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Chapter One — The Whisper Beneath the Stone
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The monastery rose from the fog like a memory carved in stone—ancient, crumbling, and far too quiet. Joey pulled his coat tighter, breath fogging in the cold Carpathian air as he approached the heavy wooden doors.

He had come to catalog the monastery’s forgotten library, but from the first moment his foot touched the moss-covered steps, he felt it—
A pull.
A presence.
A whisper beneath the stones.
Inside, the air was colder. Candlelight flickered weakly against stained-glass windows that had long since lost their color. Joey placed his bags down, rubbing his arms. The silence wrapped around him like a cloak.

His footsteps echoed as he moved toward the main hall. Rows of pews sat in perfect stillness, dust shimmering in the shafts of muted light. Something about this place felt suspended—caught between life and death.

Then he heard it.

A soft, distant sound.
A whisper.
A breath.
It drifted up from beneath the floor.

Joey froze. The monastery caretaker, an elderly man with trembling hands, shuffled into the hall. “You heard it, didn’t you?” he asked, voice thin.

Joey swallowed. “There’s... someone downstairs?”

The old man’s eyes flicked to the stone tiles beneath their feet. “Not someone,” he whispered. “Something. And you must avoid the crypt at all costs.”

Joey felt a shiver crawl up his spine. “Why me?”

“Because it calls to you.”

The whisper came again—soft, pleading, heartbreakingly lonely. Joey’s heart thudded in response, as if recognizing it.

That night, Joey could not sleep. He wandered the monastery halls, candle trembling in his hand, shadows dancing along the walls. Every corridor seemed to lead him toward the old wooden door that descended into darkness.

Toward the crypt.

Toward the whisper.

His candle flickered violently as he descended the stairs. Dust clung to the air. The stone walls felt colder the farther he went. At the bottom of the stairway was a long corridor, lined with empty alcoves...

Except one.

A single coffin lay at the end, carved with symbols Joey couldn’t read—symbols glowing faintly under the candlelight.

His heart raced.

He was not alone.

A voice—deep, smooth, sorrowful—murmured from within the coffin:

“You came back to me.”

Joey gasped, stumbling backward—but he couldn’t run.
He couldn’t look away.
He couldn’t breathe.
Everything in him answered the voice.

“I... don’t know who you are,” Joey whispered, stepping closer despite himself. “But I feel like I should.”

Silence.
Then a hand—pale, elegant, and impossibly cold—pressed against the inside of the coffin lid.
The wood trembled.

“Joey,” the voice whispered, knowing his name without being told.
“Free me.”
The candle flickered violently.
The crypt groaned.
The coffin’s lock snapped with a sharp, echoing crack.
And Joey realized, too late, that he had been chosen long before he ever set foot inside the monastery.
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Chapter Two — The Man in the Coffin
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The coffin lid slid open with a slow, heavy groan, ancient wood resisting as though it understood the danger of what lay within. Joey’s candle trembled, its flame shivering as if fearful of the darkness it was forced to illuminate.

Inside, a body lay still as marble—beautiful, unearthly, untouched by time.

Markus.

Joey didn’t know the name yet, but something in him recognized the man instantly. High cheekbones, dark hair brushing the coffin’s velvet lining, and lips parted slightly as though caught between breath and silence. His skin was pale, luminous in the warm candlelight.

Joey whispered before he could stop himself:

“...you’re real.”

The man’s eyes opened.

Not suddenly, not wildly—
but slowly, deliberately, as if waking from a dream centuries long.
Golden, predatory, yet aching with something far more human.
Joey gasped, stumbling back. His candle nearly slipped from his fingers.

The man rose—not fully, just enough to meet Joey’s eyes. That alone stole the air from Joey’s lungs.

“Joey,” he murmured, voice deep and fractured with age, “I did not think you would return.”

Joey blinked, heart hammering. “Return? I’ve never been here before.”

A flicker of pain crossed the vampire’s face. “Not as you are now.”

The candle sputtered. Shadows crawled up the stone walls.

Joey’s throat tightened. “Who are you?”

The man shifted, sitting up with elegance that no living body could replicate. His movements were sinuous, ancient, controlled. One hand brushed Joey’s face—so cold it burned.

“I am Markus Vesper,” he said. “Your curse, your protector... and your ruin.”

Joey trembled, but didn’t pull away. His heart raced too fast, too loud. “What do you want from me?”

Markus’s fingertips traced Joey’s jaw, leaving a trail of tingling warmth despite their unnatural cold.

“Only what was taken,” he whispered.
“Only what we lost together.”
Joey’s breath caught. The words sank deep into him, awakening a feeling he couldn’t explain. A memory that didn’t belong to him. A longing that wasn’t his... yet felt like it always had been.

Markus leaned closer, the faintest hint of hunger in his gaze. “You feel it, don’t you? The pull. The bond that survived centuries.”

Joey did feel it—too strongly. His pulse leapt every time Markus’s eyes touched him. Heat rose to his face despite the cold.

“I don’t understand,” Joey whispered.

“You will.” Markus rose fully from the coffin—tall, elegant, and impossibly graceful. The candlelight brushed his bare arms, revealing ancient scars carved in looping sigils.

Joey stared. “What happened to you?”

Markus stepped closer, shadows curling behind him like smoke obeying its master.

“A curse,” he said softly, “born from love forbidden... and betrayal unforgiven.”

His gaze locked onto Joey’s, intense enough to steal breath.

“And only with you can I break it.”

Joey swallowed hard. “Why me?”

Markus’s lips curved—tragic, tender, hungry.

“Because you are my heart returned.”

The candle flame flared high, then extinguished—
leaving Joey in darkness
with Markus
and the echo of a curse awakening between them.
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Chapter Three — Flames in the Shadows
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The crypt was colder than Joey could have imagined, the stone walls damp and whispering with centuries of secrets. Markus stood close, his presence magnetic, almost suffocating. Every step Joey took toward him felt inevitable, though his mind screamed caution.

“You shouldn’t have come here alone,” Markus murmured, voice low, dangerous. “The monastery tests those who awaken me. It watches... and it punishes.”

Joey shivered, not from the chill, but from the pull of Markus’s gaze. Golden eyes that burned with centuries of longing held him captive. “I didn’t know,” he whispered. “I didn’t know anyone—or anything—was down here.”

Markus’s hand brushed his, fingers grazing lightly but sending a jolt of heat through Joey’s veins. “The curse chose you. Not by chance... by destiny.”

Joey’s pulse raced. “A curse? What... what does that mean?”

Markus’s lips curled faintly, a predatory smile tempered by centuries of sorrow. “It means,” he said slowly, “that we are bound. That our hearts—your mortal one, my immortal one—were stolen and hidden. That the love we were forbidden to have centuries ago... has returned. And so has the danger.”

A shiver ran through Joey, equal parts fear and desire. “Danger?”

Markus stepped closer, their faces inches apart. “The monastery... it hides more than manuscripts. Shadows linger, watching, waiting for us to falter. And the bond between us... it strengthens the moment you touch me. That is both our power... and our peril.”

Joey’s breath caught, heart hammering in his chest. “I feel it,” he whispered. “I can’t... ignore it.”

Markus’s hand moved to cup Joey’s face, cold and impossibly soft. “Then don’t. Desire is a flame, Joey. It can burn, yes... but it also illuminates. If you embrace it, we may survive the curse. If you resist... it will consume us both.”

Joey leaned slightly into the touch, the heat of danger mixing with the thrill of being near Markus. “I... I want to,” he admitted, voice trembling. “I can’t stay away.”

Markus’s golden eyes flared, intense, molten. “Good,” he whispered. “Because once you surrender to it, there is no turning back. And the shadows... they will not wait. We must face them together.”

A cold draft swept the crypt, carrying a whisper of wind that sounded almost like voices—ancient, pleading, warning. Joey’s candle flickered violently, casting long, dancing shadows across Markus’s face. The vampire’s gaze softened slightly, sorrowful yet commanding.

“Come,” Markus said, offering his hand. “There is more to see. The manuscripts... the hidden corridors... and the truths that will either free us... or bind us forever.”

Joey’s hand trembled as he placed it in Markus’s. The warmth—or the dangerous cold—of their touch ignited something deep inside him. A bond older than time itself was awakening.

And in the shadows of the monastery, with a coffin left open behind them, two hearts—one mortal, one immortal—began a journey that was both cursed and destined.
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