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​CHAPTER 1

[image: ]


The abyss has gray eyes.

ELIAS

Sometimes I feel like my life is a succession of heartbeats that I shouldn't be allowed to hear. The silence of Seattle at night is never truly silent; it creaks under the weight of the rain and whispers promises that something, somewhere, is waiting to devour me.

I stood before the immense glass building of Vane Enterprises, feeling the cold seep into my bones. The air was thick with the smell of ozone and wet asphalt. I shouldn't be here. An art student with overdue bills and a past he tries to bury in every trace of charcoal doesn't belong in a place where the floors are polished marble and people are worth more than small countries.

"Breathe, Elias," I whispered to myself, but the air seemed to get stuck in my throat.

The feeling of being watched wasn't new. I'd carried it since childhood, like a shadow that refuses to diminish at midday. But today, standing before that tower that scratched the cloudy sky, the feeling was physical. It was as if invisible claws were tracing the line of my spine, assessing me, deciding if the flesh was tender enough for slaughter.

I went in. The lobby was a desert of minimalist luxury. My worn shoes echoed, an offensive sound in that temple of power. The receptionist didn't look at me; she looked right through me, as if I were a ghost who had forgotten to cross over to the other side.

"Mr. Vane is expecting you, Mr. Thorne. 50th floor. Private elevator to the right."

She didn't ask my name. She already knew. That sent a new shiver through my body, a dissonant note of unease that told me to run, to go back into the rain and never look back. But the eviction notice on my bedside table was a far more real monster than any premonition.

The elevator ascended with a speed that made my ears pop. When the doors opened, the world changed. The 50th floor wasn't an office. It was a cathedral of shadows and sophistication. The floor-to-ceiling windows showed the city as a sea of shimmering lights, but inside that room, time seemed to have stood still.

And then, I saw him.

He stood by the window, his back to me. A dark gray suit, tailored with surgical precision, enveloped broad shoulders and a posture that exuded ancestral authority. He didn't move, but the pressure in the air increased. My lungs protested.

"You're three minutes late, Elias," his voice was a deep baritone, laden with a coldness that seemed to emanate from within an icy tomb. There was no anger, only an absolute observation.

— I... I'm sorry, the traffic...

I don't want excuses. Excuses are for those who can't control their own destiny.

He turned. The impact was like a head-on collision. Alaric Vane's face was sculpted from pale granite. His eyes weren't brown, nor blue. They were gray, the color of a storm at sea, and they shone with an intensity that seemed to burn the surface of my skin. He was offensively beautiful, a beauty that shouldn't belong to a human being. It was predatory. It was lethal.

"Come closer," he ordered.

My feet moved before my brain could process the command. I was an animal hypnotized by the headlights of a truck. I stopped a few meters from it. Its scent hit me: sandalwood, old paper, and something metallic, like cold blood on snow.

"Do you know why you're here?" he asked, walking around me. He moved with an inhuman fluidity, without the sound of footsteps, only the subtle rustle of expensive fabric.

"For the assistant position..." my voice trailed off.

Alaric stopped behind me. I could feel the cold emanating from him, a vacuum of heat that sucked the life out of the air.

"I don't need an assistant, Elias. I need someone who knows their place. Someone who understands that, from the moment they sign this contract, their will ceases to exist."

He extended a hand, and for a second I thought he was going to touch me. His fingers were long, aristocratic, with perfectly trimmed nails. He merely pointed to a document on the mahogany table.

Sign. And all your debts will disappear. Refuse, and you'll discover that the world out there can be far crueler than I'll ever be.

I looked into his gray eyes. There was something there, an ancient hunger, a darkness that seemed to recognize me. I should have been terrified. I was terrified. But, deep in my chest, a spark of something I didn't dare call desire began to burn. It was the tension of a rope about to snap.

"What are you?" the question slipped out before I could stop it.

A slow, wicked smile curved Alaric's lips. He didn't show his teeth, but I felt an instinctive chill, as if I had just challenged a god.

— I own your future, Elias. Now, sign the paper.

My hands trembled, a movement almost imperceptible to any ordinary person, but I knew that, to Alaric Vane, I was an open book, written in bold letters of pure terror. The fountain pen on the table looked like a medieval torture device, bathed in silver and onyx, far too heavy for a simple employment contract. The silence of that penthouse was so dense that I could hear the ticking of a wall clock I couldn't even see, each tick sounding like a death sentence being pronounced in a forgotten language. I looked at the paper. The clauses were a blur of legal terms and demands bordering on the absurd: total availability, absolute confidentiality, unrestricted obedience. It wasn't an employment contract; it was the deed to a property. And that property was me.

“Time is a resource I don’t usually waste, Elias,” his voice came from somewhere just behind my left shoulder. I didn’t hear him approach. There was no rustling of fabric, no movement of air. He was simply there, a frigid presence that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end in an instinctive warning of danger. “Hesitation is the first sign of a weak mind. You seemed to me like someone who had already been broken by life enough not to fear the unknown.”

“I’m not weak,” I replied, my voice coming out firmer than I expected, though my heart pounded against my ribs like a caged bird. “I’m just cautious. What you’re asking of me... these ‘personal exclusivity’ clauses... that’s not standard for an assistant.”

Alaric let out a low laugh, a joyless sound that vibrated at the base of my skull. He leaned over me, one of his hands resting on the edge of the table, encircling me. The warmth I expected to feel from another human being was absent; only the coldness of marble exposed to winter emanated from him. The scent of sandalwood and something deeper, something reminiscent of the smell of damp earth in an ancient forest, flooded my senses, leaving me slightly dizzy. He was so close that, if I turned my face, our lips could touch. But I didn't turn. I was frozen under the weight of his grey gaze, which now seemed to have fragments of silver swirling around his dilated pupils.

"You're not your average assistant, Elias Thorne. And I'm not your average employer. I saw your drawings in that low-class gallery where you try to sell your soul for crumbs. I saw the pain you put into every charcoal stroke, the darkness you try to hide behind melancholic cityscapes. You draw what you fear, and what you fear is exactly what I can offer you."

"And what would that be?" I asked, feeling my throat go dry.

"The truth," he whispered, and I felt his breath, cold as a night breeze, against my ear. "The truth about the world that crawls beneath the surface of what you call reality. The truth about what you really are, and why you feel you never belonged anywhere."

His words hit me like a punch to the gut. Since I was little, I'd always felt like a stranger in my own skin. I saw shadows where others saw light; I heard whispers in the wind that no one else seemed to notice. My parents said it was just the imagination of an artistic child, but as the years passed, the feeling of displacement only grew, becoming an open wound that I tried to cauterize with art and isolation. And now, this man, this stranger who exuded an aura of predatory power, claimed to have the answers. It was a trap, I knew. A trap lined with velvet and dangerous promises, but I was hungry for belonging, and Alaric Vane was offering me a feast of mysteries.

"Sign," he ordered, and this time it wasn't just a suggestion. It was a command that reverberated in my bones, an invisible force that pushed my hand toward the pen.

My fingers tightened around the cold metal. The pen seemed to pulse, strangely synchronizing with the frantic rhythm of my chest. I stared at the dotted line, the empty space that awaited my name, my consent to be his. For a second, the image of my mother flashed through my mind, her pale, weary face in her final weeks, pleading with me never to lose my essence. But what remained of that essence now? Only debt, loneliness, and the constant fear of being evicted in a city that didn't care if I lived or died. Alaric, on the other hand, seemed to care. In his twisted, controlling way, he had chosen me.

I pressed the tip of the pen against the paper. The black ink flowed smoothly, like blood running from an open vein. Elias Thorne . The signature was made. The pact was sealed.

The moment the last stroke was completed, the air in the room seemed to crackle with static electricity. The penthouse lights flickered for a brief instant, and the sound of rain against the glass outside seemed to grow louder, a roar of approval from nature. Alaric stepped back, the smile on his face now wider, revealing teeth that seemed too white, too sharp. He picked up the contract with an almost theatrical bow and tucked it into a side drawer that slammed shut with a definitive metallic click.

“Excellent,” he said, his voice regaining its calm, superior cadence. “Now you belong to Vane Enterprises. And consequently, to me. Your debts have been settled this very second. Your current apartment will be vacated tomorrow morning; you will move into the accommodations here in the building. I prefer my properties nearby, where I can keep an eye on them.”

"Wait, move here? That wasn't in the ad," I said, trying to process how quickly my life was being dismantled and rebuilt.

"The announcement was just a formality to lure in the desperate. The contract you signed is the reality. You'll have everything you need, Elias. Top-quality art supplies, clothes that don't look like they were rescued from the trash, and the security you've never had. In return, you'll be whatever I tell you to be. You'll speak when I allow it, go out when I authorize it, and serve me in every capacity I deem necessary."

The word 'will serve' sounded like a whip in the air. There was an implicit sexual connotation, but it was more than that; it was spiritual servitude. I felt a knot of dread and excitement forming in my stomach. The idea of surrendering control of my chaotic life to someone so powerful was terrifying, but at the same time, a dark relief. I wouldn't have to fight alone anymore. But at what cost?

"What exactly should I do first?" I asked, trying to maintain my composure while my legs felt like they were made of jelly.

Alaric walked to a side table where a crystal bottle contained a dark, viscous red liquid. He poured two silver goblets. It wasn't wine. The smell emanating from the drink was pungent, metallic, and made my stomach churn and crave it at the same time. He handed me one of the goblets.

“First,” he said, his eyes gleaming in the dim light of the room, “you will drink with me to celebrate our union. And then, you will show me what lies behind those paintings of yours. I want to see the monster that lives within you, Elias. Because I guarantee he will recognize the monster that lives within me.”

I picked up the goblet. The metal was as cold as his hand. I gazed into the crimson liquid, seeing my own distorted reflection in the trembling surface. I was about to cross a line of no return. The abyss wasn't just watching me; it was inviting me in. And I, in my glorious and pathetic need to be noticed, brought the silver to my lips and drank.



The liquid burned as it went down my throat, but it wasn't the fire of alcohol. It was something denser, a searing heat that seemed to spread through my veins like liquid lava, claiming every inch of my being. I coughed, feeling the sweet, metallic taste invade my senses, an explosion of vitality that made my vision darken for a moment and then return with a painful clarity. The colors of the room became more vivid; I could see the microscopic grooves in the mahogany table, the pattern of the fibers in Alaric's suit, the way the raindrops slid down the glass like silver tears.

"What... what was that?" I asked, breathless, wiping a red drop from the corner of my mouth.

Alaric watched me with a scientific curiosity, as if I were a laboratory experiment that had just shown the first signs of life. He drank from his own goblet with an elegance that made me feel like a barbarian.

"That's what keeps us alive, Elias. It's the essence that moves the world, even though humans prefer to pretend they're driven by ideals and electricity. Consider this your first step toward transcendence. You're pale."

He approached again, and this time there was no hesitation. He reached out and touched my chin, forcing me to look up. His touch was electrifying. Where his skin met mine, sparks of pleasurable pain seemed to shoot through my nervous system. His gray eyes were fixed on mine, and for an instant, the illusion of humanity in him vanished. I saw something ancient, something that had seen empires fall and stars fade.

"You smell delicious," he murmured, his voice now a hoarse whisper that made my body react against my will. "Fear mixed with a wicked curiosity. It's my favorite scent. Go to the room at the end of the hall on the left. Your things have already been delivered. Take a shower. Wash this city grime off you. I'll call you when you're ready to begin."

— Start what? — my voice was a whisper.

Alaric released my chin, and the absence of his touch was like a sudden drop in temperature. He turned back to the window, his hands clasped behind his back, the master of the world observing his domain under the incessant Seattle rain.

"To begin your new life," he replied without turning around. "Or the end of your old one. It depends on how well you obey. Now, leave."

I withdrew, staggering slightly, feeling the weight of the liquid in my stomach and the renewed pulse in my body. As I walked down the luxurious corridor, the walls seemed to close in around me, not like a prison, but like a suffocating embrace. I knew, with terrible certainty, that the elevator door that had brought me here would never open the same way for me again. Elias Thorne, the starving artist, the lonely orphan, had died in those shadows. What was walking toward that room was something new, something Alaric Vane had begun to sculpt with his cold hands and his relentless will.

I entered the room and the door closed silently behind me, the click echoing like the banging of a coffin lid. The room was an extension of Alaric's personality: dark luxury, shades of charcoal and navy blue, an immense bed that looked like an altar. On it, an impeccable black suit lay spread out, waiting for me. Beside it, a set of oil paints and blank canvases, the most expensive materials I had ever seen.

I walked to the bathroom, where a soaking tub was already filled, the steaming water exuding a scent of essential oils that promised relaxation, but to me smelled of surrender. I undressed slowly, observing my body in the mirror. I looked the same, but when I looked into my own eyes, I saw something different. There was a residual glint, a silvery shadow that hadn't been there before.

I stepped into the hot water, letting it cover my shoulders. The warmth should have been comforting, but all I could think about was Alaric's cold. I closed my eyes and, for a moment, I didn't see the darkness. I saw his face, his lips curved in that predatory smile, and I felt a wave of desire so violent it took my breath away. I was afraid of him. I hated him for the control he already exerted over me. But God help me, I wanted him back. I wanted to feel that cold again, I wanted to know what would happen when those marble hands finally decided to break me completely.

The storm raged outside, and I plunged my head underwater, trying to silence the screams of my own sanity, which begged me to flee while there was still time. But time, as Alaric had said, was no longer mine to waste. I was his now. And the night was only beginning.

The bathwater cooled, but I didn't get out. I stayed submerged until the tips of my fingers were wrinkled and the steam had completely disappeared, leaving only a trace of dampness on the black marble walls. I felt like a canvas that had just been washed with solvent, the old colors of my life—poverty, grief, mediocrity—fading to make way for something new, something that didn't yet have a name.

When I finally stood up, the air in the room felt like it was biting my wet skin. I dried myself with a towel that was softer than any piece of clothing I had ever owned and approached the suit laid out on the bed. Touching it, I realized it wasn't just wool and silk; it was armor. Putting on those clothes was a transformative ritual. Each button I fastened felt like a nail in my old coffin. The cut was so perfect it seemed tailor-made for my body, accentuating the line of my shoulders and the slenderness of my torso in a way that made me imposing, almost dangerous.

I looked at myself in the mirror and, for a second, didn't recognize myself. The Elias Thorne who lived on cheap coffee and hope was dead. The man in the reflection had eyes that shone with a feverish intensity, and the silvery trail in my pupils seemed to have expanded, a nascent constellation in a stormy sky.



I walked back into the main room. The silence of the rooftop was absolute, broken only by the rhythmic sound of rain against the glass, which now sounded like the beating of drums in the distance. Alaric was no longer by the window. He was sitting in a leather armchair, an old book open in his lap. The light from a single bronze lamp cast dramatic shadows on his face, making him look like a statue of a forgotten deity.

He didn't look up when I came in, but I knew he sensed my presence. The air around him seemed to vibrate at a low frequency, a hum I could feel in my teeth.

"Sit down, Elias," he said, his voice cutting through the silence like a sharp blade.

He pointed to a simple wooden stool that had been placed in the center of the room, surrounded by canvases and painting materials. It seemed out of place amidst the technological luxury of Vane Enterprises.

"What do you want me to do?" I asked, sitting down and feeling the hardness of the seat against my spine.

“I don’t pay you to ask trivial questions,” he replied, finally closing the book and fixing his gray eyes on mine. “I pay you for your vision. I want you to paint. But not the city lights or the melancholy of the rain. I want you to paint what you saw when you drank the contents of that goblet.”

I felt a chill. The memory of the crimson liquid sliding down my throat was still fresh, a memory of fire and iron.

— I saw... shadows. I saw something that wasn't human.

"Then put it on the canvas. Use the ink as if it were your own blood. If the result isn't visceral, if it doesn't make me feel the weight of your soul being torn apart, then the contract will be revoked. And you know what happens to those who break a pact with me, don't you?"

He stood up and walked toward me. The space between us vanished. Alaric leaned in, his hands resting on my knees, forcing me to remain still. His proximity was oppressive and intoxicating. I could feel the cold he exuded, but, paradoxically, my body burned.

"Are you afraid of me, Elias?" he whispered, his face inches from mine.

"Yes," I admitted, my breath catching in my throat.

— Good. Fear is the foundation of devotion. And I intend to make you my most faithful devotee. Start working. I will be watching.

He stepped away and retreated into the darkness of the room's corners, becoming a shadow among shadows. I picked up the brush. My fingers, which had trembled before, were now steady, moved by an urgency that wasn't my own. I dipped the bristles in paint of such a deep red that it seemed black in the dim light.



The hours passed in a distorted way. I lost track of where I ended and where the painting began. Each brushstroke was a scream, an exhumation of all the nightmares I've ever had. I drew twisted figures hiding behind veils of smoke, eyes gleaming in the abyss, and the sensation of icy hands squeezing a still-beating heart.

I wasn't just painting; I was bleeding onto the canvas. The euphoria that Alaric's fluid had given me was turning into a painful exhaustion, but I couldn't stop. It was as if he were pulling the strings of my will, turning me into his instrument.

Every now and then, I felt his gaze on me. I didn't need to look to know he was there, somewhere in the shadows, enjoying the spectacle of my creative collapse. He was the master of ceremonies of my suffering, and I, his captive artist.

"Stop," his voice echoed, coming from somewhere to my right.

I froze, the brush dripping onto the marble. My back ached, my vision blurred. Alaric emerged from the darkness and stood before the canvas. He remained silent for a long time, examining every detail of the artistic carnage I had created.

"You captured the essence," he said, and there was a note of something bordering on admiration in his tone. "The hunger. The eternal thirst. You painted what I am, Elias. Even without knowing it."

He turned to me. His eyes were different, darker, almost completely black. Before I could react, he grabbed the front of my expensive suit and pulled me up, making me stand. His strength was terrifying.

"You think this is a world of business and financial power, don't you?" he asked, his voice vibrating in a way that made the penthouse windows tremble. "You think I'm just a rich man with peculiar tastes."

"I don't know what you are," I replied, my heart pounding so hard I was afraid he could hear it.

I am the nightmare that people have forgotten to fear. I am the predator that hides in broad daylight. And now, you are my possession. My link to the humanity that I despise.

He loosened my suit jacket, but before I could pull away, his hand moved up to my neck, not to choke me, but to mark his position. His thumb traced the line of my jaw, a touch that was both a caress and a threat.

"Tomorrow, the real work begins. You will be introduced to the board. They won't like you. They'll see you as a toy, a weakness. And you'll have to prove you're worthy of being by my side."

The council? What are you talking about?

Alaric took a step back, his face reverting to its aristocratic, cold mask.

— You'll find out soon enough. Now, go to sleep. The rest of your life demands that you be rested before it's destroyed.

I retreated to my room, but I didn't sleep. I lay on the enormous bed, listening to the sound of the rain and tasting blood and sandalwood in my mouth. I was in the eye of a hurricane, and the man holding me was the only one who could save me—or tear me to pieces.

The truth is, I didn't know which of the two options terrified me more.



The next day dawned gray, a monotonous continuation of the previous night. But inside Vane Enterprises, the atmosphere was electric. Alaric sent me a message via a state-of-the-art tablet that had been left on my bedside table: “Be ready in ten minutes. Full formal attire. Do not speak unless I order you to.”

I dressed with mechanical efficiency. My mind was in a protective dormancy, trying to process the fact that I now lived in a glass castle ruled by a silver-eyed monster. When I left the room, Alaric was waiting for me in the hall. He wore a black suit that seemed to absorb all the light around him, making him a blot of absolute darkness.

“Remember, Elias,” he said as we walked toward the private elevator, “you are mine. Any look, any word directed at you by others must be filtered through my authority. Don’t lower your head, but don’t you dare challenge what I say in front of them.”

"Who are 'they'?" I asked, feeling my stomach clench.

— The partners. Those who built this city on bones and secrets. Those who, like me, do not die easily.

The elevator doors closed. We started to descend, not to the lobby, but to the building's underground levels, where the official maps indicated there were only garages and storage rooms. But the elevator continued down, far beyond what it should have been possible.

When the doors opened again, the air was cold and heavy with the scent of incense and something ancient. We were in a circular stone hall, lit by torches burning with a bluish flame. In the center, a black oak table, where six figures sat. They all exuded the same predatory power as Alaric. They all stopped speaking the moment we entered.

The silence was physically overwhelming. Twelve pairs of eyes, each with an inhuman gleam, were fixed on me. I was a lamb at a gathering of wolves.

"Alaric," a woman with white hair and porcelain skin said, her voice sounding like the shattering of crystal, "you bring a human into our sanctuary. Is that a violation or entertainment?"

Alaric placed his hand on my shoulder, a possessive gesture that made me shudder.

"That," he replied, his voice echoing off the stone walls, "is my new assistant. And he's much more than he seems. He's my mirror. And if any of you try to break him, you'll discover why I'm the only one who survived the last five centuries of purges."

I felt the weight of the supernatural world fall upon my shoulders. I wasn't just an artist or an assistant. I was a pawn in a game of gods and monsters, and Alaric Vane had just placed me at the center of the board.

The air in that subterranean hall was so thick I felt as if I were trying to breathe liquid mercury. Each exhalation seemed an offense to the icy silence of those beings surrounding me. They weren't just rich men and women; they were monuments to predation, vestiges of eras that official history had conveniently forgotten. The white-haired woman, whom Alaric had called Cassandra, tilted her head, and the movement was so fluid it didn't seem to involve any human muscles or tendons. Her eyes scanned my body with a clinical curiosity, as if she were deciding where to begin dissecting me.

"A mirror, Alaric?" Cassandra repeated, her voice gliding across the damp stone like a snake. "You've always had a penchant for melodrama, but bringing such a fragile vessel of blood into the heart of our conclave... that borders on insolence. Or perhaps senility."

I felt Alaric's hand tighten on my shoulder. His fingers weren't just cold; they seemed to emit a vibration that calmed my dread and, at the same time, set my skin ablaze. He didn't flinch an inch. His posture was that of a king who doesn't need to prove his crown, only the fact that he still wields the sword.

“Insolence, Cassandra, is believing you have the right to question my acquisitions,” Alaric replied. His voice wasn’t loud, but each word carried the weight of an avalanche. “Elias isn’t a ‘receptacle.’ He’s the first being in three centuries who has managed to paint my true face without me having to say a single word. He sees what we are. And he hasn’t looked away.”

A man sitting at the opposite end of the table, whose hands were covered in antique gold rings, let out a dry laugh.

— Seeing is one thing. Surviving what you see is quite another. Let me test the mettle of your new toy.

Before I could process what was happening, the man stood up. In the blink of an eye—a movement that defied the laws of physics—he was in front of me. His face was inches from mine. He smelled of exotic spices and ancient death. His pupils were vertical slits, like those of a reptile, and the heat emanating from him was so intense that it contrasted violently with the cold of Alaric behind me.

“Tell me, little artist,” the man whispered, and I felt the mental pressure of his will trying to crush mine. “What do you see when you look at me? Do you see the gold? Do you see the power? Or do you see the thousands of souls I consumed to be sitting at this table?”

My legs trembled. Terror was a scream stuck in my throat. But, just as I was about to collapse, Alaric's presence became an absolute anchor. I remembered the painting I had done the night before, the shadows I had torn from my own mind. I looked directly into the vertical slits in the man's eyes.

"I see a coward," I said. My voice trembled, but the words were true. "I see someone who needs to hide in stone tunnels because he's afraid the modern world will discover he's nothing more than an elegant parasite."

The silence that followed was absolute. I could hear the dripping of water somewhere deep within the cave. The man growled, an inhuman sound that chilled my blood, and his hand rose, claws beginning to emerge from beneath perfectly manicured nails.

— Enough — Alaric's voice wasn't a shout, it was an ontological command.

The air in the room suddenly grew so cold that flakes of frost began to form on the oak table. Alaric moved with a speed that surpassed that of the other man. In an instant, he was between me and the assailant, his hand gripping the man's wrist with a force that made bones crack audibly.

“Julian,” Alaric said, and there was a promise of total destruction in his silvery gaze. “If you touch him, I will burn your empire in London until not a single stone remains standing. And then, I will make sure it takes you another five centuries to regenerate the skin I will tear from you today.”

Julian paled, a shadow of genuine fear crossing his predatory features. He tugged at his wrist, and Alaric released him with a disdain that was worse than any physical blow. The man returned to his place at the table, muttering curses, but dared not look at me again.

Alaric turned to the rest of the council.

The contract is sealed. Elias Thorne is under my protection and command. He is an extension of my will in this kingdom and any other. If anyone here has any objection to this, let them speak now and face the consequences of a blood duel.

No one spoke. Cassandra merely smiled, an enigmatic gesture that told me this war was far from over.

"Very well, Alaric," she said. "Put away your mirror. But remember: mirrors are easy to break. And the shards often hurt whoever holds them."

Alaric didn't answer. He placed his hand at the base of my spine and guided me out of the hall, back to the elevator. During the ascent, I couldn't stop trembling. The shock was wearing off, and the reality of what I had just defied was hitting me with the force of a tidal wave.

When the doors opened again on the rooftop, the grey light of Seattle seemed almost celestial compared to the blue flames of the underground. Alaric led me to the center of the room and turned me to face him. His eyes were still charged with the energy of the confrontation, his pupils dilated, the aura of power still vibrating around him.

"You were reckless," he said, but there was no anger in his voice. There was something more, something that seemed like a suppressed hunger.

"I told the truth," I replied, trying to maintain what remained of my dignity. "You told me to paint what I saw. I simply did the same with words."

Alaric stepped forward, invading my personal space, forcing me to tilt my head back to maintain eye contact. He placed his hand on my neck, his cold fingers tracing the frantic pulse in my carotid artery.

— You have a dangerous talent for survival, Elias. Or maybe it's just magnificent stupidity. Julian could have ripped your throat out before I could intervene.

"But you intervened," I whispered.

"Yes," he murmured, bringing his face close to mine until I could feel the coldness of his skin. "I intervened. Because you're mine. And nobody touches what belongs to me."

He leaned in closer, and for a second, I thought he was going to kiss me, or bite me, or maybe both. The desire emanating from him was a gravitational force, something I couldn't fight. I wanted him to do something, anything, to end the agony of anticipation. But Alaric just rested his forehead against mine, a gesture of intimacy that was a thousand times more devastating than a sexual touch.

"Go to your room," he ordered, his voice low and hoarse. "The day has been too long for a mortal. Tomorrow, we'll begin training. You need to learn to hide what you see before your tongue kills you."

I didn't argue. I turned away from him, feeling the emptiness where his body had been moments before. I walked to my room, each step feeling heavier than the last. Upon entering, I saw that a new canvas had been placed on the easel. Beside it, a crystal vial containing the same crimson liquid as the previous night, accompanied by a note written in elegant handwriting:

"Drink. Courage comes at a price, and your body needs to be strengthened for what's to come."

I stared at the vial. I knew that each sip of that liquid distanced me further from humanity and bound me more to Alaric. But I also knew that, without him, I was nothing more than a shadow in a world of monsters. I brought the crystal to my lips and drank it all.

The fire coursed through my veins again, but this time, it wasn't just pain. It was a promise. A promise that I wouldn't just be a victim in that story. I fell onto the bed, the expensive suit still on my body, and finally sleep took me. But it wasn't a peaceful sleep. I dreamed of silver eyes, of blood on snow, and of the sound of a voice calling me "mine" in the midst of eternal darkness.

The first part of my journey had ended. I had entered the abyss. And now, the abyss was beginning to bloom within me.
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​CHAPTER 2
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THE SHADOW APPRENTICE

ELIAS

Waking up in a silk coffin isn't what I imagined for my future, but luxury is just a prettier form of suffocation. I opened my eyes and the first thing I felt was the weight of my own body, as if every bone had been replaced with lead and every muscle was being stretched by invisible steel wires. The suit from the previous night was crumpled, a textile reminder of my surrender. The metallic taste of the liquid Alaric had given me was still lingering on the roof of my mouth, sweet and bitter, like a promise made at a funeral.

I was no longer just Elias Thorne. I was an experiment.

I stood up and the world spun for a brief second. My vision, previously limited by myopia and fatigue, was now a sharp knife. I could see the dust particles dancing in the single ray of light that pierced the heavy curtain, and the sound of my own heart was no longer a muffled drumming, but a rhythmic, violent, and strangely melodic beat. I felt... awake. In a way that no amount of caffeine or human adrenaline could explain.

I walked to the bathroom mirror. The silvery trail in my pupils was no longer a suspicion; it was a mark. They shone against the dark blue of my irises like mercury in a deep sea. I touched my face. My skin felt firmer, the sickly pallor of chronic hunger replaced by a cool radiance. I looked like one of the paintings I used to admire in museums: a beauty born from tragedy and time.

"You're late for your first lesson," Alaric's voice echoed off the walls from the room's invisible sound system. "Breakfast is served in the training room. Don't keep me waiting."

"Training room." The words sounded like something out of a torture manual or an elite gym. I undressed, my skin protesting against the touch of the cold air, and put on the clothes that had been left on the armchair: a black faux leather suit, tight enough to be a second skin, and a white silk shirt so thin it was almost transparent. I felt exposed. I felt like I belonged to him.



The training room wasn't in the basement, but on an intermediate floor I hadn't yet seen. It was a spacious area with dark wood floors and glass walls overlooking the pine forest surrounding the base of the Vane Tower below, shrouded in Seattle's eternal fog. There were no weights, no machines. Just Alaric, standing in the center of the room, wearing black workout clothes that accentuated the powerful, inhuman musculature of his arms and legs.

He held a silver dagger, twirling it between his fingers with hypnotic dexterity.

"Sit down," he said, pointing to the floor in front of him.

"What are we going to train? Fighting?" I asked, trying to hide the tremor in my voice.

Alaric stopped the movement of the dagger and looked at me. His gray eyes were dull, like the sky before a blizzard.

“Fighting is for animals and soldiers,” he said, his voice a lethal whisper. “You are an artist. Your weapon is not your fist, it’s your perception. What you drank last night wasn’t just blood, Elias. It was a fragment of my lineage. It altered your biology. Now, your senses are screaming, trying to process a world you were never meant to see. If you don’t learn to control this flow, you’ll go insane in a week.”

He came closer and, before I could react, placed the tip of the dagger against my throat. The coldness of the metal was shocking, but what paralyzed me was the intensity of his gaze.

"Close your eyes," he ordered.

I obeyed. The darkness was no longer silent. I could hear the hum of electrical wires in the walls, the rustling of pine needles miles away, and the most deafening sound of all: Alaric's circulation. It was a slow, deep sound, like the movement of an underground river beneath layers of ice.

"What do you hear?" he asked, his voice seeming to come from everywhere at once.

"Everything," I whispered. "It's too much."

Then filter it. Find my heartbeat.

"You... you have no heartbeat," I replied, the memory of the previous night returning with force.

— Look harder. Don't look for the heart, look for the will.

I focused. I plunged into the sonic chaos, pushing away the noise of the city and the forest. And then, I found it. It wasn't a heartbeat, but a pulse of energy, a steady, deep note emanating from Alaric. It was the beat of a predator waiting for the right moment to pounce. The moment I tuned into that frequency, the dagger slipped from my neck.

"Now, open your eyes and attack me," he said, taking two steps back.

— What? I don't know how to fight!

— Use your vision, Elias. Don't look where I am. Look where the air moves when I move. See the intention before the gesture. If you touch me even once, I will allow you to leave this building tonight to see your old gallery.

The mention of the gallery was the trigger. The desire to see something familiar, something that didn't smell of blood and immortality, gave me a surge of courage. I went ahead.

It was pathetic. Alaric moved like a gray blur, his hand striking my solar plexus with the force of a jackhammer, though he seemed to barely touch me. I fell to my knees, gasping, the air refusing to return to my lungs.

— Again — he said, his voice devoid of pity.

I stood up, anger beginning to overwhelm my fear. I lunged forward again, attempting an awkward punch. He dodged with a slight tilt of his head and tripped me. The wooden floor slammed against my face.

— You're fighting like a human, Elias. You're thinking about the movement. Stop thinking. Feel the distortion in the environment. The blood in your veins wants to survive. Let it take control.

I stood up for the third time. I wiped the sweat from my forehead and closed my eyes for a second, searching for that pulse again. When I opened them, the world was different. I didn't see Alaric as a man; I saw him as a concentration of shadows and intention. I saw the moment his weight shifted to his left leg, I saw the twitch of his shoulder before he shot his hand to grab me.

I ducked. By millimeters, his hand brushed my head. Without thinking, I propelled my body forward and tried to grab his wrist. My fingers touched the cold fabric of his sleeve before he twisted his body and threw me against the glass wall.

The impact was violent, but I didn't feel the pain I should have. The glass didn't shatter; it was bulletproof, as solid as Alaric himself. I slid to the floor, laughing through clenched teeth, a hysterical sound charged with an adrenaline I'd never known before.

"I touched you," I said, spitting some blood onto the polished floor.

Alaric stood there, watching me with an unreadable expression. His eyes gleamed for a moment, a spark of something that seemed like pride, or perhaps just the satisfaction of a master watching his dog learn a new trick.

— You touched my suit, Elias. But it was a start.

He walked over to me and extended his hand. I took it
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