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  1
A Calculated Poison


The first indication something was wrong came when Lysander's fingertips began to tingle. He stood in his study, surrounded by towering bookshelves that stretched toward the ceiling. The leather-bound volume he'd been reading slipped from his grasp, landing with a thud on the rug. 
"Peculiar." He flexed his fingers. The sensation spread up his arms like ice water flowing through his veins. He rolled up his sleeve, examining the pale skin of his forearm where faint blue lines began to appear beneath the surface.
Outside his study's windows, the October moon cast long shadows across his estate's manicured grounds. A fox darted between the topiaries, while inside, dozens of candles flickered in brass holders. The warm glow usually brought him comfort, but tonight it made his vision blur at the edges.
"Damn," he said, pressing his palm against his temple. The room tilted like a ship in a storm.
Lysander steadied himself against his desk, its centuries-old wood cool beneath his palms. He smoothed his black silk shirt with trembling fingers, adjusting the fine fabric against his tailored slacks. His normally steady hands trembled, something felt terribly wrong. The skin of his hands looked ashen, far paler than the usual marble-white complexion of his people, and weariness dragged at his bones like lead.
The dizziness hit next, more severe than before. The room tilted sharply, sending him staggering toward the grand staircase. His hand found the carved banister, gripping it as the world spun. The marble steps below seemed to ripple like water beneath his feet.
"Master Lysander?" Jenkins called from below. "The Council's messenger has arrived. Shall I show them up?"
He tried to form words, but his tongue felt thick. "A moment," he finally said. The symptoms were familiar—he'd read about them somewhere in his centuries of study. But where? Which tome contained the information that might save his existence?
The library. Of course. His study held only his most recent acquisitions, while the library housed centuries of accumulated knowledge.
Each step toward his sanctuary demanded every ounce of focus. The corridor's crystal sconces blurred into streaks of light, and the portraits of his ancestors seemed to watch him with concern. His great-grandfather's painting appeared to frown, the oils shifting in ways that had nothing to do with his compromised vision.
"You always said I'd pay for my arrogance," Lysander said to the portrait as he passed.
The heavy double doors of the library creaked as he pushed them open, the sound echoing in his hypersensitive ears. Books lined every wall, floor to ceiling, each one a friend he'd collected over centuries of careful curation.
The scent of aged leather bindings usually brought him peace, but now it made him nausea. He moved past rows of first editions and rare manuscripts toward a specific section: Vampiric Pathology and Toxicology. The collection was extensive—paranoia had its uses, after all.
His fingers quivered as they skimmed the spines until he found what he sought—"Supernatural Toxins: A Comprehensive Study" by Aldrich Van Helsing, a name that would have been ironic under better circumstances. The book was heavier than he remembered, or perhaps his strength was already failing.
Lysander collapsed into a wing chair. The pages rustled as he searched. The paper felt rough against his oversensitive fingertips, but he continued the search. There—the passage he remembered, written in faded ink:
"Among the most insidious of vampire-specific poisons is the Crimson Thorn extract, derived from the rare blood lotus that grows only in the shadow of consecrated ground. Initial symptoms include peripheral numbness, vertigo, and visual distortions. Without treatment, deterioration is rapid and irreversible, plunging even the undead into a deeper state of tormented stasis from which they cannot recover."
His eyes skimmed down the page, searching desperately for hope. The book listed only one cure: the blood of a specific human bloodline, rare even centuries ago when the text was written. The margin contained a handwritten note: "Bloodline believed extinct—last known carrier disappeared 1922 - Romania."
A sharp knock interrupted his reading, the sound like hammer blows against his skull. "Master Lysander?" Jenkins's voice was closer now, urgent. "The Council insists their message cannot wait. They say it's a matter of life and death."
"How appropriate," Lysander said, then raised his voice. "Enter."
The messenger, a young vampire in modern business attire, stepped into the library. The vampire's eyes widened at Lysander's appearance. "Sir, the Council sent me to warn you. They've received intelligence that—"
"That I've been poisoned?" Lysander interrupted, holding up the book. "I've just confirmed it myself. Crimson Thorn extract, if I'm not mistaken. A rather medieval choice, don't you think?"
The messenger's posture stiffened, his hands clasping behind his back. "Then you understand the gravity of the situation. The Council believes you have no more than three days before the effects become permanent. They're mobilizing resources to help locate the cure, but—"
"But they can't guarantee success in time," Lysander finished. The room had stopped spinning, but a deep chill had settled into his bones, the kind of cold he hadn't felt since his mortal days. "Tell them I appreciate their concern, but I'll handle this myself. I have . . . contacts they don't."
"Sir, with respect, the Council insists on being involved. This attack on you—"
"Was personal," Lysander said firmly, despite his weakened state. "And so will be my response, once I've secured the cure." He closed the book with a decisive snap. "You may tell them that. And tell them to look to their own ranks—few knew enough about my habits to arrange this."
The messenger hesitated, then bowed slightly before retreating. Now alone, Lysander had the growing certainty that someone very close to him had finally made their move.






  
  2
Race Against Time


He ran his finger down the page, each word swimming like ink in water. The poison had progressed faster than he'd anticipated—his enhanced vision, once sharp enough to count dust motes in moonlight, now betrayed him with dark spots and halos. His great-grandfather's spidery handwriting in the journal's margins contained vital information about a human bloodline with extraordinary healing abilities. 
The leather binding creaked beneath his touch as he pressed his palm flat against the weathered page to still the tremors. The words steadied: ". . . the Healing Clan gathers annually in Rowan Vale, celebrating their heritage during the harvest moon . . ."
A spasm wracked his body, and Lysander's fangs descended involuntarily. The sharp points pierced his bottom lip, and the taste of his own blood—metallic and tainted—filled his mouth. This loss of control sent a chill through his centuries-old bones. In all his years, he'd never experienced such betrayal from his own body.
"Jenkins," he called, then cleared his throat when the word emerged as little more than a rasp. "Jenkins!"
His faithful butler appeared in the doorway. "Sir?"
"My gray suit." Lysander gripped the desk's edge as another wave of dizziness struck, the room tilting like a ship in a storm. "And . . . perhaps some assistance with it."
Jenkins' footsteps whispered across the carpet. "Of course, sir. Though if I may suggest postponing—"
"No." Lysander forced himself upright. The effort made his head spin, but he couldn't afford to show more weakness. "The festival begins in three hours. The healing clan will be there, and I . . ." He steadied himself against a bookshelf. "I estimate I have perhaps forty-eight hours before the poison reaches my heart."
Dressing had become a battle. Jenkins helped him into the suit without mentioning how the usually perfect fit now hung loose on Lysander's frame. The poison was consuming him from within.
"The gray will help you blend in," Jenkins said, adjusting the collar with gentle fingers. "Though your complexion . . ."
Lysander lifted his hand, studying the skin stretched across his knuckles. His normally pale complexion had taken on an ashen hue, dark veins visible beneath like cracks in marble. The sight reminded him of ancient frescoes he'd seen in Rome, beautiful things slowly crumbling to dust. 
"You'll need to stay in the shadows, away from the festival lights," Jenkins said, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from Lysander's sleeve.
"I'll manage." He straightened his tie, the simple motion requiring far too much concentration. His fingers felt thick and clumsy, like trying to thread a needle while wearing gloves. "The humans see what they expect to see."
But as he moved toward the door, his heightened senses—usually a symphony of heartbeats, breaths, and blood flow—faded in and out like a badly tuned radio. The poison was stealing even this from him, leaving him more vulnerable than he'd been since his mortal days.
"Sir," Jenkins called after him. "Shall I bring the car around?"
Lysander paused at the threshold, one hand braced against the doorframe. "No. I'll drive myself." He couldn't risk Jenkins hovering nearby during his search. If things went wrong, if the poison overtook him before he found help—better that his faithful servant remember him as he was, not as this diminished shadow of himself.
The steering wheel felt slick beneath Lysander's palms as he guided his Mercedes through Rowan Vale's winding streets. Each turn required more concentration than the last, his supernatural reflexes dulled by the Crimson Thorn's venom coursing through his system. The festival lights shined in the distance, their glow painful to his sensitive eyes.
He parked in a shadowed lot behind the town's central park, away from the main festivities. The autumn air carried a medley of scents that would normally have been distinct—kettle corn, grilled meats, human sweat, and beneath it all, the tempting whisper of blood—but now they blurred together.
Lysander took a steadying breath he didn't need. The gray suit still fit well enough to maintain appearances, but his complexion was problem. He adjusted his collar higher, though it did little to hide the dark veins creeping up his skin.
The walk from the car to the festival grounds felt like crossing a desert. Each step required careful calculation. Music drifted through the air—some local band covering classic rock songs—while children darted past him, their laughter sharp against his fraying nerves.
He scanned the crowd, searching for signs of the healing clan. His great-grandfather's journal had mentioned distinctive silver pendants, worn only during ceremonies. But the festival lights created too many reflections.
A group of teenagers brushed past him, and Lysander staggered. The brief contact sent fire through his nerve endings. He caught himself against a lamp post, the metal cool against his fevered skin.
"Are you alright, mister?" A young girl's voice pierced his concentration.
Lysander straightened, smoothing his jacket with trembling fingers. "Perfectly fine, thank you." He managed what he hoped was a reassuring smile, careful to keep his lips closed over his fangs, which threatened to descend at any moment.
The crowd parted briefly, revealing a circle of white tents set up near the park's central fountain. Silver banners fluttered in the evening breeze, each with an ancient symbol he recognized from his research—a spiral within a crescent moon.
The healing clan's mark.
Lysander moved toward the tents. The poison had progressed enough that even his immortal healing couldn't mask its effects much longer. His poor vision made navigation increasingly difficult.
The first tent contained only trinkets—crystal pendants and "blessed" candles meant for tourists. The second sold herbal remedies that might have been legitimate once but had been diluted for mass consumption. At the third tent, he paused. The scent was different here—beneath the incense and herbs, there was something older, more potent.
An elderly woman sat behind a table draped in purple velvet, her silver pendant catching the lamplight. Her eyes widened slightly as she looked at him, and Lysander knew she saw more than just
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