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Chapter 1 – The Stranger in the Archives
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The rain had been falling over Prague since dawn, turning the cobblestone streets into ribbons of silver that reflected the amber glow of antique streetlamps. Autumn had settled over the city with quiet confidence, wrapping centuries-old buildings in drifting mist and crisp air scented with wet stone and burning wood.

Eric Foster loved days like this.

Rain kept tourists indoors, leaving the city's forgotten corners blissfully silent. Silence made it easier to hear history.

At twenty-nine, Eric had built a career from listening to the whispers of the past. As chief archivist at the Royal Historical Institute, he spent most of his days restoring brittle manuscripts, translating faded Latin, and cataloging artifacts that few people alive would ever read.

Some found the work painfully dull.

Eric considered it magic.

Every page carried someone's voice across centuries.

Every stain, every tear, every hurried sentence preserved a life that refused to disappear.

He carefully brushed dust from an illuminated manuscript resting beneath a bright examination lamp.

"Fifteenth century," he murmured to himself. "Bohemia... probably copied from an older French original."

His assistant, Helena, peeked through the doorway.

"Talking to books again?"

Eric smiled without looking up.

"They usually have better conversations than people."

She laughed.

"I'll remember that next time I invite you out."

"You invite me every Friday."

"And every Friday you say no."

"I like quiet evenings."

"You like hiding."

Eric finally looked up.

"I prefer the term 'carefully selecting my social interactions.'"

"Which somehow always means none."

She sighed dramatically before placing another stack of leather-bound volumes on his desk.

"These arrived from Saint Michael's Monastery."

Eric's eyes brightened immediately.

"The monastery collection?"

She nodded.

"The basement vault finally reopened after renovations. Apparently nobody had touched these since the nineteenth century."

His pulse quickened.

"You're serious."

"I've never seen you smile that much over moldy books."

"They're not moldy."

"They're absolutely moldy."

"They're historically fragrant."

Helena rolled her eyes.

"You need help."

"I need gloves."

She tossed him a fresh pair.

"There."

As she left, Eric gently pulled the nearest volume toward him.

Its leather cover was nearly black with age.

No title.

No markings.

Only a faded symbol burned into the center.

A crescent moon beneath three stars.

Unfamiliar.

Interesting.

He opened the fragile cover.

The first page had been written entirely in Latin.

Elegant handwriting.

Professional.

The ink had barely faded despite its age.

He translated quietly under his breath.

"To those who inherit this burden... may you never awaken what sleeps beneath eternal hunger."

Eric frowned.

"Hungry monks?"

He turned another page.

His amusement slowly disappeared.

The manuscript wasn't religious.

It described encounters with creatures that drank blood.

Immortals.

Shadow walkers.

Kings who ruled kingdoms from beneath abandoned cathedrals.

Normally he dismissed such accounts as folklore.

Except...

The details felt unusually precise.

Names.

Dates.

Locations.

Genealogies.

Entire bloodlines carefully documented over hundreds of years.

Whoever had written this believed every word.

Hours slipped away unnoticed.

Outside, daylight faded into evening.

The library gradually emptied until only the ticking of antique clocks disturbed the silence.

Eric rubbed tired eyes.

He should have gone home hours ago.

Instead, he reached for another volume from the monastery collection.

Unlike the others, this one had been wrapped in faded crimson cloth.

A wax seal still clung stubbornly across its edge.

Strange.

Most archival collections had already been opened and cataloged decades ago.

This one looked untouched.

He examined the seal.

Again, the same symbol.

The crescent moon.

Three stars.

Only this time another image surrounded it.

Two fangs.

Crossed like swords.

His curiosity completely defeated his caution.

He carefully warmed the brittle wax using a conservation tool.

The seal cracked.

A faint scent escaped.

Not mold.

Not old paper.

Something metallic.

Almost...

Blood.

Eric laughed nervously.

"Too many horror novels."

He unfolded the cloth.

Inside rested a journal unlike anything he had ever seen.

Its pages weren't paper.

They looked almost...

Velvet.

Soft beneath his fingertips.

Impossible.

The handwriting inside differed completely from the earlier manuscripts.

Smooth.

Graceful.

Almost modern.

The first sentence stopped him cold.

"If you are reading these pages... he has finally found you."

Eric stared.

A chill crawled slowly along his spine.

He glanced around the empty archive.

Nothing.

Just rows upon rows of shelves disappearing into darkness.

The old heating pipes groaned somewhere overhead.

He shook his head.

"You're imagining things."

Still...

The room suddenly felt occupied.

He couldn't explain why.

Only that the comforting silence he'd always loved now seemed to be listening back.



By the time Eric finally locked the archive, it was nearly ten o'clock.

Rain still poured steadily over the city.

He tucked photographs of several manuscript pages into his satchel.

Officially, they weren't allowed to remove research material.

Photographs were another matter.

He wanted another look once he got home.

His apartment overlooked one of Prague's quieter streets.

A renovated nineteenth-century building with ivy climbing its walls and balconies overflowing with flowers during warmer months.

Tonight only rain greeted him.

He climbed three flights of stairs.

Unlocked the door.

Fed his elderly gray cat, Mercury.

Made tea.

Everything wonderfully ordinary.

He settled beside the window overlooking the street.

Steam curled gently from his mug while he opened his laptop beside the manuscript photographs.

Hours disappeared again.

Names repeated throughout the journals.

Wars.

Disappearances.

Entire noble families erased overnight.

Always connected by one recurring title.

The Crimson Guardian.

Never a personal name.

Always the title.

One passage translated roughly into English.

"He protects humanity from monsters while becoming the monster they fear."

Eric leaned closer.

Interesting contradiction.

Another page.

"Do not seek him.

Do not speak his true name.

Should his crimson eyes meet yours... destiny has already chosen."

He smiled despite himself.

"Excellent gothic writing."

Thunder echoed outside.

Mercury suddenly jumped from the sofa.

His ears flattened.

The old cat stared directly toward the window.

Every hair along his back stood upright.

Eric frowned.

"What is it?"

Mercury hissed.

He had never hissed before.

Not once in twelve years.

Eric slowly turned toward the rain-streaked glass.

Nothing.

Only reflections.

Streetlamps.

Rain.

Passing umbrellas.

He relaxed.

Then...

Movement.

Across the narrow street, beneath a flickering lamp, someone stood completely still.

A man.

Tall.

Elegant black coat reaching almost to his knees.

Dark hair dampened by rain.

He wasn't carrying an umbrella.

Yet he made no effort to move.

He simply watched.

Even from this distance Eric could feel it.

The man's gaze rested directly on him.

Not the building.

Not the window.

Him.

Eric instinctively waved.

No response.

The stranger remained perfectly motionless.

Almost unnaturally so.

A passing bus briefly blocked the view.

Only two seconds.

When it passed...

The man was gone.

Eric blinked.

The street stood empty.

No footsteps.

No retreating figure.

Nothing.

Impossible.

He opened the apartment window despite the rain.

Cold air rushed inside.

The street below lay deserted.

Only puddles danced beneath falling raindrops.

Mercury continued growling low in his throat.

Eric closed the window again.

His heartbeat had quickened for reasons he couldn't explain.

Probably someone walking home.

Nothing more.

Yet one thought refused to leave him.

The stranger hadn't looked surprised to see him.

He had looked...

Expected.

As though he'd already known exactly where Eric would be.



Several streets away, hidden atop the roof of an abandoned bell tower, the same man watched the apartment through the falling rain.

His crimson eyes reflected the city's lights.

Unblinking.

Ancient.

Beautiful.

He closed his eyes briefly.

"So..."

His voice barely rose above the wind.

"The journal has finally awakened."

He could already feel it.

The ancient blood woven into its pages had recognized a new keeper.

Exactly as prophecy had foretold.

For over three centuries, Nelson had ensured the manuscripts remained hidden from both humans and vampires alike.

He had believed they were lost forever.

Now fate had placed them into the hands of an unsuspecting archivist with kind eyes and an endlessly curious heart.

A dangerous combination.

Because curiosity invited questions.

Questions uncovered secrets.

Secrets awakened monsters.

Far below, a faint ripple moved through the shadows between buildings.

Nelson sensed them immediately.

Others had felt the awakening too.

And unlike him...

They would not hesitate to kill the man who now possessed the first piece of the forgotten history.

His gaze lingered on the softly lit apartment window.

Eric appeared again briefly, drawing the curtains before disappearing from sight.

Nelson whispered to the empty night.

"I hope you forgive me."

His expression softened in a way it had not for centuries.

"Because from this moment forward..."

"You are no longer safe."
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Chapter 2 – Eyes That Never Blink
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The stranger did not leave Eric's thoughts.

For the next three days, no matter how hard he tried to focus on his work, those crimson eyes returned to him.

There had been something unsettling about the man's gaze—not threatening, but intensely familiar, as though he had recognized Eric long before they had ever met.

It made no sense.

Eric had lived in Prague for nearly six years. He knew his neighbors, the café owners, the booksellers, even the elderly violinist who played beneath the Charles Bridge every Saturday morning.

He would have remembered someone like that.

Someone so impossibly handsome.

Someone whose presence seemed to quiet the entire street.

Yet every logical explanation failed to satisfy him.



Wednesday afternoon arrived with clear skies after nearly a week of rain.

Sunlight spilled through the stained-glass windows of the Royal Historical Institute, filling the restoration room with shifting colors.

Eric carefully photographed another page from the crimson journal.

Its handwriting remained elegant, but the entries grew stranger with every page.

"The Guardian drinks not from hunger, but from necessity."

"Immortality is a prison whose walls are built from memory."

"Beware the Empty Ones. They wear shadows instead of faces."

Eric paused.

"The Empty Ones..."

He searched through the remaining monastery manuscripts.

The phrase appeared again.

And again.

Always accompanied by faded illustrations of distorted human figures whose bodies dissolved into black smoke.

No names.

Only warnings.

Helena appeared carrying two cups of coffee.

"You've been staring at that page for twenty minutes."

Eric accepted the drink gratefully.

"I think these journals describe different vampire clans."

She laughed.

"You're serious."

"I'm serious."

"You've officially spent too much time around medieval monks."

"They weren't monks."

"They lived in a monastery."

"They were historians."

"They copied books."

"They documented folklore."

She raised an eyebrow.

"About vampires."

Eric smiled sheepishly.

"When you say it like that..."

"It sounds exactly as ridiculous as it is."

She sat beside him.

"So, what makes these journals different?"

Eric hesitated.

Normally he loved discussing his discoveries.

Today felt different.

"I don't know."

"You don't know?"

"They feel... deliberate."

"What does that mean?"

"As if whoever wrote them wasn't telling stories."

He lowered his voice.

"They were recording history."

Helena studied him for a moment.

"You actually believe this?"

"No."

A pause.

"...I don't think I do."

She smiled.

"Better answer."



That evening Eric left work later than usual.

The institute's stone courtyard was nearly empty.

A cool breeze carried the scent of approaching rain.

He adjusted the strap of his satchel before heading toward the tram stop.

Halfway across the square, an odd sensation washed over him.

Someone was watching.

Again.

He turned.

There.

Standing beneath an old oak tree.

The same man.

Black coat.

Dark hair.

Perfect posture.

His crimson eyes met Eric's across the courtyard.

This time Eric didn't hesitate.

"Hey!"

He hurried toward him.

"Excuse me!"

The stranger remained perfectly still.

Twenty meters.

Fifteen.

Ten.

A delivery truck suddenly rolled between them.

Only for a moment.
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