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Chapter 1 – The Cathedral Below

[image: ]


Rain had a way of making forgotten places seem alive.

As Noah Ashcroft steered his aging sedan through the winding roads of northern England, the windshield wipers struggled against the relentless downpour. Thick gray clouds smothered the afternoon sky, turning day into something closer to twilight. Ancient oaks lined the narrow road, their twisted branches reaching toward one another overhead until they formed a tunnel that seemed determined to swallow every traveler who entered.

Most people would have turned back.

Noah simply tightened his grip on the steering wheel.

He had spent the better part of his life chasing forgotten things—dust-covered manuscripts, abandoned monasteries, libraries no one else cared enough to preserve. While others searched for fortune or excitement, Noah searched for stories.

Stories never lied.

People did.

The satchel resting on the passenger seat held a collection of yellowed documents delivered by a London solicitor only a week earlier.

According to those papers, a distant great-uncle Noah had never met had died without heirs.

The inheritance was unusual.

Not money.

Not jewelry.

A cathedral.

More specifically, Blackthorn Cathedral—a privately owned Gothic church that had remained abandoned for nearly seventy years.

Noah had laughed when the solicitor first explained it.

"You inherited a church."

"What am I supposed to do with a cathedral?"

The elderly lawyer had merely smiled.

"That, Mr. Ashcroft, is entirely your decision."

At first Noah intended to sell it immediately.

Until he had begun reading the old records.

Blackthorn Cathedral had once housed one of Europe's largest collections of occult manuscripts before disappearing from public record sometime after the Second World War. Entire volumes referenced by historians simply...ended.

No one knew where the books had gone.

If even half the stories were true, the library beneath Blackthorn could contain priceless historical documents.

That alone made the trip worthwhile.

The road curved sharply.

Then Noah saw it.

Blackthorn Cathedral emerged from the mist like a memory refusing to die.

Its towering black stone walls rose from the cliffs overlooking the sea, every gargoyle worn smooth by centuries of rain and salt. Narrow stained-glass windows stood empty, their colorful panes broken long ago, leaving only jagged openings that resembled hollow eyes.

Several sections of the roof had collapsed.

Vines climbed the bell tower.

A murder of crows circled overhead before settling across broken statues of forgotten saints.

Beautiful.

Lonely.

Watching.

Noah parked beside rusted iron gates hanging permanently open.

The silence felt unnatural.

Even the birds had stopped calling.

He grabbed his flashlight and backpack before stepping into the cold afternoon air.

The cathedral loomed above him.

Despite years of neglect, its craftsmanship remained breathtaking. Stone angels decorated the entrance, though every face had been deliberately chipped away.

Someone had erased them.

Not weather.

Tools.

Why?

The massive oak doors resisted at first.

With enough pressure they groaned inward, releasing stale air that smelled of old stone, dust, extinguished candles, and something else.

Iron.

Like old blood.

The smell vanished almost immediately.

Noah frowned.

Probably rust.

His footsteps echoed across the enormous sanctuary.

Rows of broken pews stretched toward an altar swallowed by shadows. Rain slipped through holes in the ceiling, striking cracked marble with slow, rhythmic taps.

Water collected inside ancient baptismal fonts.

Candles had long since melted into hardened rivers of wax.

Despite everything, the cathedral retained an impossible dignity.

As though abandonment itself had become part of its architecture.

Noah switched on another flashlight.

"This place deserves better," he murmured.

His voice echoed.

"...better..."

The repetition made him smile despite himself.

He spent the next several hours documenting the building.

Structural damage.

Collapsed walls.

Remaining artwork.

Anything useful for restoration reports.

Eventually he reached a heavy wooden door behind the altar.

Unlike everything else, it showed no signs of decay.

Its brass handle gleamed.

Someone had polished it.

Recently.

Noah froze.

Impossible.

The property had supposedly stood empty for decades.

He tested the handle.

Unlocked.

Beyond lay an enormous circular library.

Books.

Thousands of them.

Floor-to-ceiling shelves curved around the room beneath a domed ceiling painted with faded constellations.

Dust coated nearly every surface.

Yet the books themselves looked remarkably preserved.

Noah's pulse quickened.

"This..."

He laughed softly.

"This is incredible."

Leather bindings filled entire walls.

Latin.

Greek.

Old English.

Languages he recognized.

Others he did not.

Some books carried no titles at all.

Others were secured with silver clasps.

Hours disappeared.

He carefully examined shelves, making notes faster than he could organize them.

Whoever had maintained this collection possessed knowledge bordering on impossible.

Astronomy rested beside demonology.

Religious texts beside alchemical journals.

Medical treatises beside handwritten grimoires.

None of it made sense.

Near midnight his flashlight began fading.

He packed reluctantly.

One last look around.

That was when he noticed the draft.

Cold air drifted from behind one enormous bookshelf.

Curious, Noah approached.

The shelves seemed permanently fixed against the wall.

Except...

One section carried noticeably less dust than the rest.

He pushed experimentally.

Nothing.

He examined the carved wood more closely.

One decorative flower appeared slightly worn.

Without thinking, he pressed it.

A loud mechanical click echoed through the library.

The bookshelf shifted.

Stone groaned.

Slowly, impossibly, the entire shelf rotated inward.

Beyond it waited darkness.

Noah stared.

"I don't believe this."

His flashlight flickered.

The hidden passage descended deep beneath the cathedral.

Stone steps disappeared into endless black.

Every sensible instinct told him to leave.

Instead he smiled.

"This," he whispered, "is why people become historians."

He descended.

The air grew colder with every step.

The scent changed too.

Dust gave way to damp earth.

Then incense.

Then something metallic.

The staircase continued far longer than the cathedral's foundations should have allowed.

By the time Noah reached the bottom, he estimated he had descended nearly a hundred feet underground.

The passage opened into an immense chamber.

His flashlight swept across towering stone pillars carved with symbols unlike anything he had ever studied.

Circles within circles.

Wings.

Serpents.

Stars.

Silver chains stretched across the room in elaborate geometric patterns, each attached to massive obsidian columns.

Thousands of handwritten prayers covered the walls.

Not painted.

Written.

In blood.

Noah's stomach tightened.

At the chamber's center stood a raised stone platform.

Upon it rested an enormous crystal coffin.

No.

Not crystal.

Glass.

Perfectly transparent.

Inside lay a man.

He looked no older than thirty.

Long black hair spilled across dark velvet beneath him.

His features possessed impossible symmetry—high cheekbones, pale skin untouched by time, and lips faintly tinted crimson.

He wore clothing unlike any historical period Noah recognized.

Black silk embroidered with silver thread.

Elegant.

Regal.

One hand rested over his chest.

The other hung at his side.

Heavy silver chains crossed the coffin from every direction, each engraved with glowing symbols.

Even asleep...

The man radiated overwhelming presence.

Beautiful.

Dangerous.

Noah stepped closer almost without realizing it.

His rational mind searched desperately for explanations.

An elaborate sculpture?

Some forgotten saint?

A preserved body?

No.

Bodies did not look like this.

Bodies decayed.

This man appeared to be sleeping.

A plaque rested before the coffin.

Most of the lettering had faded beyond recognition.

Only three words remained readable.

LET HIM DREAM

Noah swallowed.

A warning.

He should leave.

Immediately.

Instead curiosity won.

He raised the flashlight higher.

The glass reflected the beam into his eyes.

He blinked.

His foot slipped on damp stone.

He stumbled forward.

A sharp edge caught his palm.

Pain flared.

"Ah!"

A single drop of blood fell.

It landed directly upon one glowing silver chain.

The effect was immediate.

The entire chamber trembled.

Silver light exploded through every engraved symbol.

The chains screamed.

Not rattled.

Screamed.

A sound so painfully human Noah instinctively covered his ears.

Cracks raced across the glowing sigils.

One.

Then another.

Then dozens.

"No..."

The chamber shook violently.

Stone dust rained from the ceiling.

The silver restraints began snapping apart one by one.

"No, no, no..."

The glass coffin slowly opened.

Cold air poured outward like the breath of winter itself.

Inside...

The man's fingers twitched.

His chest rose in a slow, impossible inhale.

Then, after centuries of silence...

Crimson eyes opened.

They found Noah instantly.

Ancient.

Terrible.

Lonely beyond imagination.

The stranger stared at him for several endless seconds before speaking in a voice roughened by centuries without use.

"You..."

His lips barely moved.

"...should have run."

The final chain shattered.

Darkness rushed through the chamber like a living thing.

And the man sat up.
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Chapter 2 – Hunger Never Dies
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The final chain snapped with a deafening crack.

Its silver links hit the stone floor like falling bells, scattering sparks of pale light across the ancient chamber. The glowing sigils carved into the pillars flickered violently before fading into darkness one by one.

Silence followed.

It was not peaceful.

It was the silence left behind after something impossible had happened.

Noah stood frozen, his injured hand pressed tightly against his palm, unable to tear his eyes away from the man sitting inside the opened coffin.

The stranger inhaled deeply.

The sound was ragged.

Painful.

Like lungs remembering how to breathe after centuries beneath the earth.

His crimson eyes slowly scanned the chamber, lingering on the broken chains scattered around him before finally settling on Noah.

For a heartbeat, there was no expression at all.

Then hunger arrived.

It transformed the stranger's beautiful face into something terrifying.

His pupils narrowed.

Sharp fangs descended behind parted lips.

Dark veins spread beneath his pale skin, branching outward from his eyes like cracks through porcelain.

Noah's heartbeat thundered in his ears.

The stranger's nostrils flared.

He had smelled the blood.

"My God..." Noah whispered.

The vampire rose from the coffin with unnatural grace.

His feet touched the stone without making a sound.

Although impossibly tall and lean, there was something regal about the way he carried himself, even now. His black clothing hung loosely from his frame, evidence of centuries without nourishment, yet nothing could diminish the quiet authority surrounding him.

He took one slow step.

Then another.

His crimson gaze never left Noah's bleeding hand.

"No..." the vampire muttered hoarsely.

His voice sounded like ancient parchment being unfolded.

"No..."

Another step.

The air itself seemed colder.

Noah wanted to run.

Every instinct screamed at him to flee before the creature reached him.

Instead, his legs refused to move.

Perhaps it was shock.

Perhaps curiosity.

Or perhaps those crimson eyes held something he hadn't expected.

Fear.

Not fear of Noah.

Fear of himself.

The vampire suddenly appeared directly in front of him.

Noah hadn't even seen him move.

A deathly cold hand wrapped around Noah's wrist.

His breath caught.

The vampire lowered his face toward the wound.

His lips parted.

His fangs hovered only inches above Noah's skin.

For one endless moment, the entire world narrowed to the space between teeth and flesh.

Then the vampire trembled.

Violently.

"No..."

His fingers tightened until Noah winced.

The scent of fresh blood filled the chamber.

The vampire's eyes closed.

Every muscle in his body strained as though he were fighting invisible chains far stronger than the ones that had imprisoned him.

A low growl escaped his throat.

Not one of anger.

One of unbearable restraint.

"Leave..." he rasped.

Noah blinked.

"What?"

"Run."

The word emerged like a plea rather than a command.

"Before..."

His body lurched forward involuntarily.

His fangs grazed Noah's skin.

A single crimson bead touched his tongue.

The effect was immediate.

The vampire gasped.

His eyes widened in horror.

He shoved Noah backward
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