term.”

Her skin prickled. “Right.”

“You’re not going to drop this, are you?” he asked.

She met his gaze. “Would you?”

Something moved behind his eyes then—some flicker of old exhaustion, buried under layers of control.

“No,” he said quietly. “I suppose I wouldn’t.”

He sighed, as if conceding something that annoyed him.

“Very well. Let me offer you something, then.”

Elara didn’t move. “I’m listening.”

“Stop filming,” Lucien said. “Stop following claw marks and whispers into places you don’t belong. Delete what you have. Live your small, bright little life. Grow old. Forget.”

“Not really my style.”

His eyes hardened. “I didn’t ask about your style. I’m telling you your options.”

She swallowed. “And if I don’t?”

Lucien stepped closer, close enough that she could see the faint pattern of veins beneath his skin, the way his pupils dilated just a fraction when he looked at her throat.

“If you don’t,” he murmured, “then eventually someone will decide you’re more trouble than you’re worth. A pawn that can’t be controlled. And they will remove you.”

“Someone like you?” she asked.

“If it were me,” Lucien said, “you wouldn’t see it coming.”

Her heart hammered so loud she was sure he could hear it.

“So that’s it?” she said, mouth dry. “Shut up or die?”

He considered her for a moment. Then, surprisingly, his tone softened.

“You have a choice,” he said. “Most people don’t.”

“That’s not a choice.”

“It’s more than you think.”

He reached out. Slowly. Deliberately. His fingers brushed a loose strand of hair from her face. His touch was cool—not corpse-cold, but lacking the rough heat Jax radiated. It was like touching polished stone that had never seen the sun.

She flinched anyway.

He studied her face. “You’re afraid.”

“No shit.”

“But you’re still here.”

“Also no shit.”

A faint, reluctant ghost of a smile touched his lips.

“There’s a reason my kind prefer the shadows,” he said. “We are not meant for your headlines or your rational mind. We are an old problem. The city is built on top of us like a bandage over an infected wound.”

Elara’s throat worked. “I don’t care how old you are. People are dying.”

“People are always dying.”

“That doesn’t make it acceptable.”

He watched her with an unreadable expression. “You remind me of someone,” he said.

“Lucky them,” she muttered.

“They’re dead,” he replied.

Her mouth went dry.

His gaze flicked briefly to her camera. “This isn’t about justice for you, is it? It’s about control. About looking the dark in the eye and giving it a name.”

“Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe I just refuse to live in a city where monsters can rip someone apart in an alley and everyone just pretends it’s a dog attack.”

“Is that what they wrote?” he asked, amused. “Dog attack?”

“‘Possible feral animal mauling,’” she said bitterly. “Unconfirmed.”

He shook his head. “Your species’ ability to lie to itself continues to impress me.”

“You’re not part of my species,” she shot back.

“No,” he said softly. “I’m not.”

Something in his tone made the hairs on the back of her neck rise.

“You asked how your doorman knew my name,” she said, trying to break the moment. “Did you tell him?”

Lucien’s gaze slid past her to the entrance. The doorman still stood there, expression blank, eyes unfocused, letting in a select few, turning away others with the barest flick of Lucien’s attention.

“They know what I want them to know,” Lucien said. “Nothing more.”

“Mind control,” she said. “Useful trick.”

“Cursed necessity,” he corrected. “Without it, this city would have torn itself apart centuries ago.”

“You say that like you’re one of the things holding it together.”

“I am.”

The certainty in his voice sent a chill through her.

“Then why am I being hunted?” she demanded. “If you’re so big on balance and control and keeping the city from falling apart, why did two vamps follow me home? Why did a werewolf have to chase them off?”

His gaze sharpened. “Two vampires followed you?”

“You really don’t know?”

He stepped even closer. The air between them tightened, electric.

“Describe them,” he said.

“Elara. Female. Medium build. Dead eyes. Both very committed to the whole faceless-creature-of-the-night vibe.”

“This isn’t a joke.”

“I’m not laughing.”

His jaw ticked, a brief crack in the polished veneer.

“If they weren’t mine,” he said, mostly to himself, “then someone is poaching in my city.”

“And killing people in alleys,” she added.

“And killing people in alleys,” he agreed, voice like ice.

For a moment, they just stared at each other—the predator lord of Evernight and the stubborn little human who kept surviving things she shouldn’t.

Then he reached past her.

She stiffened, but he only touched the glass railing beside them.

It shimmered.

Down below, on the main floor, a bouncer who had been moving toward them… stopped. Turned. Walked in the opposite direction.

Lucien’s voice dropped.

“You want to leave?” he asked. “I’ll let you walk out of here. I’ll make certain no one at this club even remembers you stepped inside. I will forget your face. Your name. You’ll become just another human ghost drifting through my city.”

His eyes burned into hers. “But if you stay on this path, there is no turning back. No forgetting. No safe little life. You will be in this. You will bleed in it. And you will not come out the same. If you come out at all.”

Her heart slammed against her ribs.

He meant it.

Every word.

This wasn’t some melodramatic line for effect.

This was a warning.

And still, underneath the fear, something else stirred in her chest. The same thing that had kept her behind the dumpster with her camera instead of running. The same thing that had made her take a photo of bloody claw marks instead of scrubbing them from her memory.

She had spent her life looking under rocks and finding rot. People told her to leave it alone. She never did.

Her voice was quiet when she spoke. “You can threaten me. You can scare me. You can… glamour me, whatever the hell that means. But I will not pretend this isn’t happening. I won’t look away.”

A muscle jumped in his jaw.

For the first time, she saw something like respect flicker across his face.

“You really are a problem,” he murmured.

“Occupational hazard.”

He exhaled slowly, then nodded as if coming to some internal decision.

“Very well,” he said. “You won’t stop. I can’t make you. Not without breaking rules I’d rather keep intact.”

He leaned in one last time, his lips almost brushing her ear. His voice came out like velvet wrapped around razors.

“But hear me, Elara Kane. If you put your story above the balance we’ve bled centuries to maintain, if you become the match that ignites this city… I will put you out myself.”

A shiver ran through her. Not just of fear.

His words sank into her skin like a brand.

He pulled back, mask of composure sliding over his face again.

“Now,” he said, as if they’d just concluded a boring business transaction, “I believe you wanted to leave.”

He glanced toward the entrance.

The doorman blinked, suddenly shaking his head as though waking from a nap.

He looked at Elara… and his gaze slipped right over her, as though she were just another shadow in the room.

Lucien had already made good on his promise: in this place, she was forgotten.

Elara swallowed hard and backed away, never taking her eyes off him.

He stood there, unruffled, hands in his pockets, eyes dark and inscrutable, watching her like she was a piece on a board only he could see fully.

“Goodnight, Miss Kane,” he said.

She turned and walked out of Elysium, heart beating too fast, mind buzzing, skin still tingling where his touch had brushed her hair.

Outside, the rain had softened to a mist that clung to her face like ghost fingers. She looked back once.

Through the dark glass of the club’s facade, she thought she saw him still standing there.

Watching.

Elegant.

Cold.

Predatory.

The Lord of glass and ash.

Jax had told her to run.

Lucien had told her to stop.

She wasn’t going to do either.

She was going to dig.

And Evernight, in all its bloody, immortal ugliness, was going to show her what that cost.
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The call came just after dawn, though “dawn” in Evernight was a generous word. The sky over the city was a sickly gray smear, heavy clouds swallowing the rising sun before it could burn away the night’s filth.

Elara had been awake anyway—half-dozing on her couch, still fully dressed, camera bag clutched to her chest like a makeshift shield. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw shadows peeling themselves off brick walls. She heard claws scraping concrete. She smelled blood.

Her phone buzzed violently against the coffee table.

Marcus.

Her stomach dropped. Marcus never called before noon unless someone was dead—or almost dead.

She answered. “Marcus?”

His voice came low, tight, threaded with something brittle. “I need you to come to Pier 19. Now.”

The anxiety in his tone made her sit upright. “What’s wrong?”

A pause. Too long.

“Elara,” he said quietly, “just… get down here. And don’t tell anybody.”

The call ended.

She didn’t waste time. She grabbed her coat, camera, and recorder, then bolted out her door.







Pier 19 lay at the edge of Evernight’s industrial district, where the river was thick with oil, runoff, and secrets. The smell hit her first—a pungent mix of diesel, algae, and something coppery beneath it that twisted her stomach.

Police tape cordoned off a section of the pier. A handful of officers milled around, shooting uncomfortable glances at the water.

Marcus stood at the edge of the dock, back rigid, coat flapping in the wind. When Elara approached, he turned toward her.

He looked rough. More tired than usual. Dark circles carved under his eyes. Jaw clenched.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said immediately.

“You called me.”

“Yeah, well. Maybe I shouldn’t have.”

“Marcus. What happened?”

Another pause. He dragged a hand over his face, rough stubble rasping against his palm.

“Body washed up a few hours ago,” he said. “Dock worker found it. Called us in. But, uh… this isn’t like the usual stuff we get.”

“Show me.”

“No.” He stepped closer, blocking her path. “Elara, it’s bad.”

“I’ve seen bad.”

“Not like this.”

She didn’t flinch. “I need to see.”

He swore under his breath but stepped aside.

One of the officers lifted the corner of the body bag reluctantly.

Elara’s breath left her in a strangled gasp.

The corpse inside hardly resembled a person anymore.

The limbs were twisted at impossible angles, bones snapped through skin like jagged white daggers. The torso had been torn open—ribs cracked outward like a broken cage. The throat…

Her stomach lurched.

The throat was shredded. Savaged. Ripped out.

Exactly like the vampire in the alley.

Exactly.

Her knees weakened. She forced herself to stay upright.

“This wasn’t an animal,” she whispered.

Marcus let the bag fall closed. “The official report will say it was.”

“Bullshit,” she snapped. “That isn’t a dog, or a coyote, or a bear, or any other convenient lie. This looks like—”

She caught herself.

She couldn’t exactly say werewolf out loud. Not here. Not yet.

Marcus watched her carefully. Too carefully.

“What do you think did this?” he asked softly.

She swallowed. “Something big.”

“Yeah,” he muttered. “That’s one word for it.”

One of the officers looked over at them, then quickly looked away, face pale.

“Marcus… this matches—”

“I know,” he cut in sharply. “Don’t say it out loud.”

“Why? Because it sounds insane?”

“Because if you say it,” he hissed, “it becomes real.”

She stared at him. Really stared.

There was fear behind his eyes.

Her big brother. Detective Marcus Kane. The guy who tackled knife-wielding suspects like he was bored. The guy who once joked that the only supernatural thing in Evernight was the strength of the beer.

He was scared.

“Marcus,” she said gently, “something is happening in this city.”

He shook his head. “Something is always happening in this city. Gang fights, drugs, trafficking—Evernight chews people up. But this?” He gestured vaguely toward the river. “This is different. I know.”

He took a breath. “But that doesn’t mean you need to throw yourself into it.”

“I’m already in it,” she said.

“Don’t say that.”

“You knew when you called me.”

He looked away, jaw tightening. She recognised the expression. The one that meant he hated what he was about to say.

“I called you because you’re my sister,” he said. “Because you don’t know when to quit. Because if I didn’t call, you’d find out anyway and probably get yourself killed in the process.”

“That’s not fair.”

“It’s true.” He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Elara… I’ve seen you chase stories that should’ve ended with you in the ground. I know how you get. You see something wrong, you go straight at it. You don’t stop. You don’t think about what it’ll cost.”

“I think about the truth,” she snapped.

“Yeah?” His eyes hardened. “Well, I’m thinking about you.”

That hit her somewhere soft.

But she couldn’t back down.

“Marcus… this is connected to what I saw last night.”

His brows shot up. “You saw something last night?”

She cursed herself silently. Too fast. Too blunt.

He stepped even closer, voice low and dangerous. “Elara. What did you see?”

Her mouth went dry.

A vampire.

A werewolf.

Death.

A city that had been pretending no monsters lived in its bones.

She opened her mouth.

A scream tore across the docks.

Not human.

Not anything she’d heard before.

Officers spun toward the sound, hands on weapons. Marcus instinctively shoved Elara behind him, body tense.

Another scream—longer, wet, desperate.

Elara’s blood ran cold.

It came from the water.

Marcus drew his gun and stepped toward the edge. “Stay behind me.”

Elara didn’t listen. She stepped beside him.

Shapes churned beneath the surface—shadows twisting, thrashing. For a moment, she thought she saw a pale limb pulled under by something massive.

Then stillness.

Silence.

“Shit,” one of the officers whispered.

Marcus swore. “Get divers down here. Now. And seal off this entire pier.”

Elara’s hands trembled. She clenched them into fists.

“Marcus,” she said quietly. “This isn’t going away.”

“No,” he agreed. “Which is why you’re going to stay out of it.”

She turned to him, anger simmering under her fear.

“I’m a journalist,” she said. “I don’t get to ‘stay out of it.’”

He stabbed a finger toward her chest. “You do when it can kill you.”

“Everything can kill me. Cars. Crosswalks. Bad coffee. At least this matters.”

“This is not a joke,” Marcus snapped. “And it’s not your job, okay? It’s the cops’ job.”

“Like you’re going to solve this?” she shot back before she could stop herself. “Like anyone in the precinct is going to admit this wasn’t a dog?”

He flinched like she’d slapped him.

Elara’s expression softened. “I didn’t mean—”

“No,” he said quietly. “You’re right.”

She blinked. “I… am?”

He nodded slowly, staring at the river.

“No one’s going to admit what’s really happening.” His voice cracked, just for a second. “It’s above our pay grade. Above what we’re allowed to say. Hell, above what anyone would believe.”

He faced her again.

“But that doesn’t mean you should get involved.”

She shook her head. “It means I have to.”

“Why?”

Because she had seen things no human should see.

Because she had been marked.

Because something was unravelling in Evernight—teeth and shadows ripping through seams in the world.

She exhaled.

“Because if I don’t write this,” she said softly, “then I’m just letting people die in the dark.”

Marcus scrubbed a hand over his face, exhausted. “You’re going to be the death of me.”

She forced a smile. “Not if these things kill me first.”

He glared. “Not funny.”

“A little funny.”

“No.”

She stepped closer, hand brushing his arm. “Be careful, Marcus.”

“You too,” he said, voice low. “Please.”

They stood there for a moment—siblings balanced on the edge of something they didn’t understand.

Then Marcus turned away, barking orders at officers, pulling out his phone, commanding the scene like the seasoned detective he was.

Elara took a final look at the river.

The water was calm now. Too calm. The surface reflected the dim gray sky like a silver sheet hiding something writhing beneath.

She walked away slowly, every nerve on high alert, the docks feeling colder with every step.

She vowed to dig deeper.

Even if something in the river had already noticed her.

Even if the city’s monsters had already marked her scent.

Even if Marcus was right and this story would end her.

Because the truth was out there.

And the truth had teeth.
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Elara triple-checked the locks that night.

Top deadbolt.

Middle chain.

Bottom latch that always stuck unless you kicked the door just right.

She’d never been paranoid about her apartment before. It wasn’t much—a third-floor walk-up with rattling windows, thin walls, and a permanent smell of someone else’s cooking from two floors down—but it was hers. Her sanctuary. Her small pocket of the city where the worst thing she’d expected to worry about was a leaky pipe or a drunk neighbour.

Now it felt like a box.

A glass one.

Something could look in.

Something already had.

She dropped her keys into the bowl by the door, shrugged out of her coat, and tossed it over the back of the couch. The springs complained softly. The living room was lit only by the glow of a cheap floor lamp and the blue rectangle of her laptop screen on the coffee table.

Bodies in the river.

Claw marks in brick.

Fangs in the dark.

Her camera sat beside the laptop. She avoided looking at it. The memory card inside felt like a loaded gun.

She walked into the tiny kitchenette, poured herself a glass of water from the tap, and drank it in fast, shaking gulps. Her reflection in the microwave door looked like a ghost—too pale, eyes too wide, hair a mess.

“Get it together,” she muttered.

She’d told Marcus she’d be careful. That was a lie. She didn’t know how to be careful with something like this. Not really.

But she could be… cautious.

She could pretend.

Elara moved back into the living room and sank onto the couch. She opened her laptop. A blank document stared back.

Headline ideas flickered through her mind:

Savaged Body Found at Pier 19 – Police Blame ‘Wild Animal’

Evernight’s Missing: The Names No One’s Saying

There Are Monsters in This City and We’re Letting Them Feed

She deleted each one as soon as she typed it.

Max would never run this. The Gazette would never risk it. Even if she managed to print something, it would be neutered to the point of uselessness.

But she still typed.

Not a story. Not yet.

Notes. Details. Sensations.

She wrote about the smell of the river. About the angle of broken bones. About the look in Marcus’s eyes when he’d told her to stay away. About the glow in Lucien’s gaze. About the heat of Jax’s breath.

About the way the city felt like it was holding something in—like breath before a scream.

At some point, she drifted sideways on the couch. The words blurred. Her head nodded.

Sleep came in jagged pieces.

When the noise woke her, she thought it was part of the dream at first.

A soft scrape.

Metal kissing metal.

A shudder in the door.

Her eyes snapped open.

The lamp still glowed dimly. The laptop screen had gone dark. The room was quiet… too quiet. No usual city noise bleeding through the windows. No distant horns. No voices. Just the faint, unmistakable sound of a lock turning.

From the inside.

Elara’s muscles went ice-cold, then burning hot.

She slid off the couch silently, heart pounding. For a wild second, she considered calling Marcus.

Then she remembered the last thing he’d said: Stay out of it.

Too late.

The doorknob turned slowly.

Elara retreated backward into the shadowed corner between the bookshelf and the hallway, moving as quietly as she could. Her foot brushed the edge of the rug; she froze, breath caught.

The deadbolt slid.

The chain rattled softly, then fell.

The door eased open.

Someone stepped inside like he owned the place.

He closed the door behind him without a sound.

Tall. Lean. Wearing dark clothes that drank in the weak lamplight. At first, Elara thought it might be Lucien. Her heart jumped—not in relief, but with a different kind of fear.

Then the man lifted his head.

Not Lucien.

Younger. Or at least he looked younger. Skin too smooth, too perfect, like porcelain over something rotten. His hair was a mess, eyes wild and bright. And his teeth—

He smiled.

The canines were too long. Too sharp. Too eager.

A vampire.

In her apartment.

Elara’s breath hitched.

His head snapped toward her hiding spot.

He hadn’t heard her. He’d smelled her.

“Little mouse,” he murmured, voice thin and reedy, threaded with something cruel. “I thought I heard you.”

He moved with unnatural grace, crossing the room without seeming to take actual steps. One moment he stood by the door; the next, he was in front of the couch, fingers drifting lightly over the cushions.

He touched her coat hanging off the back. Lifted it. Sniffed it.

His pupils dilated.

“You reek of him,” he said. “And of wolf.”

His lip curled.

Elara’s fingers closed around the nearest object—a ceramic mug on the floor by the bookcase. She gripped it so tight her knuckles blanched.

She knew the mug was useless. She held it anyway.

The vampire’s gaze slid across the room, slow and methodical, until it landed exactly where she stood.

He smiled wider.

“Found you.”

He blurred.

One heartbeat he was across the room; the next he was in front of her, hand around her throat, pinning her to the wall with a force that made spots explode behind her eyes.

The mug slipped from her fingers and shattered on the floor.

“Please don’t fight,” he said, almost sweetly. “It’s so messy when they fight.”

Her lungs burned. She clawed at his hand, nails digging into his skin. It was like scraping stone. He didn’t even flinch.

He tilted his head, studying her face.

“You saw something you shouldn’t,” he said. “Took pretty little pictures. Ran to the wrong people. Very naughty.”

His breath smelled of copper and rot. Veins pulsed at his temples, dark and bulging.

“L-Lucien,” she choked out, desperate. “He—”

“Is the problem,” the vampire hissed, mask cracking. “He thinks he can keep pets. Thinks he can make the rules.”

His grip tightened.

“Tonight,” he said, “I break one.”

Black crept into the edges of her vision. Her body screamed for air. Her legs kicked weakly.

Her fingers found his wrist and scraped again.

This time, her nails caught something—a thin, raised mark on his skin. A scar in the shape of a circle with a line through it. A brand.

He snarled, jerking his hand away from her throat.

Elara collapsed to the floor, gasping, clutching at her neck. Air rushed into her lungs in ragged bursts, each breath like swallowing knives.

The vampire loomed over her.

“Don’t worry,” he said calmly. “It’ll be quick.”

He bent down, grabbing her by the hair, yanking her head to the side to expose her throat.

His lips parted. Fangs descended.

A cold, distant part of her brain whispered: So this is it.

Then the window shattered.

Glass exploded inward in a glittering storm, shards spinning through the air like knives. A dark shape crashed through, moving too fast to track. The impact knocked the vampire sideways, ripping Elara’s hair from his grip.

She hit the floor hard, coughing, ears ringing.

Two bodies tumbled across the coffee table, smashing it into splinters. The lamp toppled, light stuttering, then rolling, casting wild, swinging shadows across the walls.

Snarls ripped through the room. Hissing. Flesh hitting flesh with sickening thuds.

Elara crawled backward until her spine hit the wall, dragging herself up enough to see.

Lucien had the other vampire pinned against the far wall, forearm shoved against his throat, fingers digging into his jaw. He looked different now—not the polished lord of glass and ash from Elysium.

This was something older.

Raw.

Barely leashed.

His eyes burned, irises a vivid, unnatural red. Veins darkened around them. His lips were peeled back, teeth bared in an animalistic snarl.

“You were told,” Lucien hissed, voice like a blade dragged over stone. “She was off limits.”

The younger vampire laughed—high, broken. Blood already smeared across his lips from the crash.

“Off limits?” he rasped. “You don’t give orders anymore, Devereux. Not on this. Not on her.”

Lucien’s fingers tightened around his jaw with an audible crack. The younger vampire screamed, the sound strangled.

“You dare touch what I’ve marked?” Lucien’s voice dropped lower, nearly inhuman. “You dare come into my city, into my territory, and break into her home?”

Elara’s heart stuttered. What I’ve marked. The words crawled under her skin.

The younger vampire choked a wet laugh. “She’s… not yours. She’s prey. A loose thread. We’re cleaning up your mess.”

Lucien’s expression went very, very still.

“Then let me be clear,” he said, each word a knife. “You are the mess.”

He moved.

It was a blur—a flicker of motion too fast for Elara’s eyes to process. One second, Lucien’s hand was at the vampire’s throat. The next, it had punched through his chest.

The sound was obscene.

Bone cracking. Flesh tearing. A wet pop as Lucien’s fingers shoved past ribs and into organs.

The other vampire’s eyes went wide. Mouth open. A spray of blood fanned out across the wall.

Lucien’s hand emerged, clutching something that pulsed once, twice, then stilled.

A heart.

It dripped thick streams of dark blood, beating sluggishly in his palm before going slack.

The younger vampire sagged. Lucien let him slide down the wall, leaving a long, smeared trail of red. The body hit the floor with a heavy thud.

Elara’s stomach twisted violently. She leaned to the side and retched, bile burning her throat.

Lucien stood in the middle of her ruined living room, chest heaving, eyes still glowing. Blood coated his hand, his wrist, the cuff of his shirt. The heart dropped from his fingers onto her rug with a wet slap.

For a long moment, the only sound was Elara’s ragged breathing and the soft drip of blood onto the floor.

Then Lucien looked at her.

The wildness receded, bit by bit, like a tide pulling back.

His eyes dimmed from bright crimson to that deep, almost human wine-red.

“Elara,” he said quietly.

She pressed herself against the wall, legs refusing to move. Her living room was a slaughterhouse—shattered glass, broken furniture, a corpse with a gaping hole where its chest should be. Blood everywhere. On the walls. On the floor. On her.

She realised some of it had splattered across her cheek. It tickled as it slid down toward her jaw.

She wiped at it with a shaking hand, smearing it worse.

“Wh—what the hell,” she whispered, voice shredded. “What did you—”

He glanced at the body like it were a spilled drink. “I removed a problem.”

“You tore out his heart.”

“It had to come out.”

“Out of his body?”

His brow furrowed, a hint of irritation. “That tends to be how hearts are removed, yes.”

She let out a hysterical little laugh that sounded nothing like herself.

Lucien took a step toward her.

She flinched violently.

He stopped.

For the first time since he’d crashed through the window, something close to regret flickered across his features.

“I didn’t mean to frighten you,” he said.

She stared at him, then at the corpse, then back at him.

“You broke into my apartment,” she said, voice climbing. “You let another vampire try to kill me—”

“I did not let him—”

“—then you turned my living room into a murder scene and ripped out his internal organs like it’s Tuesday, and you didn’t mean to frighten me?”

Lucien’s jaw tightened. “He was not supposed to get this far.”

“Wow. Fantastic security,” she snapped, hysteria bubbling higher. “Really feeling safe here.”

He studied her for a long moment, as if trying to decide how much truth she could take without shattering.

“Someone put a bounty on you,” he said finally. “A very high one. Word spread. The smart ones stayed away. The desperate ones didn’t.”

Her stomach dropped. “A bounty.”

“Yes.”

“For what? For my camera? My article that hasn’t even been written?”

“For your silence,” he said. “For your disappearance. For the suggestion that it will prove I’m no longer capable of maintaining control.”

His words sank into her bones.

“This is about you,” she said slowly.

“Everything in this city is about me,” Lucien replied calmly. “Whether I wish it or not.”

She swallowed hard. “So you killed him… to protect your reputation.”

“I killed him because he invaded my territory, disobeyed direct orders, and attempted to kill something valuable to me.”

“Something,” she repeated. “Not someone.”

He grimaced, just slightly. “Someone, then.”

She clung to the distinction like a lifeline.

“Why?” she asked.

He tilted his head. “Why what?”

“Why am I suddenly ‘valuable’ to you?”

He hesitated. Just for a second. Then his gaze flicked to her throat.

Her hand flew up instinctively, fingers brushing skin where Jax had pinned her earlier, where blood had splashed in the alley, where something had burned a faint sigil she could only see in certain lights.

The mark.

“I told you,” Lucien said quietly. “You’ve seen too much. You’ve touched too much. The city has taken notice.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means,” he said, voice low, “that some very old, very dangerous things are beginning to take an interest in you. And until I know why… you are mine to protect.”

Her heart slammed against her ribs. “I’m not yours.”

“I am not speaking romantically,” he said dryly.

“That’s not the point.”

“Then what is?”

“The point is you don’t get to decide that,” she snapped. “You don’t get to waltz into my home, mark me like some… some asset, and declare I’m under your protection like it’s generous.”

His eyes hardened. “If I hadn’t come tonight, you’d be dead.”

“I know,” she whispered.

The admission hung heavy between them.

“And yes,” she added, voice trembling, “you saved me. But you also made me a target. You made me part of whatever game this is. I didn’t ask for any of this.”

Something flickered in his expression then—just a tiny crack. Old weariness. Old guilt.

“No,” he said softly. “You didn’t.”

He knelt beside the corpse, unfazed by the gore. He dug two fingers into the torn shirt, pulling it aside enough to reveal the circular scar on the vampire’s wrist again.

Elara’s stomach turned.

“I saw that,” she said. “When he was choking me.”

Lucien traced the mark with a blood-slick thumb. “Brand of the old cult. The ones who worshipped Varath.”

“Varath?” she repeated.

“An ancient thing,” he said. “Older than the Court. Older than the Accords
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