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​Prologue


[image: ]




The wisdom of truth lies with those who seek its knowledge, not those who seek to bury it. Since the whispers of the beginning, the true tale of Cain and the first wife were buried, hidden amongst the shadows of sin and banishment. Attend to the tale of Cain and Lilith, the first to escape the grasp of paradise before the sweet venom of the serpent cloaked man in sin.  Their shared union, kindled like a flame in the wild, planted seed within the womb of Lilith. But before that seed bore fruit, Adam grew weary with her defiance, her lack of submission and demanded a new wife from the Creator. So, Lilith departed from the Garden into the wild where her human daughter was born. A daughter that remained a secret unwritten in the scrolls of men. 

It was not long after that deeper shadows swirled and emerged, drawing the attention of Samael, the King of All Demons. He was drawn to her wild spirit, her untamed nature. Offering her a choice forever binding her to a new fate, Lilith turned from her human child and embraced the darkness Samael offered, weaving a new thread into the tapestry of existence. 

And upon the moment she shed her mortal coil, a mark appeared upon the tender flesh of Cain and Lilith’s firstborn daughter. It was a mark not etched by divine hand or human craft but a sigil etched by the Fates. It was not a blessing but a curse spun from the sorrows of the outcasts of generations to come whose blood now cried out from the earth, deepened only by the touch of Samael, the Venom of God upon her mother.  It was a prophecy that spoke of great loss, the first born child of every daughter of Lilith’s lineage shall never reach the fullness of their years. This mark, with its chilling precision, shall only pass to the second daughter in each generation. 

​
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As the late evening sun began to cast long shadows against the manicured lawn of the Pennsylvania State Archives, Alessia Carmichael sat hunched over the brittle collection of United States Civil War-era letters, her delicate fingers tracing the faded ink as she studied the faded script. Each looping script conveyed a heartfelt sentiment written by someone long gone from this world, feeling impossibly vibrant compared to the desolate landscape of her own gray existence. 

Memories brutally sliced through her focus, a red hot knife forcing its way through her mind, just like they had every day for the past six months.  A phone call followed by a frantic drive to the UPMC just under four miles away from where she lived on Progress Avenue, the flashing red and blue lights against the night sky.  As she made the thirteen minute drive, a weight settled in the pit of her stomach.  She tore through the automatic doors, barely waiting on them to open, overwhelmed by the smell of the sterile antiseptic.  It would all soon be a harsh reminder of the environment where her life fell apart.  The rhythmic pulse of the machines and monitors matched the staccato of the rising panic in her chest as she demanded answers from anyone she could get to stop long enough to acknowledge her, but no one knew anything.  It wasn’t until the doctor stepped out from behind the double doors leading to the operating rooms, his face etched with a pity she hadn’t asked for, that she heard those terrible words, “There was nothing more we could do.” He sounded as if they were nothing more than broken toys, unsalvageable. “The internal injuries sustained were just too great...to both of them.” Just like that. They were both gone.

She remembered the moment the doctor spoke those words, how the world shifted beneath her feet.  Julian? she remembered thinking.  Jackson? Gone?  The fluorescent lights blurred into a single, accusing glare. The soft rustle of papers, the distant hum of the ventilation system had receded, replaced by a single high-pitched ringing in her ears. A coldness had spread through her, a chilling emptiness that had taken root in her very soul.

She couldn’t focus on what was in front of her.  All she could think of was the days that followed those chilling words from the doctor announcing that her husband and son were both gone.  The days that followed were nothing more than a blur of faded watercolors, blinded blur of numb obedience–meetings with the funeral director, necessary phone calls, and other sounds that did nothing but sharpen the knife of her own grief. The endless stream of well-meaning mourners whose words felt like salt-covered sandpaper rubbing over raw wounds soaked in lemon juice. 

Returning to work that December, just two months later, had been an exercise in futility, but she needed the distraction from the first Christmas without them. She thought the familiar routines of cataloging new acquisitions, carefully handling fragile documents, answering occasional research inquiries would help, but it did very little to assuage her grief.  Her coworkers were always kind, their voices filled with sympathy, but their presence often amplified her isolation as she overheard their conversations about time spent with their spouses, families, and children. With her own parents long gone to old age,Alessia the second child, but the only one who survived to adulthood,her small world consisted solely of Julian and Jackson. 

Living her life as a shadow of her former self, her movements were precise but devoid of purpose, her responses often polite but distant.  Life had lost all taste, and the vibrant history that enthralled her was now just a cruel reminder of a future she would never again have.  

After finishing with the collection of letters, Alessia traced a finger along the spine of the leather-bound journal she was to catalogue next.  As she opened it gently, her gloved finger traced along the elegant script of the pages of a woman who lived and loved just a little over a century and a half before.  

Alessia sighed. Stories like the ones held in the documents in front of her used to fascinate her to no end, but now? Now they only served as a reminder of that which had been so violently ripped from her own life.  Even now, the comforting scent of Julian's Old Spice with its masculine, woody and citrus notes and sweet, innocent fragrance of eight-year-old Jackson’s bubble-gum scented bubble bath were just memories, phantom scents that had begun to fade from her mind.  After they died, she always thought that no matter what, she would always have those memories.  She remembered Julian's booming laughter echoing through their two-story brick home and her first and only child, Jackson’s, excited chatter about dinosaurs and superheroes.  But everything was fading.

The silence of the archives was deceiving.  On the surface, it appeared peaceful, serene even.  But it was a heavy, suffocating absence that only added to the weight of her grief.  The white streak in Alessia’s dark hair that started just above her temple seemed to stick out more these days, a physical manifestation of the shock that had ravaged her–a result of premature aging amplified by her grief. Her reflection in the glass of the display cases was a stranger,the once vibrant blue-green of her eyes now muted, clouded with a perpetual sadness that no amount of sleep could dispel. What she considered sleep was nothing more than a constant replay of the hospital, the final viewing before the graveside service, the sounds of the detective's voice as he told her about the drunk driver, and the images of watching both caskets lowered into the ground. She remembered wondering if Jackson, who still slept with a nightlight, had been afraid of the dark after the casket closed. Inside, she was screaming, but outside, she never flinched.

Lunch was  often a solitary affair, despite being constantly surrounded by other people in the bathroom.  A tasteless sandwich eaten without noticing, a lukewarm cup of tea often left unfinished. The conversations of her colleagues,weekend plans, family anecdotes,washed over her like a foreign language. She offered only nods and the occasional monosyllabic word, often retreating back into the silence that had become her sanctuary and her prison.

On one particular afternoon, Roger slid into the chair opposite her, his usual boisterous energy subdued, replaced by an almost practiced solemnity. He stared at Alessia from across the table, his gaze lingering in her face as he asked softly, “Rough day?” Alessia merely offered a noncommittal shrug, staring out of the window, stirring her untouched tea. 

He reached across the table, his hand slowly extending towards hers, his fingers splayed as if in an offer of comfort. “You know, we're all here for you, Alessia.” But just as his fingertips brushed her skin, Alessia flinched, as if she touched a live wire.  Instinctively, she pulled her hand back. A subtle discomfort rippled through her as her gaze shot to him, a feeling she couldn't quite pinpoint, but which left her cold. Quickly withdrawing his hand, his expression shifting to one of mild, feigned surprise, Roger murmured, “Just trying to help.” Though his eyes seemed to hold a fleeting, unreadable glint, his voice made him sound as if he had been wounded.  Still, he made no further attempts to touch her, though his posture remained subtly angled towards her, an unseen magnetism at play.

Alessia mumbled, pulling her hand further into her lap, “Sorry, you just surprised me is all. I guess I was just lost in thought.” She quickly changed the subject, gesturing vaguely with her head. “How’s the new exhibit coming?”

Roger's expression immediately brightened. “Oh, it's absolutely fascinating! You'd love it. It's about early colonial life here in Pennsylvania. You should come by and let me show you where we are going to place everything.” He continued describing all of the new artifacts, the careful planning that went into their intended placement, and when they were planning on holding the opening day. 

Alessia tried to look engaged, offering polite nods, words of affirmations and encouragement, even if she was distracted by her own lingering thoughts of grief. After a few more minutes, she took a final sip of her tea, and pushed her chair back as she stood.  “Well, Roger,” she said, managing a polite thin smile, “I appreciate the company, but it's time for me to get back to work.”

He leaned forward slightly, a faint, almost eager light in his eyes. “You're welcome to my company anytime, Alessia. All you have to do is ask.” His tone was laced with a subtle suggestiveness she failed to pick up on as he held her gaze for a beat too long. “Have a good day.”

Alessia tried, truly, to engage with life, but it was a futile effort. Nothing held meaning anymore without Julian, without Jackson. She suspected her grief counselor, too, had quietly abandoned hope, their sessions continuing merely because the insurance checks still came at regular frequency.

As the day drew to a close, and the last of the researchers left to return to their families and their homes, Alessia lingered in the quiet of the archives to settle like dust amidst the ancient tomes. The sun continued to dip below the horizon, casting the final rays of the day through the windows.  Alessia felt a faint tendril of unease, a subtle residue from her lunch break, but she dismissed it as nothing more than lack of sleep.  

Across the street, a dark figure stood motionless, hidden by the shadows, observing her movements.  The stillness of his form betrayed nothing of his thoughts as he watched Alessia lock up and step out into the cool evening air. He remained there, his gaze fixed on her until she was lost from sight just as he had every night for over twenty years now. 

Meanwhile, the rest of the world moved on, vibrant and alive.  But for Alessia Raine Carmichael, her landscapes remained painted in shades of gray, unaware of the dark figure that observed her, a presence she couldn't quite sense. 

The next morning was Saturday, and the weight of her solitude felt heavier without the familiar distraction of work to occupy her mind. Alessia gazed out her bedroom window at the changing landscape. Spring had truly arrived, and Easter,Julian’s favorite holiday,was just around the corner. The muted browns of winter had surrendered to the vibrant greens of budding leaves, and a soft, fresh breeze now kissed the window panes, carrying the scent of damp earth and new growth. The cheerful chirping of birds, carried in on the gentle breeze, mingled with the quiet indoor air, a poignant reminder of nature's relentless cycle, seemingly indifferent to the frozen tundra that remained on her heart.

Alessia wandered through the rooms like a phantom in her own life. She could see the phantom images of Julian whipping up some new dish he wanted to try, the clatter of dishes echoing in the kitchen. The breakfast bar where Jackson used to perch, swinging his legs and demanding extra syrup on his pancakes, stood empty and silent without a sticky syrup stain in sight. Once the heart of their home, the kitchen now felt cold and sterile, devoid of everything that reminded her of them.

Upstairs, their bedroom held the faint ghost of Julian’s scent in the closet, a cruel whisper of Old Spice that tightened Alessia’s chest with a familiar ache. Three months ago, the sight of his clothes hanging there, the lingering impression of his presence, had become unbearable. In a fit of grief-fueled rage, a banshee wail ripped from her throat, echoing through the silent house, so raw and primal it had once prompted a concerned call to the police from a neighbor. 

Now, the closet was empty, his belongings packed away in tightly sealed boxes in the attic, a physical barrier against the memories that threatened to drown her. Only the faintest trace of his cologne lingered, stubbornly clinging to the air. She wondered if it would ever truly dissipate, or if a part of her, despite the pain, never wanted it to. His nightstand, however, remained untouched, a small, silent monument to the man she planned to grow old with who used to place his reading glasses there each night.

Across the hall, Jackson’s room held a similar emptiness. Three months ago, the vibrant colors of his superhero posters had become a painful reminder of the joys stolen from her. The half-finished Lego castle on the floor had stood as a monument to dreams unfulfilled. What I wouldn’t give to step on one more Lego, she thought. Even his beloved, patchwork teddy bear, Rufus, now resided in a sealed box in the attic alongside Jackson's favorite books and well-loved clothes. The act of packing away his things had been another agonizing scream trapped within her, each item handled a fresh wave of grief. 

Now, the room felt almost as sterile and hollow as the hospital that fateful night, the silence in his absence even more profound than in the rest of the house. She stood in the doorway of Jackson’s room, her hand hovering over the light switch, the familiar ache in her throat tightening. The thought of selling this house had been a persistent whisper in the back of her mind for weeks. It was too big, too full of painful memories. Every corner held a memory, every silence screamed their absence, a constant, agonizing reminder of the vibrant life that had been so violently extinguished within these walls, leaving behind only empty rooms and the crushing weight of what was lost.

Just as the weight of the silence threatened to suffocate her, her phone buzzed on the dusty bedside table. Liz. A familiar warmth flickered within her at the sight of the name. Liz, her anchor across the miles, the vibrant burst of color in her monochrome existence. She answered, holding the phone to her ear like a lifeline.

“Alessia! Hey, sweet pea! Just wanted to check in, see how my favorite archivist is doing in that land of historical documents.” Liz’s voice, even through the phone, was a bright, cheerful melody, a stark contrast to the muted tones of Alessia’s days.

Alessia managed a weak, “Hey, Liz.”

“Just ‘hey’?” Liz’s concern was immediate, though her tone remained light. “Come on, give me something more exciting than that. Did you unearth any ancient secrets recently? Find a love letter from a Revolutionary War soldier?”

Alessia offered a small, humorless smile that Liz couldn't see. “Just dusty papers and the weight of the past, as usual.”

Liz continued, her voice a steady stream of anecdotes about her life in Georgia, a funny encounter at the grocery store, a new recipe she tried that was a disaster, Milo’s latest antics at school where he told the teacher off. 

“He really said that?” Alessia asked, pretending to be stunned, but she really wasn't. While she had the utmost respect for teachers, there were just some bad apples that often made it difficult for the good ones. 

“He really did. He told the teacher that if it was his job to teach himself, then he wanted her paycheck.”

Alessia chuckled slightly. “Well, he's your kid,” she retorted.

“You know, I think you almost laughed there for a moment, Lessi,” Liz said, encouragingly. “You should try it more often. But more importantly, how are you really doing, Alessa? Be honest with me.”

Alessia hesitated, the words catching in her throat. “I’ve been... thinking.”

“Thinking about what, hon?” Liz’s voice was gentle now, laced with concern.

“About selling the house.” The words felt heavy as they left her lips, as if a physical weight had shifted. “It’s... too much. Too many memories.”

There was a beat of silence on the other end, and Alessia could almost feel Liz’s thoughtful frown across the miles. “Selling the house, huh? That’s... a big step, Lessy.”

“It feels like the only one I can take right now,” Alessia admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “Downsize. Start over... somewhere smaller.”

Liz sighed softly. “Sweetheart, I understand. I really do. That house is filled with... everything. But are you sure this is the right time for such a huge decision? You’ve been through so much in such a short time. Selling your home is just another massive change. Are you sure you’re not just trying to run away from the pain?”

Alessia didn’t answer immediately. Liz had no qualms about calling her out about any of her bullshit, regardless of physical proximity. Liz was more than honest, which is why they were best friends.  They had a rule: one friend's bullshit is the other friend's bullshit and vice versa.  Still, Liz’s words hung in the air, echoing the doubts that had flickered in her own mind. Am I running? Or was she simply trying to find a space where the silent echoes weren't so deafening? 

Liz continued, her voice laced with gentle caution. “Just... think about it, okay? Don’t make any rash decisions when you’re still... raw. Maybe give it a little more time. Let yourself breathe a bit before you uproot everything else.”

Alessia closed her eyes, the silence of her home pressing in on her once more, even with Liz’s voice in her ear. “I don’t know, Liz. Sometimes I feel like if I stay here, I’ll just... disappear completely.”

“You won’t disappear, Alessa,” Liz said firmly, her vibrant tone regaining some of its strength. “You’ve got me, remember? And you’ve got... you. You’re stronger than you think. Just... be gentle with yourself right now. That’s all I’m asking.”

The conversation continued for a while longer, Liz’s cheerful anecdotes interspersed with gentle reassurances. By the time they hung up, the heavy silence in Alessia’s home hadn’t vanished, but it felt... a little less suffocating. A tiny crack of light in the overwhelming darkness, courtesy of a voice hundreds of miles away. The thought of selling the house still lingered, a potential escape route, but Liz’s caution had planted a seed of doubt, a reminder that even in her grief, big decisions needed careful consideration. The echoes of her past still filled the rooms.  But for now, they were the only company she had.
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As the days bled into weeks, Alessia struggled with the idea of selling her home. It was supposed to be where we grew old together, she thought to herself. It was just over a year ago that they celebrated paying off the mortgage early only weeks before the accident. It was Julian’s idea. Though she wondered what Julian might think about the idea of selling, knowing that she would never hear his answer, left her feeling utterly alone. However, she was not as alone as she believed.

Christoph Sebastian von Holstein spent years silently observing Alessia for reasons he had yet to discover. As he sat hidden in the shadows, he cast his memories to that humid summer night over two decades ago. It was on that night that he sought a new plaything to overpower and savor, a fresh body to ravage.  But something cut through the air, quite distinct from the mundane sounds of humanity around him. Her heartbeat. It was a hidden symphony only for his ears, each beat a siren song luring him into the embrace of a fated tune he had yet to realize was written for him. It was as if the earth shifted beneath his feet, her presence becoming a singular focus in his world.  But it wasn’t she whom he wanted to dominate and devour. No, the invisible thread that pulled him toward her whispered of something more.  

But the predator inside of him demanded satisfaction. His eyes searched and quickly found a new face, taking her instead. He would not spend his time cultivating her attentions, being gentle in any capacity, or manipulating her mind. Her end was met in the shadows, more brutal than any before, and so quick she had no time to utter a single scream. This savagery was born only from his need to understand the strange pull of this symphony. 

He remembered watching her move through her evenings, carefully cataloging documents and listening intently to the seasoned archivists and soaking in every piece of information her curious mind could hold after her classes were over during the day.  There was something wild in her youthful spirit, yet she possessed an inherent kindness in the way she interacted with others, something he longed to taste with each passing night.  It was as if there were something etched into her very soul, a vibration that resonated a forgotten chord within him. It was a melody he couldn't quite place, one that transcended lifetimes. And despite his best efforts to stay away, he remained her constant, silent sentinel in her world. 

Though he had not been present the night of the accident, his movements taking him far from Harrisburg at the time, the local news reports of a tragic car accident snagged his attention. It was the familiar cadence of her name, ‘Alessia Carmichael,’ amidst the grim details of fatalities that jolted him.  Though she had not been physically harmed, having not been in the accident itself, the accompanying images, though grainy and distant, told the story of how the vibrant light he had observed for so long had been plunged into darkness. 

It didn't take long for him to learn the identity of the source of the devastation. A man by the name of David Miller with a blood alcohol level three times the legal limit was said to have been weaving erratically down the road and driving in excess of thirty miles per hour over the speed limit. He lost control of the car and hit her husband and child in a head-on collision, the news report said. The moment Christoph saw Miller's photograph, he felt a cold and visceral rage surge through him. Though he had held no affection for Julian or the boy, their lives merely the backdrop to Alessia’s, the exquisite pain it caused her was a grave offense that demanded retribution. 

It wasn’t difficult for him to find Miller. Once released from jail on a meager bond, the pathetic mortal predictably sought solace in the numbing embrace of cheap liquor, a regular fixture at a dimly lit bar clinging to the outskirts of town. Christoph watched him for hours, hidden by the shadows, a silent predator observing its wounded prey.  He waited until the last call, until the bartender finally nudged the inebriated Miller towards the exit. Outside, underneath the blown street lamp where Miller parked, Christoph observed him fumbling with his keys, his movements clumsy and uncoordinated, eventually dropping the cluster of keys onto the grimy pavement. “Damnit,” Miller slurred. 

Christoph, cloaked in shadow, noted the deserted street, the late hour. Opportunity. He approached Miller with an air of deceptive concern. “Having some trouble there, friend?” His voice was smooth, his German accent subtle, a low murmur that cut through Miller's drunken haze. Miller blinked, focusing blearily on Christoph's face. “Yeah... damn keys...,” he slurred, swaying precariously.

“Heard on the scanner there are sobriety checkpoints tonight,” Christoph offered casually, a lie that slid easily from his tongue. “Wouldn't want you getting caught in your condition,” he paused, looking him up and down. “Tell you what, I'm heading that way. Let me give you a ride home.”

A flicker of relief crossed Miller's face, his judgment completely impaired. “You would? Man, that'd be... that'd be great. Thanks.” He leaned heavily on Christoph as they walked, the stench of stale beer and cheap whiskey clung to Miller like a wet shirt. Christoph guided him away from the street, towards the shadows of a narrow alleyway beside the bar, Miller too inebriated to understand the danger he was truly in. 

Once they were swallowed by the darkness, the transformation was instantaneous. The tender veneer of helpfulness dropped only to be replaced with the brutal chilling fury of retribution that awaited him.  Miller, still dulled by the haze of alcohol, didn’t have the time to gasp before he found himself slammed against the alley wall, the rough surface of the brick scraping against his skin.  It took only a few delayed seconds before his terror pierced through the fog of his intoxication as he felt Christoph’s hand crushing his throat.  

Christoph’s eyes, no longer green, now glowed a bright golden hue as he growled, “For every tear she shed, you will bleed oceans.” Miller’s eyes were drawn to Christoph’s fangs as they descended from his gums, but he found himself unable to move.  David Miller opened his mouth, the only sound escaping were constricted gurgles, his pleas dying beneath Christoph’s grasp. He leaned in, his mouth pressed against his ear as his fangs scraped against his flesh, a prelude of what was to come. “Your existence brought her pain, so your existence ends tonight,”  Christoph snarled, the tang of anticipation filling his mouth.  

Miller’s eyes widened with sudden realization, a strangled cry escaping his lips, as he felt those fangs tear through the flesh and muscle of his neck, his blood spilling into the mouth of his attacker. Christoph drank deeply, draining every ounce from Miller's body as he slowly released the tension of his hold on his throat, the metallic tang of the alcohol-laced blood sliding down his throat.  Miller struggled desperately, his hands slick with sweat, as they tried to grasp Christoph’s forearms. But it was no use. The wet, choking sounds as his lungs screamed for air melted into whimpers as his body began to seize and twitch against the wall.  Christoph savored every stolen drop of life with dark contentment, not stopping until there was nothing left. The debt was paid, brutally and completely. The architect of his Alessia's pain had been dismantled.

With effortless strength, he lifted Miller's weightless form, shoving him in the passenger seat. He retrieved the car keys and drove Miller's vehicle towards the Susquehanna River, the dark, flowing water a silent accomplice. He chose a secluded stretch of the riverbank, a place where the road curved sharply and visibility was poor at night.

Carefully positioning the useless sack of flesh behind the wheel, Christoph ensured the scene would suggest a catastrophic accident. He pressed Miller's foot down on the accelerator before slipping out of the car with supernatural speed, allowing the vehicle to plunge into the dark waters. The splash would be brief, the car quickly swallowed by the river's depths, taking its silent, bloodless passenger with it. The cold, rushing current would carry away any lingering traces. A drunk driver, a tragic accident,the perfect, untraceable end. Christoph watched for a moment, the dark water closing over the vehicle like a shroud, before melting back into the shadows. “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy,” Christoph sneered.  The mortal world would search, perhaps find wreckage eventually, but the how and why would likely be attributed to drunken recklessness, especially given the identity of the individual behind the wheel. 

Now, months after that silent retribution, Christoph could sense Alessia’s deepening despair, the fragile hold she had on the remnants of her life growing weaker. The vibrant spark he had first witnessed was nearly extinguished, leaving behind a woman hollowed out by sorrow. He could no longer bear to remain so distant, so silent. 

He began to linger more closely, though he wouldn't reveal himself yet, remaining a shadow just beyond the edge of her awareness. But he would be closer, a silent guardian drawing nearer, his presence a subtle current in the air around her, waiting for the opportune moment to finally step out of the darkness and into her broken world.

The soft hum of the building's ventilation system was a low, constant drone, a modern counterpoint to the ancient silence that usually permeated the Pennsylvania State Archives after hours. Alessia, bathed in the warm, focused glow of her desk lamp, was a solitary figure amidst towering shelves laden with the ghosts of centuries past. The familiar scent of aged paper and leather-bound tomes clung to the air, a comforting mustiness that spoke of lives lived and stories etched in time. Tonight, she was immersed in a collection of colonial-era documents to aid the museum side’s colonial exhibit, the delicate script and faded ink a tangible link to a world long gone. 

Working late had become her ritual, a way to navigate the endless expanse of her grief by losing herself in the quiet company of history, finding a fragile semblance of purpose in preserving the echoes of other lives when her own felt irrevocably silenced. The weight of countless untold stories pressed in around her, a silent, steadfast presence that somehow felt less suffocating than the echoing emptiness of her own home. In the stillness, the rustle of turning a brittle page felt like a momentous event, each document a small window into a bygone era, a stark reminder of the relentless march of time that had stolen her future but preserved so much of the past.

Unseen, a shadow detached itself from the deeper recesses of the archives. Christoph, the faint thrum of his ancient energy, a subtle vibration in the air, observed Alessia from a discreet distance. The dim light caused him a mild discomfort, a prickly sensation under his skin, but his focus remained solely on the woman before him.

The quiet was broken by the soft click of the security doors opening, a sound that always seemed amplified in the stillness of the late hours. Low murmurs of voices approached, less authoritative than the usual security guards, more... purposeful. Two individuals, dressed in civilian attire that felt distinctly out of place amidst the hushed reverence of the archives, made their way towards Alessia's desk. One was a man in slightly rumpled jeans and a blue button-up shirt, the sleeves rolled to his elbows, a worn leather badge holder clipped to his belt. The other was a woman in neatly pressed khakis and a white polo shirt, her demeanor calm but with a sharp, assessing glint in her eyes. They moved with a quiet efficiency that spoke of their profession, a stark contrast to the scholarly pace of the archivists.

Their presence alone was unusual. Typically, any law enforcement interaction with the archives, especially after hours, would involve uniformed officers and prior coordination with the administration. The fact that these two were in plainclothes and seemed to have been granted after-hours access suggested the nature of their inquiry might be more sensitive or require a lower profile. The archives, a repository of sensitive historical documents and artifacts, maintained strict security protocols, and unscheduled visits from plainclothes personnel were rare enough to raise a subtle internal alarm, even in Alessia's grief-fogged mind. The air, already thick with the scent of aged paper, now carried a faint undercurrent of something official, something that didn't belong.

“Mrs. Carmichael?” one of them asked, his voice respectful but official.

Alessia looked up, a flicker of surprise in her tired blue-green eyes. “Yes?”

“I’m Detective James Branson and this is Detective Jamarius Walters with Harrisburg PD. Are you familiar with the name ‘David Miller’?”

The name created a sour taste in her mouth.  “Unfortunately,” Alessia responded. “He killed my husband and my son a year ago. Was his bond finally revoked?”

“That isn’t why we came here tonight.  We came to inform you of an additional development regarding Mr. Miller.” The officer paused, his gaze softening slightly as he observed her. “The driver of the other vehicle, David Miller, was found deceased last night. We pulled his car from the Susquehanna.”

Alessia watched them, a stillness settling over her features. “Oh,” she said, her voice toneless, her focus returning to the documents in front of her. 

The officer continued, expecting perhaps a display of relief or some form of reaction. “We are conducting a routine follow-up. Were you aware of any...rather did you have any interactions with Mr. Miller after the accident, outside of court, that is?”

“No,” Alessia replied, refocusing on the officers in front of her, her gaze direct, almost challenging. “Why would I?” 

As the officers continued with their brief questions, their words a low drone in the quiet space, Alessia's tone remained indifferent, detached–devoid of any emotion. When one of the officers asked if she had any reaction to the news of Miller's death, a bitter smile touched her lips. “Couldn't have happened to a nicer guy,” she said, her voice flat and devoid of any pretense of grief.

Christoph, watching from the shadows, smiled at her words, words that he keenly recalled mirroring his own.

The officers exchanged a look, a flicker of surprise and perhaps discomfort crossing their faces. “Mrs. Carmichael,” one began cautiously, “while we understand this is a sensitive time...”

Alessia cut him off, the light in her blue-green eyes momentarily returned, her gaze sharp and unwavering. “Am I supposed to care? That man,” she spat the word like a curse, “obliterated my entire family. He took my husband, my son, my entire future. So forgive me if I don't shed a single tear at hearing that he died because he drove drunk into the river. In fact,” she added, her voice dropping to a low, dangerous whisper, “it's the best news I've heard in a year. So, if you’re expecting a reaction, consider my reaction that of gratitude for the news.”

The two detectives, clearly taken aback by her stark lack of remorse, wrapped up their questioning quickly, their demeanor shifting slightly. They offered a scripted condolence before retreating back into the quiet of the archives and then out into the night.

Christoph, still observing from the shadows, felt a surge of dark approval. Her raw, unapologetic reaction and the fierce protectiveness of her grief  resonated deeply within him. There was a strength in her bitterness, a refusal to offer even a shred of sympathy to the man who had caused her such profound pain. The mortal world might find her reaction callous, but to Christoph, it was a testament to the unyielding nature of her spirit. His interest in her intensified, the broken woman revealing layers he hadn't fully anticipated. His time to step forward was drawing closer.

Thinking she was still alone in the hushed stillness of the archives, Alessia muttered, her voice laced with a venom that even she hadn't realized was simmering beneath the surface, “To think...the nerve of those detectives to even suggest that I should care that fuckwit on this earth should be mourned. Absolutely preposterous!” She slammed her hands on her desk, the sudden impact sending her weighted cup of treasured pens tumbling to the floor, scattering across the stained, wooden planks. “Damnit to hell!”

Before she could even bend down to retrieve them, a pale, elegant, yet incredibly masculine hand reached down and began gathering the scattered pens. Alessia froze, a jolt of shock coursing through her. She hadn't heard anyone approach. Her head snapped up, her widened blue-green eyes locking onto the figure now standing beside her desk, a half-filled pen cup in his hand.

He was tall, with dark, almost black hair that possessed a subtle sheen in the lamplight. His features were sharp and refined, his bright emerald green eyes intense yet somehow gentle as he looked at her. She felt a flicker of something familiar, a pull that was quickly overshadowed by her surprise at his sudden presence.

“Ich entschuldige mich,” his baritone voice a low, resonant vibration that unexpectedly soothed her.  “I apologize. I did not mean to startle you. I came to have a look at a rare first edition that was recently returned to the restricted section and noticed your pens spilled over.” He offered the cup back to her. 

“Thank you,” she said, taking it from his hands, his fingers brushing hers briefly. The contact, however, sent a strange ripple through her body, slicing through the persistent chill of her grief, a  subtle stirring in a place that had felt numb for so long.  Alessia stared at him, her heart still pounding from the unexpected intrusion. “I... I didn’t hear you come in,” she stammered, her voice rough from disuse.

A faint, almost sad smile touched his lips. “Nein, you wouldn’t have. The archives have a way of muffling sound. And I move...quietly.” His gaze lingered on her for a moment longer, a silent assessment in his green eyes.  He inclined his head slightly. “Please, excuse my being a bother. I will just be a moment with the book.” He gestured vaguely towards a dimly lit corner of the restricted section before turning and moving  towards the towering shelves.

Alessia watched him go, a knot of unease tightening in her chest. She didn't recognize him as a regular researcher or staff member. Yet, his explanation seemed plausible enough. The restricted section did house some incredibly valuable and delicate items that might require special attention, but she wasn't aware of any scheduled visits from any researchers. She sighed, needing to focus, to lose herself once more in the comforting embrace of the past, anything to escape the harsh reality of her present. 

That night after Alessia returned home from work, she noticed a slight change. The grief that usually greeted her felt different somehow, less oppressive as she moved through the empty rooms of the two story house to make sure all of the lights were off.  It was a useless and obsolete ritual as she lived alone now. But as she moved from room to room, she couldn’t stop thinking about her encounter with the stranger. His commanding presence, his baritone voice wrapping around her like a soft blanket, and the sensation of his skin as it briefly brushed against hers had her lost in thought. And those eyes, she sighed internally. It would be so easy to get lost in them.  For the first time in a long time, she found herself feeling something other than the weight of grief, a delicate whisper of a dream she thought sealed off forever.  

As she finished her rounds, she walked by her bedroom, suddenly hit with a twinge of guilt that knotted inside of her as she realized she was thinking of another man.  What am I doing? She admonished herself, sighing heavily, wondering why she was allowing a one-time fleeting encounter with a man she didn’t know to disrupt her fortress of sorrow.  Is it a betrayal? She wondered. Am I betraying their memory?  Still, despite the nagging twinge of regret, the image of the stranger lingered in her thoughts. Who was he?

“I swear, I’m losing my mind,” she said to herself. “Julian would definitely have a laugh.” Alessia found herself smiling at the thought of Julian teasing her, laughing at her silliness.  But as quickly as it came, her smile dissolved as she realized that she could no longer recall the sound of Julian’s booming laughter.  

She went back upstairs to her bedroom, the room she shared with Julian before fate seemed to tear him from her, and went to his side of the closet that usually held the faintest whispers of his Old Spice clinging to his side.  But tonight, the comforting scent she had relied on for the past year seemed far more elusive than it ever had been, more so than even the day before.  Though logically she knew that grief was a strange beast, a non-linear journey of peaks and valleys, this particular valley seemed to fill her with dread.  It almost felt as if she were losing him all over again, a wave of despair washing over her. The anxiety gripped her in its icy grasp, but then, a warm and familiar voice broke through from the hidden chambers of her subconscious. 

Liz. 

Alessia recalled the day of the funeral, the second worst day of her life, a haze of muted faces and muffled sobs.  But Liz’s comforting arms held her, providing the stability she needed to survive the day, reminding her that it was okay to grieve and telling her to just let it wash over her.  But more importantly, Liz’s stark reminder that it was okay to keep living was a lifeline thrown out into the stormy seas of her despair, a day that she ached to crawl into those coffins with them. Still, Alessia didn’t realize that those words would be a future granting of permission, a tenuous recognition that survival was not betrayal of her love for them.  

Maybe it’s okay to accept they’re gone, she considered. Still, she felt conflicted. She didn’t want to forget a single thing.  The conflict escalated in her mind, the apprehension of forgetting warring with the whisper of longing for a future she couldn’t quite see for herself.  

She found her thoughts kept drifting to earlier that night, those few seconds, as if a thread kept pulling her mind to that one point in time.  The unexpected baritone melody of his voice, a rich vibrato that was a balm to the throbbing ache of her grief.  Despite the absurdity of it, in her mind, the emptiness of her house suddenly felt less profound. 

Alessia walked over and looked out of her bedroom window, looking at the night sky with a new view. She found it quite beautiful tonight, the way the stars dotted the vast, velvet tapestry. She couldn’t help but find a sense of invigorated peace as she stared up.  Maybe, she thought. Just maybe, it isn’t betrayal to live...at least a little.  She inhaled and exhaled deeply as if she had not taken a breath in a long time, and readied herself for bed. 
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Christoph Sebastian von Holstein returned to his home, an old brownstone he had occupied for the past three decades. The night air often echoed the distant symphony of human activity, something he had savored for centuries.  But tonight, a different tune, almost ethereal, consumed him as his thoughts lingered on their momentary encounter.  He recalled a slight tremor, not of trepidation but of a tethered, insidious yearning when his hand brushed against hers.  Though he didn’t necessarily believe in fate, something told him that this pull he felt towards her, this subtle alchemy that crafted his twenty-two year vigil over her life, was more than the metered patience of his detached curiosity.  He resolved that his vigil would continue, but he would soon become a more active figure in her life, inserting himself where he belonged.  

As he stared into the night, his determination renewed, he found himself in quiet contemplation of the echoes of his own distant past, to the spring of 1340.  He was a young man of nine and twenty then, caught in a time of covert hostilities and the turbulent undercurrents of politics in his home in Holstein-Rendsburg just north of the Elbe river. Though he was one of many bastard sons of Gerhard III, he was the only one the count ever formally acknowledged, granting him access to the life of a legitimate heir.  Still, despite his father’s proximity to royal blood, he was still resented by the nobility due to the excessively heavy taxes used to pay his flagrant debts and fund the armies used to secure his ambitions. 

None of this stopped Christoph seeking comfort and a sense of control over his own life in the shadowed places beyond the rigid boundaries of his father’s court. It would be here in one of the brothels on the outskirts of Randers, a place where his parentage held less weight, the burdens and cruelties of courtly life would fall away.  On the very night he sought release from his pent-up frustrations, in the solitude of a rented room, his human life ended and a new existence began at the hands of his sire.  The only thing Christoph remembered was the fragmented and amplified senses, the fiery thirst that consumed him, and how his body felt as if it were not his own. 

The next night, he sat huddled in a corner, clutching his head as the cacophony of sounds assaulted his heightened senses, a low groan escaping his lips. The door creaked open to the small room with only the dim light from the torch in the hallway illuminating the tiny space, and two figures stumbled in, disheveled, their desperate breaths mixed with urgent panic and fear.  

“Lord Christoph!” the younger man, his tunic battle-worn covered in mud and blood. “Thank God we found you!”

His companion, the older warrior with a haggard beard carrying the weight of years and a more composed demeanor, approached, “Terrible news we bring, my lord,” his voice grave, the words though seemed to echo loudly, assaulting Christoph’s heightened hearing, but the words seemed eclipsed by something else, something that carried a different cadence.  “News that will no doubt destabilize the foundations of Holstein, to be felt through the entire duchy.”

Christoph gradually came to a stand, pulled by the hypnotic pulse thrumming he could hear echoing in his ears. He faced the two men, his movements still awkward and hesitant, but his eyes held a new intensity that deepened the older warrior’s unease.  

“It was in Randers, my lord,” the younger warrior continued, his face glistening with perspiration. “Danish rebels led by Niels Ebbesen. They breached the defenses as if there were none.”

The pulsating grew more insistent. Christoph felt his mouth water, a yearning building up inside of him, a magnetic pull directing his gaze toward their throats.

“They say it was brutal, my lord,” the older warrior added, “but swift. It happened before anyone could...could intervene. Our condolences for such a profound loss, my lord. May God’s mercy be upon his soul.” The two men bowed their heads in reverence and respect.  

He understood the words,the names, the act of violence, but his father?  Dead?  The man who one day dismissed him as if he never existed if he so much as stepped one toe out of line one day but acknowledged him with a stiff nod of approval the next?  Still, somehow, the words failed to land with the force that they should have, his brutal transformation the night before fracturing his sense of the world. Instead, the only thing more compelling that demanded his attention was the richest bouquet of mortality’s exquisite perfume,potent, raw, and earthy. 

“Assassinated?” Christoph’s voice scratched, an alien sound as he felt a new sensation, the predatory precision of his eyeteeth pressing against his tongue.  No longer did he see the two warriors as messengers, bearers of news of his father’s death, but they were something else entirely.  He could taste their fear in the air now, the subtle shift in their stature changing as they finally registered the changes that had taken place in him,the unnatural color of his skin, the incandescence of his emerald eyes now peppered with fiery gold and crimson streaks as his hunger began to overwhelm him. 

The two men still foolishly believed they were simply delivering a message of the death of a father to a grief-stricken son, even if he was just a bastard. They only saw the forlorn form in front of their eyes, not the vicious, bloodthirsty creature that stood before them. 

Before they could register his movements, Christoph lunged at the two men. With an unnatural precision, he tore through the flesh of their throats astonishingly easy, finding himself a conductor of a symphony he never imagined he'd quite enjoy,the percussion of the frantic heartbeats keeping time as their choked gasps echoed the bass line for the melody that flowed in the torrential flood of the blood that now slaked his thirst and satisfied the hunger of the beast that dwelled within him.  The sensation of the crimson bouquet flooded his senses, a delectable banquet igniting every cell, a balm to the ache of his hunger. And the more they fought back, he discovered, the better it tasted. 

As he savored the last of futile defiance, the final beat of their hearts echoing in the air, Christoph decided in that moment he would embrace what he had become. Any lingering humanity would be eradicated, wiped away as if it never existed. That which he just savored was so much more satisfying. As the last flicker of his former self died out, the silent predator gathered his belongings and closed the door behind him to indulge himself in the flavors that awaited him. 

It had been centuries since that first night, the night he embraced his nature, who and what he was with open arms. He spent those centuries relishing in the taking of blood and oftentimes, indulging in both their vitality and the submission of their bodies as he enjoyed the pleasures of the flesh. 

And yet, as his thoughts returned to the present, the brief moment in which his hand brushed against Alessia’s brought profound confusion. It had been something,more, an insistent thread that seemed to increase in strength the moment his flesh touched hers, a strength that only seemed to enthrall him even more as he gazed deep into the depths of her cerulean eyes.  

The very thought of touching her more intimately resonated in his very core, far deeper than the brutal hunger that defined him. This was something else entirely, a new type of curiosity intertwined with a possessive instinct, now stirring with an unsettling intensity. He would have her, no matter the cost. She would be his entirely. As far as he was concerned, she already was. 

Alessia tenuously pushed the metal framed glass doors open as she walked into work the next morning. Grief, her constant companion for the past year, still refused to release its grasp, but she was determined to try even if that meant engaging with the living more frequently since losing them. 

Alessia slid into her workspace. Everyone had been walking on eggshells around her, keeping their voices in hushed tones as they tried to give her the space and time she needed for her grief, but they missed her. She had always been a core member of their group. 

“Shhh,”  Alejandro said. “Come this way,” he led the rest over toward her desk hoping to get her attention without startling her. Kamaria and Kayleigh, the newest member of their group, followed Alejandro over and stood clustered together, a slightly crumpled flyer clutched in his large hand. They exchanged nervous glances,until finally, Alejandro cleared his throat.  They could no longer stand by and watch her just fade away. They wanted to bring her back to the world of the living, back to them. 

“Alessia,” he began, his voice unusually restrained. “Some of us were thinking about going out this Saturday.  There’s a club that Kamaria and I have been dying to get into. Word on the street is that it’s the number one spot in the tri-state area aside from The Obsidian down in Boston.”

Kayleigh, the newest to their entourage, added, “Yeah, Alessia. It would be nice to... you know...get to hang out with everyone, relax a bit.”

Kamaria, her dark eyes filled with gentle concern, knelt beside Alessia’s chair. “Apparently, if you have one of these flyers, you are guaranteed entry. Alejandro managed to get four. So, what do you say?”

Alessia looked at their faces.  She could see the concern and genuine desire for her company, but the idea of such an energetic atmosphere unnerved her. The very thought of it felt like she would be stepping into a world she was no longer a part of.

“I really appreciate the offer,” Alessia responded, her voice a bit shaky. “I’m just not sure I’m quite ready.” She didn’t want to give them an outright ‘no’.  “Can I think about it?” 

Alejandro squeezed her shoulder gently. “Absolutely.  We completely understand. Take your time, and just think about it, okay? The offer stands.”

The rest of the day passed with her friends and coworkers offering gentle encouragement.  Alessia had been to enough grief counseling to understand the seven stages of grief:  shock, denial, anger, bargaining, depression, testing, and acceptance. Her therapist, however, had failed to prepare her for the endless cycle of the first six stages while refusing to grant passage to the ever elusive ‘acceptance’ stage. She knew they were gone. The facts were the facts, after all.  She had given herself permission to go on living last night, but was there really life after such an immutable void?

After the day ended, Alessia returned home and started thinking as she sat in her favorite chair next to the bay window. Alessia found herself reaching for her phone to call Liz.

“Hey,” Liz answered, her voice bright and instantly lifting Alessia’s spirits a fraction. “How are you, love?”

Alessia sighed, sinking deeper into the worn armchair. “Okay, I guess. The usual. I wanted to ask your opinion on something,” she said, her voice hesitant. 

“Sure, but I’m nowhere near as adept at history as you are, love.” Liz teased. She had always enjoyed science and maths over history or grammar, which worked out great for Alessia. They would often work together on projects in every course throughout middle and high school, ensuring they always had the best grades. 

“No, it isn’t quite that. It’s just that,” she paused, “...my coworkers invited me out to this club with them on Saturday.”

After another brief pause, Liz prompted, her tone laced with anticipation. “And?” 

“And I don’t know,” Alessia admitted, the familiar wave of guilt washing over her. “I don’t know if I’m really ready to be among people. It just feels...wrong. Like I should still be...I don’t know... just existing here.”

Liz’s usual bubbly wit took on a more forceful edge. “Alessia Raine Carmichael, listen to me. ‘Existing’ isn’t living, honey.”

“Did you just ‘three-name’ me?” Alessia let out a strained chuckle.

“Someone had to,” Liz retorted. “Look, I know it’s been a year, and I know I’ve told you not to let anyone dictate your grief. But, you need to get out and be among people, do something, live a little. It will help take the edge off.”

“But what if I’m not ready?” Alessia whispered, the fear of facing the reality of her solitude in a crowd of people petrified her, weakening her resolve to allow herself to take those first baby steps.

“I know you. Stop talking yourself out of it.” Liz said firmly.  She took a breath and then softened her voice,  “Look, Lessi, just try it for an hour and see. Order a gigantic margarita or five, listen to some music, and if it’s too much, leave. No one is gonna keep you from leaving or anything, but you gotta try. If not for yourself, then for them.  It will be okay. Besides, you could always just text me 143, and I'll call so you can escape.”

‘143’ had always been part of their ‘best friend code’. There were rules with this code,always serving as an alibi, always jumping in on an argument to support one another’s perspective against someone else, even if they didn't understand what they were talking about in the first place, and 143 which meant ‘I need you’. 

Alessia knew Liz was right, knew that Julian and Jackson wouldn't want her spending the rest of her life stuck in perpetual grief. She just had a hard time learning to get to where she needed to be emotionally. 
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