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Chapter 1

Unquenchable Thirst

(Max)
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“THE WAY YOU’RE STARING at that ceiling, I’d wager you’re mapping out your next great discovery,” Max murmured, tracing lazy circles on Scarlet’s arm with his fingertips as he lay beside her.

Scarlet chuckled softly, turning her head to meet his gaze. Her chestnut hair was delightfully messy on the pillow, and her eyes sparkled with a blend of scientific excitement and deep affection.

“Maybe I am,” she replied, idly twirling the necklace she wore. “I’m still hung up on how some cells manage to survive without oxygen. It’s absolutely astounding, don’t you think? Imagine if we could crack the code and replicate that... the potential to save lives is huge.”

“Are you talking about those cancer cells you mentioned before?” Max frowned slightly. “The ones that can grow even when they’re oxygen-starved. To be honest, it’s a little creepy.”

“Yes, but it’s not just the cancerous ones. Think about muscle cells working under anaerobic conditions, or even certain ones in the nervous system. Did you know some neurons can survive a brief spell without oxygen?”

Max nodded, his attention split between Scarlet's fascinating explanation and the way her face lit up when she talked about science. He adored that fiery passion of hers—how she could transition from a moment of tenderness to pure intensity in the blink of an eye.

“And it all boils down to mechanisms like anaerobic glycolysis,” she continued, raising an eyebrow as if daring him to keep up. “Instead of oxygen, cells convert glucose into lactic acid. It’s fundamental, but incredibly effective.”

“Right, right! How could I forget?” he countered with a playful smile. “Nothing says ‘romance’ quite like discussing cellular metabolism.”

Scarlet playfully nudged him with her shoulder, laughing. “It is important, Max. If we truly understand how some cells adapt to an oxygen deficit, we could unlock treatments for critical issues. Heart attacks, strokes... it even has potential applications in space. Can you imagine an astronaut surviving longer with less oxygen?”

“That sounds like something only you would muse about when you’re in bed with me,” he said, leaning in to place a tender kiss on her forehead.

She closed her eyes for a moment, savoring the gesture. “I’m always thinking about the future, Max. But with you... I always think about the here and now, too.”

“So, I’m an acceptable distraction then?”

“You’re the best distraction,” she answered, her voice a soft laugh before she snuggled closer. “But seriously, I think we could collaborate on something like this. Medicine and experimental biology. We could genuinely make a difference, Max.”

Max held her close, allowing the peace of the moment to completely envelop him. He knew she was right; Scarlet usually was. Yet, deep down, he also knew life wouldn’t allow them to keep this tranquility for long.

The Unsettling Case

21 months later

The clock on the hospital wall read 3:47 p.m., its mechanical hum and the soft drone of fluorescent lights mixing with the constant sound of gurneys and quick footsteps. Max, now a twenty-two-year-old fourth-year medical student, was diligently practicing sutures on a worn training mannequin. His face was a mask of intense concentration, his hands steady as he manipulated the surgical thread.

“Max, I need you in the ER, pronto,” Claudia, a resident, called out, her tone more of a rushed demand than an explanation. “I’ve got a case for you. It’s straightforward, but I want you to get some real-world practice.”

Max immediately set down his tools, pulled on his latex gloves, and followed Claudia. They hurried down the muted, gray hallways, which were filled with hushed murmurs and the occasional cry of pain. Though the hospital maintained its regular rhythm, a subtle tension had started to permeate the air. Whispers about strange incidents in the city were beginning to circulate among the staff.

“Patients who can’t recall how they arrived,” a nurse had mentioned earlier. “Or who seem... completely out of it.”

Max entered the emergency bay and found a woman perched on a gurney. She had deep lacerations on her left hand, peppered with glass shards. Her hair was disheveled, and her eyes, though open, seemed to be staring into nothingness.

“Hi, I’m Max, a medical student,” he said calmly, approaching her. “I’m here to help with your wounds. Can you tell me your name?”

The woman turned her head toward him with unnerving slowness, as if struggling to process the request.

“I’m... thirsty,” she mumbled in a raw, hoarse voice.

“Of course, I’ll get you some water in a moment, but first I need to check your hand, okay?” Max kept his voice even as he gently examined the cuts. Claudia watched from a corner, ready to jump in if needed.

Carefully, Max extracted the glass fragments one by one, cleaning each wound before suturing. The woman barely reacted, save for a slight, involuntary tremor each time the needle pierced her skin. Max, his heart beginning to thump harder, watched as she continued to struggle, her eyes completely bloodshot and saliva starting to drip from her mouth. What had started as a quiet afternoon was quickly becoming the precursor to something much darker. He finished suturing and cleaned the wounds before covering them with sterile gauze. The patient remained silent, but her breathing was ragged, as if she were fighting to remain conscious.

“I’m going to move her to a cubicle for observation,” Max told Claudia, who was still monitoring from the doorway.

Claudia nodded. “Go ahead. But her behavior is odd, Max. Keep an eye out, and talk to the ER chief if you notice anything else.”

Max wheeled the gurney to a quieter corner, ensuring the woman was comfortable, then placed a bottle of water near her.

“Drink a little more,” he advised, but she hardly reacted. She took the bottle with trembling hands and chugged the entire thing down in one go. Then she let her head fall back onto the pillow, murmuring something Max couldn’t quite catch.

As he walked away, a persistent unease nagged at him. He couldn’t shake the image of her unfocused gaze; though she responded to simple questions, she seemed to grow more absent with every passing minute. He remembered Claudia’s warning and decided he couldn’t ignore the mounting signs.

When he returned to the cubicle a few minutes later, the sight froze him in his tracks.

The woman was sitting bolt upright in bed, her back unnaturally rigid and her eyes wide, but something was terribly, horrifyingly wrong. The veins around her eyeballs were swollen and fully engorged, giving them the appearance of two reddish spheres that looked ready to burst.

“Is... everything alright?” Max asked, his voice shaking as he cautiously approached.

The woman slowly turned her head toward him, but she didn’t appear to register his presence. Her pupils failed to follow his movements, and her hands trembled uncontrollably as they clutched the sheet.

“I can’t... see,” she whispered, her voice rough and cracked.

Max’s heart started to pound in his chest. He fought to remain composed. “It’s okay. We’re going to get you a CT scan just to make sure everything checks out.”

She didn’t reply. Instead, she brought her hands to her face, as if shielding herself from some unseen threat, and began to babble. “I’m thirsty... so thirsty...”

Max glanced at the empty bottle by the bed. He knew she had already consumed at least two liters of water in just a few minutes, yet it seemed to have no effect.

“I’m going to get some help,” he said, trying to infuse his voice with calm reassurance.

He spun toward the door, but before he could take a single step, a bizarre, guttural noise erupted behind him—a sound like a growl. Turning back, he saw the woman shaking violently, her nails tearing at the sheets so hard her knuckles were white.

“I need water... more water...” she snarled, a tone of desperation that sent a chill down Max’s spine.

He bolted out to find Claudia or the ER chief, but the sight of those bloodshot eyes and the sound of that desperate snarl echoed in his mind, a macabre soundtrack. As he ran, his breath was coming in ragged gasps, and his heart hammered against his ribs like a drum gone wild.

“Claudia!” he shouted, barreling down the hallway in search of the resident or anyone who could assist. The flickering of the fluorescent lights only heightened the sense that something was deeply amiss.

He reached the reception area and found Claudia talking with a nurse.

“I need help, now!” he exclaimed, his voice breathless.

Claudia looked up, startled by the panic in Max’s tone. “What happened?”

“The patient... something’s wrong with her. She can’t see, her eyes are... completely bloodshot, and she keeps demanding water. But it’s not normal. It’s like she’s...” Max struggled for the right words, unable to describe the horror without sounding insane. “Just come look.”

Claudia frowned, but she nodded and followed him back toward the cubicle. However, as they hurried down the hall, a piercing scream brought them to a sudden, dead halt.

“Help! She’s gone mad!” A nurse’s voice shrieked from the patient’s cubicle.

They exchanged a look and sprinted toward the commotion. When they arrived, the scene was pure pandemonium.

The patient was standing in the middle of the cubicle, her head tilted, her eyes completely red, as if filled with fluid blood. Her body convulsed with spasmodic movements, and in her hands, she held a clump of bloody hair she had ripped from the scalp of a nurse, who lay on the floor, moaning in agony.

“My God!” Claudia exclaimed, reflexively taking a step back.

The woman swiveled her head toward them at the sound of Claudia's voice, though she still didn’t seem to see them. Instead, she raised her head as if sniffing the air.

“Thirsty... thirsty...” she mumbled, before lunging forward with unnatural, terrifying speed.

Max reacted on pure instinct, shoving a gurney to block her path, but the woman simply tossed it aside with a force that defied her frail condition. Her movements were frenetic, like those of a rabid animal, and her hands clawed at the air as she tried to reach them.

“Restrain her!” Claudia yelled, motioning to a couple of nurses who had been drawn by the noise.

One of the male nurses attempted to grab her from behind, but the woman spun around sharply and bit his arm with such ferocity that a spray of blood splattered onto the floor. The man screamed in pain and collapsed as the woman bent over him, issuing a predatory growl.

“This can’t be happening!” Max whispered, paralyzed by horror.

“Max, call security! Now!” Claudia shouted, cautiously approaching with a syringe in her hand.

Max nodded, but before he could run, a cold dread shot down his spine as he heard another guttural sound. The woman lifted her head abruptly. Her face was smeared with blood, and a grotesque smile twisted her mouth, deformed by madness and a gnawing hunger.

“It’s not enough...” she snarled in a voice that was distinctly inhuman, a harsh, rage-laden tone.

Before either of them could react, the woman launched herself at Claudia with impossible speed, like a predator ambushing its prey. Claudia tried to backpedal, but the woman slammed into her with brutal force, knocking her to the ground.

“Claudia!” Max shouted, feeling his legs lock up as the scene played out before him.

Claudia’s body hit the floor with a sickening thud, and the syringe she held went rolling away. The woman positioned herself on top of her, her hands gripping Claudia’s shoulders as she lowered her head toward her neck. Claudia struggled desperately, but it was as if this thing possessed the strength of ten people.

“Max! Help me!” she cried out in sheer, primal desperation.

But Max remained frozen, his feet rooted to the spot, his mind grappling to comprehend the unimaginable. The woman bit into Claudia’s shoulder with a horrifying crunch, tearing flesh and letting a torrent of blood spill onto the floor.

Claudia let out a piercing, agonizing scream that cut through the air like a blade.

That noise—that inhuman sound of breaking bones and shredding flesh—ignited something in Max. A primitive, survival instinct mixed with blind rage.

“Let her go!” he roared, finally shattering his paralysis.

His heart thundering, Max charged the woman, who turned to face him with those bloodshot eyes and a mouth stained with pieces of Claudia. Her breathing was heavy, like a crazed animal, and she let out a growl as she started to rise.

Max didn't think; he simply acted. With every ounce of strength he could summon, he lifted his leg and delivered a fierce kick directly to the side of her neck. The impact was brutal; a dry, sickening crack echoed in the hallway as the woman’s head twisted at an unnatural angle. Her body immediately went limp, collapsing to the floor like a sack of inert meat.

The silence that followed was deafening, broken only by Max’s ragged gasps and Claudia’s weak, whimpering moans.

“Claudia...” Max whispered, falling to his knees beside her.

The doctor’s shoulder was shredded, her skin pale, and her eyes were brimming with tears of excruciating pain.

“You... you stopped it,” she murmured with great difficulty, struggling to stay conscious. “That... thing...”

Max looked at her, the tremor in his hands from his brutal action still profound. He lifted his gaze to the body on the floor. Her neck was grotesquely contorted, but her eyes remained open, fixed on some empty point, as if still searching for something even in death.

“It wasn’t a person...” Max said quietly, more to himself than to Claudia. “That was not human.”

The sound of hurried footsteps and shouts approached as other doctors and nurses flooded into the hallway. Max barely registered them. His mind was trapped in the moment, in the memory of that thing's eyes, and in the profound certainty that this wasn’t over.

This was only the beginning.

The Weight of the Act

Hours later

The hospital hallway was gripped by a tense silence, punctuated only by the low murmurs of the medical staff. Max was sitting on a bench outside the ER, his gaze distant. His hands were still trembling, and he could vividly recall the coldness of Claudia’s skin as they rushed her to surgery.

“Max, you can’t stay here anymore,” the ER chief told him, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. “You’ve been through enough. Go home, get some rest. You need to process what happened.”

Max nodded silently. Everything felt like a fever dream: the woman, her inhuman fury, the sound of her neck breaking under his kick. But it wasn’t. It was terrifyingly real, and he could feel the crushing weight of every decision and every second etched into his mind.

The jingle of keys turning in the lock echoed in the small apartment he shared with Scarlet. As soon as he closed the door, he found her standing in the living room, bundled in a gray sweater, a cup of tea in her hands. Seeing him, she set the cup on the table and rushed to embrace him.

“You’re here!” she said, her voice a mix of relief and profound worry as she held him tightly. “I’ve been so worried sick.”

Max didn’t reply right away. His arms wrapped around her in a desperate grip, and he buried his face in her hair, seeking a refuge that the outside world seemed to have denied him.

“Scarlet... you have no idea what kind of day I’ve had.” His voice came out broken, as if every word was a physical effort.

She pulled back slightly to look at him, her brown eyes full of concern. “What happened? Tell me everything, from start to finish.”

Max collapsed onto the sofa, and Scarlet followed, sitting beside him and taking his cold, trembling hand in hers.

“It was pure madness...” he began, searching for the right words. “A woman came into the ER. She kept saying she was thirsty, but it wasn’t normal, Scarlet. Her eyes... they were completely red, like they were filled with blood.”

Scarlet frowned, leaning in but remaining silent.

“I sutured her and tried to calm her down, but she just got worse. She attacked Claudia, and I...” Max paused, clenching his hands into fists as the brutal image replayed in his mind. He closed his eyes and murmured, almost inaudibly, “I had to... I had to kill her.”

Scarlet’s eyes widened in shock, but her grip on his hand tightened. “What...?”

“I broke her neck,” Max said, lifting his gaze to meet hers, his eyes heavy with guilt. “There was no other choice. She was about to kill Claudia, and she just wouldn’t stop... It was like she wasn’t human.”

For a moment, Scarlet remained silent. Her lips trembled, but she quickly composed herself. Her hands completely enveloped his, as if her touch could anchor him to reality.

“I am so sorry, Max,” she whispered, moving closer to hug him again. “I can’t even begin to imagine how you feel, but you did it to protect someone. You were between a rock and a hard place.”

Max buried his face in Scarlet’s shoulder, letting the immense weight of the day lift, if only for a brief moment.

“It’s more than just that,” he continued after a while, his voice still shaking. “Scarlet, this was not normal. That woman... she behaved more like an animal than a person. And the worst part is, I have this sinking feeling that this is just the start. Something truly terrible is unfolding in the city, and I haven't got a clue what it is.”

Scarlet pulled back a little, looking him squarely in the eyes. There was concern in her gaze, but also something else —something Max couldn’t quite place.

“Max, no matter what happens, we’ll face it together. Okay?” she said, stroking his face gently.

He nodded, letting Scarlet’s words become a small anchor in the surging chaos. Though a part of him knew their troubles were far from over, her presence offered him a fleeting moment of peace in a world that seemed to be coming undone.

As they held each other in the quiet apartment, Scarlet looked toward the window. Her fingers trembled slightly, a subtle movement she hid from Max. She knew more than she was ready to admit, but now was not the time to talk.

“We’re going to be alright,” she whispered again, a promise made more to herself than to him.

Max closed his eyes, letting exhaustion finally claim him, while Scarlet watched him in silence, sensing the storm was only just beginning to gather its strength.

Echoes of the Past

Days later

The hospital, usually steeped in the monotonous rhythm of squeaky gurneys and diagnostic murmurs, was now a hotbed of worried voices and rushed steps. Max walked down the hallway with a heavy heart. He hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep since that night, and the atmosphere in the hospital was more strained than ever.

“Have you heard the latest?” he heard a nurse say as he passed a small group huddled near the emergency room.

“I know, it’s unbelievable. It defies all logic...” another voice whispered.

Max stopped, frowning. “What are you talking about?” he asked the group.

The nurses exchanged nervous glances, as if unsure whether to speak. Finally, one of them, an older man named Julio, sighed and looked straight at him.

“The woman... the one you treated the other night. The one who...” Julio hesitated before finishing, “the one who died.”

Max felt a cold rush of adrenaline. “What about her?”

“She’s back.” Julio lowered his voice as if saying the words aloud might summon something. “She walked out of the morgue. She broke the door from the inside and escaped.”

Max blinked, utterly unable to process the news. “That’s impossible... I... I was the one who...”

“We know, Max,” Julio interrupted, his tone a mix of disbelief and fear. “But here we are, and reality has completely gone off the rails.”

The rest of the nurses nodded, all sharing the same look of profound unease that had become endemic in the hospital.

Max ran a hand over his face, feeling the ground crumble beneath his feet yet again. Without another word, he headed for the elevator. He desperately needed answers, or at least someone to share the sheer weight of this madness with.

He went up to the third floor, where Claudia was recovering from surgery. He had hoped to find some comfort in seeing her, a small dose of normality amidst the escalating chaos. But when he entered her room, relief was immediately replaced by a cold knot in his stomach.

Claudia was sitting up in bed, staring blankly out the window. Her posture was rigid, and her skin was a pallor he didn't remember seeing before.

“Claudia,” he said softly, closing the door behind him.

She turned her head toward him with agonizing slowness. Her eyes were bloodshot, reddish veins stretching toward the corners, and her face held an utterly empty expression.

“Max...” her voice was barely a whisper, but it carried a guttural undertone that was not hers.

He instinctively took a step back, feeling the room shrink around him. “Claudia, what... what’s wrong?”

She lifted a trembling hand, as if trying to reach for him, but let it drop back to her side. “I’m... so thirsty.”

Max’s heart started to hammer. The phrase was a horrifying echo from the previous night, spoken by different lips, but with the exact same desperation.

“No... This can’t be happening again.” He approached cautiously, struggling to maintain his composure. “Claudia, please tell me, how do you feel?”

She blinked slowly, as if fighting to focus her vision. “It’s like... something is burning inside me. I can’t think. I can’t...” Suddenly, she clenched her teeth and squeezed her eyes shut, letting out a low growl. “I’m thirsty!”

Max took a step back, his mind racing to find a solution. Claudia wasn’t like the woman from the ER. This was different. She was his colleague, his friend.

“I’m going to get help,” he said, his voice cracking as he tried to calm her. “Stay right here, okay?”

Claudia opened her eyes again and looked at him with a flash of something that seemed caught between fear and pure, savage rage. “No... don’t leave.”

Max froze, hesitating for a crucial instant. “Claudia, please...”

Before he could utter another word, she brought her hands to her head, letting out a piercing scream that sent him retreating toward the door. Her movements became frantic and erratic, as if she were fighting a battle inside herself.

Max knew he had to leave, to get help, but his feet felt nailed to the floor. He watched Claudia with a mixture of horror and agonizing desperation.

“This makes no sense...” he murmured, unable to tear his eyes away.

And, deep down, a terrifying realization began to form: what had happened in the ER was not an isolated case. Something was changing, something that defied all medical and scientific logic and was only just starting to show its true, monstrous face.

Max felt a terrible knot in his stomach as he watched Claudia writhing on the bed, her face contorted in pain—or something far worse. His medical instinct screamed at him to help her, but his primal survival instinct was screaming at him to run.

“Claudia... I’m going to get help, okay?” he said, his voice cracking as he slowly backed toward the door.

She lifted her head abruptly, and her bloodshot eyes locked onto his. “Don’t go... Max...” her voice was deeper, more guttural, as if coming from a dark, unknown place within her.

Then, she let out a savage roar and lunged at him with a speed that seemed impossible for someone recovering from surgery. Max barely had time to react. He shoved the door open, bolted into the hallway, and slammed it shut behind him with all his strength. From the other side, the pounding started immediately, making the wood shudder.

“Max!” Claudia screamed from inside, but her voice was distorted, as if it wasn't completely her own. “Let me in! I’m thirsty!”

Max scanned the area, desperate for anything to barricade the door. His heart was pounding in his ears like a war drum as his eyes darted around the empty hallway. He spotted an abandoned medical supply cart nearby and pushed it with every ounce of his remaining strength against the door.

The blows grew stronger, each one accompanied by an animalistic growl that froze his blood.

“I’m so sorry, Claudia...” he whispered, feeling tears well up in his eyes.

He took a step back, watching the door tremble under the brutal force of the assault. Something slammed hard from the inside, shifting the cart a few inches. Without a second thought, Max ran down the hallway, his breathing out of control as the echo of the blows chased him.

He knew he couldn’t stop. Something was happening, something that defied all medical and scientific knowledge. And as he ran through the halls, searching for anyone, for some kind of help, a single thought hammered in his mind: this wasn’t Claudia. Not anymore.
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Chapter 2

The Bloodline

(Cassandra)
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THE FULL MOON DOMINATED the sky, bathing the hill in its cold, silvery light. At the summit stood the bloodline's old mansion, a centuries-old Gothic building that loomed with imposing authority. Inside, shadows seemed to possess a life of their own, and the vast halls echoed with a silence that was only broken when the Master, Lothar D’Arlen, summoned his family.

“Tonight, as with every full moon, no one leaves,” Lothar announced from the main hall, his deep, commanding voice reverberating off the stone walls. “The full moon always attracts peril... things even we cannot control.”

His daughter, Cassandra D’Arlen, was lounging on a divan, idly tracing the design of a dark silver medallion around her neck. She was the very image of defiance, with eyes that glowed like rubies and a smile that seemed to mock everything around her.

“Father, don’t be so dramatic,” Cassandra scoffed, a sarcastic smirk playing on her lips. “We’ve survived for centuries. What on earth could possibly happen to us?”

“Obey, Cassandra,” interjected her older brother, Victor D’Arlen, a vampire with a serious demeanor and a calculated voice. “You know Father doesn’t issue orders on a whim.”

But Adrian D’Arlen, the youngest of the family, shared Cassandra’s stubborn streak. His relative youth as a vampire made him reckless, a trait Cassandra always encouraged.

“Don't be a bore, Victor,” Adrian countered, rising from an armchair. “A night like this is ripe for a little fun.”

Lothar fixed them both with a warning glare. “If you cross that threshold tonight, do not expect my protection.”

Cassandra and Adrian exchanged a conspiratorial glance. Instead of arguing, they offered an air of feigned submission, nodding with practiced obedience.

“Understood, Father,” Cassandra said in a deceptively serene voice, though a spark of defiance glittered in her eyes.

Victor watched them suspiciously but held his tongue. The moment Lothar retired to his chambers, the siblings exchanged a triumphant smile.

The Hunt

Hours later, when the mansion was swallowed by the deep silence of the night, broken only by the faint creak of ancient wood, Cassandra, Adrian, and Lesvia rendezvoused in the west wing, where a hidden passage led to the underground tunnels snaking beneath the hill.

“Are you certain about this?” asked Lesvia, biting her lip as she looked at the dark tunnel entrance. “If we’re caught, your father will be furious.”

“Lesvia, if we constantly lived in fear of Father’s pronouncements, we’d never experience anything exciting,” Cassandra replied, pushing aside a heavy stone slab that concealed the secret entrance. “Besides, these tunnels lead right to the town's outskirts. No one will see us slip out.”

Adrian lit a torch, its flickering glow illuminating the damp, moss-covered walls of the narrow passage.

“Come on, Lesvia. It’s an adventure. Plus, staying here would be more tedious than listening to Victor drone on about rules and traditions all night.”

Lesvia sighed and, after a brief moment of hesitation, gave in. “Alright, but we must be back before dawn.”

“Always the cautious one,” Cassandra said with an amused smile before confidently leading the way into the tunnel, followed by Adrian and Lesvia.

The passage was narrow and cold, but the vampires moved swiftly, their heightened senses adapting easily to the gloom. Finally, they emerged on the edge of town, where the bright lights and pulsating music from the bars called to them like a hypnotic siren song.

“The night belongs to us,” Cassandra declared with a satisfied smile, breathing in the cool air as the echo of her laughter faded at the tunnel entrance.

***
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THE CITY WAS VIBRANT that night. The glow of the bar signs and the sounds of laughter and music spilled out onto the streets. Cassandra, Adrian, and Lesvia moved with the lethal grace of predators among the drunken students stumbling along the sidewalks.

“Feast your eyes on that,” Adrian said, pointing to a group of youths swaying outside a pub. “Almost too easy.”

“Choose your prey, but be discreet,” Cassandra advised, her eyes scanning the crowd with the discerning air of someone selecting a fine vintage.

While Adrian effortlessly hypnotized a young man to steer him into a nearby alley, Cassandra watched with a mix of amusement and proprietary pride. Lesvia, meanwhile, kept close, her nervousness palpable, biting her lower lip as she observed Cassandra and Adrian's complete lack of inhibition.

“Aren’t you going to join in, Lesvia?” Cassandra asked, delicately wiping a bead of blood from the corner of her lips after a quick, satisfying taste.

“I don’t know, Cassandra. Father warned...”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake. Father always says things. Live a little,” Cassandra interrupted with a light laugh, her eyes glittering under a nearby streetlamp. “You can’t spend eternity hiding behind his rules.”

Lesvia frowned, glancing around. A pair of college boys stumbled past them, one of them giving Lesvia a slow, alcohol-fueled smile.

“Need a nudge?” Cassandra asked with a raised eyebrow as the boys paused a few steps away.

“Hey, ladies! Wanna hang out?” asked one, his speech slurring slightly.

Cassandra smirked and gave Lesvia a subtle push toward them. “There you go, Lesvia. The universe is handing you an opportunity tonight.”

“I... I’m not sure...” Lesvia started, but Cassandra had already taken the reins of the situation.

“Of course you are. Let’s go,” Cassandra said, walking up to the boys and fixing them with a hypnotic gaze that instantly wiped the smiles off their faces.

Under Cassandra’s influence, the boys docilely led them to a secluded spot behind one of the bars. Lesvia still hesitated, but Cassandra’s insistent look and Adrian’s gentle encouragement finally convinced her.

“Relax, Lesvia. This is just a little fun,” Adrian whispered.

Finally, Lesvia surrendered to her instincts. The boys, fully under Cassandra’s hypnotic spell, offered zero resistance as Lesvia approached, leaning in to drink from one with the skill and precision she had so often observed in her friends. The taste of the blood, warm and intoxicating, washed over her like a surge of pure energy.

“See? It’s not so hard,” Cassandra murmured, smiling as Lesvia finished with the first boy and moved to the second.

Lesvia’s initial shyness quickly melted away, replaced by a soft laugh and a surge of new confidence. When she was done, she rejoined Cassandra and Adrian, who looked at her with approval.

“Now you’re beginning to grasp what eternity is all about,” Adrian joked, giving her a congratulatory pat on the shoulder.

“Told you you’d live a little,” Cassandra added, giving her a knowing wink.

Laughing together, the three figures melted back into the night, leaving the two boys unconscious but alive, with absolutely no memory of what had transpired. For Lesvia, that night was a watershed moment: the start of a new, bolder chapter in her immortality.

The Taste of Fear

Near dawn, the three vampires began their return to the mansion, their senses satisfied by the blood and the night’s revelry. But on the way, under the pale moonlight, they encountered a young man staggering along the lonely road.

“Look what the cat dragged in,” Adrian said, his eyes gleaming with renewed, mischievous hunger. “One last drink for the road.”

“Adrian... we don’t need to. We’ve had our fill for one night,” Lesvia said, a new uneasiness creeping into her voice.

“Let him be, Lesvia,” Cassandra replied with a dismissive wave. “If he wants to enjoy himself, let him.”

Adrian approached the young man, who seemed completely lost and disoriented by alcohol.

“Hey there, friend. Lose your way?” he asked with a smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.

The young man slowly lifted his head. His eyes were glazed over, and his voice was barely a whisper. “I’m... thirsty.”

Adrian raised an eyebrow, intrigued, and without further ceremony, he gripped the young man's shoulders to expose his neck.

“This won’t hurt... much,” he said before sinking his fangs into the skin.

The taste of the blood was off—thicker, darker. Adrian quickly pulled back, a frown creasing his brow after only a few moments of feeding.

“That’s odd...” he murmured, feeling a faint twinge of discomfort in his chest.

The young man, still swaying, lifted his head again. “I’m... thirsty,” he repeated, his voice noticeably stronger this time.

Adrian took a deliberate step back, a chill running down his body. “What the hell...?” he whispered, looking at the young man with growing alarm.

Cassandra watched him intently, her eyes narrowed as a clear sense of danger began to bubble up inside her.

“Adrian, let’s go,” she urged, but her tone lacked its usual unwavering confidence.

The young man fell to his knees, whispering the same word over and over: “Thirsty... thirsty... thirsty...”

Adrian staggered backward, and Lesvia managed to catch him before he hit the ground.

“Adrian! What’s wrong with you?” Cassandra cried, watching him turn rapidly pale, as if something were actively draining the life from him.

The young man on the ground suddenly became still, his body motionless under the moonlight. But the feeling of something dark and profoundly unnatural hung heavy in the air.

“We’re going home. Now,” Cassandra ordered, grabbing Adrian and Lesvia as they broke into a run toward the mansion, leaving the strange youth and his disturbing presence behind.

Something Is Wrong

The sky was beginning to turn a weary gray, signaling the imminent arrival of dawn, when Cassandra, Adrian, and Lesvia crossed the sprawling grounds surrounding the old bloodline mansion. The structure, with its gothic facade and pointed towers, seemed to observe them with silent, looming judgment.

They entered swiftly, sealing the heavy doors behind them, and dispersed to their respective underground chambers.

Adrian barely made it to his crypt before collapsing onto his ebony coffin. His body felt unnaturally heavy, and his face, usually a fine pallor, was now covered with a slight, alarming flush.

“Are you alright?” asked Cassandra, leaning over him with genuine concern.

“Just... tired. And thirsty... so thirsty,” Adrian mumbled, raising a hand to his neck as if trying to soothe a burning sensation.

Cassandra and Lesvia exchanged a worried look. This was unlike him. Adrian was strong and didn't usually complain about something as basic as the need for blood.

“Rest. You’ll be fine,” Cassandra said, trying to project a calm she didn't entirely feel.

Adrian closed his eyes, and soon his breathing became deep and steady. Cassandra and Lesvia remained in the crypt for a silent moment before retreating to their own chambers.

Hours later

Cassandra’s eyes snapped open. A low, ragged sound echoed in the gloom of the crypt she shared with Lesvia. It was an irregular, guttural growl, resonating off the stone walls like the cry of a wounded beast.

“What is that?” murmured Lesvia, waking with a start. Her voice was trembling, and her eyes frantically searched the darkness for any sign of danger.

Cassandra slowly sat up, her senses on high alert. The sound was coming from the adjacent crypt: Adrian’s.

“It’s Adrian,” Cassandra replied, her voice low but firm.

“Is he... okay?” asked Lesvia, though the fear in her tone clearly indicated she expected the worst.

Cassandra didn’t answer. Instead, she rose quickly, smoothing the dark velvet dress she had slept in, and walked toward the door with measured steps. Lesvia followed, hesitantly, her movements betraying her doubt.

The hallway was wrapped in a suffocating gloom. The torches, which usually illuminated the underground tunnels, flickered weakly, as if the air itself was charged with something unnatural.

With every step toward Adrian’s crypt, the growling intensified. There was something profoundly wrong with the sound: a mix of hunger and contained fury that made their skin crawl.

“Cassandra...” Lesvia whispered, gripping her arm, her hand shaking. “What if... something’s happened to him?”

Cassandra stopped in front of the heavy black wooden door leading to Adrian’s chamber. She could feel the heat of her own breath as she held it, steeling herself for what she was about to discover.

“Stay behind me,” she ordered quietly, without turning around.

With an effort that felt endless, Cassandra pushed the door, which yielded with an ominous creak.

The interior was nearly pitch dark, saved for the faint light filtering in from the hallway. At first, they saw nothing, but the growl was now a roaring echo that seemed to emanate from every corner of the crypt.

“Adrian...” Cassandra called, her voice loud but controlled, fighting the tremor that threatened to betray her.

Suddenly, a swift movement in the shadows caught her attention. Adrian was there, in a dark corner, crouched like an animal stalking its prey. His eyes shone with a deep, blood-injected red, and the veins on his face were swollen and pulsating, like roots breaking through parched earth.

“I’m... thirsty...” he growled, his voice halting, as if speaking caused him pain.

Lesvia let out a small shriek and recoiled instinctively. Cassandra, though her legs were trembling, held her ground.

“Adrian, calm down,” she said, trying to sound authoritative, though the latent fear in her chest made her doubt her own command.

Adrian slowly raised his head, his eyes fixed on them as if he barely recognized them. His body shook, and his nails, elongated and sharp like claws, raked at the stone floor with spasmodic movements.

“I can’t... control it...” he mumbled, before letting out a roar that sent Lesvia stumbling back against the wall.

Cassandra took a step back, positioning herself between Adrian and Lesvia, and raised her hands in a desperate attempt to placate him.

“Adrian, it’s us. Cassandra and Lesvia. You have to stop. Talk to me!”

But Adrian no longer seemed to hear. The tormenting thirst consumed him completely; his gaze was that of a cornered predator.

“We have to get out of here... now,” Lesvia whispered, tugging frantically on Cassandra’s sleeve.

Cassandra moved quickly. “Adrian... we’ll be back with help,” she said in a firmer tone, realizing any attempt to reason with him was futile.

With a final look at her brother’s distorted face, Cassandra grabbed Lesvia’s arm and ran out of the crypt, shoving the heavy door shut with all her might before barring it from the outside with an old iron bolt.

From the other side, Adrian’s roars resonated like a contained storm, shaking the stone walls.

“What is happening to him?” Lesvia asked, breathing erratically as she leaned against the wall.

Cassandra didn’t respond. In her mind, a single word thundered with the same frantic rhythm as her heart: curse.

Lesvia took a step back, her face reflecting mounting panic. “This is not normal, Cassandra. Something is deeply wrong.”

“I know,” Cassandra replied, though the words felt heavy and uncertain. She knew she had to seek help, but the thought of confessing their disobedience to the Master of the bloodline filled her with paralyzing dread.

“If we ask for help, they’ll know we snuck out last night,” Lesvia said, articulating the fear they both shared.

Cassandra closed her eyes, struggling to think straight. Adrian’s desperate panting and struggling echoed faintly from inside, his body shaking as he fought the hunger consuming him.

“We can’t leave him like this. If it gets worse...” Cassandra murmured, her thoughts spinning in circles.

Lesvia looked at her with pure desperation. “What if we go to the Master? Maybe he’ll know a remedy.”

“And what would we tell him? That we thumbed our noses at the rules? That Adrian is like this because we were reckless?” Cassandra shook her head, clenching her fists. “No. We’ll try to handle this ourselves first.”

Lesvia swallowed hard and stepped closer, though she clearly wasn’t convinced.

“We’re going to find a solution, Adrian. I promise,” Cassandra said, though the certainty in her voice was more of a mask than the truth.

As the two girls hurried up the stairs, Adrian’s low growls still chased them.

The Search for Answers

Cassandra and Lesvia walked in tense silence through the underground tunnels, their footsteps barely audible on the cold stone floor. Both were on edge, their senses hyper-alert, as they plotted their next move.

“If we can find the human Adrian bit, maybe we can make sense of what’s happening,” Cassandra suggested, breaking the silence.

Lesvia nodded, though her expression showed more doubt than conviction. “But we barely saw him. I don’t remember much about him,” Lesvia murmured.

“It doesn’t matter. We know where we left him unconscious,” Cassandra replied firmly. “Our sense of smell will do the rest.”

The tunnel exit led them directly onto the streets near the bar district from the previous night. The full moon still shone, dimly illuminating the path.

“It was right around here, near the alley,” Cassandra said, pointing.

They advanced cautiously. The place was deserted, as if the hustle of the previous night had never existed. Yet, a familiar scent permeated the air: iron and decay. It was unmistakable.

“Do you smell that?” Lesvia asked, stopping dead in her tracks.

Cassandra nodded and moved toward the exact spot where they had left the college student. But what they found made them instinctively recoil.

The alley was drenched in blood. Dark pools spread across the ground, splattering the walls and creating a scene straight out of a nightmare. Shreds of torn fabric hung from a nearby dumpster, and claw marks on the bricks indicated a savage struggle.

“What in the hell happened here?” Lesvia whispered, her voice barely a thread.

Cassandra stepped forward, covering her nose against the acrid stench of blood. She looked down at the ground and noticed something else: disorganized footprints leading away from the scene.

“Someone got to him before we did... or something,” Cassandra murmured, kneeling to inspect the marks closely.

“But the body?” Lesvia asked, her eyes wide. “It should be here... dead or... something.”

“There is no body,” Cassandra confirmed, her voice cold and calculating.

Lesvia took a step back, looking around as if she expected something to leap out of the shadows.

“This doesn't add up, Cassandra. What if this is something bigger? Something we can’t deal with on our own.”

Cassandra stood up, brushing off her dress and fixing her gaze in the direction the footprints led.

“No matter what it is. We are going to find out. Adrian is counting on us, and I won’t let last night be for nothing.”

Lesvia looked at Cassandra with a mix of admiration and fear. While her best friend’s confidence was momentarily reassuring, she couldn’t ignore the heavy weight in her chest: a premonition that what they were about to discover could change their lives forever.

With a final glance at the bloody mess in the alley, the two ventured into the darkness, following the trail with the only resource they had left: their instinct.

The Thirsty Horde

Cassandra and Lesvia walked the silent streets, following the faint trail that led them toward the university. The scent of blood, mixed with something deeper and far more unpleasant, seemed to intensify as they approached.

“This feels wrong,” Lesvia murmured, adjusting a jacket she had taken from a nearby bench to better disguise her presence.

“None of this feels right,” Cassandra replied, scanning the horizon while subtly adjusting her posture to blend in better with the few students wandering near the campus entrance.

The lights from the administrative buildings cast long, ominous shadows on the stone paths. The typical sounds of laughter and music that usually characterized university nights had been replaced by a tense silence, broken only by scattered murmurs and hurried footsteps.

Cassandra and Lesvia moved among the students, their senses on overdrive. Most of the young people seemed normal, though some exhibited a sickly pallor and strangely erratic movements.

“Do you see that?” Lesvia whispered, pointing to a group in a corner of the main courtyard. They were hunched over, as if concealing something amongst themselves, and as they got closer, Cassandra noticed their movements were clumsy, almost feral.

“Yes,” Cassandra replied, her voice low and grave. “Keep moving.”

The trail led them directly to the dormitories. Upon entering the main building, an overwhelming smell of blood and sweat hit them forcefully. The atmosphere was charged, as if an invisible storm were about to break.

“This is not good...” Lesvia murmured, gripping Cassandra’s arm.

They walked down the hallways, passing young people who wandered as if in a trance, with reddened eyes and uncoordinated movements. Some staggered, muttering incoherently, while others watched them from the shadows with gazes full of raw hunger.

“This isn’t a simple illness,” Cassandra said, whispering so only Lesvia could hear. “It’s something else...”

Suddenly, a figure lunged at them from a side corridor. Cassandra reacted instantly, shoving the attacker against the wall with superhuman force. It was a young man, his face contorted with hunger and his eyes as red as glowing embers.

“He’s infected!” Lesvia cried, instinctively recoiling.

Cassandra held him by the neck and stared into his eyes, using her hypnotic power to subdue him. For a moment, the young man stopped struggling, but his immense strength was evident: even under Cassandra’s control, his muscles trembled as if trying to break free.

“We can’t stay here,” Cassandra said, releasing the boy, who slumped to the floor, unconscious.

As they moved toward the exit, other young people began to notice them. At first, they just stared, but then they started to follow, their steps quickening into a frenzied pursuit.

“Cassandra! We’re surrounded!” Lesvia shouted, seeing more and more students joining the horde.

“Use your powers! Defend yourself!” Cassandra ordered, turning to face the first attackers.

With a swift motion, Cassandra threw a young man against the wall, knocking him out. Lesvia raised her hands, generating a hypnotic flash that caused several of the aggressors to stagger back. But despite their strength and abilities, the sheer number of attackers was overwhelming.

The Thirsty seemed unstoppable, their strength multiplied by the consuming hunger. Cassandra and Lesvia fought with everything they had, but every step toward the exit was a brutal battle.

“There are too many!” Lesvia panted, stepping back as she landed a precise blow on another attacker.

“Keep moving! We can’t get pinned down here!” shouted Cassandra, taking down three attackers with a single sweep of her leg.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity of fighting, they reached the main door. A small group of students, who also appeared terrified, followed them, desperately seeking an escape from the chaos.

“Run!” Cassandra ordered, not pausing to look back.

The group escaped the building, sprinting across the campus under the pale moonlight. The roars and screams of the Thirsty echoed in the distance, but for now, they were safe.

Lesvia leaned against a tree, gasping for breath. “That... that was worse than I imagined,” she said, looking at Cassandra with eyes full of fear.

Cassandra nodded, her face dark and determined. “This is far from over. Something is terribly, deeply wrong, and we are going to find out what it is.”

The two looked at each other, knowing the danger they faced was only the prelude to something much larger and more terrifying.

The Dark Forest

Cassandra and Lesvia ran through the forest’s gloom, their light footsteps barely disturbing the oppressive silence that surrounded them. The damp scent of earth and wood filled their nostrils as the tall, dark trees seemed to close in, trying to ensnare them.

“This shortcut was a bad call,” Lesvia said between gasps, looking around with growing nervousness. “We should have taken the long way.”

“We didn't have the luxury of time for that,” Cassandra replied, though even she felt a profound sense of foreboding.

The moonlight, struggling to filter through the dense treetops, cast long, menacing shadows. Suddenly, a howl tore through the silence—a deep, guttural sound that seemed to freeze the very air.

Lesvia stopped dead, her eyes wide. “Did you hear that?” she asked, though the answer was obvious.

Cassandra nodded slowly, her gaze fixed on the direction from which the sound had come. Another howl resonated, closer this time, followed by a third that seemed to answer from the distance.

“Wolves,” Lesvia whispered, her fear barely contained.

“No. Werewolves,” Cassandra corrected, her voice tense as she grabbed Lesvia’s arm. “And they’re on the hunt.”

Panic began to take hold of them both as the howls increased in intensity, sounding as if they were being systematically surrounded. Cassandra released Lesvia’s arm and started running faster, forcing her to keep pace.

“Run!” Cassandra shouted, her eyes frantically searching the forest for an exit.

The sounds of breaking branches and crunching leaves mixed with the low growls they could now hear clearly. They were not alone.

Lesvia glanced back for a brief moment and instantly regretted it. Among the trees, enormous shadows moved swiftly, barely visible in the gloom. The hunters were close.

“They’re too close, Cassandra!” she exclaimed, her voice frantic.

Cassandra didn't reply. She focused solely on the path ahead, her thoughts racing as she tried to calculate how far they were from the forest’s edge. The air was charged with a strange, almost electric energy that made every step feel like a struggle against an invisible force.

A deafening roar sounded behind them, followed by the sound of claws tearing at tree bark. Cassandra briefly turned her head and saw a tall, muscular figure with glowing yellow eyes watching them from the shadows.

“Don’t look back!” she screamed, grabbing Lesvia’s hand and pulling her forward with renewed force.

The two vampires ran with all their might, their supernatural speed giving them only a slight edge over the beasts pursuing them. But the werewolves were natural hunters, and the forest was their domain.

Suddenly, Cassandra spotted a clearing in the distance. The moonlight illuminated a path leading out of the forest. “There!” she cried, pointing with a quick gesture.

With a final surge of energy, they both sprinted for the exit, feeling the hot breath of the creatures chasing them right behind.

When they finally crossed the threshold of the forest, the howls ceased abruptly. The two stopped in a clearing near the base of the mountain, gasping for breath.

“Why did they stop?” Lesvia asked, looking back toward the dark trees with a face full of confusion and fear.

“It’s neutral territory. They won’t cross the forest borders without risking a larger conflict,” Cassandra replied, though her tone was more relieved than confident.

Lesvia sank to the ground, her hands trembling as she tried to compose herself.

“This is unprecedented. The werewolves never leave the mountains... unless something is driving them out,” Cassandra said, looking back at the dark tree line they had just escaped.

Lesvia looked up, her face pale in the moonlight. “Do you think it has anything to do with what happened at the university?” she whispered.

Cassandra didn’t respond. Her eyes remained fixed on the forest as a shiver ran down her spine. Something was shifting, something much larger and more dangerous than they could possibly grasp.

Without another word, the two stood up and continued toward the mansion, with the shared, chilling feeling that the werewolves wouldn't be the last threat they would have to face that night.
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Chapter 3

Full Moon Pack

(Lysandra)
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THE FULL MOON DRENCHED the mountain peaks in its silvery sheen as the howls of wolves echoed across the snowy summits. It was a bitterly cold night, and the air was thick with the scent of the vast forests below. Among the lycanthrope pack, Lysandra, a young, mountain-born she-wolf with hair the color of blazing fire, led the hunt with determined focus.

The group advanced in a tight formation, moving with seamless grace and precision. Lysandra was at the front, her senses on a hair-trigger alert as she tracked the fresh trail of an elk. It was typical quarry—enough to feed the pack and keep them safely away from human conflict.

They finally cornered the elk by a stream; its clumsy, off-kilter movements suggested something was amiss. Lysandra gave a silent signal, and the pack dissolved into the shadows, quickly encircling their prey. With a coordinated leap, the group brought the animal down, their fangs sinking into the flesh.

Yet, the moment they bit, they recoiled. Lysandra frowned, leaning in to inspect the meat. The scent was not right. It was bitter, fetid, as if corrupted by a disease they couldn't name.

“What in the blazes is this?” growled Ragnar, one of the older wolves, shaking his head and spitting out the mouthful of blood he had tasted.

Lysandra cautiously sniffed the meat one last time before backing away. Her green eyes were alight with worry. “It’s tainted. We can’t touch it,” she said, her voice firm despite the unease in her chest.

The following days were equally dismaying. Every hunt resulted in animals with contaminated flesh, infested with a sickness none of them understood. The pack began to weaken; hunger made them more aggressive, and tempers flared among the older wolves.

The Council of the Elders

One night, Lysandra gathered the pack's elders in a clearing near the mountain summit. Her red hair whipped around her in the icy breeze as she spoke with fierce passion.

“This can't go on. If we keep this up, we’ll waste away. Something is corrupting the forest creatures, and we have to get to the bottom of it,” she said, leveling a determined look at the others.

An old wolf named Thalos, known for his deep distrust of humans, growled in response. “And what are you suggesting, Lysandra? That we descend into the lands of men? Have you lost your mind? Risk being hunted or exposed?”

Lysandra took a step forward, her gaze intense. “And what’s the alternative? To die of starvation right here in these mountains? The humans might hold the key to understanding this. We need information, and if that means risking a trip down the mountain, then so be it.”

Erynn, an elder she-wolf with a wise, steady look, nodded slowly. “Lysandra has a point. This sickness isn’t natural. If it’s affecting the animals, it could spread to us. We must act before it’s too late.”

After a long, tense debate, the elders finally deferred to Lysandra's conviction. The decision was made: they would leave the mountains to investigate the source of the corruption plaguing their lands.

The first foray into the lowlands was fraught with tension. The werewolves moved through the shadows, carefully scouting the areas around human settlements. However, their desperate need drove them to an action they had never contemplated: hunting humans.

Lysandra led the group to a wooded area near a small town. There, they found a group of hikers camping by a fire. The hunger was a physical ache, and although the idea of consuming human flesh was profoundly sickening, they had no other choice. The wolves attacked swiftly, using their superhuman strength to subdue the humans before they could raise an alarm. When they tasted the flesh, a palpable disgust ran through the pack, but their gnawing hunger quickly overcame their revulsion.

Lysandra watched silently as the others ate, her mind racing to comprehend the situation. Something was affecting not just the forest creatures, but the very natural balance of their lives. As they returned to the mountains with the bitter taste of human flesh still clinging to their mouths, Lysandra swore to find the cause of this corruption, no matter the sacrifice. She knew their survival, and perhaps the survival of all creatures in the region, hung in the balance.

The Craving

The full moon rode high in the sky, casting its silvery light over the mountains and the surrounding forests. But the pack's usual tranquility was shattered that night. Lysandra watched with growing alarm as the wolves and elders who had eaten the contaminated elk began to behave erratically. It started subtly: the afflicted seemed slower, their movements less coordinated. But tonight, everything went sideways. One by one, they began moving toward the stream where they had hunted the elk. They lay by the water, motionless, as if hypnotized. Some drank excessively, burying their muzzles in the icy water until their bodies shook with cold.

Lysandra followed Ragnar, one of the older wolves, as he crawled toward the stream with staggering steps.

“Ragnar, what are you doing?” Lysandra asked, trying to keep her tone firm but unable to mask her concern.

The old wolf slowly turned his head toward her. His eyes, usually vibrant and shrewd, were now glazed and lifeless, reflecting the moonlight with a strange, unnatural tint.

“The water... I must have it... it quenches my thirst...” he mumbled in a voice that was barely recognizable.

Lysandra took a step back, a cold dread running down her spine. It wasn't just Ragnar. Around the stream, several wolves and elders were in similar positions, their bodies nearly immobile, as if their very life force was draining away.

“This is not right...” she whispered to herself.

Lysandra retreated, her mind racing for an explanation. The sickness wasn’t just weakening them; it seemed to be consuming something deeper, as if their very essence was being overwritten by something unknown. Determined, she ran back to the main cave where the younger wolves and remaining warriors waited. Thalos and Erynn, the most experienced leaders who hadn't eaten the elk meat, greeted her with alarmed expressions.

“Those who ate the elk... something has gone wrong with them. It’s not just weakness or sickness. They are changing. We cannot risk leaving them near the pack,” Lysandra said urgently.

Thalos frowned, hesitating. “What do you propose, Lysandra? To lock them away like rabid animals? They are our kin, our ancestors.”

Lysandra raised her voice, a rare occurrence in front of the elders. “We don't have a choice! If we don’t act now, we could lose them—or worse, they could turn on us.”

After a tense, difficult debate, the pack agreed to Lysandra's plan. She led the effort, gathering the afflicted while they continued their strange behavior, their only obsession being the proximity of the water. Some growled faintly as they were moved, but their strength had diminished so much they couldn't resist. Carefully, they led them to the vast underground caves beneath the mountains—caverns once used as shelter during the harshest winters.

Lysandra personally oversaw moving the afflicted, one by one, into the caves. Every step she took into the gloom increased her discomfort, but she knew it had to be done. When they finished, Lysandra and a small group blocked the entrance with rocks and heavy logs, leaving only a small opening for air.

Standing before the sealed entrance, Lysandra looked up at the full moon, her red hair blazing like fire under its light.

“I’m sorry, brothers. This is for the good of the pack... Whatever is happening to you, we won’t abandon you. But I must protect those who remain.”

The weak, pleading howls of the imprisoned wolves echoed inside the cave. Lysandra closed her eyes, feeling the crushing weight of responsibility.

“I will find a solution... even if it costs me everything.” With those words, she turned toward the darkness of the forest, her mind already set on the next steps to save her pack.

Into the Abyss

The full moon reigned over the night sky, its silvery glow illuminating the mountains and the surrounding forest. For the werewolves, full moon nights were always intense, bringing their most primal instincts to the surface, but tonight was different. The noises began just after midnight—loud, guttural sounds, like a wrenched lament mixed with savage growls. They came from the underground caves where the afflicted wolves had been confined.

In the main cave, the remaining wolves gathered in silence, their eyes full of dread as they listened to the echoes rumbling from the depths. Some paced restlessly, while others stared fixedly at the entrance to the underground caves, as if expecting something monstrous to emerge at any moment.

“This isn’t natural,” murmured Thalos, the most senior leader, looking at Lysandra with a furrowed brow. “Those sounds... they chill me to the bone.”

“What did you expect?” replied Erynn, another of the pack's leaders. “We locked them up because they were changing. We couldn’t leave them loose, but perhaps that only made things worse.”

Lysandra remained silent, positioned near the cave entrance. Her red hair gleamed in the moonlight, and her face was a study in determination and fear. She knew she had to act.

“We can’t just bury our heads in the sand,” she said finally, her voice firm despite the knot of fear in her chest. “If they’re deteriorating, we need to know why.”

“Are you suggesting we go in there?” Thalos asked, disbelief evident in his tone.

“Not ‘we’,” Lysandra corrected, turning to look at the group. “I will go in.”

An uncomfortable silence descended upon the main cave. The wolves exchanged glances, none willing to be the first to volunteer. Lysandra didn’t blame them; the fear was palpable. The noises from the caves weren’t just frightening; they were profoundly unnatural.

“Lysandra, this is sheer madness,” Erynn insisted, stepping toward her. “We have no idea what’s happening to them. They could be... dangerous.”

“I know,” Lysandra replied with a weary sigh. “But we can’t abandon them. They are our pack. And if we don’t face this, we could lose them forever.”

With those words, she took a torch and lit it. The flickering firelight illuminated her resolute face as she approached the cave entrance.

The air inside was stifling, laden with an acrid smell that made Lysandra wrinkle her nose. The echo of growls and laments was deafening, bouncing off the stone walls and filling every corner with a sense of raw threat. As she descended, her torch revealed figures in the shadows. The wolves and elders were huddled in groups, their bodies trembling and covered in cold sweat. Some clawed at the walls until their claws were bloody, while others remained motionless, their eyes glowing with a strange sheen in the firelight.

“Ragnar? Is that you?” Lysandra asked, advancing toward one of the larger figures.

The old wolf slowly lifted his head, and Lysandra suppressed a gasp. His eyes, once bright and shrewd, were entirely bloodshot. His skin looked pale, almost grayish, and the veins in his neck and arms stood out like twisted roots.

“Lysandra...” he growled, his voice broken and full of suffering. “Something... something is... eating us alive.”

Before she could respond, another wolf let out a deafening howl and threw himself against the wall, hitting it with a force that made the cave tremble. Lysandra stepped back, raising the torch like a shield, as the other afflicted wolves began to move with uncontrollable violence.

Chaos erupted in a matter of seconds. The growls escalated into roars, and the sick wolves began moving as if driven by a dark force. Some attacked the walls, others turned on each other, and several directed their attention toward Lysandra.

“No! Stop it! It’s me!” she shouted, but her words were useless.

Lysandra retreated as two wolves lunged at her. With a quick spin, she used the torch to keep them at bay. The fire seemed to momentarily deter them, but their frenzy quickly overcame their fear.

Her heart pounding like a frantic drum, Lysandra ran for the exit, dodging the afflicted as they tried to reach her. Her mind worked furiously, searching for an answer, but all she could do in that moment was save her own skin.

When she finally emerged from the caves, panting, the torch sputtering out, the healthy wolves waiting outside approached her with alarmed expressions.

“What happened in there?” Erynn asked, steadying her by the shoulders.

Lysandra looked at her, her eyes wide with deep worry. “They’re far worse. This... this isn’t just a sickness. It’s something darker. And if we don’t find a cure soon, it could be the death of us all.”

The Intruders

Dawn was still hours away, and the full moon still hung in the sky, illuminating the mountains and surrounding forest with its pale light. Lysandra stood atop a cliff, observing the horizon. From this vantage point, the underground caves were just a dark speck in the vast landscape. Her mind kept turning over the problem, searching for answers. The sick wolves worsened every night, and it was getting harder to contain her fear that the situation was spiraling out of control.

Suddenly, the sound of hurried footsteps snapped her out of her thoughts. A young wolf, in his four-legged animal form, appeared among the trees, his grayish fur illuminated by the moonlight. His eyes shone with urgency as he bowed in a respectful gesture.

“Lysandra, we’ve detected intruders in the forest,” he transmitted through the pack's mental link, his voice grave. “Two women. Vampires.”

Lysandra’s heart skipped a beat. The vampires were the only group with whom the werewolves maintained an uneasy truce, forged decades ago to avoid a conflict that would have devastated both species. But the agreement was clear: wolves were not to enter vampire-dominated territories, and vampires were not to cross into the mountains.

“Are they inside our borders?” Lysandra asked, her voice firm despite the tension building in her chest.

“Yes, to the southwest, near the river. They seem to be moving quickly, but they’re still in our forest.”

Lysandra nodded, her green eyes shining with a mix of concern and resolve. “Gather three others. I will find them before they venture deeper into our lands.”

Lysandra descended from the cliff, and as she ran between the trees, her body began to transform. Her human form dissolved, giving way to her majestic wolf shape. Her fur, red as fire, gleamed in the moonlight, and her agile paws barely touched the ground as she moved swiftly. Three young wolves joined her, each in their animal form, moving with grace and silence. The air was heavy with moisture, and the murmur of the water guided them until they finally spotted the intruders.

Two female figures were by the river. One had dark, straight hair that fell like a cloak over her shoulders, while the other had disheveled, reddish-blonde locks that shone faintly in the moonlight. Both were bloodied, their clothes torn, and they seemed to have just emerged from a recent fight.

Lysandra emerged from among the trees, her wolf form stark against the gloom with her fiery red fur. Around her, the other wolves moved silently, their bodies tense and alert. From the shadows, Lysandra’s eyes fixed on the figures running near the river: two women, pale as the moon, moving with supernatural grace. Vampires.

Their movements were swift, and although they tried to leave no trace, their presence had not escaped the forest's watchers. Lysandra knew they were in her territory, a direct violation of the ancient agreement. However, instead of confronting them, she decided to maintain her distance. She signaled with a slight movement of her head to the young wolves, instructing them to move in formation. Following her orders, the wolves dispersed among the trees, keeping the vampires in their line of sight while remaining undetected.

Lesvia and Cassandra, the two intruders, kept moving. Lesvia, with her dark hair, constantly looked over her shoulder, her senses on edge. Cassandra, with her reddish, unruly hair, moved with equal caution. Both knew they weren't alone. The group of wolves stayed close, sliding through the shadows. Lysandra assessed every move the vampires made, trying to decode their intentions. Her senses picked up the tension in the air, but she also perceived something else: fear. The vampires weren't there to attack or explore; they were running for their lives.

Finally, Lesvia and Cassandra reached the tree line. There, without slowing down, they crossed into the lowlands, leaving the mountains and the wolves' territory behind.

Lysandra brought her group to a halt as the vampires left the forest. Her paws dug into the damp earth as her green eyes watched the figures disappear into the distance. The young wolves, still in their animal forms, approached her, restless.

One of them, with fur as black as night, growled in frustration. “We should have cut them off,” he transmitted through the mental link.

Lysandra looked at him calmly, her authority unquestionable. “They crossed our borders, yes. But they did no harm to our territory. They honored the truce by leaving. We will do the same.”

The wolf gave a low growl but did not press the issue. The rules were clear, and even if they didn't like them, Lysandra was the alpha, and her decisions were the law.

As they returned toward the caves, Lysandra couldn't stop thinking about what she had witnessed. Lesvia and Cassandra weren't hunting, not that night. They were fleeing. But from what?

A growing unease settled within her. The forest was sick, and now vampires were violating their borders. Could there be a connection? The possibility that they were responsible for the corruption affecting the animals left her unsettled.

“Something is rotten here,” she murmured to herself as they moved through the trees.

Lysandra and her group of wolves returned to the heart of the forest, where the fresh mountain air cooled further with the approaching night. The full moon bathed everything in its silvery light, but instead of bringing calm, it intensified the tension she carried inside. While the other wolves dispersed to their dens, Lysandra remained motionless in a clearing, looking toward the lowlands beyond the forest. From there, she could see the twinkling lights of the small town at the foot of the mountains, a place she had always avoided out of necessity and tradition.

Her green eyes narrowed as her thoughts kept circling the vampires. What were they really doing in her territory? Their behavior suggested more than a simple intrusion. What if the creatures of the night knew something about the corruption in the forest? What if the answer was down there, among the humans? The murmur of a nearby stream filled the silence but did nothing to soothe her. The idea of descending into the city churned her stomach. The relationship between werewolves and humans was even more fragile than the one with the vampires. Although wolf hunts hadn't occurred for decades, humans were still unpredictable, and their weapons could be lethal even to her kind.

Yet, Lysandra knew that staying in the mountains without answers was not an option. Every day that passed, the animals kept getting sick, and the wolves who had eaten the contaminated meat were worsening in the underground caves. They couldn't endure much more uncertainty. The pack leader shook her head, trying to clear her doubts. But even in her wolf form, a pang of fear ran down her spine. What would happen if she were captured? What if her presence alerted the humans that wolves still lived among them? It could usher in a new era of conflict that would endanger the entire pack. Furthermore, Lysandra couldn't ignore the personal danger. If she went down, she would go alone. She wouldn't risk her people on such an uncertain mission. But that meant facing a world full of unknown threats by herself.

The moonlight illuminated her figure as she stood up, looking again toward the city lights. A gust of wind stirred her reddish fur, and her ears twitched toward the sounds of the forest, seeking comfort in the familiar noises of her home.

“What would you do, Mother?” she whispered in a thought directed at the she-wolf who had raised her—a strong, relentless leader who had always put the pack first.

Lysandra closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She couldn't make this decision on a whim. She had to think of the sick, the young wolves who depended on her, and the security of their territory.

Finally, she turned toward the trees and headed back into the forest. She wasn't ready to go down to the city just yet, but she knew she would have to make a decision soon. The pack depended on her, and she couldn't afford to fail. That night, as the moon continued its course in the sky, Lysandra remained awake, her thoughts torn between the safety of her home and the dangerous necessity of confronting the human world.
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FIRST INTERLUDE

It Spreads

(Ezra)
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THREE MONTHS BEFORE All Hell Broke Loose

The hum of the sample refrigerator droned with an oppressive constancy in the room, lit by pale fluorescent lights. The air smelled of chemicals, disinfectant, and something else—a metallic, almost imperceptible scent that seemed to cling to the skin.

Ezra adjusted his safety goggles and sighed. He'd only been in the university's experimental biochemistry lab for two weeks, but he had quickly absorbed one crucial rule: Scarlet tolerated zero incompetence.

She never stated it outright, but her sharp gaze, cold as a scalpel, made it perfectly clear that any mistake was beyond forgiveness.

"Ezra, the mouse cages. Chop-chop."

Scarlet’s voice sliced through the room like a honed blade.

"Yeah, yeah, I'm on it," he muttered, pushing his chair away from the microscope.

Scarlet, the project lead, possessed an aura of absolute control that was as mesmerizing as it was terrifying. With her impeccable lab coat and hair pulled back in a severe bun, she looked less like a scientist and more like a surgeon mid-operation.

Ezra walked over to the test animal section. Dozens of metal cages were lined up on long stainless-steel tables. The mice scurried nervously inside their enclosures, their tiny bodies vibrating with a primitive fight-or-flight instinct.

The young man sighed and pulled on his gloves. The experiment had changed everything.

He’d read the reports. Scarlet and her team had achieved what no one else had: cells that survived without oxygen for extended periods. Not just a few minutes, but hours.

The project was officially for medical purposes. If a person stopped breathing, their brain wouldn't instantly shut down. Cardiac arrest would no longer be an immediate death sentence.

But there was a hidden element.

Ezra didn't have access to all the project documents, but he had caught whispers. In some preliminary tests, the mice exposed to the cellular modification hadn’t just survived without oxygen... they had fundamentally changed.

He wasn't sure what that implied, but the way Scarlet stonewalled the topic put him on edge.

"Come on, little guys, don't make this harder than it has to be..." he whispered as he opened the first cage.

He gently picked up one of the white mice and placed it in a transport box while cleaning the inside of the cage. The animal's pulse was racing, but its breathing was ragged, almost imperceptible. Ezra frowned.

Scarlet didn't allow anyone to spend too much time with the mice. She didn't want anyone catching on to the alterations.

Ezra continued his task, trying to shake the feeling that something was wrong.

But then, as he lifted the last cage, he froze in his tracks.

One of the mice wasn't moving.

At first, he thought it was dead, but then...

Its black, bead-like eyes snapped open.

And Ezra felt something watching him. Something that simply shouldn't be there.

The lab air suddenly felt bone-chillingly cold.

Scarlet materialized behind him without a sound.

"Are you going to finish today, or are you waiting for the mice to clean up after themselves?" she said in her usual tone, but there was something in her expression that made Ezra tense up.

Without a word, he put the last mouse back in its cage and carefully latched it.

Scarlet held his gaze for a moment longer before walking away.

Ezra swallowed and returned to his workstation.

What he didn't see—what he didn't know then—

Was that the shadow of his own hand, reflected on the steel table, was trembling.

As if something invisible had latched onto it.

As if something inside the lab was... biding its time.

***
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THE DAYS BLED INTO weeks, and Ezra kept up his lab duties, though with mounting caution.

He’d established an efficient routine: arrive early, clean the cages, feed the mice, and get out without asking any questions.

But another factor kept him in a state of constant tension.

It wasn't just the fact that Scarlet intimidated him with her severe presence and razor-sharp glare; nor his frustrating realization that he'd never stand a chance with her, especially since her boyfriend, Max, with his athletic build and overwhelming confidence, looked like he'd stepped off a billboard.

It was something else entirely.

The mice were... off.

He avoided looking into the cages for too long, but he could sense it.

Some mice seemed to wander aimlessly, bumping into the cage walls as if they were fundamentally lost. Others remained frozen for hours, their breathing so faint they appeared deceased.

And then there were the ones that watched him.

Not like any ordinary animal would.

These mice looked at him as if they were calculating something.

Ezra told himself it was absurd, that his mind was playing tricks on him from stress.

But the discomfort was a stubborn presence.

One morning, as he was organizing samples, Scarlet approached him.

"Ezra."

He jolted slightly and turned around.

Scarlet was looking at him with her impenetrable expression, a notepad in one hand and a pen in the other.

"Have you noted any anomalous changes in the mice?"

Ezra felt a stone drop in his stomach.

His eyes flickered toward the cages for a second before he answered. "Some are... wandering. Lost in their own cage, walking aimlessly." His voice was shakier than he would have liked.

Scarlet tilted her head slightly, pensive. "Interesting."

Ezra swallowed, feeling he had already said too much.

"You need to exercise extreme caution when interacting with them," Scarlet continued. "Wear heavy-duty gloves, an industrial apron, and a face shield at all times."

Ezra frowned. "Why?"

"As a precautionary measure."

Precaution.

That was all the answer he got.

Scarlet wouldn't meet his eye when she said it.

Ezra felt his skin crawl with suspicion.

Is she deliberately keeping me in the dark?

But he knew better than to push. If he rocked the boat too hard, Scarlet could easily have him kicked off the project, and that was the last thing he wanted.

So he simply nodded and accepted the new safety protocols.

Yet, the fear persisted.

Every time he opened a cage, the feeling of latent danger became more unbearable.

***

[image: ]


THE MICE'S TINY BODIES twitched with spastic, erratic movements. This wasn't the natural restlessness of a captive animal. No. It was something more—something Ezra had never witnessed. The creatures writhed unnaturally, their limbs jerking as if an invisible force was manipulating them. Some trembled in a corner, motionless, but with their eyes wide and unnervingly bright, fixed on him, as if they were observing him, analyzing him. Others ran in frantic circles, smashing into the metal walls until their tiny noses were bloody.

The sound of their claws scraping the steel was constant, an irregular staccato tapping that set Ezra's teeth on edge.

He gritted his teeth and reached a gloved hand toward one of the cages, trying to compartmentalize how much he despised this job.

He gently took one of the mice, but the instant he held it, he felt something that made his gorge rise.

The bones under its skin... shifted.

Not as they should.

Not with the structural rigidity of a normal skeleton.

They slid, they rearranged, as if they were liquid trapped inside a bag of skin.

Ezra stifled an involuntary sound and almost dropped the mouse.

What in God's name was that?

He took a deep, shaky breath, trying to regain his composure. Surely it was just a mutation... a simple genetic fluke. Scarlet and the others would have noticed it by now, right?

But the slick, sickening sensation of the bones moving beneath his touch made him nearly vomit.

He quickly dropped it into the transport box and slammed the lid shut.

His breathing was ragged.

He couldn't keep going like this.

***
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DAY AFTER DAY, EVERY time he opened a cage, panic crept up his spine like a venomous insect. A cold sweat broke out on his skin; his pulse hammered in his temples.

He wasn't a coward.

He'd dissected cadavers in university; he'd worked with lab animals before. But this was fundamentally different.

These mice were not normal.

They moved with an eerie, calculating precision. Their eyes weren't those of a common rodent; there was a spark of malignant consciousness in there that shouldn't exist.

And Scarlet knew it.

That's why she insisted on the heavy gloves, the industrial apron, and the face shield.

That's why she had danced around his questions.

Ezra felt his fear was absolutely justified—that something dark and forbidden was unfolding here.

But he couldn't afford to lose the job.

So he found a solution.

Nitrous oxide.

Laughing gas.

A little trick that would make the ordeal bearable.

He carefully slid a small nozzle connected to an $\text{N}_2\text{O}$ tank into the transport box. He opened the valve for a few seconds.

The colorless gas silently seeped into the container, enveloping the mice in an invisible cloud.

The squeaking fizzled out.

The erratic movements subsided.

The tense, spasming bodies relaxed, sinking into a deep lethargy.

Ezra held his breath and watched them closely.

No more growls. No more tremors.

No more eyes shining in the dark cages.

For the first time in weeks, he felt he could breathe easy while performing his tasks.

But the calm was fragile.

Because now he knew.

It wasn't paranoia.

Something was fundamentally changing in these animals.

Something that defied simple science.

But he said nothing.

And that...

That was the most terrifying thing of all.

***
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THE DAYS MARCHED ON, but Ezra didn't feel any better. The stress had become a constant shadow. Working in the lab was consuming him, and every time he saw those cages lined up on the cold steel tables, a feeling of suffocation descended. The sleep gas helped manage his fear, but it didn't eliminate it.

His friends noticed.

They tried to pull him out of his anxious spiral with nights of drinking and forced laughter. They dragged him to bars, thrust beers into his hand, insisting he let loose, live a little.

But Ezra couldn't.

While they laughed and drank, his mind remained trapped in the lab: with the aimlessly wandering mice, with the black eyes that seemed to watch him in the gloom, with the bizarre way some bodies contorted inside their cages.

And then everything went from bad to worse.

Scarlet and the supervising professors received authorization to expand the project. Now they wouldn't just work with mice. Now there were rats and rabbits.

And Ezra felt something inside him snap.

The mice were unsettling enough. But the rats... were bigger, more dangerous, and terrifying. And the black rabbits they had brought in were even worse. Something about the way they moved, the way their noses twitched as if sniffing something not of this world, made him feel perpetually watched.

The atmosphere in the lab became heavier. More dangerous.

And then he slipped up.

That night, the bar reeked of stale alcohol and sweaty bodies. His friends had convinced him to drink more than usual, and his mind was hazy, unfocused.

That’s when it hit him.

The antibiotic.

"Damn it all..." he muttered, slamming his glass onto the table.

He had to administer it to certain white rats and the black rabbits. It was a mandatory part of the protocols. And he had completely forgotten.

He staggered to his feet.

"Where are you going?" asked one of his friends.

"Work."

"At this hour?"

Ezra didn't answer. He left the bar without even properly putting on his jacket and started walking toward the university building that housed the labs.

The cold of the early morning slapped him in the face, clearing his alcohol-dulled mind slightly.

When he arrived at the lab, the place was absolutely silent.

Only the fluorescent lights flickered weakly over the workbenches, casting sharp, angular shadows on the walls. He closed the door behind him and headed straight for the cages. He'd do it quickly. He didn't want to be there any longer than necessary. He pulled out the nitrous oxide tank and adjusted the valve.

The gas began to seep into the transport boxes, enveloping the animals in its colorless mist. One by one, the bodies grew still. Their erratic movements became clumsy, slow, until they finally succumbed to inertia.

Ezra let out a sigh of relief.

He pulled out the syringes and began administering the antibiotic.

One after another, he injected the rabbits and the rats, making sure everything was accounted for.

He was almost finished when it happened.

The sound was subtle, just a faint creak on the steel table.

But he felt it.

He froze, the syringe halfway to the last rabbit.

Slowly, he looked up.

One of the black rabbits, which just seconds ago lay perfectly motionless...

Was sitting up.

Ezra felt a jolt of pure terror run down his back.

How?

The gas should have left it completely lethargic.

But the rabbit was moving.

Its body trembled, its legs jerked as if something inside it were misaligned, as if its own anatomy was struggling to remember how to move.

Ezra felt his pulse skyrocket.

The rabbit raised its head.

Its eyes...

They weren't a rabbit's eyes.

They shone with a sickly gleam, with a barely perceptible reddish hue under the lab’s white light.

And then, without warning, it sprang.

Ezra stumbled back with a choked cry as the animal lunged at him with impossible force.

The rabbit clawed his arm, tearing the fabric of the apron, and tried to bite him with a mouth that opened too wide, with teeth that seemed longer, sharper than they should be.

Ezra fell onto his back, sending the syringe clattering to the floor.

The rabbit growled.

Growled.

"Rabbits don't growl," he said aloud, the denial escaping on a gasp.

Ezra felt terror tighten its icy grip around his throat as the creature launched itself at him again.

He didn't think.

He didn't hesitate.

He grabbed the first heavy object he could find—one of the lab’s metal stools—and lifted it with both hands.

The rabbit jumped.

Ezra brought the stool down with every ounce of his strength.

A dull, sickening thud echoed in the room as the impact broke the animal's neck.

Silence.

Ezra lay there, the stool still clutched in his hands, his breathing gone haywire.

The black rabbit lay inert on the floor, its body still convulsing slightly.

Ezra swallowed hard.

He looked at his arm.

The rabbit's claws had left a superficial cut.

It wasn't bleeding much.

But the trembling in his hands wouldn't stop.

He took a deep breath, trying to calm down.

He tried to tell himself it had just been an animal reflex, an involuntary spasm caused by the gas.

But in the back of his mind, something screamed the truth.

That rabbit hadn't been asleep.

And what he had seen in its eyes...

It wasn't normal.

It wasn't natural.

It was something that shouldn't exist.

****
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EZRA DIDN'T GET A WINK of sleep that night. His mind played the tape back constantly: the black rabbit lunging at him, the unnatural way its legs moved, the teeth that seemed too long, too sharp. It wasn't a spasm. It wasn't a reflex. That damn rabbit had tried to take him out.

But he couldn't tell a soul. He stayed in his apartment, sitting in the dark, unable to look away from the wound on his arm. Just a superficial scratch. Yet, every time he checked it, he felt a strange fiery ache beneath his skin, as if something were throbbing inside. He desperately tried to convince himself it was all in his head, that stress was making him paranoid.

It didn't matter either way. He had already made up his mind: he was walking away from the project.

Or so he thought, until he arrived at the lab the next morning.

Scarlet was waiting for him, arms crossed, next to one of the workbenches. Her expression was granite-hard, her jaw tight, her eyes fixed on him with an icy glint that made his blood run cold. The room was silent save for the distant, oppressive hum of the sample refrigerator.

"Close the door," she commanded, the word slicing through the air.

Ezra swallowed and obeyed, feeling something inside him shrivel up.

"Can you explain to me what in God’s name happened last night?" she demanded, each word landing like a hammer blow.

Ezra avoided her gaze. His hands clenched into fists. "I forgot to administer the antibiotic and came back late. One of the rabbits..."

Scarlet slammed her open hand on the table, making him jump. "You killed a test specimen, Ezra! Are you an idiot or what?"

The fury in her voice made him flinch. "That rabbit wasn't right," he murmured, his heart hammering.

Scarlet let out a dry, humorless laugh. "Oh, really? Are you a veterinarian now?" She took a step toward him, her eyes blazing with a mixture of irritation and contempt. "Do you have any idea how much each of those rabbits costs? How complicated it is to procure them for research like this? And you crushed it with a damn metal stool like you're in some cheap horror flick!"

Ezra felt a furious heat rush to his face. It wasn't fair. He hadn't had a choice. That rabbit wasn't normal; he knew it. He'd seen it in its eyes, in the way it moved, in the impossible guttural growl it had emitted. But Scarlet wasn't going to listen. She never did.

"I'm sorry," he said softly, the word tasting like ash in his mouth.

Scarlet looked at him coldly. "You’d better be. Because if anything like this happens again, you're off the project for good."

Ezra gritted his teeth, feeling a hot wave of rage burn in his chest. He didn't even bother to respond. He turned and walked out of the lab without a backward glance.

That night, sleep was impossible. He lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, his mind bombarded by disturbing images: the aimlessly wandering mice, the rabbit's snarl, Scarlet's chilling glare. He couldn't hack it anymore. He knew he had to quit. He couldn't keep doing this.

The next day, regardless of the project's importance, he would hand in his resignation.

The Ultimate Task

9:00 a.m.

Ezra arrived at the lab with his resignation weighing on his mind. He had been up all night, hashing out the pros and cons, but it all came down to one thing: he couldn't keep working on that project. Not when everything that happened in that place felt increasingly twisted and corrupt.

But before he could even produce his letter, Scarlet intercepted him.

"Come with me," she said in her usual cutting tone, giving him no opportunity to refuse.

She led him to the lab's main office, where two of the supervising professors were waiting. Both were men of science with decades of experience, but there was something in their gazes that sent a shiver down his spine.

They cut straight to the chase.

"We have an important task for you, Ezra," one of them said, sliding a folder of documents toward him. "We need you to transport some specimens to seven prestigious universities."

"Specimens?"

"One of our rabbits and one of our rats will go to each university," Scarlet explained. "We want other research teams to analyze our progress. This will give us leverage and credibility in the scientific community."

Ezra looked down at the documents. They were transport permits, legal authorizations, and letters addressed to some of the world's most renowned labs. Harvard, Oxford, Tokyo, Berlin—names any scientist would dream of visiting.

"You'll be traveling for fifteen days, all expenses paid," added the other professor. "You are to deliver the specimens personally and ensure they arrive in perfect condition."

Ezra felt his heart pound with excitement.

All his career, he had dreamed of opportunities like this. Traveling across continents, visiting the most prestigious labs, making connections with the world's brightest minds.

It was an incredible offer.

But deep down, something didn't sit right.

"Why me?" he asked, feeling a slight twinge of distrust.

Scarlet crossed her arms. "Because you've been working with the specimens since the beginning. You know how to handle and care for them. Besides, this job requires responsibility and discretion. We can't trust just anyone off the street."

Ezra looked away. He couldn't deny the flattery. Scarlet had never treated him as a valuable member of the team... until now. Besides, what could possibly go wrong?

He would transport the animals, deliver the reports, speak with the scientists at each university, and enjoy an unforgettable trip.

It didn't matter that they were the same animals that had been tormenting him for weeks. It would only be fifteen days. Then he could quit without a fuss.

"Alright, I accept," he said without hesitation.

Scarlet nodded in approval, and the professors exchanged satisfied looks.

"Pack your bags and leave tonight," Scarlet announced.

Ezra felt a chill. Something in her tone suggested this decision might be the worst mistake of his life.

But there was no turning back now.

***
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THE TICKING CLOCK

The journey began without a hitch. Ezra quickly adjusted to the rhythm of airports, hotels, and meetings with scientists. Each delivery went smoothly: he arrived at the university, presented the documents, handed over the specimens, and explained the handling recommendations.

Despite his initial apprehension, everything seemed to be going well. The first few days, he even managed to enjoy the ride. He walked historic streets, tried exotic food, and marveled at the architecture of each city. At times, he almost convinced himself that all his lab paranoia had been blown out of proportion.

But on the seventh day, the tide turned.

While in Germany, he started feeling a prickling sensation in his arm, right where the black rabbit had scratched him. At first, he thought it was just fatigue or the effect of the cold weather, but when he checked his skin, he noticed the area around the wound had turned reddish, with a slight swelling and a stinging sensation that made him shudder.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BRUCE BOSTON





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





