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Chapter One: Blood in the Crowd
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Where celebration turns to chaos, and survival begins with instinct

The music was too loud to think.

Bass pulsed through the ground, through my boots, through my bones—steady, relentless, alive. Neon lights cut through the Detroit night like jagged blades, painting everything in flashes of violet and electric blue. People moved in waves, bodies pressed together, laughter spilling into the air like nothing in the world could touch them.

For a moment, I let myself believe that.

I stood at the edge of the crowd, fingers curled around a plastic cup of something I hadn’t tasted in ten minutes, watching the chaos with careful distance. It wasn’t fear that kept me back.

It was habit.

“You’re doing it again.”

I didn’t turn. “Doing what?”

“Standing like you’re security instead of a person who was invited to have fun.”

That got a glance. Talia leaned against the railing beside me, arms folded, one brow arched in quiet judgment. Her dark curls were pulled into a high knot, and her eyes—sharp, knowing—tracked everything the way mine did.

She just hid it better.

“I am having fun,” I said.

“You’ve been nursing that drink so long it’s probably developed emotional attachment.”

“It’s a stable relationship.”

She snorted. “You need help.”

“Probably.”

The music swelled, the crowd roaring in response as the DJ shouted something unintelligible into the mic. Fireworks cracked somewhere above us, scattering sparks across the sky.

For a moment, everything felt... normal.

Which was exactly when I knew it wouldn’t last.

The first shift was subtle.

A ripple.

Not in the crowd—but beneath it.

My skin prickled. A faint, crawling sensation ran up my spine, like static electricity brushing against nerves that weren’t meant to be touched. I straightened slowly, eyes narrowing as I scanned the mass of people.

“Talia,” I said quietly.

She didn’t ask what was wrong. She never did.

“I feel it.”

Her posture changed instantly, tension coiling beneath her calm exterior. “Where?”

“Not sure yet.”

Another pulse—stronger this time.

Magic.

But not the kind I knew.

This felt wrong.

Corrupted.

“Tell me you’re not about to say what I think you’re about to say,” Talia muttered.

“I wish I could.”

A scream cut through the music.

At first, people laughed—thinking it was part of the show. But then another scream followed. And another.

This one didn’t sound like excitement.

It sounded like pain.

The crowd shifted again—this time violently, people pushing, stumbling, turning in confusion as panic began to spread like wildfire.

“What the hell—”

I saw it then.

At the center of the crowd, bodies were dropping.

Not collapsing.

Dragged.

Something moved too fast to follow—shadows weaving between people, striking, vanishing, striking again.

My stomach dropped.

“No,” I breathed.

Talia grabbed my arm. “Elowen—”

“Vampires.”

The word barely left my lips before the world exploded.

People surged in every direction, screams tearing through the night as the music cut out abruptly. The lights flickered, plunging parts of the festival into darkness, and that was when the real chaos began.

I shoved my cup aside and pushed forward.

“Elowen, don’t—”

Too late.

Someone crashed into me, nearly knocking me off balance. I caught them by the shoulders, steadying them as their wide, terrified eyes locked onto mine.

“They’re everywhere,” he gasped. “They’re—Jesus—”

A blur moved behind him.

Instinct took over.

I shoved him sideways just as a figure lunged—fast, inhuman. Pale skin. Sunken eyes. Blood smeared across its mouth.

Its gaze snapped to me.

And for a split second, everything went still.

This wasn’t right.

Vampires didn’t look like this.

Their movements were precise. Controlled. Predatory in a calculated way.

This—

This was desperation.

It hissed, baring bloodstained teeth, and launched itself at me.

I didn’t think.

I reacted.

Power surged through my veins—hot, electric, alive. My hand snapped up, fingers curling as I pulled that energy outward, shaping it without hesitation.

“Back.”

The word hit like a force.

The air around me cracked, invisible pressure slamming into the vampire mid-lunge and throwing it backward into a metal barricade with a bone-jarring impact.

Gasps rippled through the people still close enough to see.

I barely heard them.

Because I felt it.

The magic.

It wasn’t just mine.

It was in them.

Twisted.

Rotting.

The vampire staggered to its feet, limbs jerking unnaturally as it tried to steady itself. Its eyes—God—its eyes were wrong. Veins spiderwebbed across the whites, dark and spreading, like something was eating it from the inside out.

It snarled again.

But there was something beneath the sound.

Pain.

“You see that?” Talia’s voice came sharp at my side. She’d followed me in despite her better judgment. “That’s not normal.”

“I know.”

Another vampire slammed into someone nearby, teeth sinking into flesh. Blood sprayed. The victim screamed.

More screams followed.

Too many.

“They’re not feeding,” I said, heart pounding. “They’re attacking.”

“Same difference!”

“No.” My gaze locked onto another one—its movements erratic, almost unstable. “It’s not.”

Something was very, very wrong.

“Get people out!” I shouted.

Talia didn’t argue this time. She grabbed the nearest group, barking orders, shoving them toward an exit point as security scrambled uselessly around us.

I stepped forward instead.

Toward the chaos.

Because if I didn’t—

No one would.

Another vampire lunged.

I moved faster this time, sidestepping its attack and driving my elbow into its jaw. Bone cracked beneath the impact—but it barely slowed. It turned, snarling, reaching for me again.

“Stay down,” I snapped.

Magic flared—brighter, stronger. It surged through my hands, spilling outward in a wave that slammed into the creature and pinned it to the ground.

It writhed.

Not fighting me.

Fighting itself.

“What the hell...” I whispered.

Its body convulsed, veins darkening further as something beneath its skin pulsed—wrong, unnatural, spreading like wildfire.

This wasn’t hunger.

This was sickness.

And it was spreading.

A hand grabbed my arm.

“Elowen!” Talia again, breathless. “There are too many—we need to go!”

I glanced around.

She was right.

There weren’t just a handful.

There were dozens.

Maybe more.

And they weren’t slowing down.

They were getting worse.

One of them let out a guttural scream that didn’t sound human—or even vampire. Others turned toward the sound, reacting like animals responding to a signal.

My blood ran cold.

“They’re not acting alone,” I said.

Talia followed my gaze. “You think someone’s controlling them?”

“I think something is.”

Another pulse of that corrupted magic rippled through the air.

Stronger now.

Closer.

I turned slowly, scanning the chaos—

And felt it.

A presence.

Watching.

Time seemed to slow.

The noise faded, the screams dulling into a distant echo as my focus narrowed to a single point across the crowd.

Through the shifting bodies.

Through the flashing lights.

I saw him.

He stood perfectly still amidst the chaos, untouched by it. Tall. Dark coat. Sharp features half-hidden in shadow. His gaze locked onto mine with unsettling precision—as if he’d been waiting for me to notice him.

And when I did—

He smiled.

Not relief.

Not kindness.

Recognition.

A chill slid down my spine.

“Do you know him?” Talia asked, following my line of sight.

“No.”

But something in my chest tightened anyway.

Like I should.

The man tilted his head slightly, studying me, and then—

He stepped back.

And vanished into the crowd.

Just like that.

Gone.

“What was that?” Talia demanded.

“I don’t know.”

But I was going to find out.

Because whatever was happening here—

Whatever had turned vampires into this—

It wasn’t random.

And that man?

He was part of it.

I could feel it.

Another scream tore through the air.

Reality snapped back into place.

“We need to move,” Talia said urgently.

I nodded, forcing myself to focus. “Help the injured. I’ll hold them off as long as I can.”

“You’re not doing this alone.”

“I’m not asking.”

She hesitated—just for a second.

Then cursed under her breath. “You’re impossible.”

“Not news.”

She squeezed my arm once before pulling away, disappearing back into the chaos to do what she did best—keep people alive.

I turned back to the fight.

Magic coiled beneath my skin, ready.

The vampires were closing in again.

But now—

I understood something I hadn’t before.

This wasn’t just an attack.

It was the beginning of something much worse.

And deep down—

I knew.

This night wasn’t going to end when the fighting stopped.

It was only just starting.
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Chapter Two: The Wrong Kind of Bite
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Where survival gives way to suspicion, and the truth begins to infect everything

The sirens didn’t stop.

They layered over each other in sharp, relentless waves, cutting through the early morning haze as Detroit tried to make sense of what had happened. Red and blue lights painted the streets in restless motion, flashing against shattered barricades, overturned stalls, and dark stains that no one was ready to talk about yet.

I stood just outside the cordoned perimeter, arms folded, eyes fixed on the chaos I’d walked away from only hours before.

Except I hadn’t really left it.

Not mentally.

Not physically either, if the dried blood on my sleeve was anything to go by.

“You look like hell.”

I didn’t turn at the sound of Talia’s voice. “You always know how to lift my spirits.”

“I try.” She stepped beside me, handing over a bottle of water. “Drink.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re dehydrated, covered in blood, and you haven’t blinked in five minutes. Drink.”

I took it, mostly to stop her talking.

The water tasted like metal. Or maybe that was just everything else still sitting wrong in my system.

“Any updates?” I asked.

Talia exhaled slowly, her gaze shifting toward the line of ambulances. “It’s bad.”

That wasn’t surprising.

“How bad?”

She hesitated.

That was.

“They’re not stabilizing,” she said finally. “Not like they should.”

I frowned, turning to face her fully. “Define ‘not stabilizing.’”

“You’ve seen vampire attacks before,” she said. “Victims either die or turn. There’s a pattern. A timeline.”

“Yes.”

“This isn’t following it.”

A slow, cold weight settled in my chest.

“What do you mean?”

“They’re... changing. But not into vampires.”

I stared at her. “That’s not possible.”

“I know.” Her jaw tightened. “Tell that to the guy in the ambulance who just tried to bite a paramedic while his heart rate flatlined.”

Silence stretched between us.

Then I said quietly, “Show me.”

Talia didn’t argue.

The inside of the medical tent smelled like antiseptic and fear.

Cots lined the space in tight rows, each one occupied. Some victims lay unnaturally still, their skin pale and damp with sweat. Others thrashed against restraints, muscles straining, eyes wide and unfocused.

Every single one of them looked wrong.

Not dead.

Not alive.

Something in between.

I moved slowly between the beds, my senses stretching outward, brushing against the air like fingertips searching for something invisible.

And there it was again.

That same corruption.

It clung to them.

Not just on the surface—but deeper. Embedded. Spreading.

One of the patients jerked suddenly, a guttural sound ripping from his throat as his back arched off the cot. His veins darkened visibly beneath his skin, branching outward in jagged lines.

A medic cursed. “Hold him down—hold him—!”

I stepped closer before I could stop myself.

“Wait.”

The word came out sharper than I intended.

The medic froze, glancing at me with clear irritation. “Unless you’re here to help, step back.”

“I am helping.”

“By staring?”

“By figuring out what you’re missing.”

He looked like he wanted to argue.

Then the patient screamed.

Not loud.

Not human.

The sound dropped into something deeper, more distorted, vibrating with a wrongness that made the air itself feel unstable.

I didn’t think.

I reached out.

Magic slid through me—controlled, precise. It threaded into the space between us, brushing against the man’s skin without touching it.

And then—

It connected.

The sensation hit me like a shock.

Heat. Rot. Hunger.

But not the kind I expected.

This wasn’t the clean, sharp hunger of a vampire.

This was decay.

Something was eating him from the inside out.

I sucked in a sharp breath, pulling my magic back instantly.

“What did you do?” the medic snapped.

“Nothing,” I said, though my voice had gone quieter. “That’s the problem.”

Talia stepped up beside me. “Talk.”

I glanced at her, then back at the patient. “It’s not turning them.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means this isn’t vampirism.” I swallowed. “It’s something else wearing the same face.”

Another patient began convulsing across the room.

Then another.

The tent erupted into controlled chaos.

“They’re crashing!” someone shouted.

“No, they’re not—look at the readings!”

“This doesn’t make sense—”

I stepped back, heart pounding harder now—not from fear, but from something worse.

Recognition.

Not of what this was.

But of what it could become.

We didn’t stay long after that.

There was nothing we could do—not yet. And standing there watching people unravel wasn’t going to give me answers.

It was only going to make me desperate.

And desperate got people killed.

Outside, the morning had fully broken, though the sky remained a dull, colorless gray. News crews had started gathering at the edges, their voices rising in urgent tones as they speculated wildly about what had happened.

“Animal attack.”

“Coordinated assault.”

“Unidentified assailants.”

None of them said the word.

They never did.

Not until it was too late.

“They’re going to lose control of this,” Talia muttered, watching the reporters.

“They already have.”

She glanced at me. “You felt it, didn’t you?”

I didn’t pretend not to understand.

“Yes.”

“And?”

I hesitated.

Because I didn’t like the answer.

“It’s spreading.”

Talia’s expression darkened. “Through the victims?”

“Through everything.”

She went still. “That’s not possible.”

“I know.”

“But?”

“But it’s happening anyway.”

A heavy silence followed.

Then she said, “Tell me this is fixable.”

I didn’t answer right away.

Because I didn’t know.

And I wasn’t going to lie to her.

We were halfway down the block when I felt it again.

That presence.

Stronger now.

Closer.

I stopped abruptly.

Talia noticed immediately. “What?”

“He’s here.”

Her eyes sharpened. “The one from last night?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

I turned slowly, scanning the street.

There.

Across from us.

Leaning casually against a black car like he had all the time in the world.

Dark coat. Sharp posture. That same unsettling stillness.

And those eyes.

Locked on me.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Talia muttered.

“He’s not hiding.”

“No. He’s inviting.”

I exhaled slowly. “Stay here.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Talia—”

“You’re not walking up to mystery vampire man alone after what we just saw.”

“He didn’t attack us.”

“He watched us.”

“Exactly.”

That gave her pause.

Not long enough.

“I’m still coming.”

I didn’t argue again.

We crossed the street together.

He didn’t move as we approached.

Didn’t shift.

Didn’t blink.

Just watched.

Up close, he was even more unsettling.

Not because he looked dangerous.

Because he looked controlled.

Every inch of him was deliberate—posture, expression, even the way he breathed.

Predators who didn’t need to prove they were predators.

“You’ve been busy,” he said.

His voice was smooth. Measured. Like he’d already decided how this conversation would go.

“Funny,” I replied. “I was about to say the same thing.”

A flicker of something passed through his gaze.

Approval?

Amusement?

Hard to tell.

“You handled yourself well,” he said.

“You watched.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because intervening prematurely would have changed the outcome.”

My jaw tightened. “People got hurt.”

“They were already going to.”

Cold.

Not careless.

Just... factual.

“I don’t like you,” Talia said flatly.

He didn’t even look at her. “That’s not my concern.”

“It should be.”

“It isn’t.”

I stepped forward before she could escalate. “You knew what was happening last night.”

“Yes.”

“Start talking.”

He studied me for a moment.

Then said, “What you saw wasn’t an attack.”

I blinked. “Excuse me?”

“It was a symptom.”

The words landed heavier than they should have.

“A symptom of what?” I asked.

“Something that shouldn’t exist anymore.”

My stomach tightened.

“The infection,” I said.

“Yes.”

“You’ve seen it before.”

A slight pause.

Then, “Not exactly like this.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“It’s not meant to be.”

Talia crossed her arms. “You’re being intentionally vague.”

“I’m being precise,” he corrected. “You just don’t like the implications.”

“And what implications are those?”

His gaze returned to me.

“That this didn’t happen by accident.”

I held his stare. “I figured that much out on my own.”

“I’m sure you did.”

“Then stop circling and get to the point.”

Another pause.

Longer this time.

Then he said, “You’re connected to this.”

The world narrowed.

“No,” I said flatly.

“Yes.”

“You don’t know me.”

“I know enough.”

Talia stepped forward. “Careful.”

He ignored her again.

“Your magic reacted to it,” he continued. “Not defensively. Recognitively.”

“That’s not a word.”

“It is now.”

Despite everything, irritation flickered through me. “You’re reaching.”

“I’m observing.”

“And you’re wrong.”

His expression didn’t change.

Which somehow made it worse.

“What’s your name?” I demanded.

A beat.

Then, “Rafael.”

“Rafael what?”

“Draven.”

The name settled into place like it mattered.

I wasn’t sure why.

“And you’re telling me,” I said slowly, “that I’m somehow connected to whatever this is?”

“Yes.”

“Based on what?”

“Based on how it responded to you.”

I thought back to the vampire on the ground. The way it had reacted—not just to my magic, but to something deeper.

Something instinctive.

My grip tightened at my sides.

“That doesn’t prove anything.”

“It proves enough.”

“No,” I said, stepping closer, my voice dropping. “It doesn’t.”

For the first time, something shifted in his gaze.

Not doubt.

Interest.

“Then prove me wrong,” he said quietly.

The challenge hung between us.

Sharp.

Deliberate.

Dangerous.

Talia swore under her breath. “Oh, I really don’t like him.”

I almost agreed.

Almost.

But something else had already taken hold.

Curiosity.

And beneath that—

A pull I couldn’t explain.

I straightened slightly. “If you know something, you’re going to tell me.”

“I will.”

“When?”

“When you’re ready to hear it.”

“That’s not how this works.”

“It is now.”

I stared at him.

Trying to decide if I wanted to hit him or listen to him.

Possibly both.

“People are dying,” I said.

“Yes.”

“And you’re playing games.”

“No.”

“Then what are you doing?”

His gaze didn’t waver.

“I’m waiting for you to remember.”

The words hit harder than anything else he’d said.
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