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Smoke and Blood




[image: ]

Lucien

Glass rains around me—shards flashing in the firelight as they fall, but my pulse stutters first, a sharp reminder that I’m not as steady as I pretend. 




A heartbeat ago, this rooftop was an opera of wealth—silk gowns, champagne, civilized smiles. Now? Ruin. 

Smoke coils up from scorched skyscrapers, staining the night sky in violent strokes of crimson and ash. Screams ricochet off marble and steel. Wolves howl from the streets below. 

Vampires answer with shrieks sharp enough to peel sanity. And I stand in the center of it—bleeding. A silver blade whistles past my cheek. Close. Too close. They came prepared for me. I move without thought, instincts honed by centuries, the motion sharp and immediate. 

Grip. Twist. Bone cracks beneath my hand as I send an assassin crashing onto a shattered table. Another rushes, and I tear through him, speed blurring my form. Blood spatters across my suit jacket—tailored Italian wool ruined. Shame. Not tonight. 

I am not Lucien Kyros, billionaire host, patron of culture. Tonight, I am the thing they fear. A snarl rips through me as another blade pierces my shoulder. Silver bites deep, searing like wildfire in my veins. 

My vision flickers. The edges of the world pulse. Hunger claws up my throat—merciless, ancient. I can taste life on the air, metallic and sweet. 

It would be so easy to take. To drown in it. To forget restraint. I force the hunger down, shoving it back like a wild animal clawing at my ribs. Choke it. I will not lose myself. 

Not here. Not in front of them. Power means nothing if I become the monster they expect. The rooftop quakes beneath my feet. Distant explosions send tremors up through reinforced steel. 

The city bleeds chaos. The fragile peace I negotiated a century ago has finally shattered. How naïve I was to believe time could tame hatred. Someone shouts my name—“Lucien!”—before their voice dissolves into a howl. 

My jaw tightens. My people. My responsibility. My curse. A third blade comes. I dodge too slow. The silver grazes my ribs, poison lacing my bloodstream. 

My limbs drag—heavy, failing me. Unacceptable. I will not fall. I cannot— A shadow lunges through smoke. Massive. Silent. For a split second, instinct screams death. 

Then fur—black as the void between stars—collides with an assassin, tearing him away from me. The wolf moves like a storm unleashed, all muscle and brutal grace. Claws flash. Bone snaps. 

Blood sprays. I stagger, breath ragged. My vision narrows. The wolf turns. Amber eyes meet mine. Recognition hits like a blade to the gut. Nyra Vale. Alpha. Seer. 

Enemy. Salvation. She shifts mid‑pounce, body folding and reforming in a ripple of wild magic—curls tumbling around fierce eyes, bare skin lit in firelight, breath steaming in the cold night. 

She lands between me and death, shoulders squared, power radiating. No hesitation. She didn’t come for me. But she will not let me fall. 

And in that instant, as silver burns through my veins and the city screams below us, one truth strikes like lightning: The night just chose sides.




Warm moisture trails down my arm, and for a fleeting heartbeat fear prickles beneath the pain—a sharp, unwanted reminder of how close I am to slipping—but I grit against it, refusing to yield. soaking the cuff of my shirt. 




I don’t have time to feel it. Don’t have the luxury of weakness. But the silver gnaws like teeth through my veins, each heartbeat pushing poison deeper. 




I taste iron on my tongue—my own? Someone else’s? Hard to say in this storm. Nyra doesn’t look at me, not at first. She faces the assassins regrouping across the rooftop, stance low, muscles coiled. 




A predator ready to tear fate apart with her teeth if she must. Moonlight crowns her like violence made divine. “You’re bleeding,” she says without turning. 




A humorless breath escapes me. “Very observant.” Her jaw ticks. “You need to move.” “I’m standing.” It’s a pathetic defense, and judging by the sharp flick of her eyes toward me, she knows it. 




I hate this—hate the weakness strangling my limbs, hate the way the world swims, hate that she of all people sees me like this. Lucien Kyros does not falter. But I am faltering. Another assassin charges. 




Nyra meets him head‑on, fist cracking against bone, snarl ripping the air. I should be beside her. I should be leading this fight, not drowning in my own blood. Teeth grit, I push forward—too slow. Vision fractures. 




The rooftop tilts. “Stay back,” she snaps. “As if I take orders,” I rasp. A molten gold flare ignites in her eyes—not from shifting, but fury. “Then prove it. Survive.” A ridiculous command. 




A necessary one. My fangs ache. Every instinct screams to take the nearest pulse, drink strength back into my bones, rise as the monster they fear. I could do it. I could let go. Power is right there, begging. 




But I see the reflection of myself in Nyra’s gaze—if I fall to bloodlust now, I become every nightmare whispered about me. Every reason they want me dead. Civilization hangs by a thread. Her fists fly. Bodies drop. She fights like the moon blessed her with rage instead of light. 




And beneath the roar of war, a whisper threads through me: Do not lose yourself. Not tonight. Not before I reclaim what was stolen. A tremor runs through the tower. Cracks spread across marble. 




Fire spreads above like a burning crown. Nyra lunges, slamming an attacker into the railing with enough force to bend steel. She turns to me again, breath heaving, eyes wild. 




“Move, Lucien,” she growls. “Or you die here.” A blade glints behind her. My body moves before thought. I shove her aside as the silver dagger slices through where her heart was a heartbeat ago. Pain explodes through my chest. 




Vision white‑outs. She catches me before I fall, her grip warm and steady, her breath a quick rush against my cheek. Darkness presses at the edges, hunger and hatred clashing beneath my ribs. My pulse stutters. 




I breathe her scent—wild, electric, dangerous enough to wake the dead. “You’re a fool,” she murmurs. “So they tell me.” I don’t know if I’m speaking aloud anymore. The world warps. Fire dances. Wolves howl. 




But I know one thing: If I die here, it will not be with fangs bared in savagery. It will be as Lucien Kyros—heir, ruler, and damnation incarnate. And I refuse to be forgotten.




The world refuses to steady, a cold rush of air brushing my face and anchoring me just enough to register Nyra’s closeness. Smoke swallows the sky, and the rooftop tilts like the city itself is falling. 




I blink hard, fighting the silver burn tunneling through my veins. My knees threaten to buckle, but pride is a cruel spine—I lock my jaw and stay upright. Nyra’s hand lingers on my chest, stirring a flicker of vulnerability I have no defenses prepared for from where she caught me. Warm. 




Steady. Infuriatingly grounding. She snatches it back like my skin burned her. Maybe it did. Maybe we burn each other. An assassin darts toward her flank, a quick flicker of movement that pulls me fully back into my body and the moment. 




“Behind you,” I rasp. She’s already moving. In one breath she’s flesh and fury, in the next—a blur of shifting limbs and snapping bone. Fur bursts along her spine, muscles ripple and reorganize, and she becomes the wolf again. 




A nightmare of power and grace. Midnight fur, molten eyes, teeth made to tear destiny to ribbons. She collides with the attacker mid‑lunge, knocking him flat. 

A snarl vibrates the air—low, lethal, almost beautiful. Blood sprays, warm and metallic. 




The wolf’s paws barely touch the ground before she pivots and slams another assassin off the railing and into the burning city below. 




The sight should comfort me. It does not. It unsettles. It fascinates. And damn me, it stirs something darker. Something hungry. Not for blood—for the fire raging beneath her skin. 




She shifts back in a burst of heat, magic simmering at her skin, skin steaming, breath ragged. Wild curls whip around her face as she stands over the bodies—bare, unashamed, sovereign as the moon. 




“Still upright?” she challenges, voice rough from shifting. “Barely.” My laugh is a broken thing. “Concern, Alpha? I’m touched.” Her glare could cut through steel. “I don’t want you dying on my watch. 




I’ll never hear the end of it.” Even half‑dead, I smirk. “You think they’d let you live long enough for complaints?” She steps closer, eyes raking me—assessing, judging, deciding whether I am worth saving. 

Her scent hits again—wild earth, storm wind, the metallic edge of magic. It punches through the fog in my skull. 




“We’re not allies,” she warns. 




“Yet here you are,” I breathe, a brief, tightening beat catching in my chest. 




“Saving the city,” she snaps, though her gaze flickers—down to my wound, back to my eyes. 




“Not you.” “Keep telling yourself that.” 




She bares her teeth—not a smile. A warning. But beneath the fury, something else flickers. Recognition. Reluctance. Heat. 




A crack splits the floor nearby. The rooftop groans, metal screaming as fire licks the tower’s edges. Another wave of assassins appears through the smoke—ten, maybe more. 




Too many. Even for us. Nyra steps in front of me again, shoulders squared, every inch the battle‑born queen she is. I should hate her. 

But as death closes in, one truth coils in my chest like prophecy: 




If I live, it will be because she chose me. And if I die— It will be with her fury as the last thing I see.




The ground shifts beneath me—not from silver or blood loss, but from a sudden tightening in my chest, an emotional jolt I’m not prepared for, not from blood loss, but from her. 




Nyra steps forward, jaw tight, body vibrating with power barely leashed. She’s all instinct and heat and defiance—every inch the Alpha the city whispered nightmares about. 




But there’s something else beneath it now. Something ancient. Resonant. Her gaze snaps to me like a blade drawn from its sheath. 




“Lucien,” she breathes. My name on her tongue shouldn’t matter. It does. 




The rooftop groans again, steel bending above flame, and smoke rolls in thick waves. 




The next wave of assassins readies themselves—bows drawn, blades dripping silver. But Nyra isn’t looking at them. 




She’s looking at me. A glint of molten light kindles in her irises. Then another. 
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