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The Crown of Ash

Chapter 1 – The Kingdom Beneath the Cathedral
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The cathedral had no business still standing.

Everything around it had long since surrendered to ruin.

The village below the mountain was abandoned except for collapsing stone cottages and skeletal trees that bent permanently away from the cliffside as though the wind itself feared the place. Snow covered the narrow road leading upward, untouched except for the black car that had carried Davide and John through the storm hours earlier.

Even now, standing at the foot of the cathedral steps, John felt as though the world behind them had disappeared.

No lights.

No voices.

No birds.

Only the mountain and the ancient cathedral watching from above.

Its spires pierced the sky like rusted knives.

“You still haven’t told me what this place is,” John said quietly.

Davide stood several steps ahead of him, gloved hands resting atop the silver head of his cane. Snow gathered along the sharp shoulders of his black coat without melting. The pale light of winter turned his face almost colorless.

Beautiful.

Inhuman.

Tired.

“It was once called Saint Vesper’s,” Davide replied. “Though no saints have belonged here for a very long time.”

John exhaled into the cold air. “That doesn’t answer my question.”

“No,” Davide agreed softly. “It doesn’t.”

The heavy cathedral doors stood partially open.

That unsettled John more than anything else.

No one lived here.

No tracks marked the snow leading inside.

Yet the doors waited as though someone had expected them.

Davide began ascending the stone staircase.

John followed despite every instinct warning him otherwise.

The interior smelled of old smoke and wet stone.

Their footsteps echoed beneath vaulted ceilings lost in darkness overhead. The cathedral must once have been magnificent. Even in decay, fragments of beauty remained: shattered mosaics, enormous statues with broken faces, black iron chandeliers hanging crooked from chains.

Candles burned near the altar.

Fresh candles.

John stopped immediately.

“Davide.”

“I know.”

“Someone’s here.”

“No,” Davide said.

The answer came too quickly.

John looked toward him sharply. “What does that mean?”

Davide removed one glove slowly, pale fingers brushing across the nearest pew. Dust coated the wood thickly—except around the candles.

“They are not someone.”

Before John could ask what the hell that meant, the cathedral trembled.

A deep sound rolled beneath the floor.

Not thunder.

Something older.

Stone groaned somewhere underneath them.

John instinctively stepped closer to Davide.

The movement was unconscious, but Davide noticed. John saw it in the slight shift of his expression—not amusement, not quite affection, but awareness.

“You can still leave,” Davide murmured.

John gave a humorless laugh. “You dragged me across three countries in the middle of winter, refused to explain what we were looking for, brought me to a haunted cathedral in the mountains, and now you’re offering me an exit?”

Davide’s dark eyes held his.

“Yes.”

That single word carried something unusual beneath it.

Not arrogance.

Fear.

John had known Davide long enough to recognize how carefully he concealed genuine emotion. Most people saw only elegance and control when they looked at him. They saw the aristocratic charm, the impossible beauty, the old-money composure.

They never noticed how exhausted he truly was.

But John did.

And right now, exhaustion had sharpened into tension.

“What’s down there?” John asked more quietly.

Davide looked toward the altar.

For several seconds he said nothing.

Then:

“A kingdom.”

The cathedral trembled again.

Dust drifted from the ceiling.

A low metallic groan echoed through the enormous chamber.

John stared at him. “You’re serious.”

“I rarely joke.”

“That’s not a kingdom beneath us.”

Davide’s gaze moved slowly back toward him.

“It was.”

Before John could respond, every candle inside the cathedral extinguished simultaneously.

Darkness swallowed the room.

John froze.

A cold pressure moved through the cathedral like breath against the back of his neck.

Then came whispers.

Dozens of them.

Too many voices to distinguish.

Latin.

Prayer.

Crying.

John felt something brush past him.

His pulse slammed hard against his ribs.

“Davide—”

A pale flame suddenly ignited in Davide’s hand.

Not fire exactly.

Ghostlight.

Silver-white illumination spread across the cathedral, revealing drifting shapes moving between the pews.

Human figures.

Translucent.

Some dressed as priests.

Others armored.

All covered in gray ash.

John’s throat tightened.

The spirits ignored him entirely.

Every one of them was staring at Davide.

And slowly—

one by one—

they knelt.

The silence that followed felt unbearable.

Davide closed his eyes briefly.

Not surprised.

Not frightened.

Resigned.

“Jesus Christ,” John whispered.

“No,” Davide said softly. “Nothing here belongs to him anymore.”

The nearest spirit lifted its head.

Its face was burned beyond recognition.

When it spoke, ash spilled from its mouth.

“Lord Valcieri.”

John turned sharply toward Davide.

Lord?

Davide stepped forward before John could speak.

“You should not be awake,” he said.

The spirit gave a broken smile.

“The kingdom remembers.”

More figures emerged from the darkness.

Hundreds.

Nobles draped in ruined velvet.

Priests with blackened hands.

Soldiers carrying rusted weapons.

All kneeling.

All facing Davide.

The cathedral floor shook violently.

A crack split through the stone beneath the altar.

John stumbled backward as ancient marble collapsed inward with deafening force.

Below the cathedral floor, darkness opened.

Not a crypt.

A descent.

Massive stone stairs spiraled downward into an abyss illuminated by distant red light.

Warm air rushed upward carrying the scent of smoke, ash, and something disturbingly alive.

John stared down into the impossible depth beneath the cathedral.

Far below, he could see the outlines of towers.

An entire city buried underground.

His mind refused to process the scale of it.

“That’s...” He swallowed hard. “That’s impossible.”

Davide’s expression remained unreadable.

“Most terrible things are.”

The spirits parted silently, creating a path toward the staircase.

None of them looked at John.

Only Davide mattered here.

John watched the faint tightening of Davide’s jaw as he stared downward.

Recognition filled his eyes.

Not curiosity.

Memory.

“You’ve been here before,” John said quietly.

Davide did not answer immediately.

Then:

“Yes.”

The single word carried centuries inside it.

John stepped closer to the edge beside him.

The underground city stretched endlessly beneath the mountain, half drowned in darkness and drifting ash. Ancient bridges connected towering gothic structures crowned with black spires.

And despite the centuries—

lights flickered below.

Movement.

Something still lived there.

“You said we came for a relic,” John murmured.

Davide’s gaze remained fixed on the kingdom beneath them.

“I lied.”

John looked at him carefully.

“Why?”

For the first time since arriving, Davide seemed uncertain.

The emotion appeared only briefly, but John caught it.

Because John had learned how to watch him.

Davide finally turned toward him.

In the pale ghostlight, his face looked devastatingly beautiful and unbearably old.

“Because if I had told you what this place truly was,” he said quietly, “you would never have followed me here.”

John held his stare.

The strange thing was—

Davide was wrong.

He would have followed anyway.

That realization unsettled him more than the cathedral.

A deep horn echoed from somewhere beneath the city.

Ancient.

Mournful.

The sound rolled upward through the abyss like a warning.

The spirits around them bowed lower.

Far below, something massive moved through the ash-filled streets.

John could not make out its shape.

He wasn’t sure he wanted to.

Davide extended his hand toward him.

Not commanding.

Offering.

“Stay close to me,” he said softly.

John looked at the pale hand for a long moment before taking it.

Cold fingers closed around his immediately.

And somewhere deep beneath the cathedral—

the kingdom awakened.
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Chapter 2 – The Name the Dead Remember
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The kingdom beneath the cathedral did not feel abandoned.

That was the first thing John realized after descending the endless spiral staircase beside Davide.

Ruined, yes.

Dead, perhaps.

But not abandoned.

The city breathed.

Ash drifted through the enormous streets like slow-falling snow, carried by warm currents rising from cracks beneath the stone. Towering gothic structures surrounded them in every direction—cathedrals fused into palaces, bridges suspended over bottomless chasms, statues so large their faces vanished into darkness overhead.

And everywhere, there were lights.

Not electric.

Candles.

Thousands of them burning behind cracked windows and broken archways despite the absence of living hands to tend them.

John tightened his grip on the railing as they descended deeper.

“How far underground are we?”

Davide’s cane struck softly against the stone steps.

“Far enough that sunlight never reached this place even before the collapse.”

“That doesn’t answer the question.”

“You assume I know the answer.”

John glanced sideways at him. “You lived here.”

Davide’s expression barely shifted.

“Once.”

The word lingered between them strangely.

Not defensive.

Worse.

Mournful.

Below them, the city opened wider with every step. John could now see entire districts buried beneath layers of drifting ash. Bridges connected enormous towers crowned with black iron spires. Narrow waterways cut through the city like veins, though the liquid flowing through them reflected no light.

Not water.

Something darker.

The staircase finally ended before immense bronze gates standing half-open.

Ancient symbols covered the metal surface.

John stopped immediately.

He recognized some of them.

Occult sigils.

Protection marks.

Binding seals.

And hidden among them—

names.

Hundreds carved into the bronze.

Some scratched violently as though added in desperation.

“What is this place?” he asked quietly.

Davide did not answer at first.

Instead, he pressed one pale hand against the gate.

The metal groaned softly beneath his touch.

“This,” he said at last, “was the kingdom of the Ash Court.”

The gates slowly opened wider.

Warm air rushed outward carrying the scent of smoke and incense.

John followed Davide inside.

The scale of the palace beyond nearly stopped him cold.

Massive vaulted ceilings disappeared into darkness overhead. Black marble floors reflected ghostfire burning in silver braziers lining the corridors. Torn banners hung motionless from towering columns.

Every surface was covered in ash.

Not dust.

Ash.

As though the entire kingdom had burned centuries ago and never stopped smoldering afterward.

Their footsteps echoed through the enormous hall.

No servants greeted them.

No guards.

Yet John could feel eyes watching from the shadows beyond the firelight.

“You said the kingdom collapsed,” he murmured.

“It did.”

“This looks preserved.”

Davide gave a faint smile without humor.

“The dead are sentimental.”

John frowned.

Before he could question that further, a low whisper moved through the corridor.

Not one voice.

Many.

Soft enough to almost miss.

They were speaking Davide’s name.

Not the one John knew.

Something older.

Something that sounded wrong in a human mouth.

Davide ignored it entirely.

Which somehow unsettled John more.

They passed through enormous chambers filled with shattered statues and rotting velvet furniture before finally entering what appeared to be an old library.

The room stretched across multiple levels connected by wrought iron staircases. Thousands of books remained untouched upon black shelves reaching toward the ceiling.

John stared in disbelief.

“You kept records down here?”

“Kingdoms survive through memory,” Davide replied.

A strange look crossed his face as he surveyed the room.

“Even cursed ones.”

John moved deeper inside while Davide remained near the doorway.

The books fascinated him immediately.

Many were ancient beyond anything he had ever handled as an archivist. Some appeared bound in materials John deliberately chose not to identify.

Several titles were written in languages he did not recognize.

Others—

disturbingly—

shifted when viewed directly.

John approached a massive table covered in scattered manuscripts.

Unlike the surrounding room, this section looked recently disturbed.

Someone had been studying here.

“You weren’t honest about why we came,” John said quietly while examining the papers.

“No.”

“Then start now.”

Silence stretched behind him.

Finally Davide spoke.

“There is something buried beneath this kingdom.”

John looked up.

“The Ash Crown.”

The name itself seemed to alter the atmosphere.

The ghostfire dimmed slightly.

Even the whispers beyond the shelves quieted.

John studied Davide carefully.

For the first time since they arrived underground, genuine discomfort appeared in his expression.

“What is it?”

Davide’s gaze drifted toward the darkness beyond the library windows.

“A mistake,” he said softly.

John frowned.

“You
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