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New Orleans never forgot how to keep secrets. Beneath the jazz and bourbon-soaked charm, behind the veils of voodoo altars and moss-draped cemeteries, it harbored things too old to name and too powerful to cage. The city breathed magic, not always kind, not always clean. And in the murk of its midnight heart, something stirred. A whisper passed from alleyway to crypt, from club to cathedral: the blood was rising again.

In the Garden District, a man with golden eyes stood motionless beneath a flickering gaslamp, listening to the silence. He was not alive in the usual sense. But he remembered what it had been like. That was worse. He lit a cigarette he didn’t need, held the smoke like a prayer. Because somewhere, something had crossed a line. A body drained. A sigil left behind. He stepped into the street. And Lucien Devereaux, former enforcer of the Vampire Accord, began hunting again.
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Chapter One: Blood and Bourbon
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Detective Evelyn Mercer had seen a lot in her ten years with the department—gang wars, serial killers, bodies found in the darkest alleys of the city—but she had never had a partner like this before. She sipped the last of her cold coffee and glanced across her desk at the man reviewing case files as if he could read every secret buried in them. Detective Lucien Devereaux. Straight out of New Orleans. Pale as moonlight, dark-haired, and unsettlingly still when he wasn’t moving. Vampire. She had been warned, of course. The captain had called her in that morning, a grizzled man with one too many ulcers and a habit of rubbing his temples when he had bad news.

“Mercer, I know you work alone, but this one’s not up for discussion. Devereaux has experience with... specialized cases.” “You mean supernatural ones,” she’d said flatly. “Exactly. And before you protest, remember what happened last week. Two bodies, drained of blood, no forced entry, and a witness who swears she saw shadows moving against the laws of physics. We’re out of our depth.” She had agreed—grudgingly. Now, here they were, sitting across from each other in the cramped precinct office, surrounded by faded walls and the smell of stale coffee. “You’re not going to comment?” she asked, breaking the silence.

Lucien lifted his golden eyes from the file, an eerie but oddly mesmerizing shade. “About what?” “That you’re undead. That I’m stuck with a partner who probably sleeps in a coffin.” A faint smirk tugged at his lips. “I don’t sleep in a coffin. That’s archaic.” “But you do drink blood?” He folded his hands neatly on the table. “Only donated. You don’t have to worry about me lunging across the desk.” She wasn’t sure she believed that, but for now, she let it slide. There were more pressing concerns. She tapped the case file between them. “Two victims, both found in locked apartments, no sign of struggle. Drained completely dry. Coroner says puncture wounds at the neck, but no tearing, no evidence of human intervention. The press is already whispering about ‘the New Orleans Strangler.’”

Lucien frowned. “No human intervention. So, you’re open to the possibility that we’re not dealing with a standard killer?” She exhaled. “I don’t know what we’re dealing with. That’s why they saddled me with you, right?” He leaned back, eyes gleaming. “Correct.” She hated how calm he was. The entire idea of vampires walking among humans had been difficult enough to process when the government first declassified the supernatural world five years ago. Now, she was partnered with one, expected to trust him.

“What’s your take?” she asked. Lucien tapped the case file. “It’s too clean. The wounds suggest precision. If this were a rogue vampire, they’d be sloppy—fang marks are rarely symmetrical in a frenzy. This looks... controlled.” “Meaning?” “Meaning someone is imitating us.” She stared at him. “Us? You’re including yourself in this?” He smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “I don’t deny what I am, Detective Mercer. But I do know the difference between a predator and a professional. Whoever did this is making a statement.” Evelyn swallowed down her unease. “Then let’s figure out what it is before another body drops.”

Lucien nodded, his fingers gliding over the case file. “Agreed. But first, if we’re going hunting tonight, you may want to bring something stronger than silver bullets.” She raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And what would you suggest?” Lucien’s smile widened just enough to make her shiver. “Blessed steel. And maybe a little faith.” The streets of New Orleans were slick with rain as the pair made their way to the first crime scene. Neon lights reflected off puddles like broken glass, and somewhere in the distance, jazz spilled out of a late-night bar, too lively for what waited ahead. Evelyn drove. Lucien didn’t blink the entire ride.

“You don’t sleep. You don’t blink. Do you even breathe?” she asked, half-joking. “Occasionally,” he said. “Old habits.” “What about sunlight?”“It burns. But I’ve known worse pain.” She glanced at him. “That supposed to make me feel better?” “No,” he said calmly. “It’s supposed to prepare you.” The silence afterward was heavier than the humidity. They reached the apartment of the second victim, a young woman named Camille Voss. Police tape fluttered weakly in the warm wind. The patrol officer outside looked relieved to see them—and uneasy when he noticed Lucien. Inside, the air felt wrong. Too still. Too quiet. Evelyn stepped carefully across the threshold. “No forced entry,” she muttered. “Same as the first.” Lucien didn’t respond. He was already moving—slow, deliberate—like something inside him recognized the space.

He knelt near the body, fingertips hovering just above the floor. “This wasn’t a kill,” he said quietly. Evelyn tensed. “A vampire ritual?” “No,” he said. “Something older. Blood was the offering, but it’s not the goal.” She crouched beside him. “Then what is?” Lucien stood slowly. His voice dropped. “Opening something.” Evelyn’s stomach tightened. “Opening what?” Lucien turned toward the dark hallway, eyes narrowing slightly, as if listening to something she couldn’t hear. “A door.” Back at the precinct, Evelyn stared at the board filled with photographs, crime scene notes, and newspaper clippings. Red string connected victims, locations, timelines—but it didn’t make sense yet. Not fully. Lucien sat beside her, thumbing through a worn leather-bound notebook he’d pulled from his coat. “The markings—do they mean anything to you?” she asked.

He didn’t look up. “They’re sigils. Used by blood cults who believed vampires were messengers of a hidden realm. They used blood not for sustenance, but for passage.” “Passage to where?” Lucien closed the notebook and met her eyes. “To the Pale Gate.” Evelyn let out a breath. “You’re not serious.” “I am. And if someone’s trying to open it again...” He leaned forward slightly. “...we may already be too late.” She stood, pacing. “So what? We call in your vampire council? Some kind of supernatural task force?” “They won’t help,” Lucien said. “They’re afraid. This kind of power doesn’t serve politics—it consumes it.” Evelyn stopped pacing. “Then we stop it ourselves.” Lucien studied her for a moment really studied her this time. Then he nodded. “And pray,” he said quietly, “that we don’t open it just by chasing it.” Evelyn let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding.

“I’ve got enough nightmares already.” Lucien gave a faint smile. “Then you’re going to need thicker skin.” He looked back at the board. “We haven’t seen nightmares yet.” A pause.“Just whispers.” And with that, they turned back to the case. To the blood. To the symbols. To the beginning of something ancient waking beneath the city. Something that had been waiting. Something that finally had a door. Evelyn didn’t move right away. Lucien had already turned back to the board, studying it like the rest of the room didn’t exist but she was still watching him. “You knew about this before today, didn’t you?” she said quietly.

He didn’t look at her. “I suspected,” he replied. Her jaw tightened. “That’s not the same thing.” Now he did look at her. And for the first time, there was something sharp in his expression. “You think I’m hiding something from you?” “I think,” she said, stepping closer, “you walked into this case already knowing more than you told me. And I don’t like being the last person in the room to catch up—especially when bodies are dropping.” Lucien held her gaze. Unblinking. “You want the truth?” he asked. “That would be a nice change.” He stood slowly, closing the distance between them—not threatening, but not casual either. There was something controlled about him. Too controlled. “This isn’t a case you solve,” he said. “It’s one you survive. And the more you know too early... the faster it kills you.” Evelyn let out a sharp breath. “I’m a detective. My job is literally to know things.”

“And my job,” he said evenly, “is to make sure you live long enough to do that.” The words hung between them. Heavy. Too personal. She didn’t back away. “You don’t get to decide that for me.” Lucien’s expression shifted—just slightly. Not softer. Not warmer. But something changed. “No,” he said. “But I’ve buried enough people who thought they could handle things like this alone.” Evelyn’s voice dropped. “I’m not one of your past mistakes.” Something flickered in his eyes then—something real. Something that almost looked like regret. “I know,” he said quietly. And somehow, that made
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