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Chapter 1: The Thing the Dead Would Not Keep

The first vow screamed when Elara touched it. She did not flinch. She had learned young that the dead had no mercy for the living who handled what they had left behind. Gold remembered greed. Veils remembered tears. Rings remembered every trembling yes and every bitter I should not have. Bone remembered pain best of all. Bone held to the shape of suffering long after flesh released it. So when the silver mourning pin bit cold into her palm and a woman’s terror went through her like a blade drawn slowly between the ribs, Elara only closed her fingers tighter around it and kept her face still.

Around her, the Hall of Last Keeping breathed in its usual way—slow, damp, candle-warmed. Forty stone tables stretched beneath the vaulted ceiling. The dead lay on twenty-three of them tonight, each covered to the throat in linen, each tagged with a thin strip of waxed cord naming them for the record. Rain whispered against the high windows. The braziers hissed faintly where temple oil burned blue.

No one noticed.

Or if they did, no one said anything.

Sister Mara was three tables over, humming under her breath as she stitched shut the collar of an old merchant whose sons had argued for an hour over which signet ring he ought to wear into the earth. Tovin, the apprentice, was sweeping ash from the floor in uneven arcs, more interested in the thunder outside than in his work. The bell at the western arch had not rung in nearly half an hour. No new dead yet.

Elara bent over the body in front of her and lifted the pin again as if she were merely inspecting its fastening.

Lady Selyn Ivre. Forty-two. Fever took her in six days. Husband grieving. Two daughters. One sealed casket requested due to wasting of the face. Burial at dawn. The pin had been set at the woman’s throat to hold the mourning veil in place. It was modest at a glance, the kind of small elegance noble houses affected when they wished to appear reverent rather than rich: silver worked into the shape of a closed flame, a single salt-pearl set at its center. Beautiful. Forgettable.

Except the vow inside it was not the vow that belonged there. Elara knew the feel of mourning vows. Wives wore them for husbands. Mothers took them for their sons. Lovers sealed them in combs, buttons, prayer chains, and sometimes in the very laces tied around a shroud. They had a certain weight to them. Grief was heavy, but it tended to lie flat, like dark water. Regret was sharp and restless. Devotion felt warmer than it had any right to.

This was none of those.

This memory struck like a hand over the mouth. Hide it.

The woman’s voice had no sound in the room. It existed only in the place behind Elara’s eyes where vow-traces unfurled when skin met record. Hide it where fire cannot read.

Then the rest came—not words this time, but sensation. A corridor lit by red glass. A man’s ring grinding bone as he grabbed a wrist. The smell of hot wax. A floor painted with the royal crest. Fear so concentrated it felt metallic on the tongue. Elara broke contact.

Air rushed into her lungs hard enough to ache. She set the pin carefully beside the dead woman’s shoulder and forced herself to smooth the linen at the body’s chest, a small practical gesture to cover the fact that her hand had begun to shake.

Not mourning, she thought.

Not a widow’s promise. Not a funeral charm. A hidden record.

And not common work, either. The craftsmanship was too fine. The silver had been folded three times around the memory-thread, the way court artisans did when they wanted a vow to pass inspection without revealing its depth. A surface promise could be made to sit above a deeper one, like clear water over a well.

Someone had wanted this buried.

Someone had wanted it gone so badly they had pinned it to a dead noblewoman and sent it straight to the Hall of Last Keeping, where nothing was questioned once the temple wax had been pressed.

“Elara.”

She looked up at once.

Sister Mara stood with a needle between her fingers and one white brow raised. The old woman’s face had the dry severity of parchment left near heat too long, but her eyes missed little.

“You’ve been staring at that poor woman as if she intends to rise and complain about your stitching.”

“My stitching deserves complaint,” Elara said.

“That has never stopped you before.”

A hint of a smile tugged at Mara’s mouth and was gone. She nodded toward the pin. “The family requested she be buried with all household mourning tokens. Check them for sharp points before the daughters come to view her. The youngest tried to climb onto the table earlier and nearly blinded herself on a hat clasp.”

“I will.”

Mara’s gaze lingered on Elara’s face a heartbeat longer than comfort allowed. Then she turned back to her merchant.

Elara waited until the old woman resumed humming before she touched the pin again, quick and bare-fingered.

The scream did not return. This time the hidden memory came in fragments, as if the object itself knew it had little time.

A chamber. Stone underfoot. A man kneeling. No—the man was being forced to kneel.

His hands were bound behind him with ceremonial cord, red and gold. He wore no crown, but people bowed around him.

A coronation chamber.

Elara’s pulse kicked once, hard.

The kneeling man lifted his head. Blood on his mouth. Someone stood above him, just beyond the edge of sight.

Then a woman—Lady Selyn? Younger, dressed in court blue—turned her face sharply as if hearing something no one else did. Terror bloomed. Not for herself. For what she had seen. A voice, male and smooth as oil over water: No witness leaves with memory.

The fragment severed.

Elara snatched her hand away.

For a moment the Hall tilted. Blue braziers. White shrouds. Rain. Stone. The world returned in thin layers.

No witness leaves with memory.

Not just a hidden family shame, then. Not adultery, not theft, not some old house crime wrapped for burial.

Something royal.

Something witnessed and concealed.

The temple bells at the western arch rang. Tovin jumped, missed a pile of ash, and swore under his breath. The side doors opened to admit four bearers with a covered pallet between them. Wet air came in with them, along with the smell of horses and the harder smell beneath it—blood dried on expensive cloth.

Temple attendant behind them, head down. City guards at the rear, boots leaving dark prints on the floor.

A dead priority.

Elara straightened, wiping her hands on the linen apron at her waist.

“Table nine,” Mara called. “Tovin, wake yourself up. Elara, with me.” Elara slid the pin beneath the edge of Lady Selyn’s shroud so no one would see it lying alone and crossed to the next table.

The body on the pallet was a young man, though not much younger than she was. Twenty-six, perhaps. Fine-boned face. Mouth set in the kind of line that suggested he had rarely been denied anything and had not enjoyed the experience when he was. One side of his neck was blackened with a scorch mark that disappeared into his collar. His clothes had been cut away at the chest, exposing a lattice of old ritual scars beneath fresh burns. Noble, Elara thought immediately. Temple-trained. Or oath-trained. Mara accepted the death paper from the attendant and read it without expression.

“Name?”

“Darien Voss,” the attendant said. “Attached to the Office of Civic Measure.” Mara made a small sound of disinterest. Bureau men died every week of bad judgment and worse wine.

“Cause?”

“Collapse at the east administrative archives. Witnesses reported fire in the walls.” The attendant swallowed. “The physician marked seizure following vow-burn.” That got Mara’s attention.

Vow-burn was not a common phrase one used lightly. She glanced at Elara, then back to the body. “Any active records on his person?”

“Removed by the Office.”

Of course they were.

Mara handed the paper back. “We’ll prepare for him. Viewing?”

“No family has yet come.”

The guards left. The bearers bowed out. The attendant followed them, eager to be gone. The doors shut. Rain noise swallowed the silence they left behind. Mara drew back the rest of the covering.

The dead man’s right hand had been clenched so tightly in death that the fingers had locked. Between them, caught in the rigid curl of his palm, glimmered something dark red. A shard of glass.

Not ordinary glass. Record-glass.

Elara knew it before she touched it. Some things had a presence even through the air. This one prickled against her skin from half an arm’s length away. Mara swore softly. “Tovin. Out.”

The apprentice blinked. “But Sister—”

“Out.”

He fled.

Mara lowered her voice. “Fetch the seal basin.” Elara did not move.

The shard in the dead man’s hand was no larger than a thumbnail, but it pulsed once, faint and inner-lit, as if blood moved through it.

Record-glass was used in the old vow-houses before most cities shifted to metal and bone. It held more than a single spoken promise. It could hold braided memory, layered witness, whole sequences of felt truth. It was illegal now outside temple vaults and crown repositories. No clerk from the Office of Civic Measure should have been carrying it loose in his hand.

“Elara.”

She realized Mara had spoken twice.

“The basin,” the old woman repeated. “Now.” She went to the shelf by the western brazier and brought back the black ceramic bowl used for unstable relics. Salt ash already lined the bottom. Mara took it, then paused as Elara’s gaze fixed on the dead man’s hand.

“What is it?”

“Let me see.”

“No.”

“If that is record-glass and the Office removed everything else, they missed it.”

“That is precisely why you are not touching it.” Mara’s tone was flat, but Elara heard the edge beneath it. Not anger. Fear. Few people knew what Elara could do. Fewer still knew how much. In the Hall she passed for merely gifted—sensitive to residue, good with memory-laden objects, useful in identifying burial risks. Useful enough to keep. Not dangerous enough to report. Mara knew better.

“Elara,” the old woman said quietly, “I am in no mood tonight to pray over your body as well.” The words were rough, but not unkind.

Elara looked at the shard again. It pulsed once more, dimly, like an eye half opening. Then she did what she always did when caution and compulsion collided. She reached.

Mara caught her wrist too late.

Elara touched the glass.

Pain slammed through her.

Not hers.

Not one man’s.

Dozens.

Voices tore open in a flood.

—swear— —before the fire— —I remember— —no, please— —hold him down— —for the realm— —witness denied— —burn it out— —burn it out— Elara gasped and nearly folded, but the object held her as firmly as if fingers had closed around her bones.

A room burst behind her eyes. Circular. Windowless. Walls lined in black iron. In the middle stood a basin of white fire.

Men and women knelt around it in court dress and ceremonial chains. At the far end of the chamber, a child no older than ten was held upright by two guards. Not a prince. Not dressed richly enough.

A servant’s son, perhaps. Or some lesser branch offered up. No.

Not offered. Chosen.

Because the child could remember.

A hand entered the vision, elegant and ringed, lowering a length of glowing metal toward the boy’s forehead. The child sobbed once, bit it back, then screamed as the iron touched skin. Elara felt the smell of her own flesh burning. She tried to wrench it away. Could not.

A second scene ripped over the first. The same chamber, years later. Lady Selyn in court blue, standing too close to a carved screen, unseen. Watching. Her hand at her mouth. Someone kneeling again before the white fire. An older man this time. Noble by his clothes, terrified by his eyes.

No witness leaves with memory.

The smooth voice.

Then— A face.

Not the speaker’s. Not fully. Just enough. A profile cut from severity. A hard mouth. A white-gold clasp at the throat in the shape of an unfurled scale.

Official. High-ranking. Crown-sworn.

The image shivered apart before she could grasp it. And beneath it all, buried deeper than the rest, like the root-memory around which the others had crystalized, one impossible sensation: The kingdom itself had forgotten something on purpose. Elara tore free with a cry that echoed off the vaulted ceiling. She hit the stone floor on one knee, breath ragged. The shard fell from the dead man’s hand and rang once against the table before dropping neatly into the salt basin Mara had thrust beneath it at the last second.

For a moment no one moved.

Mara stared at her. Elara stared back.

Both of them were breathing too hard.

“Well,” Mara said at last, voice hoarse, “that was foolish.” Elara laughed once, a broken little sound. “Yes.”

“What did you see?”

That question lived between them with more weight than any prayer. Elara pushed herself upright and wiped her damp palm on her apron. Her skin stung where the shard had touched it. A tiny crescent of red had appeared at the base of her thumb, as though the glass had cut her after all.

“Enough,” she said.

Mara did not like that answer. “Enough to tell me? Or enough to get us both hanged if you keep making that face?”

Elara looked at Lady Selyn’s table across the hall. The hidden pin beneath the shroud. Then back to the dead clerk and the basin holding the shard. Not separate, she thought.

Connected.

Someone witnessed something in a coronation chamber. Someone hid it in a mourning pin. A clerk from Civic Measure dies in a fire with illegal record-glass in his hand. And the memory buried in both objects leads toward the crown. Thunder rolled over the roof.

Mara followed her gaze. She was old, but not slow. “There is something on the woman’s table.” Elara said nothing.

Mara shut her eyes briefly, as if petitioning patience from a god who had never much favored the dead-house. “Of course there is.”

The old woman set the basin carefully on a side altar and covered it with a black cloth. “Speak.” Elara did. Not all of it. Not the child. Not the burn. Not the sense of some foundational theft beneath the visible lie. But enough: Lady Selyn’s hidden fear, the phrase she had heard, the coronation setting, the suggestion of a witness suppressed. Mara’s face grew still with every word.

When Elara finished, the old woman crossed herself in the old temple way, fingertip to brow, lips, heart. “You say nothing of this aloud again.” Elara almost smiled. “To whom would I say it? The walls?”

“The walls carry better company than the city.” Mara came close and lowered her voice. “Listen to me, girl. Noblewomen hide all manner of shame in burial tokens. Court men burn all manner of paper they should not. This may be ugly. It may be dangerous. But danger in Oakhaven has ranks, and anything that smells of coronation sits above ours.”

“It was not paper.”

“No.”

“It was a witness.”

Mara’s gaze sharpened. “That word has gotten more people killed than treason.” The rain beat harder against the windows. Elara looked toward the western arch. The outer bells were silent now. The Hall had resumed its old stillness, as if no hidden scream had crossed its stones. Tovin had not returned. Good. Let him hide in the linen room until dawn for all she cared.

“You taught me,” Elara said, “that the dead leave work for the living.”

“I also taught you not to volunteer for it.”

“What if the dead insist?”

“Then you lower your eyes and bury them fast.” Mara’s harshness would have been more convincing if fear had not roughened it. Elara loved her a little for that fear. Not because it was pleasant, but because it existed. In the Hall of Last Keeping, love rarely took a form anyone would write songs about. Mara saw the answer on her face and cursed softly. “No.”

“I have to look again.”

“No.”

“At the pin.”

“No.”

“El—”

“I know.”

That stopped Mara cold.

Elara rarely used the old woman’s shortened name back at her. It was the relic of a gentler year, one they both pretended had not happened.

“I know,” she repeated, quieter now. “I know what this sounds like. But someone put that record on a dead woman because they believed the Hall would carry it out of the city’s sight. And someone else died trying to reach the same truth. If I bury her in the morning without looking again, then I become part of whatever swallowed it.” Mara’s mouth thinned. “You are already part of it. You touched it.”

“Yes.”

“That is not triumph in your voice I hear, I hope.”

“No.”

Only certainty.

Mara studied her for a long moment, then made a sound deep in her throat that belonged to years of futile argument. “Quickly,” she said at last. “And if you collapse again, I shall drag you by the ankles myself and tell the temple physician you have finally succeeded in haunting your own flesh.”

Relief moved through Elara, small and hot. She crossed back to Lady Selyn’s table and drew the silver pin from beneath the shroud. This time she braced herself before touching it. The memory opened at once.

Not a chamber now. A hallway.

Lady Selyn moving too fast, one hand pressed to her ribs as if she’d been shoved. Silk catching on stone. Breath broken. Behind her, voices. She slips into a side room. Dark. Storeroom, perhaps. Her heart is crashing. In her hand—something bright.

Not the pin. A strip of thin glass wrapped in cloth. The same color as the shard in the basin. Through the half-open door, she sees the coronation chamber beyond. White fire burning. Figures kneeling.

And a man on the dais.

Not crowned.

The crown waits on a black cushion beside the basin. The kneeling man in the center says, raggedly, “You cannot alter the witness and call it law.” The smooth voice replies, “Law is what remains when the witness is gone.” Then the memory shifts with the sick lurch of panic. Lady Selyn stuffs the wrapped glass into her sleeve. She turns—and meets the gaze of another witness hidden in the storeroom shadows. A boy.

Thin. Ash-haired. Temple servant’s robe too short at the wrist. His eyes are wide with terror.

He saw too.

Lady Selyn presses one finger to her lips. Begging silence. The boy nods once.

Then the memory cuts.

Elara opened her eyes into the blue-lit Hall. The silver pin sat cold in her hand, innocent as moonlight.

“A second witness,” she whispered.

Mara came to her side. “What?”

“There was a boy. In servant gray. He was there. He saw it.”

“Years ago.”

“Yes.”

“He is likely dead.”

“Maybe.”

Mara took the pin from her and wrapped it in a square of plain cloth so quickly it seemed she feared sight itself might carry contagion. “Enough. We are past enough. We are now standing in the doorway of ruin politely discussing its architecture.” Elara’s mind raced ahead anyway.

A hidden witness. A dead noblewoman. A clerk carrying record-glass. A coronation altered. And a phrase that would not release her: Law is what remains when a witness is gone. She had spent her life among objects that held feeling after people were no longer alive to defend it. She knew the difference between grief and performance, devotion and possession, repentance and vanity. Most lies cracked under the weight of time. This one had not cracked. It had calcified. It had become structured.

A kingdom built on a missing memory.

The thought was absurd.

The thought would not leave.

Mara was speaking again, practical now because practicality was the last defense against panic. “The woman is buried at dawn. The man”—she nodded toward Darien Voss—“must be sealed separately and reported through the temple chain. Which means officials will come first whether we want them or not.”

“They’ll want the shard.”

“Yes.”

“And if they know what it contains?”

“They will want it more.”

Elara looked toward the side altar where the black cloth covered the basin. The urge that moved through her then had no elegance in it. It was not bravery. It was not my duty. It was the feral certainty that if she let the thing go into official hands, whatever truth it held would disappear forever.

“Mara.”

“No.”

“I didn’t ask yet.”

“You are about to.”

Elara set both hands flat on the edge of Lady Selyn’s table. “Let me take it.” Mara stared at her as if she had suggested carrying the plague through the market in an open bowl.

“Take it where?”

“Away.”

“Away is not a place.”

“A place where fire cannot read.”

The words had left her before she realized she was repeating the warning from the pin. Mara heard it too. Her face changed, not much, but enough.

“There is no such place,” the old woman said. Elara thought of the undercrypts beneath the lower temple. Of the abandoned salt vaults along the old riverbank. Of the shuttered vow-house at the edge of the Black Quarter where no sanctioned fire had burned in twenty years. There were places. Not safe ones. But places.

“We have until dawn,” she said.

“We have until someone with more rank than sense walks through that door.” Mara moved toward the west arch, listened, then returned. “No bells. No horses in the court yet.”

“Then—”

The outer doors of the Hall opened.

Cold air cut through the room.

Not temple attendants this time. Not a grieving family. Three figures entered in dark rain-cloaks beaded with water. They moved with the assurance of people unaccustomed to being delayed by thresholds. Two wore city guard steel beneath their cloaks. The third wore none.

He pushed back his hood with one gloved hand. Elara had seen beautiful men before. Death halls taught indifference to beauty quickly. Bone and skin turned on everyone in the end.

But there was something about this man that made beauty the least interesting thing in the room.

He was perhaps thirty, perhaps a little younger, though the severity of his face made youth difficult to trust. Dark hair damp with rain. A long scar, pale and clean, crossing the line of his jaw and disappearing into the collar of a black coat cut with such precision it might have been made of shadowed iron. At his throat, fastened beneath the wet fold of cloak, was a clasp shaped like an unfurled scale in white-gold. Elara’s breath stopped.

The profile from the memory.

Not him, she thought at once. Impossible. Too young. But the same office. The same sign. An oath official.

No. Worse.

The Keeper’s hand.

He looked over the Hall once, taking in the tables, the braziers, Mara, Elara, the covered basin by the side altar. Nothing in his face changed. But his gaze did not miss the basin. Sister Mara bowed only as much as temple courtesy required and no more. “This hall is closed to viewing until dawn.”

The man stepped forward. Rain slid from the hem of his cloak onto the stone. His voice, when he spoke, was low and exact.

“Then I will be brief. I am Lucen Valeor, sworn Keeper of Civic Oaths to the Crown Registry. A record was lost tonight in transit from the east administrative archives.” He paused.

“I believe it may have found its way to your death.” No one moved.

Elara could hear the blood in her own ears. The basin seemed suddenly louder beneath its cloth, as if the hidden shard had learned the shape of the danger approaching it.

Mara said, “The dead receive many things.”

“I’m sure they do.”

His gaze shifted to Elara then, and rested there. No shock. No recognition. He had never seen her before. But his attention sharpened as if something in her face had altered the air. She wondered what he saw.

A funerary scribe in a plain ink-dark dress, sleeves rolled to the elbow, hair pinned badly after a long shift, one thumb marked red where forbidden glass had bitten her. Nothing worth a second look.

And yet he kept looking.

“The record,” he said, not taking his eyes off her, “is dangerous to anyone not trained to carry it.” Elara curled her injured thumb into her palm.

“How fortunate,” she said, “that no one here is foolish enough to carry what belongs to the Crown.”

Something flickered at the corner of his mouth. Not amusement. Not quite. Recognition, perhaps, of resistance in a form he had not expected to find among the dead. Behind him, thunder shook the high windows. Lucen Valero inclined his head a fraction, a gesture almost respectful and therefore more threatening than open force.

“Then,” he said, “with your permission, I will search.”


Chapter 2: The Keeper of Oaths

Lucen Valero did not hurry.

Men who expected obedience rarely did. Rain slid from the edges of his black cloak as he crossed the threshold of the Hall of Last Keeping, and though the storm had soaked the city streets into mud and silver runnels, not a trace of haste marked him. The two guards who entered behind him carried the wet smell of horse and iron. Lucen carried something colder. Not the weather. Not steel. The authority had its own temperature. Elara felt it before he spoke. The dead hall seemed to draw itself inward around him, as if the blue fire in the braziers had recognized a kind of law older than temple courtesy. He was not dressed like a nobleman. No velvet. No embroidery. No jeweled rings except a plain dark band on his right hand. His coat was cut close and severe, made for movement, the leather straps and hidden closures more practical than decorative. But the clasp at his throat gleamed white-gold in the shape of an unfurled scale. That was enough.

Oath office.

High enough that people stepped aside before he asked. Dangerous enough that he did not have to raise his voice. The hall smelled suddenly too strongly of wax, wet stone, lamp oil, and linen. Of opened flesh washed clean for burial. Of the silence that always came after midnight, when families had gone home and the dead had settled into the patience of being handled by strangers. Lucen’s gaze moved through the chamber once, measuring everything. The rows of tables. The doors leading to the undercrypt stairs. The washing alcoves. The western arch with its hanging bell-cord. Sister Mara standing square and spare beside table nine. Elara near Lady Selyn’s bier with the pin hidden beneath the edge of the shroud. And finally the covered basin on the side altar.

He saw it all in less than a heartbeat. Then his gaze returned to the basin and stayed there.

“This hall is closed to viewing until dawn,” Sister Mara said. Her voice was rough with age and long practice. She did not bow low. She did not sound impressed. Temple dead-house women had a way of becoming immune to grandeur. Everyone ended up on stone eventually.

Lucen stopped three paces inside. The guards remained by the door, broad and still beneath rain-dark cloaks. Good men, Elara guessed. Chosen for quiet hands and strong backs. Men who knew how to stand behind authority until violence was required.

“Then I will be brief,” Lucen said.

His voice was lower than she expected. Exactly. It carried without effort.

“I am Lucen Valero, sworn Keeper of Civic Oaths to the Crown Registry. A record was lost tonight in transit from the east administrative archives.” He paused. “I believe it may have found its way to your death.”

At table nine, Darien Voss lay where the bearers had placed him, pale throat marked with the black ruin of vow-burn. Under the black cloth on the altar, the shard in the salt basin seemed to pulse against Elara’s awareness like a hidden wound. Mara folded her hands into her sleeves. “The dead receive many things.”

“I’m sure they do.”

He did not move.

The rain hammered the high windows and rolled off again in thin rattling streams. Blue fire whispered in the braziers. Somewhere in the back room, Tovin dropped something made of wood and then very wisely did not reappear. Lucen looked at Mara, but Elara felt, with strange certainty, that he was listening for someone else.

For her.

“May I see what is beneath the cloth?” he asked. The question was civil.

It was not a request.

Mara’s chin lifted a fraction. “You may tell me what the Crown Registry believes it has lost.” Something unreadable moved through Lucen’s face. Not an annoyance. Not surprising. Recognition, perhaps, of a woman too old to be bullied by title alone.

“A fragment of archival record,” he said.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning a piece of oath-glass removed from secure custody.” Temple oil snapped in one of the braziers. Elara kept her hands still at her sides. Her right thumb burned where the shard had kissed skin. She folded it into her palm so the blood-mark would not show.

Lucen noticed anyway.

His eyes flicked down and back up.

Fast.

Careful.

Nothing about him felt careless.

He looked to Elara now, directly for the first time, and the force of that attention made her understand why some men never needed to shout. He had the face of someone who had once been handsome before discipline had honed away any softness that might have made it easy. Dark hair rain-wet at the temples. A long pale scar crossing the line of his jaw and disappearing under the collar of his coat. Eyes the gray of hammered pewter, difficult to warm and harder to deceive.

And that profile— The memory from the shard flashed through her mind. Not his face. Too young. But the same office, the same clasp, the same line of the throat marked by oath. Elara felt an abrupt, irrational urge to step back from him. She did not.

“You are?” he asked.

“Elara Vale.”

“Temple sworn?”

“Funerary scribe.”

His gaze lingered a fraction too long, as if the answer had told him less than he wanted and more than he expected.

Then, without waiting for leave, he stepped to the side altar and drew back the black cloth. The shard lay in salt ash like a clot of dark red light. Even cracked, it held the room.

Lucen exhaled once, slowly, not quite relief and not quite dread.

“There you are,” he murmured.

Elara could not tell whether he spoke to the glass or to whatever chain of consequences had led him into the dead hall at midnight.

He reached down and lifted the shard from the basin. Salt slid from its edges. The fragment glimmered once in his gloved fingers, then dimmed. He turned it, watching the internal pulse beneath the fracture line. His face did not alter. Yet something in the set of his shoulders tightened, almost imperceptibly, as though the object carried more weight than its size allowed.

“Who touched this?” he asked.

No one answered.

Lucen kept his attention on the glass. “That was not a rhetorical question.” Mara said, “If the Crown misplaces dangerous things, perhaps the Crown should learn to ask more politely after them.”

One of the guards at the door shifted at that. Lucen raised two fingers without turning. The guard stilled at once.

Then Lucen looked at Elara.

Not Mara.

Elara.

The certainty of it made her pulse stumble.

“Did you?” he asked.

She could lie.

He would know.

Not because she feared him or because he looked particularly gifted at reading faces. But because something about him suggested lifelong intimacy with the pressure points of truth. With how people broke around silence. With how they hid.

“Yes,” she said.

Mara closed her eyes briefly, as if in pain. Lucen did not react immediately. He studied Elara the way he had studied the chamber—taking stock, fitting pieces into place.

“Did it open?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“What did you see?”

Mara stepped between them before Elara answered. “You are not entitled to the private grief of the dead.”

“The grief of the dead concerns me very little,” Lucen said. “The memory sealed in this fragment concerns me a great deal.”

Mara’s face hardened. “That is not comfort.”

“No,” he said. “It was not meant to be.” He shifted the shard into his bare hand. Elara saw the exact moment the record bit him. His expression did not change, but the pulse at his throat jumped once beneath the white-gold clasp. A small flare of red ran through the crack in the glass. His fingers tightened. The shard had opened.

Whatever it showed him, he recognized enough to hate it. Then he closed his hand.

The glow vanished.

The room seemed to breathe again.

Elara heard herself say, “What did you see?” Lucen’s eyes lifted to hers.

“Nothing.”

It was a lie so cleanly delivered it almost impressed her. Mara said, “Then you have what you came for.” Lucen ignored her.

He was still looking at Elara, and something had sharpened in his attention. Not accusation. Not yet. But not indifference either. The shard had confirmed something for him. A connection. A possibility. Elara felt it taking shape behind his eyes and wanted, absurdly, to reach into his chest and crush it before it became certainty. Instead she said, “If it is so dangerous, why transport it through the city at all?”

“Need rarely consults convenience.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the one you’re receiving.”

The calm of him infuriated her. It made every word feel like a door being quietly shut. His gaze dropped again to her hand. “You are bleeding.”

“It’s a thumb, not a mortal wound.”

“Record-glass does not always begin with the mortal part.” Mara made a sound of impatience. “If you have a physician’s warning to deliver, deliver it and go.”

Lucen seemed almost to weigh whether the old woman deserved a fuller answer. “Objects holding layered witness can scar more than flesh when opened without training,” he said at last.

“Headaches. memory bleeds. dream intrusion. loss of sequence. If she hears voices not her own by morning, send for a sanctioned vault-keeper.”

“We will not,” Mara said.

“No,” Lucen agreed. “I did not think you would.” The corner of Elara’s mouth nearly moved despite herself. He spoke as if refusal had long ago ceased to offend him. Perhaps men who carried authority also carried a private ledger of how often they were obeyed unwillingly.

He turned from the altar and let his gaze pass over the nearest tables. Then it stopped.

On Lady Selyn’s bier.

Elara’s whole body locked without movement. Lucen took one step toward the table. His attention sharpened in that cold, precise way that made her think of knives laid out in order.

“Who is she?” he asked.

Mara answered first. “Lady Selyn Ivre. Fever. Prepared for burial at dawn.” Lucen’s gaze moved from the covered face to the line of the shroud at the throat, where the hidden pin lay beneath linen.

“Elara,” he said.

She hated how quietly he said her name.

“Yes?”

“Why did you look at this table when I mentioned lost records?” A pulse of heat went through her. Don't panic. Anger at being seen too quickly.

“I looked at the table nearest me.”

“No,” he said. “You looked at that one as if you expected it to answer.” The guards at the door had not moved, yet the room felt more crowded with each word. Mara said, “You are in a dead house, Keeper. All our tables answer eventually.” He did not smile. “That one may answer sooner.” He stepped to Lady Selyn’s bier.

Elara heard the rain, the hiss of the braziers, the hard beating of her own heart. Lucen set one gloved hand on the stone edge of the table. Not touching the body. Not yet. His head tilted slightly, as if listening to some fine tension in the room. Elara had the sudden and unpleasant sense that he was better at reading residue than any official ought to be.

“May I?” he asked.

“No,” she said.

Too fast.

Too sharp.

The word struck the air and stayed there. Lucen turned his head slowly toward her. Behind him, one of the guards straightened. Mara’s expression tightened into something murderous.

“Why not?” Lucen asked.

Elara’s mind raced through lies and discarded each in turn. Too obvious. Too weak. Too late.

“She is prepared for burial.”

“That has never once stopped an investigation.”

“Temple rites—”

“Temple rites bend for Crown records.” Mara cut in. “Not without a seal order.” Lucen looked at her. “Do you require one?” The old woman held his gaze. “No. I require your conscience.” A strange silence followed that. Lucen’s face altered by so little that Elara could not have named it, but something human moved beneath the hard discipline. Tiredness, maybe. Or old contempt for the word conscience spoken by people who had never paid in blood for theirs. Then he reached out and drew back the shroud. Lady Selyn’s face lay pale in the blue light, the features softened by death but still marked by the kind of beauty money preserved longer than kindness did. Her hands were folded over her midsection. At her throat, set into the mourning veil, shone the silver pin in the shape of a closed flame.

Lucen went still.

Elara’s breath trapped hard in her chest. He had seen it.

His hand lifted toward the pin.

And stopped.

He did not touch it.

His eyes moved instead to Elara’s face. Recognition passed there.

Not of the pin itself, perhaps, but of the current running between the object and the woman who had told him no.

Two secrets, his expression seemed to say. One in his hand. One on this bike. And perhaps he had just understood that she stood between them on purpose.

“Interesting,” he said softly.

Then, to Elara’s astonishment, he pulled the shroud back up. The silver pin disappeared beneath linen. Relief nearly weakened her knees.

Lucen turned away from the bier and crossed once more to the altar. He slipped the shard into a narrow leather case attached to his belt. The case closed with a click too soft for anyone but Elara to hear. Something in her recoiled at the sound. Evidence being swallowed. Truth being fastened away.

“Did you know Darien Voss?” Lucen asked without looking at her.

“No.”

“Did he speak before he died?”

“He arrived dead.”

“You’re certain?”

She stared at him. “You think I confuse the states?”

“I think people hear what they are prepared to hear around vow-burn.”

“I heard nothing from him.”

Lucen nodded once, as if placing that answer beside others in a private order. He moved to table nine and looked down at Darien’s body. Even dead, the clerk held tension in his mouth and shoulders, as if he had died resisting not a person but a command. Lucen studied the black mark on his throat, then the ritual scars exposed at the cut collar. His face did not soften.

“You served too close to fire,” he said quietly. Elara almost thought he had forgotten the living were there. Mara said, “If he was under your authority, he died poorly for it.” Lucen glanced up. “Under Crown authority, not mine.”

“That distinction likely comforts him.”

“It should comfort you. If he had been under mine, he would not have died here.” The words landed harder than he seemed to intend. Or perhaps he intended them exactly.

Mara’s lips thinned. “A beautiful boast.”

“A practical one.”

He reached down and adjusted the dead clerk’s hand so the rigid fingers lay flatter against the linen. The movement was efficient, but not careless. Elara watched his bare hand brush the charred skin at Darien’s wrist. Again that unsettling sense struck her: he carried pain. Not metaphorically. Not in the abstract. Something in the oath clasp, perhaps. Something in his office. The air around him held the pressure of old suffering. Had he chosen that life?

Had it chosen him?

He straightened and faced Elara once more.

“What you saw in the glass,” he said, “did it include names?” She knew immediately that names mattered more than images. Names could be verified. Names could be killed.

“No.”

“Faces?”

“Fragments.”

“Words?”

Her hesitation told him too much.

His eyes sharpened.

Mara snapped, “She has answered enough.” Lucen ignored her. “What words?”

Elara looked at him. At the pale scar along his jaw. At the scale clasp at his throat. At the exactness of a man who had trained himself to become a blade in service to structures large enough to crush him too.

She thought of the phrase from the memory. No witness leaves with memory. And the deeper one. Law is what remains when a witness is gone.

“I don’t remember,” she said.

This time Lucen did smile, if the brief curve at one corner of his mouth could be called that.

“A poor lie.”

“Then perhaps ask a better question.”

“You assume I have not.”

They stood in silence for a moment, each refusing the other ground. Mara broke it with a dry, furious sound. “Must the two of you circle each other in my hall like dogs deciding who owns the bone?”

Elara would have been offended by the comparison if she had not feared Mara was exactly right.

Lucen looked away first.

That irritated her more than if he had pressed harder. He walked toward the western arch, then paused in the center of the chamber, gaze lifting to the vaulted ceiling as if measuring time by the rain.

“Three years ago,” he said, “the Crown Registry lost an entire vault-shelf of witness records in a fire at South Annex.”

Mara said nothing.

Elara felt every nerve in her body tune to the words.

“The official account blamed poor seals and old glass,” Lucen continued. “Unofficially, several records were removed before the fire began. Most were recovered. One was not.” He turned back to them.

“It has surfaced in fragments twice since then. Tonight makes three.” Mara’s expression had gone very still. “And you say this to reassure us?”

“I say it because anyone who touched that glass is now standing too near a hunt already in motion.”

Elara said, “A hunt for what?”

“For the missing witness.”

The hall seemed to contract around the sentence. Not missing a record.

Not missing property.

Witness.

The word struck her with the exact force of memory. She kept her face blank by effort.

Lucen saw the effort. She knew he did. Mara said, “And if the witness is dead?”

“Then someone still wants the memory.”

“And if the memory condemns the wrong people?” Lucen’s eyes flicked to the black cloth still lying folded beside the basin. “Memory often does.” There was no defending softness in him. But neither was there easy cruelty. Elara found that more dangerous. A man who enjoyed power was simple. A man who believed power was a burden could be led into almost anything in the name of necessity.

“Why tell us this?” she asked.

“Because if you opened the glass, others may be able to trace the breach.” A chill passed through her. “Trace how?”

“By residue. By echo. By the changes unstable witness leaves in a room, in an object, occasionally in a person.”

Mara took half a step closer to Elara. Protective, though she would have denied it. Lucen noticed that too.

“Will they trace it here?” Elara asked.

“If they’re competent.”

“And are they?”

His face went expressionless in a way that was answered enough. The rain outside deepened, sheets now rather than drops. Somewhere distant, thunder rolled over the city like stone dragged across stone. Lucen touched the leather case at his belt once, perhaps unconsciously, ensuring the shard remained secure. “If anyone asks,” he said, “Darien Voss arrived already burned and carried nothing of interest. You saw no record. You touched no glass. You know nothing beyond your duties.”

Mara stared at him. “You instruct us to lie to the Crown?”

“I instruct you to survive a morning you do not yet understand.” That silenced even Mara.

Elara watched him carefully. “Why?”

He met her gaze.

Because I saw enough in the glass to know this is worse than theft, she thought he might say. Because the wrong men are listening.

Because I am not sure whom I will serve tonight. But he said only, “Because not everyone who comes bearing my office serves the same purpose.”

Something in his voice made the hairs rise along her arms.

“You expect others,” she said.

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Soon.”

“How soon?”

He glanced toward the outer doors.

As if called by his own answer, the western bell rang. Once.

Then again.

Not the uncertain pull of an attendant. Not the family signal.

A hard, official strike.

Mara swore under her breath.

One of Lucen’s guards moved instantly toward the door. Lucen stopped him with a look. Then he turned back to Elara.

What happened next unfolded with unnerving speed. He crossed the distance between them in three long strides and stopped close enough that she could smell rain and cold leather on him beneath the sterile sting of oath oils. From inside his coat he drew a narrow strip of black cloth, no longer than a handspan, with a seal-thread stitched into one edge.

“Give me your hand,” he said.

Elara recoiled a fraction. “Why?”

“To cover the blood.”

Another strike sounded on the bell-cord. Mara said sharply, “What game is this?”

“No game.”

Lucen did not take his eyes off Elara. “Your thumb marks you as having opened an unstable witness. Anyone trained to see it will ask why.” Elara looked at the strip in his hand. It was not common cloth. Vow-silk, perhaps, or the finer registry binding used to wrap active records.

“I’m not in the habit of letting strangers tie things on me.”

“No,” he said quietly. “I suspect you’re not in the habit of letting anyone.” The words landed too close to truth for comfort. The bell struck again. Impatient now. Mara hissed, “Elara.”

She held out her hand.

Lucen wrapped the black strip around her thumb and palm with quick, practiced movements, covering the red crescent at the base. His fingers were warm despite the rain. The contact lasted only moments, but Elara felt the strange weight around him more sharply when he touched her—not magic entering her, but a pressure of old promises and restrained pain, held so tightly it seemed part of his flesh. He tied the knot and stepped back.

“Do not remove it until dawn,” he said.

“Why are you helping me?” she asked.

A beat passed.

Then: “I’m helping the room.”

The bell rang a fourth time.

Lucen turned to Mara. “Hide the pin.” Mara stared at him, and for the first time the old woman seemed truly shocked.

“You knew.”

“I suspected.”

“How?”

He glanced toward Elara. “She nearly stopped breathing when I looked at the bier. It seemed significant.”

Mara muttered something that might have been a curse or prayer. Lucen went on. “Do not touch it again tonight. Do not let anyone else touch it. If they search the body, they will find it unless you move it now.” The hard knock came to the outer door before Mara could answer. Not a request this time.

Authority in wood and iron.

Lucen turned to his guards. “You were never here.” The men blinked once, then seemed to understand at once what kind of order had been given. One slipped back into the shadows beside the western pillar. The other opened a side passage and vanished through it without sound. Elara stared. “They obey that quickly?”

“Yes.”

Mara was already moving. She crossed to Lady Selyn’s bier, slid one hand beneath the shroud, and came away with the silver pin hidden in her sleeve. Another knock.

“Elara,” Mara snapped. “The lower washroom. Now.” Elara did not move. “And you?”

“I will be old and difficult in their path.” Lucen said, “No. If they see only one woman on duty, they’ll ask for the scribe named on Darien’s entry paper.”

Elara’s blood chilled. “My name is on it?”

“You signed the receipt. Of course it is.” The knock came again, louder.

Lucen looked toward the door, then back at Elara. “There is a body cart in the rear passage?”

“Yes.”

“Get under it.”

She stared at him. “Absolutely not.”

“Then stand here and explain your wrapped hand, your red face, and why a missing fragment left residue in your hall. Choose quickly.” Mara thrust the hidden pin into Elara’s good hand so suddenly she almost dropped it. “Go.” The silver flame lay cold and small against her palm, wrapped now in plain cloth. The next instant the outer door latch lifted. Lucen turned, all traces of private urgency erased from his face. By the time the doors opened inward, he was once again the exact, rain-dark Keeper of Oaths who feared nothing in a dead hall.

Three new figures entered.

Not city guards this time.

Registry men.

Black coats. Pale seal cords. Eyes that searched before they bowed. The one in front was older than Lucien by perhaps twenty years, broad in the shoulder, silver beginning at the temples. His clasp bore the same white-gold scale, but with a red stone set at the hinge.

Higher office.

Elara felt danger arrive fully then, not as threat but as hierarchy. The man’s gaze landed first on Lucen. Then on Mara.

Then in the room.

“Keeper Valeor,” he said. “You moved quickly.” Lucen inclined his head. “Deputy Registrar.”

“The fragment?”

“Recovered.”

The older man smiled without warmth. “Excellent.” His gaze shifted past Lucen, searching. Elara moved.

Not toward the rear passage.

Toward the shadow between Darien’s table and the western pillar, where the braziers cast uneven light and the hanging linens broke the lines of sight. She went silently, body remembering years of navigating the hall without disturbing mourners or candles. By the time the Deputy Registrar’s eyes swept the room again, she was no longer where she had stood. Not hidden well enough for long.

But long enough, she prayed.

Lucen did not look toward her.

For that alone, she understood two things at once. He had chosen a side for this moment. And whatever side it was, it had just bound her to him far more dangerously than any truth he had yet demanded.


Chapter 3: The Weight of Witness

Elara had learned long ago that the dead hall had its own map. Not the one drawn by builders or temple architects, but the one made of shadow, habit, and the quiet blind spots of human attention. People entered the Hall of Last Keeping with the same expectations they carried into any sacred place: that the living moved openly and the dead lay still.

Those expectations created shadows deeper than the braziers did. Elara slipped into one of them. The space between the western pillar and the linen racks was narrow, cluttered with folded cloth, cleaning bowls, and the wooden cart used to move bodies to the lower washroom. The braziers’ light broke unevenly across the floor here, and the long lines of hanging preparation sheets turned the passage into a maze of pale curtains. From the open hall, a person could see movement here. From within the passage, a person could see the entire hall. Elara crouched beside the body cart and pressed her back against the cold stone. The silver mourning pin lay wrapped in cloth in her palm. Even through the layers, it felt wrong—heavy with the echo of a memory that had not finished speaking. She tucked it into the inner pocket of her apron and folded her hands tight over it. Outside the curtain of linen, voices filled the hall. Lucen Valeor stood exactly where Elara had left him, one hand resting loosely on the strap of the leather case at his belt. His posture had shifted slightly since the Deputy Registrar entered. The change was subtle enough that only someone watching for it would see. Elara saw it.

He had moved from readiness to restraint. A man bracing himself for authority greater than his own. The Deputy Registrar removed his rain cloak and handed it to the man behind him. Beneath it he wore a black coat lined in thin crimson piping, the formal color of the Registry’s inner offices. His hair had gone silver at the temples, but his shoulders were broad and his stance carried the confidence of someone who had spent years speaking orders that no one thought to question.

“Keeper Valeor,” he said again. Lucen inclined his head.

“Deputy Registrar.”

“Your message suggested urgency.”

“The fragment was unstable.”

“So I see.”

The older man’s eyes slid briefly toward the leather case at Lucen’s belt, then toward Darien Voss’s body on the preparation table.

“And this unfortunate clerk?”

“Darien Voss,” Lucen said. “Assistant records courier.”

“Yes, yes.” The Deputy Registrar stepped closer to the table and examined the dead man with faint distaste. “A poor end for a courier.”

“He was carrying a witness.”

“Which he failed to deliver.” Lucen said nothing.

The Deputy Registrar’s attention drifted to Sister Mara.

“And you are?”

“The one who keeps your clerks from rotting before their families collect them.” Mara’s voice had gone dry enough to crack. The Deputy Registrar smiled faintly.

“Temple humor.”

“Temple patience,” Mara replied. The man studied her with the polite disinterest of someone accustomed to small resistance. Then he turned his attention back to Lucien.

“The fragment,” he said.

Lucen opened the leather case. Inside, the shard of record-glass pulsed faintly against its velvet lining. Even from across the hall, Elara could feel it. Not like a voice now.

More like pressure in the air before a storm breaks. The Deputy Registrar leaned closer. The moment his gaze touched the shard, something flickered across his expression. Recognition.

And something colder.

“Ah,” he murmured.

“You recognize it,” Lucen said.

“I recognize trouble.”

The Deputy Registrar straightened.

“Has it opened tonight?”

Lucen answered calmly. “It reacted when I handled it.”

“Only you?”

“Yes.”

Elara felt the lie move through the room like a shift in wind. The Deputy Registrar studied Lucen’s face. Then he looked toward Mara.

“And your staff?”

“Touched nothing that belongs to the Crown,” Mara said. Her voice did not tremble. Elara wondered if Mara could hear her own heartbeat from across the hall. The Deputy Registrar nodded slowly.

“Good.”

He extended one hand.

Lucen hesitated.

Only for a fraction of a second. But Elara saw it.

Then Lucen lifted the shard from the case and placed it in the older man’s palm. The moment the glass touched him, the glow inside it flared. Red light ran through the fracture line like a pulse through an artery. The Deputy Registrar’s jaw tightened.

“Still unstable,” he muttered. Lucen watched him closely.

“What did you see?” Lucen asked quietly. The older man’s eyes lifted.

“Nothing of consequence.”

Elara almost laughed.

The lie was thicker this time. Lucen knew it too.

But he did not challenge it. Instead he said, “The fragment must return to the central vault.”

“Yes.”

The Deputy Registrar turned the shard slowly in his fingers. Rain rattled the high windows. Outside, thunder rolled again across the city.

“The witness is incomplete,” the older man said. “Most of the memory remains missing.” Lucen’s voice was steady. “Which is why the fragment was transported.”

“And why must it now be secured?” The Deputy Registrar slid the shard back into Lucen’s leather case.

“Where is the courier’s satchel?” Lucen gestured toward a small leather bag resting beside Darien’s body. The Deputy Registrar opened it and inspected the contents. Papers.

Seal wax.

Broken ribbon.

No glass.

He closed the bag again.

“And no other fragments were recovered?”

“No.”

“Interesting.”

The Deputy Registrar looked slowly around the hall. His gaze passed over the tables. The braziers.

The linen curtains.

The basin on the altar.

Elara held her breath.

The man’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“Someone opened the glass,” he said. Lucen did not move.

The Deputy Registrar stepped toward the altar. He lifted the cloth covering the basin. Salt ash.

Nothing more.

The man’s mouth thinned.

“Residue,” he said.

Lucen’s voice was calm.

“The fragment reacted when I handled it.”

“Yes,” the Deputy Registrar said softly.

“But that is not the residue I feel.” Elara’s stomach tightened. The man turned slowly.

His eyes moved across the room again. Searching.

Listening.

Feeling.

“Someone else opened the witness,” he said. Lucen did not answer.

The Deputy Registrar’s gaze settled on Mara.

“Your staff.”

“Handled nothing,” Mara said again.

“Your certainty is admirable.”

“It is earned.”

The Deputy Registrar stepped closer to her.

“You understand the gravity of witness records, temple woman?”

“I understand the gravity of dead sons and daughters better than most registry clerks.” The man smiled faintly.

“Yes. But those sons and daughters rarely contain treason.” The word settled in the air like ash. Elara felt the pin pressing cold against her ribs. Lucen spoke before Mara could.

“The fragment is incomplete.”

“Yes.”

“And unstable.”

“Yes.”

“Then its contents cannot yet be verified.” The Deputy Registrar turned his head slightly. Lucen met his gaze without lowering his eyes. For a moment the hall seemed to hold its breath. Then the older man nodded.

“Quite right.”

He glanced toward the rear of the chamber.

“How many staff remain on duty tonight?”

“Two,” Mara said.

“Yourself and the scribe?”

“Yes.”

The Deputy Registrar’s eyes moved again. This time slower.

More carefully.

He walked toward Darien’s table. Then past it.

Toward the linen racks.

Toward the shadowed passage where Elara crouched beside the body cart. Every step sounded louder than the rain. Elara felt sweat slide down her spine. The cloth of the pin’s wrapping had grown damp in her hand. Do not move.

Do not breathe.

The Deputy Registrar stopped three steps from the curtain of linen. He tilted his head slightly. Listening.

Elara could hear the faint scrape of the body cart wheel against the stone where her knee pressed it.

The man took one more step. Lucen spoke.

“Deputy Registrar.”

The older man paused.

“Yes?”

“The fragment will degrade if it remains outside a stabilized vault.” The Deputy Registrar looked back at him.

“Are you concerned about its preservation?”

“I am concerned for the record.” A faint smile crossed the older man’s face.

“Of course you are.”

He turned away from the linen racks. Elara exhaled slowly through her teeth. The Deputy Registrar returned to the center of the hall.

“We will transport the fragment at once,” he said. Lucen inclined his head.

“As you wish.”

The older man turned to the guards behind him.

“Prepare the carriage.”

They left without a word.

The Deputy Registrar faced Lucen again.

“You acted quickly tonight.”

“Speed seemed advisable.”

“Yes.”

The man studied him.

“You did not report the breach through the usual chain.”

“I was closest.”

“And fortunate.”

Lucen did not answer.

The Deputy Registrar smiled faintly.

“You have always been efficient, Keeper Valeor.”

“I will try.”

“Yes.”

The man’s voice softened.

“But efficiency can sometimes obscure larger patterns.” Lucen’s eyes hardened slightly.

“I’m listening.”

“The missing witness,” the Deputy Registrar said quietly, “is older than your service.”

“I know.”

“Older than mine.”

Lucen said nothing.

The man continued.

“It concerns a moment in our history that certain individuals have tried very hard to erase.” Lucen’s gaze flickered.

Just once.

Elara saw it.

The Deputy Registrar did too.

“You are curious,” the older man said.

“Curiosity is part of the office.”

“Yes. But curiosity can be dangerous when it attaches itself to an incomplete witness.” Lucen’s voice remained steady.

“Then perhaps the witness should be made complete.” The Deputy Registrar laughed softly.

“My dear Valeor, if the witness were complete, we would not be speaking tonight.” The hall fell silent again. Rain struck the windows like thrown gravel. At last the Deputy Registrar turned toward the door.

“Bring the fragment,” he said. Lucen closed the leather case and followed him. As he passed the linen racks, his gaze flicked once—briefly—toward the shadow where Elara crouched.

He did not slow.

But something in that glance told her everything she needed to know. He had seen exactly where she was hiding. And he had chosen not to reveal it. The doors opened.

Cold rain swept into the hall. Lucen and the Deputy Registrar stepped out into the storm. The doors closed again.

The echo of their footsteps faded. For several seconds the hall remained perfectly still. Then Mara moved.

“Out,” she whispered sharply. Elara slipped from the shadow. Her legs were stiff from crouching. Her heart still raced.

“They’re gone,” Mara said.

“For now.”

Elara
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