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The rain began before sunset and had not stopped for hours.

It drummed against the stained-glass windows of the Holy Dominion Archives, turning the ancient building into a prison of whispers and dim candlelight. Shelves stretched endlessly into darkness, filled with manuscripts older than kingdoms, chained grimoires that hummed with restrained magic, and scrolls written in languages no living scholar could fully understand.

Johanes preferred nights like this.

Most archivists hated the silence after dusk, claiming the books became restless once the cathedral bells marked midnight. Some swore they heard pages turning by themselves. Others insisted unseen hands rearranged entire shelves before dawn.

Johanes dismissed such stories.

Books did not haunt people.

People haunted books.

He carefully closed the leather binding of a fourteenth-century demon census and returned it to its place. Dust floated lazily through the air, glittering beneath the warm glow of enchanted lanterns suspended from the vaulted ceiling.

His fingers lingered on the spine.

"So many lies," he murmured.

History, he had learned long ago, belonged to whoever survived long enough to rewrite it.

The thought lingered as footsteps echoed through the vast archive.

Measured.

Purposeful.

Not the nervous shuffle of junior scribes.

Johanes looked up.

High Inquisitor Matthias stood at the end of the aisle, his black robes almost blending into the surrounding darkness. Silver embroidery depicting the Dominion's sacred crest shimmered faintly beneath the lantern light.

"You've been summoned."

Johanes sighed quietly.

"That usually means someone found another cursed diary they don't want to read."

Matthias's expression never changed.

"I wish it were that simple."

Johanes closed the book and followed.

The cathedral above slept beneath the storm, but deep within its lower halls, activity buzzed like a disturbed hive. Priests hurried between chambers carrying enchanted relics. Exorcists whispered urgent prayers. Guards armed with blessed steel lined corridors that were normally empty.

Something had happened.

Something important.

The council chamber lay beneath the cathedral's oldest foundations.

Massive stone doors slowly opened as Matthias approached.

Inside waited seven members of the Dominion Council.

Maps covered the enormous oak table.

Ancient architectural drawings.

Underground tunnels.

Forgotten crypts.

Entire sections of the cathedral Johanes had never seen.

An elderly woman looked up from the documents.

"Archivist Johanes."

He bowed respectfully.

"You requested me?"

She nodded.

"Three days ago, workers restoring the western cemetery discovered a sealed staircase beneath the cathedral."

She slid a brittle parchment toward him.

"The passage shouldn't exist."

Johanes examined the drawing.

The architecture matched no known expansion of the cathedral.

The staircase descended far deeper than the crypts.

Nearly five hundred feet underground.

Impossible.

"This foundation predates the cathedral," he said softly.

The council exchanged uneasy glances.

"We know."

Another member leaned forward.

"Our investigators entered yesterday."

Johanes noticed dried blood staining one corner of the map.

"They never returned."

Silence settled heavily over the chamber.

"They're dead?"

"We don't know."

"Their communication crystals shattered."

"Their magical signatures disappeared."

"No bodies."

Johanes frowned.

"Collapsed tunnel?"

"No."

"Teleportation?"

"No."

"Demonic interference?"

"We're uncertain."

The elderly woman folded her hands.

"We need someone capable of identifying ancient magical records before destroying them."

Johanes smiled weakly.

"So you want a librarian."

"We want someone who knows when not to burn history."

His smile faded.

That was... unexpectedly kind.

Many inquisitors preferred setting ancient texts on fire first and asking questions afterward.

"When do I leave?"

"Immediately."

Matthias placed a small wooden case on the table.

Inside rested several enchanted objects.

A crystal lantern filled with pale blue flame.

A silver compass engraved with protective runes.

Three scrolls of emergency teleportation.

A thin dagger whose blade shimmered like moonlight.

And a simple bronze key.

Johanes picked up the key.

"This opens...?"

"No one knows."

"Helpful."

"It was found near the staircase."

He slipped it into his coat.

Outside, thunder rolled across the heavens.

Within minutes he stood beneath the western cemetery.

Rain soaked abandoned gravestones leaning at impossible angles. Moss covered statues of forgotten saints whose faces had long since eroded away.

Several workers refused even to look toward the excavation site.

One crossed himself repeatedly as Johanes approached.

"They're saying voices come from below."

Johanes adjusted the lantern hanging from his belt.

"Voices always come from underground."

The worker swallowed.

"They know our names."

Johanes stopped walking.

"...That's considerably less comforting."

A captain of the cathedral guard waited beside the exposed staircase.

Thirty soldiers stood nearby.

None appeared eager to descend.

The captain handed Johanes a rolled map.

"We escort you to the first gate."

"And after?"

"The passages become too narrow."

"Convenient."

"No one has returned beyond that point."

Johanes looked down.

Stone steps disappeared into complete darkness.

Cold air drifted upward.

Not normal cold.

Ancient cold.

The kind untouched by sunlight for centuries.

He took one slow breath.

Every instinct told him to turn around.

Curiosity stepped forward instead.

"Let's see what history has been hiding."

With lantern in hand, Johanes began descending into the darkness beneath the cathedral, unaware that each step carried him closer to a secret that had remained buried for nearly two thousand years—and to a man whose name had been erased from history itself.

The stone staircase seemed endless.

Johanes counted each step out of habit, quietly keeping track as the daylight above faded into nothing more than a pale circle far overhead.

One hundred.

Two hundred.

Three hundred.

The temperature continued to fall.

Moisture coated the ancient walls, carrying the scent of old stone and something stranger—aged parchment. It was impossible. Libraries smelled that way, not tunnels buried beneath cathedrals.

Behind him, the captain and his soldiers followed in silence, their armor clinking softly with every step. Even the seasoned veterans appeared uneasy.

After nearly four hundred steps, the staircase finally opened into a massive circular chamber.

Johanes stopped.

"So..."

His voice echoed through the darkness.

"...this wasn't built by the Church."

The captain slowly removed his helmet.

"No."

The room dwarfed the cathedral above.

Immense pillars disappeared into shadows overhead, each carved from glossy black stone unlike anything Johanes had ever seen. Strange silver veins ran through the pillars, glowing faintly beneath the lantern's blue flame.

Symbols covered every surface.

Not prayers.

Not holy scripture.

Not even demonic runes.

They belonged to a language older than any Johanes recognized.

He approached one pillar carefully.

The symbols were astonishingly precise.

No erosion.

No cracks.

It looked as though the carvings had been completed yesterday instead of centuries ago.

Johanes reached out.

The moment his fingertips brushed the stone—

A whisper.

Soft.

Barely audible.

"Still waiting..."

He jerked his hand away.

The whisper vanished.

One of the soldiers looked toward him.

"What happened?"

"...Nothing."

But it hadn't been nothing.

He was certain someone had spoken.

The captain gestured toward an enormous bronze gate at the far end of the chamber.

"Our scouts reached there."

Johanes followed his gaze.

The gate towered nearly thirty feet high.

Unlike the architecture surrounding it, the doors were beautiful.

Elegant.

Covered in flowing patterns that resembled twisting vines made entirely of shadow.

At the center rested an empty keyhole.

Johanes froze.

His hand instinctively moved toward his coat pocket.

The bronze key.

He looked from the key to the gate.

"...Surely not."

The captain noticed.

"What is it?"

Johanes produced the key.

Every soldier stared.

"It matches."

Silence followed.

"No one told me I was carrying the key to an ancient prison."

"We didn't know."

"That somehow makes me feel worse."

He stepped toward the gate.

The air grew heavier with each pace.

Not threatening.

Expectant.

As though the chamber itself had been holding its breath for centuries.

The lantern's blue flame flickered violently.

One soldier whispered a prayer.

Another quietly asked permission to wait farther back.

The captain allowed it immediately.

Johanes stood before the towering doors.

Up close, the carvings became clearer.

Thousands...

No.

Millions of tiny shadow-like figures intertwined across the bronze.

Some appeared to be kneeling.

Others reaching upward.

Many seemed to be watching whoever stood before them.

An inscription circled the keyhole.

He brushed away centuries of dust.

The language shifted before his eyes.

Letters rearranged themselves.

A translation spell.

Remarkable.

He read aloud.

"Only truth may enter.
Only memory may leave."
Johanes frowned.

"That's oddly poetic."

The captain was less impressed.

"Can you open it?"

"I don't know if I should."

His fingers tightened around the bronze key.

Everything about this place warned against disturbing it.

Every lesson he had ever learned as an archivist whispered the same truth.

Ancient seals existed for reasons.

Unfortunately...

Curiosity had always been stronger than caution.

He inserted the key.

It slid into place effortlessly.

No resistance.

No grinding metal.

As though it had been waiting.

Johanes hesitated.

"If this goes badly..."

The captain nodded.

"We seal the staircase."

"I was hoping you'd say 'we rescue you.'"

The captain offered an apologetic smile.

"I prefer honesty."

Johanes sighed.

"So do I."

He slowly turned the key.

A deep metallic sound echoed through the chamber.

Not loud.

Immense.

Like the heartbeat of a sleeping mountain.

The silver veins running through the walls suddenly brightened.

Dust rained from the ceiling.

The enormous gate unlocked itself with a long, resonating groan.

It opened only a few inches.

Cold air rushed outward.

Not merely cold.

Ancient.

It carried the unmistakable scent of parchment, candle wax, old leather...

...and forgotten centuries.

Johanes carefully pushed one of the massive doors.

It moved with surprising ease.

The lantern revealed a hallway beyond.

Shelves.

Rows upon rows of towering bookshelves.

His eyes widened.

"No..."

He stepped inside.

The chamber beyond stretched farther than the lantern could illuminate.

Bookshelves rose three stories high.

Stone bridges connected upper galleries.

Thousands...

Perhaps hundreds of thousands...

...of books rested untouched beneath layers of dust.

An underground library.

Hidden beneath the cathedral.

Hidden beneath history itself.

Johanes forgot to breathe.

"This..."

His voice trembled with awe.

"...this is impossible."

The captain entered behind him, equally speechless.

"I've never seen anything like it."

Johanes barely heard him.

He wandered slowly between the shelves.

Some books were chained.

Others floated gently above marble pedestals.

Ancient globes rotated by themselves.

Constellations shimmered across the ceiling like a forgotten night sky.

Enchanted candles ignited one by one as he passed, bathing the endless library in warm golden light.

It felt...

Alive.

Not malicious.

Simply awake after a very long sleep.

Johanes smiled despite himself.

"This place wasn't abandoned."

He ran a finger across one shelf.

No dust.

His smile disappeared.

Someone—or something—had been here recently.

Far in the distance...

A page turned.

Johanes stopped walking.

The sound echoed again.

A single page.

Then silence.

The captain drew his sword.

"We're not alone."

Johanes slowly lifted the crystal lantern higher.

The endless rows of books seemed to shift ever so slightly in the flickering light, as if shadows moved between them with quiet purpose.

Somewhere deep within the forgotten library, hidden beyond countless shelves, something had heard them arrive.
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The page turned by itself.

The sound echoed through the endless underground library like a whisper carried across still water.

Johanes froze.

His lantern trembled slightly in his hand, causing the pale blue light to dance across towering shelves filled with forgotten histories. The silence that followed felt heavier than stone, as though the library itself were listening.

Behind him, Captain Aldren slowly raised his blessed sword.

"Did you hear that?"

Johanes nodded.

"I wish I hadn't."

Another page turned.

Not close.

Far deeper within the labyrinth of shelves.

The captain gestured toward two soldiers.

"You two, stay by the entrance."

Neither man argued.

In fact, they seemed relieved not to venture farther into the impossible archive.

Johanes stepped forward.

His boots disturbed a thin layer of dust that had likely remained untouched for centuries. Strange symbols glowed faintly beneath the marble floor, disappearing again almost as soon as the lantern's light passed over them.

"This place isn't abandoned," he whispered.

"No."

The captain's voice was barely audible.

"It feels... occupied."

They continued between shelves that stretched higher than cathedral walls.

Books rested in meticulous order.

None appeared damaged.

Leather bindings remained supple.

Gold lettering still gleamed.

Johanes reached toward one particularly ancient volume before stopping himself.

"No."

The captain glanced at him.

"No?"

"If someone organized these shelves, then every book is exactly where it's supposed to be."

"You think moving one would matter?"

"In libraries..."

Johanes smiled nervously.

"...everything matters."

The captain chose not to touch anything.

After several minutes they emerged into a vast circular reading hall.

Hundreds of desks filled the chamber.

Each held open books, dried inkpots, and abandoned quills.

It looked as though the scholars had simply stood up one afternoon...

...and never returned.

Johanes slowly approached the nearest desk.

The open manuscript was written in an elegant language he had never seen before.

As he leaned closer...

The letters shifted.

Rearranged.

Translated themselves.

His breath caught.

"A translation enchantment..."

The first line became readable.

The Chronicle of the Shadow Court

Johanes frowned.

"I've never heard of the Shadow Court."

The captain looked over his shoulder.

"Should we read it?"

Johanes hesitated.

Every instinct warned him not to.

Every instinct had also warned him not to unlock the gate.

Curiosity won again.

He carefully read the opening passage aloud.

"Before kings ruled the darkness,
there stood one prince whose mercy frightened the cruel more than any sword."
The room vibrated.

Softly.

Almost imperceptibly.

Johanes stopped reading.

The vibration ceased.

The captain looked around uneasily.

"I don't like this."

Neither did Johanes.

Yet something compelled him to continue.

He cleared his throat.

"His name was Theodore,
First Prince of Shadows,
Guardian of the Veil..."
The library groaned.

Every candle extinguished at once.

Darkness swallowed the chamber.

Only Johanes' crystal lantern remained lit.

Then came the sound.

A crack.

Far below.

Followed by another.

And another.

The floor lurched violently beneath their feet.

"Earthquake!"

Books tumbled from shelves.

Stone dust rained from the ceiling.

The towering
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