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​Chapter 1: Stone Sentinel
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At 5:42 AM, the sky over the cathedral was the color of a fading bruise. Gideon stood on the north spire of St. Giles, a hundred and twenty feet above the pavement, where the wind moved at a steady twelve knots. He did not shiver. After eight centuries, the biological response to thermal shifts had been overwritten by the density of the granite. Below, the city didn't "awaken"; it began its mechanical grind—the first buses wheezing toward the central station, the hum of the electric grid surging to meet the dawn. 

The chill wind whipped around the crumbling balustrade, unnoticed. He had ceased to feel the cold centuries ago. Below, the city sprawled—a labyrinth of sleeping streets and shadowed alleys, its grandeur a fading memory. Once, this had been a place of ringing bells and fervent prayer. Now, its heart beat with a slow, tired rhythm, the stone of its oldest buildings succumbing to the same decay that threatened his own clan.

He was an anachronism, a creature of myth perched atop a relic. In his true form, he stood eight feet tall, a formidable being of living granite veined with quartz. His leathery wings, vast and powerful, were folded against a back as broad as a castle gate. Obsidian claws tipped his powerful hands and feet, and a crown of curved horns swept back from his brow. He was a protector without a flock, a guardian of a world that had long since dismissed him as mere decoration.

A faint, sickly orange bled across the horizon. Dawn. The enemy that could not be fought, only endured.

Gideon’s gaze swept over the sanctuary of the cathedral's roof, counting the familiar shapes of his clan. Ten others were scattered amongst the buttresses and bell towers, their own silent vigils coming to an end. With Petra, who remained in the sanctuary below, that made twelve. Only twelve. All that remained of a proud and mighty lineage, whittled down by the slow, grinding cruelty of an 850-year-old curse.

The change began in his extremities—a creeping numbness that was both familiar and dreaded. It started in the tips of his claws, a heavy, unyielding cold that stole his vitality. Gideon drew a final, deep breath, the air tasting of ozone and rain-washed stone, and held it. The transformation was an agony of stillness, a petrification of the soul. His muscles locked, his living flesh hardening, the supple strength of his wings turning rigid. The faint, internal glow of his amber eyes dimmed, the light of his consciousness retracting deep within the stone prison he was forced to call his body.

The first ray of sunlight struck the spire, and the change was complete. He was no longer Gideon, the Alpha. He was a statue, a sentinel of silent, unyielding granite, condemned to watch the sun crawl across the sky in an agony of frozen awareness.



Nightfall was a release. A slow, cracking thaw that sent tremors of sensation through his form. The hardness receded, the stone prison dissolving back into living flesh. Gideon stretched his massive wings, the joints popping like grinding stones, and the first true breath he’d taken in twelve hours filled his lungs. The sounds of the city rushed back in—the distant wail of a siren, the rumble of a late-night train, the hum of a world that never truly slept.

He dropped from the spire, his wings catching the updraft as he glided silently to the sheltered sanctuary they had carved out behind the main bell tower. A fire pit, its embers glowing warmly, cast flickering shadows against the ancient stones. Zane was already there, pacing restlessly. His second-in-command was leaner than him, wired with a nervous strength, the long scar through his eyebrow a pale slash in the firelight.

“He is weakening,” Zane’s voice was a low growl. “Kael. I saw the dust on him this morning. More than before.”

Gideon’s jaw tightened. Kael was the youngest, cursed for less than a quarter of their sentence. He should have been the strongest, the most resistant to the magical decay. But he was crumbling faster than any of them had before. It was the final, terrifying proof they’d all been denying: the erosion was speeding up. To crumble was the final stage, and for Kael, that stage was arriving centuries too soon. The curse wasn’t just an imprisonment; it was an execution, drawn out over an unbearable stretch of time.

“We need to do something,” Zane pressed, his hands clenching into fists. “The old ways are failing, Gideon. Waiting is no longer an option. For six hundred years we endured. For two hundred we’ve watched our brothers turn to dust. But never this fast. Kael is crumbling in months, not decades. The curse is accelerating. The prophecies are hollow words while we erode.”

“They are all we have left,” a serene voice countered.

Petra emerged from the shadows of a vaulted doorway. The clan’s Lore-Keeper moved with a grace that belied her apparent age. Her white hair was woven into a long, twisted braid, and her pale blue eyes held a wisdom that calmed the turbulent air around them. She carried a small, leather-bound book in her hands.

"The oldest fragments are all we have," she countered, her voice as smooth as worn river stones. She gestured to the leather-bound book. "They speak of a fire born of fleeting flesh, one who is unmarked by our shadow. It is foretold that its connection shall un-write the stone-wrought dark."

Petra's traced a finger over a faded illustration—a crystalline figure surrounded by interlocking rings and angles. "The Geometer was not born of flesh or stone, but of the void before creation, where equations danced in perfect symmetry. He emerged when the world was young, seeking to impose his flawless geometry on the chaos of life. Kings bowed to his tyrannical designs, their realms reshaped into rigid hierarchies where every soul was a variable in his grand calculation—no room for love, art, or rebellion. Our Order defied him, protecting a village he deemed 'inefficient' for its messy freedoms. In retribution, he cursed us, turning guardians of life into monuments of stasis. To him, we were errors to be corrected, our petrification a proof of order's supremacy.

Zane scoffed, a harsh, grating sound. “A human. A fragile creature of fleeting years. We have waited for centuries, Petra. We have watched empires rise and fall. We are turning to dust waiting for a fairy tale.” His desperate gaze landed on Gideon. “We should force it. Find a woman, take her, complete the bond.”

“That is not our way,” Gideon rumbled, his voice the sound of shifting rock. The thought of forcing their curse upon an innocent sent a wave of revulsion through him. He was an Alpha, a protector. Not a monster. Not yet.

The familiar weight of their collective hope and despair settled on his broad shoulders. He was their leader, their strength, yet he felt as hollowed out as the gargoyles that had already crumbled. Surrounded by the last of his kin, he had never felt more alone.

Petra stepped closer, her gaze fixed on him. Her serenity was not a sign of weakness, but of a strength forged in unimaginable loss. She knew his loneliness better than anyone.

“A curse born of isolation can only be broken by connection,” she said softly. “But you must be willing to trust what is fragile, not just what endures.”

Could he, an immortal warrior who had trusted only stone and steel for nearly a millennium, place the fate of his entire clan in the hands of something as fleeting and breakable as a human heart?

Before he could answer, a flicker of movement from the street below caught his eye. A lone figure, walking toward the cathedral in the deepening twilight.

A woman.

He observed her from the spire—a lone figure moving with the erratic cadence of the preoccupied. When the wind shifted, it carried a scent profile that bypassed his frontal lobe entirely: old paper, ozone, and a pheromonal signature that matched a frequency dormant in his marrow for eight hundred years. It wasn't "soul-striking"; it was a neurological hijack. The stone didn't think mine. The stone recognized its missing component.
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​Chapter 2: The Scholar's Pursuit
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“And so, we see that the gargoyle served a dual purpose,” Dr. Rosalind Thorne explained, her voice echoing slightly in the tiered lecture hall. A slide projected behind her showed a close-up of a particularly grotesque carving, its stone mouth agape in a silent, centuries-old scream. “Functionally, as a grotesque, it acts as a decorative waterspout, channeling rain away from the masonry. But symbolically...” She paused, the word hanging heavy in the air, her green eyes scanning the faces of her students. “Symbolically, they were protectors. Guardians. Their fearsome appearances were meant to ward off evil spirits, to stand as sentinels against the darkness.”

Dr. Rosalind Thorne operated within the strict margins of the provable. Her blazer was charcoal wool, her lecture notes were cross-referenced to the 1924 architectural survey, and her world was governed by the physics of the arch. She did not "converse" with the past; she excavated it. When she looked at the slide of a St. Giles gargoyle, she didn't see a sentinel; she saw a 400-pound drainage solution with a deteriorating limestone substrate. It was the secret to her success, an uncanny intuition that allowed her to feel the echoes of events, to make connections that other historians missed in the dry data. Her life was a carefully constructed edifice of academic success. It was stable. It was ordered. And in the quiet moments late at night when the research was done, the truth was unavoidable: it felt profoundly empty. But empty was safe. Empty didn't hurt. Empty was a life she could control. Yet lately, the dreams whispered of companionship in the stone—of voices from the past that felt unnervingly present, urging her toward shadows she couldn't yet name.

Lately, that quiet emptiness had been disturbed. Her sleep was plagued by vivid, recurring dreams that left her feeling unsettled for hours after waking. They were fragments, really. Like looking at damaged negatives—incomplete images, scratched and faded but hinting at a larger, more terrifying whole. The dizzying sensation of immense height, the rough texture of stone under her palms, and the chilling sweep of leathery wings against a night sky. Beneath the fear, however, was a strange and contradictory sense of belonging, a feeling of coming home to a place she’d never known. And always, there were the eyes. A pair of intense, watchful eyes the color of raw amber, glowing with an ancient, mournful intelligence. She woke with her heart pounding, the inexplicable feeling of being watched lingering in her small, tidy apartment.

“That’s all for today,” she announced, bringing the lecture to a close. “For next week, I want you to focus on the stonework of St. Giles Cathedral. As you know, the city council has approved the demolition—” A collective groan went through the room, and Roz couldn’t help but share their sentiment. “—so this is our last chance to document a masterpiece of Gothic Revival architecture before it’s lost forever.”

St. Giles. The project had become an obsession. The cathedral was a dying giant in the heart of the city, and she was determined to preserve its memory. Armed with her camera and a sheaf of notes, she had spent weeks documenting its every angle, every carving, every stained-glass window.Later that afternoon, in her office surrounded by teetering stacks of books.

The dreams had started three weeks ago—long before she'd consciously decided to document St. Giles. She'd attributed them to research stress, the natural anxiety of finishing her book. But now, gathering her materials, she felt that strange pull again. The same inexplicable urge that had first drawn her to focus on this particular cathedral over the dozens of other Gothic Revival structures in the city. 

Her colleagues praised her for her 'intuition,' her ability to sense which research paths would bear fruit. But this felt different. Not intuition about the building itself, but about something waiting there. 

She shook off the thought. Too many late nights. Too much coffee.

Later that afternoon, in her office surrounded by teetering stacks of books, Roz reviewed the photos she had taken so far. She pushed her dark-rimmed glasses up the bridge of her nose, a faint sprinkle of freckles visible in the desk lamp's glow. The photos were good, but not perfect. As the afternoon sun beat down, the north spire retreated into a bruised shadow, masking the labyrinthine carvings of the stone guardians perched aloft. The dynamic range was too wide; she was losing all the crucial detail in crushed blacks. She needed the unique, ethereal light of twilight, that magical moment when the sun had dipped below the horizon but the sky still held its glow. That was when the stone would surrender its secrets.

A strange, inexplicable pull urged her to go. It was more than just academic diligence; it was a deep, resonant hum in her bones, a feeling that she was on the verge of a discovery that would change everything. Her colleagues praised her for her logical deductions, but Roz knew her best breakthroughs came from these ‘lucky guesses’— a gut feeling that a particular manuscript held a secret, or that a carving was more than just decoration. Logic dismissed it as the thrill of her work, the passion of a historian on the cusp of completing a major project. 

Tonight, she was poring over a brittle, hand-scribed manuscript, its pages thin as insect wings, trying to cross-reference a symbol she'd found with a passage about celestial alignments.

She had no concept of the supernatural, no framework for Alphas, Omegas, or ancient curses. Her world was one of tangible proof, of carbon dating and historical records. Monsters were figures of myth, carved into stone to frighten away demons, not living, breathing creatures that woke with the setting of the sun.

The manuscript's symbols blurred before her eyes, evoking not just history, but a living puzzle. What if the guardians weren't mere myth? She dismissed the notion, but the pull persisted, like an unfinished equation demanding resolution. Packing her camera bag, a sudden, sharp image flashes through her mind: massive stone wings unfolding against a purple sky, and a pair of lonely, amber eyes watching her from the darkness.

Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling. Something was waiting for her at St. Giles. And as she slung the bag over her shoulder and headed out into the fading afternoon light, she felt not fear, but an overwhelming, terrifying curiosity to find out what it was.
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​Chapter 3: The Meeting Under Stone
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The air around St. Giles grew cool and still as the sun dipped below the city’s jagged skyline. Twilight bled across the heavens, staining the clouds in hues of violet and rose. It was the magic hour, the photographer’s dream, and Roz felt the familiar thrill of anticipation mix with the strange, insistent pull that had drawn her here. The heavy iron gates were locked for the night, but a section of the ornate fence was bent just enough for a slender person to slip through—a flaw she had discovered on her second visit.

She slid through the gap, her boots landing softly on the damp grass of the cathedral grounds. The roar of the city seemed to fade, muffled by the sheer mass of the ancient building looming over her. Here, in the quiet embrace of the garden, the only sounds were the whisper of the wind through the ivy-choked buttresses and the distant coo of a pigeon. It felt like stepping back in time, into a world where the stone sentinels above were not just architecture, but a very real and present power.

Roz unzipped her camera bag, her movements precise and practiced. Her target was the north spire, the one that caught the fading light most dramatically. She circled around the base of the cathedral, her footsteps silent on the flagstone path, until she had a clear line of sight.

Through her long lens, the gargoyle came into focus, the depth of field so shallow that everything else fell away into soft background blur. It was the largest one, a magnificent specimen of the grotesque—every detail crisp and present, like a museum-quality print emerging in the developing tray. Its powerful form was crouched in a state of eternal readiness, claws dug into the stone perch, its massive wings half-furled. Even from the ground, she could appreciate the artistry—the tension in the stone musculature, the ferocious snarl carved into its features. For a moment, she felt that strange flicker of familiarity, the unsettling echo of her dreams. She shook it off, attributing it to her academic obsession, and raised the camera to her eye.

She took several shots, adjusting the aperture as the light softened, bracketing exposures to capture the full dynamic range—the way the rosy glow illuminated the creature's granite hide in the highlights while preserving detail in the deepest shadows. The final sliver of the sun vanished, plunging the city into a deeper shade of twilight.

A low, grating sound, like the groan of a tombstone being shifted. It vibrated through the soles of her boots. Roz lowered her camera, her brow furrowed. She scanned the area, assuming it was the building settling, or perhaps a piece of the crumbling façade giving way.

Then the sound came again, louder this time. A sharp crack, like rock splitting under immense pressure. She snapped her gaze back to the spire. To the gargoyle.

It wasn't movement; it was a structural betrayal. I watched, paralyzed, as the granite I had categorized as ‘Gothic Revival’ began to breathe. The fissures didn't look like cracks in a statue anymore; they looked like the breaking of a seal on a forbidden tomb. This wasn't a discovery to be documented; it was an ancient power waking up to find me trespassing. The stone shell fractured, flaking away like a shattered chrysalis, revealing not more stone, but something dark and living beneath.

Roz’s breath hitched in her throat, a strangled gasp that made no sound. Her camera slipped from her nerveless fingers, hitting the soft grass with a dull thud.

Two vast, leathery wings unfurled from the creature’s back, stretching to their full, terrifying span. They were not stone. They were hide and sinew, catching the last of the ambient light like oiled slate. The being pushed itself to its full eight-foot height, the remaining shards of its stone prison crumbling to dust and scattering on the wind. Horns, sharp and obsidian-black, curved from its brow. It was a monster. A myth. A nightmare made flesh.

And then it looked down.

Their eyes met. The connection hit him as a physical blow, a bolt of lightning that shot through his 850-year-old soul, igniting every dormant nerve ending. The scent of her—old paper, rain-washed earth, Omega—was no longer a faint whisper on the wind. It was a symphony, a roar, the only truth in a cursed existence. The prophecy, Petra’s words, Zane’s desperation—it all coalesced into a single, undeniable reality. She was here. His mate. The mortal flame. A primal, possessive claim surged through him, so powerful it threatened to send him launching from the spire to snatch her up, to spirit her away from a world that could harm her.

For Roz, the shock was just as powerful but infinitely more terrifying. The creature’s eyes—the impossible, glowing amber eyes from her dreams—pinned her in place. They held the weight of centuries, a deep, aching loneliness that resonated with the unfulfilled spaces in her own heart. A wave of vertigo washed over her, and with it came a shocking, incomprehensible pull. It wasn't just fear. It was a bizarre sense of recognition, a magnetic force that tugged at her very core, telling her that this monstrous, impossible being was something she was meant to find.

The rational part of her mind, the scholar and historian, shattered into a million pieces. All that was left was instinct.

And instinct screamed: Run.

She broke eye contact, the spell shattering. A sob of pure terror escaped her lips. She scrambled backward, tripping over her own feet before finding her balance. Without a thought for her camera or her research, she turned and fled. She sprinted across the lawn, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. She scrambled back through the fence, the metal scraping her jacket, and didn't stop running until she hit the relative safety of the lamplit street, a world of concrete and cars that suddenly felt fragile and false.

From his perch, Gideon watched her go, his claws digging into the stone, leaving deep gouges. Every primal instinct screamed at him to follow, to capture, to claim what was his. Zane’s voice echoed in his mind, urging him to take what they needed.

But he also saw the sheer, unadulterated terror on her face. Her fragility was undeniable. Petra’s words returned to him: “You must be willing to trust what is fragile.” Frightening her further would break that trust before it could ever form. He was a protector, not a beast.

He let her go.

She ran until her lungs burned, until the sound of cracking stone faded behind her. 

But even as she fled, even as rational terror flooded her system, she felt it—that damned pull. Not stronger than her fear, but present beneath it. A golden thread she couldn't sever no matter how fast she ran. 

Her body knew something her mind refused to accept: running wasn't going to work. Whatever this connection was, distance wouldn't break it. 

She hated that she couldn't explain it. Hated that her body seemed to understand something her academic training had no framework for. But she couldn't deny it either.

But as her small, fleeing form disappeared around a corner, he spread his wings. He would not confront her. He would not add to her fear. He would—

A subtle shift in the night. A pocket of unnatural cold. The air grew heavy, the usual city sounds—a distant siren, the hum of electricity—seeming to mute, as if swallowed by a vacuum. It was a presence, utterly alien and profoundly wrong. A predatory stillness that had nothing to do with the patient watchfulness of his own kind. This was a hunter. And it was nearby.

For 850 years, Gideon had known the city's every shadow, every stray spirit, every flicker of mundane life. He had never felt this. The timing was no coincidence. It had arrived the moment the bond with the mortal flame had flared to life. The prophecy wasn't just a key; it was an alarm bell. And something had answered its ringing.

Every protective instinct in him roared to life. He launched himself into the night sky, a massive shadow detaching from the cathedral. He was not just following his mate anymore. He was shadowing a target, a beacon that was now drawing the city's deepest darkness toward her. He was her guardian, whether she knew it or not, and the hunt had already begun.
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​Chapter 4: Questions in the Dark
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The key fumbled in Roz’s trembling hand, scraping uselessly against the metal of the lock. On the third try, it finally slid home. She burst into her apartment and slammed the door, ramming the deadbolt across with a deafening thud. For a long moment, she simply leaned against the solid wood, her back pressed hard against it as if to keep the impossible world she’d just fled from breaking in.

Her breath came in ragged, painful sobs. Her heart hammered a frantic, terrified rhythm against her ribs.

It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real.

The mantra cycled through her mind, a desperate prayer from the rational scholar she had been just an hour ago. A trick of the light. A hallucination. The city had been putting fluoride in the water for years; maybe they’d finally overdone it. It was stress. The pressure of finishing her research before St. Giles was reduced to rubble had finally made some critical wire in her brain snap.

She pushed herself away from the door and stumbled into her living room, a space usually defined by the orderly chaos of books and research papers. Now it felt like a flimsy stage set. She sank onto her sofa, pulling her knees to her chest. The image remained, seared onto the backs of her eyelids like a photograph burned into her retinas from staring too long at the sun: the crackle of glowing fault lines across granite, the unfurling of leathery wings, and those eyes. Every detail preserved in perfect, unwanted archival quality—a memory that wouldn't fade no matter how much she wished for the merciful blur of time.

Those ancient, impossible, amber eyes.

The terror was a cold, sharp thing. But beneath it, something else churned—a confusing, unwelcome echo of that overwhelming pull. It was a resonance in her soul that her mind couldn't explain or dismiss. It felt less like seeing a monster and more like... a memory. A recognition. A feeling that shook her even more than the fear.

Her phone buzzed on the coffee table—an email notification cutting through the silence of her apartment. She glanced at the screen and her stomach dropped.

**From:** Professor Helena Ashworth, Oxford University  

**Subject:** Helmsley Chair - Urgent Timeline Clarification  

**Time:** 11:43 PM GMT (6:43 PM local)

Roz,

Trust this finds you well. The committee has moved up our planning timeline. We'll need you in Oxford for preliminary meetings the week of November 15th—three weeks earlier than originally scheduled. I know this is short notice, but the architectural archives project needs immediate oversight, and you're our first choice to lead it.

Can you confirm your availability? We're making housing and visa arrangements this week.

Best,

Helena

Three weeks. She'd have to leave in three weeks.

The cathedral demolition was scheduled for December. St. Giles would be rubble before she could finish documenting it. Her book's final chapter—the detailed analysis of the north spire's gargoyles—would remain incomplete.

She should have felt disappointed. Frustrated by the timing.

Instead, she felt... relieved?

No. That was insane. This was Oxford. The Helmsley Chair. Everything she'd worked for.

But as she stared at the email, all she could think about was the north spire. About amber eyes watching her from the darkness. About the inexplicable pull that had drawn her to that particular cathedral, that particular gargoyle, at this particular moment in her carefully planned life.

The Oxford offer sat on her desk, the acceptance contract still unsigned. She'd printed it out three days ago, fully intending to sign and express-mail it back.

Now the pages mocked her. 

The Oxford offer sat on her desk, the acceptance contract still unsigned. She picked up the pen, my fingers tracing the heavy, expensive grain of the paper. It wasn't just a job; it was an invitation to a tomb of my own making. Every clause was a measurement, every duty a calculated step toward a life where nothing unexpected could ever happen.

She wanted it. She craved the ordered silence of those dreaming spires. She wanted to be buried in archives where the only thing that mattered was the math of the arches and the dry weight of the dust. For twenty-eight years, she had been terrified of the 'noise' of living—the messy, un-archivable heat of other people. She wanted her life to be a perfect, finished equation, solved and bound in leather. She didn't realize that in seeking that silence, she was already worshiping the same cold logic that had turned Gideon into a statue.

She picked up the pen. Put it down. Picked it up again.

This was everything. The dream job. The recognition she'd spent a decade pursuing. The chance to work with the greatest architectural historians in the world, to have unlimited access to medieval archives that most scholars would kill for.

Eight years of research. Sixty-hour work weeks. Sacrificed relationships, postponed vacations, declined invitations—all of it building toward this single goal.

She should sign it. Of course she should sign it.

Her hand moved toward the signature line.

The ache in her chest pulsed. Sharp. Insistent.

Roz dropped the pen and pushed back from her desk. She couldn't think clearly in here, surrounded by the evidence of her academic achievements. The framed diploma, the acceptance letters, the published articles with her name in prestigious journals.

This was who she was. Dr. Rosalind Thorne, architectural historian. Not some woman who abandoned her career because of dreams and impossible creatures and an ache in her chest she couldn't explain.

But when she closed her eyes, she didn't see Oxford's dreaming spires.

She saw amber eyes watching her from the darkness. Waiting.

Her camera. The thought struck her with a jolt of practical panic. In her flight, she’d dropped her camera. Her brand new, professional-grade DSLR with the expensive telephoto lens she’d saved for six months to buy. It was still lying there in the damp grass at the foot of the cathedral.

The thought of going back sent a fresh wave of nausea through her. But the thought of losing that work, that equipment...

No. First, logic. She needed to re-establish the laws of physics. Roz went to her kitchen and put the kettle on, her movements stiff and jerky. As the water heated, she stared out the window at the brick wall of the neighboring building. Normal. Solid. Real. A flicker of movement in the alley below drew her eye. A stray cat, probably. But for a split second, the shadow it cast seemed too large, too deep. She blinked, and it was gone. Just a shadow.

The kettle screamed. She jumped, sloshing hot water over the counter as she poured it into a mug. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

Sleep was out of the question. Her mind was a frantic hive of unanswerable questions. So she did the only thing she knew how to do when faced with the inexplicable.

The certainty was heavy and palpable. She scanned the rooftops opposite, the dark rectangles of neighboring buildings. She saw nothing but vents and satellite dishes. Yet the feeling persisted. It was a heavy, palpable presence, a pocket of stillness in the night. It wasn’t malicious. In fact, deep in her gut, beneath the layers of fear, it felt... protective.

Am I losing my mind?

The question hammered at her, relentlessly. She was a scholar. A woman of facts and evidence. But she had seen what she had seen. She had felt what she had felt. And now, this obscure text was giving a terrifying context to her hallucination.

Her gaze fell on her empty camera bag by the door. She had to go back. If only for the camera. To prove to herself that the grounds were empty, that the gargoyle on the north spire was nothing more than a magnificent, and completely immobile, piece of carved stone.

But as she stared at the door, another, more honest question rose from the depths of her terrified, inquisitive soul.

What was that feeling? And what if, impossibly, it was real?

Hours bled into one another. Tea grew cold, replaced by mug after mug of black coffee. The city outside quieted, the traffic fading to a distant hum, but Roz’s world roared with the rustle of turning pages.

Sleep was out of the question. Her mind was a frantic hive of unanswerable questions. So she did the only thing she knew how to do when faced with the inexplicable. She researched.

The wrongness started subtly. Coffee tasted like ash. Her favorite sweater felt scratchy. The silence of her apartment—once her sanctuary—pressed against her eardrums like cotton wool. By the second day, the ache in her chest had localized to her sternum, a phantom sensation of missing something she'd never had.
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