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  Prologue: Blood at Midnight


Neon spilled over cracked pavement, smearing itself in bruised ribbons across the rain-soaked city. Every streetlamp flickered like an eyelid straining to stay awake, their blue fluorescence glimmering in puddles beside slick gutters choked with last week’s trash. Somewhere distantly, a siren wept, thin and desperate, swallowed by the hum of midnight traffic weaving through the bones of Oldbridge. It was the hour when predators roamed. And no one knew that better than Elias Crowe. 
Inside his office, a single desk lamp cast an anemic circle of gold on battered wood. It did nothing to banish the darkness pooling in the corners. Elias sat with his back to the window, blinds half-drawn, city noise muffled beneath the drumming rain. Case files lay scattered in front of him, photos paper-clipped to yellowed sheets, names scrawled in shorthand, victims and suspects blurring into one another. He pinched the bridge of his nose and willed the pressure in his skull to subside.
The hunger was rising. Always sharpest at midnight, always when the city was at its ugliest. Elias ran his tongue across the back of his teeth, feeling the ache stirring in his jaw. He set the file aside, forehead creased. Sweat prickled at the back of his neck.
He reached for his flask out of habit, unscrewed the cap, and let whiskey burn down his throat. It bought him seconds, no more, but even that was worth something. He opened the file again, focusing on the blurry mugshot, the slanted print beneath. Victor Harlan. Repeat offender, recently acquitted of manslaughter on a technicality. The victim: a girl too young, too vulnerable, forgotten almost before the paperwork dried.
Elias’s stomach twisted, anger fusing with need. He pressed his thumb into the table until he felt the grain, as if grounding himself in a world growing increasingly insubstantial. He heard the city’s pulse, the beat of lives lived in shadow, the unending cycle of predator and prey. He shut his eyes.
A memory struck, sudden and savage as a blade, another night, another city, centuries ago. The stench of mud and blood in his nostrils, a body curled beneath him in a ruined barn, limbs slackening. He remembered tearing flesh with his own teeth, the taste overwhelming, copper and wild and electric with life. He’d choked on exhilaration and guilt, retching into the straw afterward, the world spinning beneath him. The first kill. The horror of it trapped inside his own chest.
He blinked, and it was gone. Only the ache remained; only the certainty that some hungers never fade.
Elias rose, slowed by a heaviness that had nothing to do with physical fatigue, and pulled on his coat. The city outside hissed in the rain, crowds thinning, umbrellas bobbing between pools of neon. He let the door swing shut behind him and stepped into the wind. He could already sense Victor. Not with his eyes, nor his nose, but the inexplicable sixth sense that rose when blood called to blood. Victor had a pattern, always returned to the alleys behind Brune’s, a squalid little bar where no one asked questions, even when knives flashed or screams punched through the night.
Elias moved quickly, boots splashing through puddles, hood drawn low. The streetlights painted his face with sickly blue. He kept to the edge of vision, letting the city’s filth cling to him until he felt invisible. Shadows hunched against crumbling brick walls, steam curling from vents, the air thick with oil, cigarette smoke, and the faintest undercurrent of fear. He tracked Victor’s scent, the earthy, nervous tinge of a man who’d gotten too good at being afraid.
Ahead, Brune’s glowed like a rotten tooth, its sign buzzing, its windows streaked with condensation. A figure detached itself from the gloom near the Dumpster, shoulders hunched, jacket flapping loose. Elias slowed, letting instinct guide him. The alley narrowed, invisible to passing cars, hemmed in by graffiti and the iron stench of stagnant water.
Victor fumbled with a lighter, hands trembling, cigarette hanging from cracked lips. His eyes were bloodshot, darting sideways when Elias’s boots scuffed the gravel.
“Who’s there?” Victor called, voice pitched high. “I’m not buying, man. Take a walk.”
Elias didn’t reply. He let his silhouette fill the mouth of the alley, let Victor’s fear multiply. The rain had softened to a cold drizzle, beading on Elias’s collar. The hunger sharpened his awareness, he could hear Victor’s heart galloping, his breath coming in shallow bursts.
“Come on, man.” Victor backed further, bumping into a stack of crates. “I said scram!”
“Victor Harlan,” Elias said, low and steady.
That froze him. Victor’s head snapped up, eyes narrowing. “You a cop? I already told them everything, ”
Elias stepped forward, slow and deliberate, rainwater trickling from his hair. “Not a cop.”
“Then what?” Victor’s defiance wavered and broke, replaced by pleading. “Look, whatever she said, it’s a lie. You people don’t understand, ”
“She’s dead,” Elias replied, voice barely above a whisper. “No more lies.”
Victor laughed, a brittle sound. “You got nothing. Case was tossed. I walk.”
Elias drew closer, the air charged and brittle. He could see the sweat gleaming on Victor’s forehead, could smell the tang of fear blooming in his sweat. He didn’t need to ask what Victor had done; the details were already catalogued in Elias’s mind, seared there like a brand. The court had let him slip through, money changed hands, evidence rewritten, a life snuffed out and forgotten.
Victor lunged, desperate, a switchblade flashing in the pale light. Elias moved with impossible speed, deflecting the arm, twisting the wrist until bone popped beneath skin. Victor yelped, knife clattering to the asphalt. Elias grabbed him by the collar and shoved him back, pinning him against the wet bricks.
“Let go! Shit, man, please, don’t, ”
Elias’s eyes bored into him, hunger flaring. His own reflection glimmered in Victor’s wide, terrified stare, a monster cloaked in human skin, hunger pushing at the boundaries of restraint.
“You ever think about her?” Elias ground out. “About what you did?”
Victor shook his head frantically, tears blotting his cheeks. “I didn’t mean, she was, she, ”
“Don’t.” Elias felt the world narrow to a point, the pressure in his temples crescendoed, the ache in his bones rising until it was impossible to ignore. He hated this. Hated the necessity. But he was so, so hungry.
He bared his teeth and smelled Victor’s terror, saw the desperate hope crumbling into despair. His fingers tightened, nails digging through fabric. In the end, Victor didn’t scream, just whimpered, something pitiful and animal, as Elias pressed his mouth to his throat.
The taste was always the same: metallic, thick, laced with remorse and panic. Elias drank because he must, because the city was overflowing with monsters worse than him. Sweetness curdled with guilt as Victor went limp in his hands, blood racing then slowing then stopping altogether.
When it was done, Elias stepped back, letting the body slump wordlessly to the ground. The hunger receded, replaced by cold clarity. He worked quickly, yanking a plastic bag from his pocket, gloves, bleach, careful movements honed by a hundred such nights. He scrubbed away fingerprints, wiped down the knife, eased the body behind the Dumpster. Not a perfect solution. But this city knew how to eat its dead.
Rain spattered over everything, washing the blood from his lips. Elias stood in the dark, chest heaving. A dog barked from somewhere in the distance. Sirens again, a little closer now.
He slipped from the alley, merging into the city’s flow, every nerve raw and humming. His mind replayed the girl’s face from the case file, searching for solace and finding none. He wondered, briefly, if the city would ever be clean, or if all he was doing was adding another debt to its ledger. Another secret. Another lie.
By the time he reached his building, dawn lurked just beneath the horizon, a faint glow pushing at the horizon’s edge. In the foyer, his hands shook as he fumbled with his keys. He caught sight of himself in the smudged glass, pale, gaunt, eyes hollowed out by hunger and regret. The monster’s gaze stared back, empty and endless.
Elias slumped into his chair, unscrewed the whiskey bottle, and poured a measure into a chipped glass. He raised it, voice hoarse. “Last time,” he lied, voice barely audible over the city’s endless thrum. “Last time.”
The hunger was gone, for now, but something colder slid into its place. He drained the glass, letting the fire scorch away memory. The rain pattered on the window. He closed his eyes, holding the silence in the palm of his hand, waiting for the next name, the next hunger, the next night that would demand a reckoning.
The door rattled, a gentle, hesitant knock. Elias tensed, expecting nothing, expecting everything. He pulled his coat tighter, mind already spinning through a dozen possible threats.
The door eased open. Framed there, backlit by the dying neon, stood a woman. Blonde hair clung to her cheeks, rainwater beading down her leather jacket. She stepped inside, calm as moonlight, eyes unreadable. The city’s breath seemed to catch.
Elias stared, whiskey glass trembling in his hand.
“Elias Crowe?” she said, voice soft as thunder. “I think we need to talk.”
And just like that, fate shifted, settling into the darkness with the weight of inevitability.
Rain slithered down the window in interlaced trails, distorting the neon cityscape into a feverish, ever-shifting oil painting. Elias Crowe sat in the half-light of his cramped office, the harsh glow of a desk lamp turning his hands spectral above the stack of manila folders. His thumb traced the edge of a glossy crime scene photo, blood spattered across white subway tile, a body crumpled in unnaturally casual repose. He could smell it, even through the photograph: metallic and sweet, rising in the darkness like a siren song. The hunger sharpened, carving a cold ache into his ribcage.
He shut his eyes. Briefly, the city outside vanished, replaced by a memory that never faded, only flexed and curled around the years like a patient root.
He is kneeling in the mud, centuries ago, another city, black with soot and shadow, the night thick with fear and never enough fire to keep the monsters at bay. His hands tremble as he lifts the girl’s head and another, deeper tremor travels inside him, from marrow to soul. Blood stains his mouth, hot, sticky, terribly alive. She looks up at him, not dead yet, not yet. Her eyes are wide with horror. His own heart rages: No, stop, what have you done,  But it’s too late. There is a shock of pleasure beneath the shame, so forbidden and bright he wants to retch it out, scour it from his veins, but it stays, always, gilded to his bones.
Elias jerked back to the present, a quiet gasp caught in his throat. He pressed a fist to his mouth, pressing hard enough to bruise, fighting the growling void within. The ritual helped. The human things, photographs, files, whiskey, cheap lamplight, they anchored him in a kind of almost-life. But the hunger would not be denied. Not tonight.
He checked his watch, midnight already. The city was awake, winding into its most dangerous, beautiful hours. He gathered the file, tucking it into his coat, and stepped out into the corridor. Each step echoed with intent. He moved with the precision of someone accustomed to darkness, who’d learned long ago that monsters weren’t myths, they were rules, written in blood.
Outside, the air was sharp with ozone, rinsed clean by the rain. Pools of colored light drifted along the sidewalk, puddles aglow with pink, green, and violet from the flickering signs overhead. The old city pressed in around him, cracked brick tenements, alleys running like veins away from the main artery of midnight traffic.
Elias walked with his collar up, blending into the night. He let his senses stretch out, tasting the city’s thousand flavors: spilled gin, rot from the river, the electric tingle of human excitement and fear. A darker note threaded through it, drawing him onward, a pulse, a stink, the unmistakable tang of blood on dirty hands.
He followed it into the labyrinth, where the city’s true heart beat below the surface, masked by grime and want. A man in a soaked hoodie stumbled ahead, shoes slapping water, breath hitching in shallow gasps. Elias watched him slip into a narrow alley, past a battered metal dumpster and a graffiti-tagged fire escape. The man glanced over his shoulder, twitchy, haunted. Murderer, the file said, repeat offender, always just clever enough to skirt justice. But the city had other laws, and so did Elias.
He waited a beat, then followed, footsteps silent. The alley closed around them, a world apart, where the only witnesses were rats and the eyes that peered from cracked windows. The man spun, knife flashing. “Back off, asshole. You don’t want, ”
“I know what you did,” Elias said, voice low and even. “Helena Vasquez. Four nights ago. You remember her.”
The man’s mouth twisted. “Bitch had it coming, ”
“You’ll never say her name again.” The urge surged, red and overwhelming, pulling him forward. “You know what happens next.”
It broke fast, always did. The man lunged, blade arcing toward Elias’s face. He sidestepped, moving with a grace that felt too smooth to be human, one hand catching the man’s wrist. Steel clattered to the pavement. Elias slammed him against the wall, the impact rattling brick and bone.
“Please,” the man gasped, eyes rolling, “please don’t, ”
Every instinct screamed. Elias bared his teeth, fangs descending with a click he felt in his skull. It was never anger; it was hunger, pure and sovereign. His mouth found the man’s throat. The first taste was always electric: warm, coppery, tinged with the unique salt of panic. He drank greedily, feeling the world narrow to heartbeat, pulse, the slow dissolve of another life feeding his endless, aching hunger.
He stopped before the last drop, always. That was the rule. He let the body slump, a husk, not truly dead, unconscious. Maybe redemption was a lie, but restraint was all he could offer.
Elias wiped his mouth, the blood on his lips a familiar brand, necessary, disgusting, too sweet. He staggered, breath coming hard. In the hush, his heart hammered out a rhythm of accusation. Monster. Killer. Parasite. He’d covered his tracks for centuries, and still, it never got easier.
He propped the man in a shadowed alcove, tucking the knife into the gutter, scattering the few bills from his pockets so it might look like a mugging. The city would write it off. They always did. One more secret for the ledger, another sin to weigh down the night.
He straightened, rain tracing cold lines down his cheek. For a moment, he saw his reflection in a cracked window above, a lean, haunted face, eyes wolf-bright, mouth still rimmed with red. Where was the man in those eyes now? Lost, perhaps, or just hiding. The hunger receded, sated for now, leaving only guilt in its wake.
Back at the office, he poured a glass of whiskey, hands still shaking. He stared at the amber swirl, the city’s neon bleeding through blinds and painting his face in sickly stripes. He repeated it under his breath, last time, last time, last time. But he knew it was a joke. The hunger waited, patient as death.
A knock startled him, sharp and gentle at once. He stiffened, setting the glass down with a clink. The city’s sounds faded, replaced by the softness of rain against the glass.
He opened the door. She stood there, hair wet and golden, water gleaming on her lashes, lips parted as if from a rush or a secret. Her eyes met his, deep and unafraid.
“Mr. Crowe?” she said, voice low as midnight itself. “I think I need your help.”
And just like that, fate had arrived, beautiful, inevitable, and written in rain.
Elias Crowe pressed a thumb hard against the edge of the file, the cheap Manila folder already soft from a dozen readings. The desk lamp’s yellow cone of light slashed across his knuckles, revealing the scars and lines that centuries had etched there. Beyond his office window, the city pulsed in wet neon, sidewalks sheened with rain, and the steady drone of distant traffic seeped through the cracked glass. He tried to focus on the case, the black-and-white mugshot clipped to the police report, Vincent Delaney. Aggravated assault. Two prior bodies, no convictions. The man’s stare was cocky, insolent, the kind that never learned.
Elias’s mouth was dry. He swallowed, tongue scraping the roof, and flicked to the medical examiner’s autopsy report, details of a life ended by violence, the corpse found facedown in the alley behind a club called Halo. He should have felt cold, objectivity’s armor laced tight as always, but the hunger gnawed through measured calm. He pressed a palm to his stomach, as if by sheer will he could ease the ache, but it was no use. He hadn’t fed in days.
The ticking clock sliced the silence. In the back of his mind, a memory pressed against the present. He squeezed his eyes shut and surrendered, for a fragment, for a breath, to the past.
He remembers: the forest, thick with snow and moonlight. The taste of another’s blood, hot and spiced with panic, flooding his mouth, staining his lips red as rubies. He’d knelt there, trembling, hands coated to the wrists. The woman’s breath had been shallow, ragged, her eyes wide, mirroring his horror. Guilt twisted with something hotter. The exhilaration had been a storm in him then: to kill and live and kill again. Elias had dropped her, staggered to the half-frozen river, and scrubbed at his mouth, his chest heaving with self-disgust.
A sharp knock burst through the memory. He blinked, forcing his senses back to the present. The hunger sharpened, driving his focus to pinpoint clarity. No more time for nostalgia. He gathered his coat, slid the folder into his pocket, and let the office door bang shut behind him.
The streets outside stank of rot and rain. Orange and blue lights from a pawnshop bled into the puddles at his feet. Elias moved like a shadow along the edges, slipping through the city’s underbelly with the practiced ease of a ghost. Here, in the alley behind Halo, the world narrowed to rats and garbage and the acrid stink of stale beer. He listened, not with ears, but with that other sense, a hunter’s intuition. Somewhere close, Vincent Delaney moved, his heart a drumbeat of rising panic.
A sliver of movement. Elias ducked beneath a sagging fire escape. He let his mind slip further, let the monster’s instincts swirl to the surface. The hunger sharpened his sight, made colors growling-vivid, made the thud of raindrops sound like the ticking of a bomb. He could smell it, the coppery tang of fear, the sour sweat rolling off Delaney’s skin.
He waited, patient, the way he had learned in a hundred cities before this one. Delaney stumbled out from the shadows, muttering under his breath, clutching a bottle in one hand and something heavier, a gun, in the other. The man’s head jerked up, eyes darting left, right, not seeing Elias pressed against the bricks.
Elias let him get one step closer before he moved. The sound his boots made was deliberate, enough to draw Delaney’s gaze. The man spun, gun raised, finger white on the trigger.
“Who the fuck are you?” Delaney barked, wavering. “You with the cops? You want a bullet, asshole?”
Elias stepped into the spill of lamplight, letting Delaney see his face, cold, unflinching. “I know what you did to that girl,” Elias said, voice low as thunder. “And the others. You think the city forgot?”
Delaney spat on the ground, a nervous gesture. “You got no proof. Nothing sticks to me. Walk away, pal.”
Elias advanced, slow and inexorable, pain and anticipation warring in his chest. “You don’t deserve to walk away.”
Delaney’s eyes widened. Maybe it was something in Elias’s stare, something ancient and predatory, but the gun trembled. “I’ll shoot you!” he shrieked, panic crawling into his voice. “Don’t come any closer!”
“Go ahead.” Elias’s teeth ached behind closed lips. “You won’t get a second shot.”
Delaney fired, the report echoing, but Elias was already moving, preternaturally fast, closing the gap, slapping the barrel aside. Powder scorched the sleeve of his coat. The next second was violence: the gun clattered to the ground, and Elias’s fist drove into Delaney’s gut. He gasped, wheezing, tried to scramble away.
Elias’s hands closed around Delaney’s throat, and for a moment the city vanished. No rain, no neon, just the pulse of blood, desperate and fast. “You killed her,” Elias whispered, fingers tightening, the hunger roaring. “You killed them all.”
“Please, ” Delaney choked. “Please, don’t, ”
It was always like this, always the same. The moment when the monster inside him woke fully, hungering, merciless. Elias’s jaw clenched as his fangs slid free, painful, inevitable, his muscles shuddering against the transformation. He pressed Delaney against the wall, mouth at his neck, and sank his teeth through skin.
Blood hit his tongue, hot and fizzing with the memory of fear and violence. The taste sickened him and thrilled him in equal measure. It was necessary. It was disgusting. It was sweet.
Delaney’s struggles faded. Elias’s thoughts fractured, a dozen faces from across centuries, each a victim, each a killer in their own right. This was the first rule he had ever learned: never take the innocent, never spill the blood of those untainted. But it didn’t matter, not really; the city’s darkness always bled back into him, until he could taste nothing else.
When it was done, Delaney sagged to the ground, lifeless. Elias wiped his mouth, hating the sticky wetness, hating the way his body hummed with energy. He pulled Delaney’s corpse deeper into the shadows, behind a pair of overflowing trash bins, and wiped the gun clean with a scrap of cloth. It would look like another botched deal, some gutter-level retribution. Nobody would ask questions that mattered.
He straightened, heart pounding, not from exertion, but from self-loathing. The monster receded, sated for now, and left only the ruined man in its wake. Elias pressed his palms to his face and exhaled, trying to remember the feeling of being human. His body trembled as the rain hammered harder.
He retraced his steps through the alley, careful not to leave footprints, pulling his collar up to hide the blood drying on his neck. He knew a dozen ways to cover his tracks, learned over lifetimes, never linger, never be seen, never leave a witness behind. Every city had its own rhythm of concealment. He walked until the sounds of the city closed in around him again, sirens, laughter, a distant bar fight. All just cover noise for the oldest kind of secret.
Back in his office, the night pressed heavy against the windows. Elias dumped his coat on a chair and slumped at his desk, head dropping into his hands. The city’s glow was distant now, blurred by streaks of water on the glass.
He reached for the whiskey on the shelf, the good stuff, thirty years old, kept for nights like this. He poured two fingers into a chipped glass, watched the gold swirl, and tried not to remember the taste of blood. The ice clicked as he sipped, rough and hot down his throat. The monster’s voice in his head subsided, replaced by guilt. How many more, before he ended up as empty as those he hunted?
He caught his reflection in the window, a shadow’s ghost, sharp lines and hollow eyes. He stared, trying to find the man beneath the monster, looking for forgiveness in a face that didn’t change no matter how many years or how many deaths. There was nothing there but emptiness.
“Last time,” he said softly, voice ragged. “I swear it’s the last time.”
The lie tasted bitter as poison.
Rain hammered at the city, endless and unforgiving.
A knock sounded, gentle but certain, three soft raps, oddly musical amid the city’s chaos. Elias wiped his face, set the glass aside, and squared his shoulders. Whoever it was, it was late; nobody good came to his door at this hour.
He opened it, letting the hallway’s fluorescent glow spill across the floorboards.
She stood there, framed in the doorway, blonde hair plastered to her cheeks, blue eyes storm-bright, her coat soaked and clinging to her curves. She looked undisturbed by the rain or the hour, as if she had been expected. Something about her presence snapped the office into sharp relief: every color, every shadow, suddenly mattered.
Elias hesitated, searching her face for something, danger, desperation, hope.
“Are you Elias Crowe?” she asked, her voice soft but edged with certainty. Her eyes met his, unflinching.
“Yes,” he managed, the monster stirring somewhere deep inside, curious despite himself.
She smiled, and the city seemed to hush outside. “Good. I think you and I need to talk.”
Elias’s hands trembled as he worked the zipper on his jacket, the fabric damp and slick with rain. The city was quieter now, the late hour muting even the usual cacophony that seeped through every crack in his office window. He’d paced the dirty alleyways for what felt like hours, the metallic taste of adrenaline thick on his tongue, but it was the aftertaste of blood that lingered, coating the back of his throat with sweetness and shame.
He pulled the worn file from his pocket, the edges bent, its contents smudged with fingerprints, his and others’. The pages detailed the man whose life he’d just ended, a life already paid for by the blood on his hands. A murderer. Unrepentant, the court said. Dangerous, the police said. Already on borrowed time, Elias whispered to himself. He dropped the file into the glowing embers in the trash can, watching as words and images curled into smoke and vanished, sucked away through the open window into the wet city night.
The memory pressed in as he wiped his hands on a rag, harder than he needed to. He could still taste it, like pennies and cherries, a flavor that twisted his gut. He shut his eyes and was somewhere else: centuries ago, light flickering on stone walls, the air thick with incense and fear; his hands, not yet callused, trembling as they held a body pinned to the ground. Blood had run in slow rivers, hot and shocking, staining his shirt, his lips, his soul. He remembered how his heart had thundered, first with horror, then with something darker: exhilaration. He’d been lost to that feeling once. He told himself he never would be again.
But tonight, as the hunger ebbed and the city held its breath beneath a curtain of rain, he knew that was another lie.
Outside, neon signs flickered in the puddles, red and green and blue stretching thin across the asphalt like wounds. Elias watched from his window, face reflected in the glass, a pale smear, sharp eyes sunk deep. Not even the darkness could hide the truth burning there. He unscrewed the cap of cheap whiskey, the amber liquid sloshing into a glass. His hand steadied as he brought the rim to his lips.
He tried not to remember the fight. The way the murderer, Turley, that was his name, had snarled, knife out, confidence rotting into fear when Elias stepped from the shadows. Their words crackled in the space between them, barbs and bargains, but it always ended the same. Turley’s blood slick on Elias’s hands, his pulse fading beneath Elias’s grip. Necessary, Elias told himself. The city needed monsters to hunt monsters.
He downed the whiskey in one fiery swallow, wincing as it burned all the way down. His reflection watched him, accusing, exhausted. The monster’s eyes stared back, ancient and hollow. How many times had he poured this drink and sworn it would be the last? How many nights had he whispered it into empty rooms, willing himself to believe the lie?
“Last time,” he said, voice barely more than a rasp. The words rang hollow. He set the glass down, hard enough to crack the silence.
He turned away from the window, closing the curtains against the night. The neon glow receded, but he could still feel its colors striping his skin, painting him in the city’s sins. He tried to focus on the small tasks, washing away the blood, tucking the remnants of evidence deep into the void at the back of his desk drawer. The room smelled of old paper and rain. It was nearly three in the morning.
His gaze wandered to the photograph on the edge of his desk, an old black-and-white of a woman laughing, head thrown back, eyes bright with life. It was centuries old, corners curling with time, but he kept it there like a talisman, a reminder of when he’d still been just a man. Before the rules. Before the hunger had carved him hollow.
He almost didn’t hear the knock at first, a gentle, precise rapping that threaded through the rain and the static hum of the city. It was not the frantic banging of a client in trouble or the half-hearted tap of a drunk. Three soft, even knocks. Measured.
His heart stuttered once, then resumed its grim pace. He wiped his hands against his trousers and glanced at the mirror above the sink. Still nothing there but emptiness. He opened the door.
She stood on the threshold, rain-slicked and calm as moonlight. Her hair, blonde, cut in a sharp bob, clung to her face in pale golden strands. Her dress was soaked to her knees, the hem heavy with water, puddling around fine-heeled shoes that had seen better days. She smiled, slow and without apology, as if she belonged here, as if she’d always known she would arrive like this.
“Mr. Crowe,” she said, her voice smooth and unhurried. “You look like hell.”
He blinked, the words grazing something wounded inside him. “It’s been a long night.”
She stepped inside without waiting for permission, her movements purposeful and precise. She carried nothing, no purse, no umbrella, not even a coat against the cold. Rain pattered down her shoulders and onto his rug. Elias stood aside, uncertain whether to feel threatened or relieved. Fate, he thought, had a sense of timing.
She reached for the chair opposite his desk, eyes never leaving his. “Do you usually answer the door looking like you’ve seen a ghost?” Her gaze flicked to the whiskey glass, then the charred edge of the case file still smoldering in the trash. “Or is it just a special occasion?”
Elias hesitated. Centuries of habit pressed in, questions, suspicions, the need to keep secrets close and strangers closer. But something about her manner disarmed him, or maybe it was just exhaustion finally winning out.
“Depends on the ghost,” he said. “Sometimes they knock. Sometimes they just let themselves in.”
She sat, crossing her legs, delicate and self-possessed. Rainwater beaded on her skin and dripped onto the worn carpet. “I need your help,” she said, after a beat. “But I suppose you already knew that. Everyone who comes here does.”
He circled behind his desk, dropping into the battered leather chair. “You’ve got a name?”
She smiled, just a flicker. “Call me Lila for now.”
He couldn’t place her accent, not quite local, something a little old-fashioned threading her voice. He’d met all types in this city, but she didn’t belong to any of them. Her eyes were clear and steady, the pale shade of dawn after a storm. He studied her, searching for cracks, but found only calm.
“What is it you want, Lila?”
She met his gaze without flinching. For a heartbeat, something passed between them, a silent accounting, recognition sharpened by pain.
“There’s a man missing,” she said at last. “Someone important to me. He vanished three nights ago, and the police, they’re not interested.” She leaned forward, her wet hair falling across her cheek. “I want you to find him.”
Elias considered this, tracing the rim of his empty glass with one finger. The city was full of missing men, lost for a thousand different reasons. But something in Lila’s face told him this wasn’t just another run-of-the-mill disappearance. He saw resolve there, but also something else, fear.
“People don’t just disappear,” he said. “Not unless they’re running from something. Or someone.”
She smiled again, but this time there was no mirth, only tension beneath the surface. “You know as well as anyone, Mr. Crowe, that this city devours the weak. I’m not asking you to save him. I’m asking you to find the truth.”
He sensed her watching him, weighing his response. The hunger still smoldered in his chest, but the guilt was heavier. This was usually the moment when he’d refuse, push the stranger out into the rain, another ghost to haunt someone else’s conscience. But he couldn’t look away from Lila’s eyes, from the way she refused to beg, refused to look away.
“What makes you think I can help?” he asked softly.
She tilted her head, eyes narrowing just enough to suggest she’d heard things about him, things people only whispered in bars after too many drinks. “Because you find what others can’t. Because you know how to look in the places normal people fear. Because you’re not afraid of monsters.”
He let the words settle. For a moment, the room was silent except for the rain and the faint hiss of burning paper. His thoughts knotted, old instincts warring with newer regrets.
“Who’s the man?” he asked, unable to help himself.
She hesitated, a flicker of uncertainty the first crack in her composure. She slid a creased photograph across the desk, a clean-cut man in a suit, smiling wide, arm looped around her shoulders. He looked ordinary, blessed by the careless ease of someone who thought fate would always be merciful.
“His name is Simon,” she said, her voice brittle. “He makes enemies easily.”
Elias studied the picture, then Lila’s face. “And you think he’s still alive?”
She didn’t answer for a long moment. Then, voice steady, “I think he’s not dead yet. Or if he is, ” her throat tightened, “, someone went to a lot of trouble to make it look like he wasn’t.”
Elias’s fingers curled around the glass again, but he didn’t reach for the bottle. He looked at Lila, the way the city’s blue neon shimmered through the mist behind her. In that moment, he felt the monster retreat, just a little, held at bay by the ache of possibility. He nodded, once, and pushed Simon’s photograph to the edge of his desk.
“I’ll see what I can do,” he said, his voice rough. “But I’ll need details. And I’ll need to know the truth, about everything.”
She met his eyes, understanding woven in the lines around her mouth. “I can give you most of it,” she said. “The rest you’ll have to find for yourself.”
The city outside shivered, a thousand secrets fluttering in the night. Elias felt the old gears turning, purpose igniting where guilt and hunger once gnawed. He didn’t allow himself to believe in redemption, not truly, but as Lila’s shadow joined his in the lamplight, he wondered if perhaps, just this once, the monster might serve something finer than survival.
He reached for his notebook. “Start at the beginning,” he said.
And in the city’s midnight hush, drenched in neon and rain, Elias Crowe began to listen.






  
  Chapter one
A Dame Walks In


Elias Stone heard her heels before he saw her. The sound, thin, decisive, cut through the cigarette haze and the low growl of early evening traffic bleeding in through his office window. He kept his eyes on the city skyline, orange dusk fractured by rain that hadn’t yet started, and tried not to care about the careful pattern of her approach. The sharp knock on his door broke his focus; before he could answer, she let herself in. 
She moved like she’d been here before: confident, almost languid, as if the world itself might shift to accommodate her. In the dim light, her silhouette sharpened, tall, rain-dark hair twisted away from a face as pale and uncertain as moonlight. Her eyes, a blue so cold it seemed lit from within, lingered on him with unsettling calm. She didn’t smile. He liked her already.
“You’re Elias Stone,” she said, voice low and nearly toneless. The words rolled out, heavy with fatigue. “I, ” Her gaze flickered to a water stain on the ceiling, gathered herself. “I hope you see missing persons.”
He gestured to the battered chair opposite his desk. “Sit, Ms., ”
“Hart. Madeline Hart.” She hesitated before sitting, gloved hands folding delicately in her lap. The way she perched on the edge of the seat, as if she might need to bolt at any second, made him think of caged birds. Or prey animals.
He should have been focused, professional. But there was her scent: subtle, expensive, and layered beneath it, something raw, like copper and fear. His throat tightened. For a moment, the pulse at her throat was all he saw. He looked away, swallowing.
He cleared his voice, masking the feral edge. “Tell me about your sister.”
She took a breath, and with it came a tremor. “Her name is Isabelle. She’s younger, but not by much. We’re, well, we’re all we have, I suppose.” Madeline’s lips twisted, betraying a lifetime of disappointment and hope. “Isabelle’s always been the wild one. When she didn’t show up for work three nights ago, I, ” She blinked. “She’d never worry me like this. Not unless something was very wrong.”
Elias said nothing. He watched the way her hands twisted the leather strap of her purse, knuckles white. His intuition, the sense he’d honed over centuries, that animal whisper of danger and deceit, stirred. Her voice was too even. Her story had the polish of rehearsal, but underneath… grief, yes, but fear too. Worse, guilt.
“What does Isabelle look like?” he asked quietly.
Madeline lifted her chin. “She’s… impossible to miss. Red hair, tall, a birthmark here, ” A gloved fingertip traced her temple, “, and she laughs too loud. Always. She worked at the Penumbra Club, bartending. The last time I saw her was Thursday. She said she had a date but wouldn’t tell me who with.”
“Any idea why she’d run?” His tone was gentle, but the question bit all the same.
Madeline’s composure cracked then, just a hairline fissure. “She wouldn’t. That’s just it, she’d never leave me. You have to understand, Mr. Stone, Isabelle is…” Her voice broke, reformed itself as something smaller. “She’s all I have left.”
The ache in her words wormed beneath his skin, setting old wounds throbbing. He’d heard the same loneliness, different variations, from bodies pressed into cold earth and faces blurred by time, family, lovers, the occasional friend. He’d forgotten what it felt like to be the one desperate and left behind, but the echo in Madeline’s eyes was enough to remind him. She saw his hesitation, and for an instant, he felt exposed, as if she could read the uglier currents inside him.
She reached into her purse, hands trembling, and produced a photograph: two young women at the back of a crowded bar, drinks in hand, heads tilted together. Isabelle’s flame-red hair caught the camera flash. Madeline, beside her, looked tired even then.
Elias took the photo, careful not to brush against her fingers. His senses screamed at the proximity, her perfume, sharp as night-blooming flower, tinged with the faintest metallic undercurrent.
“There’s more,” she said. Her voice hitched as she unclasped a small locket from around her throat. She slid it across the desk, chain jingling softly. “Isabelle wore that when she left. The police said it meant nothing, but I, I found it in the gutter outside our apartment. They won’t help me. Nobody will.”
He picked up the locket, the cool weight familiar and somehow hopeful in his palm. With a flick of his thumbnail, it opened. Inside, a photograph, childish, worn smooth by years of worry, showed the same two sisters. The other side held a thumb-smudge of dried blood, old enough to have turned rusty and brown. He inhaled, catching the ghost of Isabelle’s perfume and something darker, a chemical bite, fear, panic, pain.
His mind raced, cataloguing details. The locket wasn’t broken; it had been unclasped and dropped, not torn away. The blood, while scant, told of a tiny wound, enough to startle, not enough to kill.
“I’ll help you,” he said. It sounded far too intimate. He tried again. “I’ll take your case, Ms. Hart. I’ll need numbers, friends, known associates. Any enemies, too.” As he spoke, his professional mask slid back into place, but beneath it, something stirred, a dangerous, hungry fascination.
Madeline exhaled shakily, relief and something else, doubt?, passing over her features. “Thank you. There’s a list here, ” She pulled from her purse a folded page, names and numbers scrawled tight. “And… if you find her, please, call me first. Before the police, before anyone.”
He nodded, tucking the list into his notebook. Their eyes locked, and for a heartbeat, the world stilled: two survivors, old wounds and new, facing a darkness with only the promise of help between them.
Madeline rose, smoothing her skirt. She left the photograph and the locket on his desk. Her scent lingered, clinging to the wood, the air itself. At the door, she glanced back. “You look tired, Mr. Stone. Don’t let this one eat you alive.”
He watched her go, the click of heels fading down the stairs, until the silence in the office was thicker than before. Her touch lingered where the photograph had been, her fingertips barely visible in the gleam of lamplight. He traced the grain of the desk, shame prickling his skin. He hadn’t wanted to help her; he *needed* to. The difference was razor-thin, and dangerous.
Shoulders hunched, Elias examined the locket again. He brought it to his nose, inhaling. The scent was complex, rose and rain, and the faintest iron tang. Isabelle’s blood, yes. But someone else’s perfume, sharper, unfamiliar, barely there. A warning, maybe. Fate reaching out to tap him on the shoulder.
Through the window, the city pressed in, the distant wail of sirens rolling between neon-lit towers. The office felt smaller, the air heavier, charged with hidden violence. The story Madeline had told was incomplete; Elias felt it in his bones. Secrets nested inside secrets, and now he was part of them.
He set the locket down, careful not to disturb the lingering impression of Madeline’s hands on his desk. His own hands trembled, with hunger, with anticipation, or simply with the weight of something vast shifting around him. The city outside was no longer the same; the air itself pulsed with new tension, as if destiny had quietly, irrevocably, changed the rules.
He gathered the photograph and the locket, pocketing both. It would begin tonight, at the Penumbra Club, perhaps, or in the shadowed cracks of alleyways that only opened for the desperate. He glanced once more at the empty chair opposite, still warm from where Madeline Hart had sat. He wondered what price he would pay for following the scent she’d left behind, and whether, this time, the ache of centuries might finally find its answer in someone else’s sorrow.
Elias watched the woman step inside as if she were walking out of a dream he didn’t remember having until that moment. The rain still clung to her hair, droplets running down the collar of her coat, her shoes leaving small, perfect prints on his office’s scarred floorboards. She moved with the kind of quiet grace that makes men forget what they were saying, and Elias, who prided himself on his composure, felt the room tilt slightly off its axis. Her eyes, pale green, scanned the shadows and paused on him with a calm that bordered on predatory.
She offered a hand, gloved in sleek black leather. “My name is Madeline Hart,” she said, her voice low and steady, as if she’d rehearsed this encounter a hundred times. Up close, the scent of her skin curled into his senses: honey and something sharper beneath, metallic, impossible to ignore.
Elias nodded once, careful not to reach too quickly. “Elias Finch.” He slid his hand into hers, the contact brief but electric. Her pulse thudded against his palm, quick, but not panicked. Professional courtesy demanded he release her hand, but some darker, older hunger made him want to linger. He forced himself to let go.
She perched on the edge of the cracked leather chair across from his desk, folding her hands in her lap. When she spoke, her words trembled between practiced composure and some deeper, gnawing worry. “I need your help, Mr. Finch. My sister, Isobel, she’s missing. No one else believes anything’s wrong, but I know she wouldn’t just disappear.”
He took in the delicate curve of her jaw, the faint smudge of old mascara beneath one eye. “How long?” he asked.
“Three days,” Madeline said, her gaze drifting past him to the rain-streaked window. “I know it doesn’t sound like much, but I can feel it, something’s happened. She wouldn’t leave without telling me. We live together. We… used to rely on each other.”
Elias tried to focus on her story, but the smell of her blood, beneath the perfume, beneath the nerves, was a low hum in the air. His fangs ached in his gums. Alive. Vibrant. He steepled his fingers, pressing them hard against his mouth. No matter how many years separated him from his last mistake, some triggers still cut past the armor.
He raised an eyebrow, banking his voice toward gentleness. “The police?”
“They think Isobel’s just gone out with friends, or… run off with someone. She’s had troubles before. But this is different.” Madeline’s voice caught, and Elias watched the mask slip for just an instant, a flicker of fear, pure and raw, in her eyes. “Her friends haven’t seen her. Her phone is off. She would never leave me alone like this.”
A dull throb started behind his eyes, ancient instincts bristling. Most people lied when desperate, but there was something in her tone, some dark resonance, that made the air heavier. Centuries of reading hearts and half-truths told him: she was hiding something. The sadness in her voice felt honest, but grief often tangled with guilt.
Elias leaned back, folding his arms. He kept his gaze steady, not trusting himself to move closer. “Tell me about Isobel. Anything unusual the last few days? People following her, arguments, new acquaintances?”
Madeline shook her head, coppery hair sliding over the collar of her coat. “No one that I know of. She was… distracted, maybe. She’d been having nightmares. Said someone was watching her, but…” She hesitated, shaking herself. “It sounded paranoid. I tried to comfort her, told her it’d pass. Maybe I should have listened.”
Outside, car tires hissed on wet pavement. Elias felt the city’s pulse shift, as if Madeline’s arrival had pulled at invisible threads, drawing the world tighter around his office. He forced his breathing steady, fighting the urge to lean into the heat of her fear.
Madeline reached into her bag, rummaging with stiff fingers. When she pulled out a small, battered photograph, her hands were shaking. She slid it across the desk, her thumbnail chipped, the knuckle bruised. “This is Isobel. From last Christmas.” The image showed a girl maybe twenty, her face bright with mischief and all the haunted edges of someone who’d learned how to smile through storms. Elias studied the picture, then raised his gaze to Madeline. The resemblance was unmistakable, same eyes, same delicate bones.
“I also found this on her bed.” Madeline unclasped her palm to reveal a locket, silver and faintly tarnished. She set it on the desk, the chain pooling like a question mark between them. “I’ve never seen it before. It was open when I found it.”
Elias reached for it, pausing, feeling her scrutiny. His fingertips brushed the locket, so cold, it might have been carved from ice. He glanced at her, offering a small, careful smile. “May I?”
She nodded, lips pressed tight. He opened the locket, eyes narrowing as he caught the faintest glimmer of something inside, a scrap of fabric? Or was it dried, rusty brown… blood? Beneath, the scent of Madeline’s perfume clung stubbornly to the metal, overlaying a deeper, coppery note that made his teeth ache.
He closed the locket, sliding it into his palm. “You’re certain this wasn’t hers?”
“No. Isobel never owned anything like it. She’d have shown me.” Madeline’s voice cracked again, spilling over with anxiety and a bone-deep sadness that Eli felt in his bones.
He wanted to reach out, rest a hand on hers, offer the comfort of a friend, not a hunter. But the touch burned on his skin. He settled for a measured nod. “I’ll look into it,” he said, falling back on the familiar cadence of professionalism. “Missing person work is never simple, but I’ll start tonight.”
Madeline’s eyes searched his, trying to read his soul. For a wild moment, Elias felt she could see every wound, every hunger, he’d buried across centuries. She blinked first, and the spell broke.
She rose, smoothing her coat, fumbling with the strap of her bag. “Thank you, Mr. Finch.” Her shoes made barely a whisper against the hardwood as she stepped to the door, pausing with her hand on the knob. “If… if you find anything, you’ll call?”
“Of course,” Elias replied. He wanted to promise her the world, her sister safe, the nightmares ended, but he knew better than to offer hope he might not deliver. “I’ll need a number.”
She scribbled her name and a phone number on the back of a business card, her handwriting looping and tight. She slid it across the desk, her fingers brushing the wood where his hand had just rested. “Please,” she whispered, “don’t let her be alone.”
He nodded, unable to trust his voice. The door clicked shut behind her with a finality that shook the dust from the corners of the room.
For a long moment Elias remained frozen, his gaze fixed on the place where her hand had pressed the desktop. He traced the pattern of her fingerprints with his own, the heat of her lingering, a secret brand stitched into the grain of the wood. Shame crept in, slick and cold. He shouldn’t be thinking of her this way, shouldn’t crave the taste of her pulse beneath his tongue. He shut his eyes and let the desire and guilt duel quietly inside him, each refusing to give ground.
When he finally drew himself up, the city beyond his window blinked with cold neon and rain. It seemed less familiar, buildings leaning closer, shadows deeper than before. The sense of destiny had twisted, tugging the city into some new alignment, as if Madeline’s pain had rewritten the rules of his life without asking.
He turned his attention to the locket, turning it over in his hands. The faintest trace of blood still clung along the inner rim, dry but potent. Elias lifted it to his nose, one slow, measured breath, and caught two scents tangled in the metal: the sharp, sour tang of fear, and a perfume far older than the bottle Madeline wore. This was Isobel’s, he guessed, a signature scent almost masked by the iron undertone. The mingling made his skin prickle, some dark part of him recognizing danger.
He flipped the locket open again, angling it beneath the desk lamp. There was no inscription, no hidden compartment. But the chain had snapped in a way that suggested violence, not accident, a sudden, panicked tug. The fabric scrap glued to the base was midnight blue, and as he pressed it between thumb and forefinger, another flash of scent slipped out: burnt sugar, and something feral.
He set the locket down, letting the clues tumble through his mind. Madeline’s story was laced with worry, but it was her sadness that battered at the walls inside him. He thought of her trembling hands, her steady gaze, the way she’d watched him as if she knew he was something other. He tried to shake it off, to focus on the job.
But as he looked out into the rain-black city, every car headlight seemed to search for someone lost. The night pressed closer, daring him to track Madeline’s pain through the endless alleys and locked doors. Elias flexed his hands, fighting the tremor that still lingered. He would help her, he told himself, not because of the hunger curled tight inside his chest, but because once, long ago, he’d failed someone the same way. The ache in Madeline’s eyes was a mirror.
Thunder rumbled overhead, and Elias slipped the locket and photograph into his pocket. He shrugged on his coat, the familiar weight grounding him as he stepped out of the office and into the city’s re-written night, where the scent of trouble, and of Madeline Hart, clung to every rain-soaked shadow.
Madeline didn’t just walk into a room, she claimed it, even as her presence seemed carved from sorrow. The heels of her boots struck the wood floor like a punctuation, a sentence written in need. She paused just inside the office, letting the door hush closed behind her. The old stained-glass transom caught a sliver of morning light and scattered it across her dark hair and the rumpled lapels of her dove-gray coat.
Elias rose, reflexively, but her gaze found him before he could speak, pinning him back with eyes the color of wet slate, not quite blue, and stormy with something tightly sealed. He motioned toward the battered chair across from his desk, trying to appear casual, as if this moment wasn’t already straining the limits of his discipline.
“Thank you for seeing me on such short notice,” she said, her voice low and even, every syllable measured. She stripped off thin leather gloves and set them delicately on her lap, fingers coiling together as if restraining some inner quiver.
He forced a polite smile but tasted the air between them as she sat, a trace of lavender and old books, cut with something hushed and vital below her skin. For the briefest moment, the pulse at her throat caught his gaze, fluttering beneath a strand of hair. He looked away, cursing himself.
“I’m Madeline Hart,” she said, and her mouth pressed into a line like she expected the name to mean something, or perhaps she simply hoped it would anchor her to the world. “It’s my sister. She’s missing. Her name is Grace.”
Elias nodded, settling behind the desk. The battered mahogany surface was a fortress he clung to, tapping his pen along a faded map of the city. “When did you last see her?”
Madeline’s breath caught in her chest, so faint he wasn’t sure if he’d heard it or sensed it. “Four days ago. She was… frightened.” The word slipped out sharp, unguarded. “Not just worried, she said someone was following her, but she wouldn’t, ” Madeline’s fingers tightened. “Grace always kept things to herself. She’s younger than me, but I’ve always been the one looking out for her, ever since, ” She trailed off, the sentence unfinished, a wound left open.
He waited, letting her fill the silence if she wanted. The city outside pressed in, sirens blurring past, the wind scraping the windows. His own nerves sang in the hush, a taut wire pulling him between what she gave and what she hid.
“She told me she’d come to you,” Madeline went on, her gaze dropping to her hands. “But I never believed she’d vanish without a word.” Her voice splintered, softer now. “She left me this.” Reaching into her bag, Madeline produced a photograph, its edges creased, and then a small locket, the chain knotted twice around her fingers. The metal glinted faintly as she set it on the desk, just beyond his reach.
He watched her hands tremble as she laid the objects out, the locket landing with a soft click that sounded too loud in the close room. The photograph, two women with the same sharp cheekbones, one laughing, the other caught mid-smile, felt intimate, a fragment torn from a happier day.
Elias’s vision sharpened, the details opening up like petals: Grace’s face, gentler than Madeline’s, hair long and wild, her smile edged with uncertainty. The locket was older, its hinges worn smooth, the filigree chipped away in places. Madeline’s perfume clung to the metal, mingling with something subtler, coppery, faint as memory.
He tried not to stare at Madeline’s eyes as she watched him. She seemed brittle, yet there was an uncanny steadiness beneath the grief, something that prickled his senses. Her sadness pressed against him, eerily familiar, echoing centuries-old aches he thought he’d buried. An urge flared inside him: to reach across the desk, to touch the locket while it was still warm from her skin, to reassure her, or to know what it was she really wanted.
“Ms. Hart,” he said quietly, “you mentioned your sister might come to me. Did she say why?”
Madeline’s eyebrow twitched, barely enough to register, but he caught it. “She wouldn’t tell me. Only that if anything happened, I should find you.” Her breath hitched. “Does that mean she’d been here before?”
Elias considered lying, but the truth was slipperier. “No, she hasn’t. But people don’t always walk through my door until they’re desperate.” He tapped the locket, feeling the faintest warmth from Madeline’s touch and its weight against the desk. “Did she say what scared her?”
“She wouldn’t say, not directly. She… she started leaving her curtains closed, locking her door even when she was home. I asked what happened, she just said she’d seen someone in the street, a man. Tall, pale, kept showing up near her apartment. She thought she was imagining it, at first.”
He thought of the way Madeline’s heart hammered beneath the calm, how her eyes kept drifting to the window as if she expected something to appear. A part of him, older and colder, whispered that people lied for all kinds of reasons, and not everyone who wore grief was a victim. But her pain felt genuine, a live wire in the room. Unless she was a better actress than most he’d encountered in this city, and he’d known some exceptional liars.
He picked up the photograph, turning it gently beneath his thumb. “This is from before?”
“Two years ago. My birthday.” Madeline bit back a smile, but it flickered out quickly. “She, Grace hasn’t been herself for months. Paranoid. She said she was in trouble, that she was trying to get out of something, but wouldn’t tell me what. I tried to help her. She shut me out.”
He wondered what kind of trouble Grace had found. Nothing in the lines of Madeline’s face, or the careful neatness of her dress, suggested criminal ties. But he’d learned not to trust surface impressions. He watched her closely, measuring the strain in her posture, the way her nails pressed crescents into her palms.
“Was Grace involved with anyone? A boyfriend, husband, business partner?”
Madeline shook her head, quickly. “No. At least, not that I know of. She works at the library. Quiet. Keeps to herself. I haven’t met any men in her life, not for over a year.”
Elias nodded, jotting notes he’d probably never need. His mind raced ahead, following the old instincts. He tried to ignore how her nearness unsettled him, the tangled scent of her perfume, like crushed violets and clean rain, and beneath it a trace of something sharp. Her pulse again, visible at the base of her throat, as if inviting him to count its beats.
He forced his attention to the locket, lifting it carefully. Inside, a curl of pale hair, Grace’s, he guessed, and a tiny portrait, a water-bleached sketch, almost erased by time. He inhaled, almost unconsciously; the locket carried traces of something old, coppery and faint, not just Madeline’s scent but another, redolent of cold metal and old blood. His skin prickled, the ancient part of him stirring.
Madeline’s eyes tracked every movement, a chill alertness sharpening her features. It would be so easy, he thought, to lean in too close, to let his curiosity slip the leash and fall into obsession. He willed himself to keep a measured distance.
“I promise I’ll do everything I can to find her,” he said finally, and was surprised to hear the roughness in his own voice. “But I need anything you can tell me. Anything she said, strange names, places, threats?”
She shook her head, lips thinning in frustration. She searched herself, as if trying to conjure secrets she didn’t possess. “She only said… she’d seen the man again, two nights before she disappeared. She called me, late, crying. But she wouldn’t say what scared her so much. Just, ‘the eyes.’ That’s all she said. ‘He has the eyes.’”
Elias’s fist clenched around the locket. The room seemed to darken, the threads of fate tightening. He pressed the locket gently back into Madeline’s hands. “I’ll need to keep this photograph, if you don’t mind. I’ll start asking around.”
She nodded, swallowing, her fingers lingering on the cool metal of the locket as if loath to let it go. “Of course. Please… just find her.”
Their eyes met. For a moment, the entire city narrowed to the span of the desk between them, her pain a mirror to his own, a wound he’d carried for centuries but never allowed anyone to see. Madeline saw it, somehow, and for an instant, he felt naked and entirely human.
He straightened, drawing the moment closed around professionalism. “I’ll do my best, Ms. Hart.”
She stood, smoothed her skirt and gloves with trembling hands, then paused in the doorway. “Thank you, Mr. Lockwood.” Her voice was barely a breath. “You’re the only one who might understand what she feared.”
He watched her walk away, her scent curling through the air after her, lingering over the battered desk and the old, dust-glazed blinds. The door drifted shut, and the hush that followed was heavy with everything left unsaid.
Elias waited, one minute, two, then let himself reach for the place where her hand had hovered on the desk. He pressed his fingers to the wood, feeling the ghost of her touch, the warmth already fading. Shame prickled up the back of his neck. He wanted her, in a way he hadn’t felt in years, not just the taste of her pain, but the fierce, silent resilience riding beneath it.
He closed his eyes, exhaling through his teeth. The locket sat in the pool of late-morning sunlight now, the chain glinting. He plucked it up, holding it to his nose. Lavender and old paper, but under that, brine and iron, almost undetectable, but undeniable to his senses. Blood, not fresh but recent enough, woven with expensive perfume.
He turned it over and over in his hand, feeling the weight of secrets he hadn’t yet named. The photograph curled on the desk, the image fluttering as the wind rattled the windowpane. Outside, the city hummed and seethed, but something fundamental had shifted. The air carried a warning, fate’s cold breath curling down alleys and clinging to Madeline Hart’s name.
Elias set the locket beside the photograph, mind racing, haunted by the echo of her despair. The city was different now, as if consent had been given for old hungers to wake and rules to bend. He reached for his coat, already knowing sleep wouldn’t come tonight. He had work to do, and in the gathering dusk, it felt like destiny had finally called his number.
Elias didn't move at first, watching the door swing shut in Madeline Hart’s wake. Her perfume, violets and something sharper underneath, clung to the air, curling through the office, wrapping itself around his senses with a persistence that bordered on unkind. He braced his hand against the desk, knuckles whitening. For a moment, all he wanted was the memory of her pulse beneath the fragile skin at her throat, the way it had ticked faster when she spoke her sister’s name.
He let out a breath he hadn’t meant to hold. Madeline’s presence had knocked something loose in him. Centuries ago, he’d grown used to playing the observer, his own hungers locked away behind layers of discipline and jaded caution. But now, now there was an ache he recognized in her, a sorrow that resonated with the oldest parts of himself. There was danger in that. The past had taught him, more than once, not to trust the echo of his own longing in someone else’s pain.
On his desk, the photograph and the locket stared up at him like eyes. He picked up the photo first, holding it under the desk lamp’s harsh glow. Evelyn Hart. The younger sister. She was beautiful, yes, but there was something brittle in her smile, forced, as if she’d been told to look happy but hadn’t managed to pull it off. Her hair was windblown, the background a smear of neon from what looked like a club sign. The edges were curled, palmed too often.
He set the photo aside and reached for the locket. It was heavier than it looked, silver tarnished to a dull pewter, the faintest filigree worked into its surface. When he snapped it open, no portrait stared back. Instead, there was a twist of cloth inside, a scrap from the lining of a dress maybe, pale blue stained darker at the edges. He lifted it to his nose.
The scent hit him, first perfume, same as Madeline’s but fainter, older. Then, beneath that, something coppery and unmistakable, dulled by time but still present: blood. Not enough to see with the naked eye, but he’d lived long enough to recognize that tang. The city outside the window seemed to recede, its bustle drained of sound, as Elias sat frozen, the familiar war between fascination and dread thrumming beneath his skin.
He pressed the locket shut, glancing out at the window where dusk was melting into night. Somewhere out there, Evelyn Hart was either running from something or lying cold, in an alley, or a river, or a place far worse. Madeline’s words rang in his ears: *She wouldn’t just disappear. She’s all I have.* Despair, yes, but desperation too. And lies. There had been things Madeline had not said, pauses in her story that tugged at his supernatural intuition like fishhooks.
The office was quiet. In the silence, Elias replayed their conversation, dissecting every gesture, every inflection. When Madeline’s hands had trembled, she’d blamed it on fear for her sister, but the tremor had deepened when she’d looked at Elias himself, as if she sensed danger, and was drawn to it anyway. Her eyes, too dark and too still, had measured him with the calm of someone who’d already made impossible decisions.
He found his fingers tracing the carved edge of the desk where she’d rested her palm. Heat still lingered, an imprint he felt more acutely than he should. Elias shut his eyes, seeing the way she’d bitten her lip before producing the photograph, the defiance in her chin even as she asked for help. An ordinary detective would have chalked it up to nerves. But Elias knew better. No one survived as long as he had without a healthy respect for secrets.
His shame rose like bile, that he wanted her, yes, but also that he wanted to rescue her, to carry someone else’s burden just to feel useful again. Desire and guilt, hope and self-loathing, twisting together until he could hardly breathe. God help him if she came back. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to let her go a second time.
The phone rang, once, then twice, before he realized his hand had already moved to answer it. The receiver felt cold against his ear.
“Elias Black.”
There was a beat of silence, then the low rumble of a voice distorted by static. “You’ve got company, Black. Girl with a red scarf, asking about you at the corner store.”
Elias tightened his grip on the phone, glancing at the business card Madeline had left. The address scrawled on the back was a hotel in the industrial district, cheap, discreet, designed for those who wanted to vanish. “Who is she? Did she give a name?”
The informant chuckled, the sound thin and mean. “Didn’t ask. But she’s got the same eyes as your last visitor. Figured you’d want to know.”
Elias hung up, his thoughts already racing. Another sister? Or someone else entirely, someone Madeline didn’t want him to find? He shoved the locket into his pocket and shrugged on his coat, mind darting through
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