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THE MEDICI GUARDIANS – BOOK 6: CROWN OF ASHES

WARNING
This book contains explicit sexual content, group sex, dark themes, violence, ritual judgment, and possessive MMCs.
For adults only (18+). Reader discretion is strongly advised.
Author's note: Aria is twenty-eight years old. Her guardians are all between thirty-one and thirty-eight. This is the final book in The Medici Guardians series.
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Chapter 1 – The Queen in the Mirror
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Venice smells of salt and secrets.

I stand on the balcony of our rented palazzo, watching the sun rise over the Grand Canal. The water is gray and green, shifting like silk. Gondolas rock gently at their moorings. Somewhere in the distance, a church bell tolls six times.

It has been six months since Rome.

Six months since Cassia gave Dante the violet seal.

Six months of silence.

The forgotten queens did not wake. Livia did not return. Vittoria did not reappear. The world was quiet. Too quiet.

We knew it would not last.

And now, here we are. In Venice. Standing at the edge of something we do not yet understand.

Marco comes up behind me, his hands settling on my hips.

"You're thinking too loud," he murmurs.

"I'm not thinking. I'm watching."

"You're always watching."

I lean back against his chest.

"Someone has to."

He kisses my hair.

"The contact will be here in an hour. We should get ready."

I nod.

But I do not move.

Because I am afraid.

Not of the contact. Not of what waits in Venice. Not even of the queen who summoned us here.

I am afraid of endings.

The contact arrives at dawn.

She is young – younger than me. Twenty, maybe. Dark hair, dark eyes, olive skin. She wears jeans and a leather jacket, like a tourist. But her hands are calloused, and she walks like someone who has been taught to fight.

Her name is Elena.

She is not a queen. Not a guardian. Not a Medici.

She is a messenger.

"My mistress sent me," she says, stepping into the palazzo's grand salon. "She wants to meet you. Tonight. On the island of San Michele."

Luca frowns.

"The cemetery island?"

Elena nods.

"She says you will understand why."

Dante steps forward, the violet seal glowing faintly under his shirt.

"Who is your mistress?"

Elena looks at him. Her dark eyes are steady.

"Her name is Serena. Serena Contarini. She is the last queen of Venice. And she wants to surrender."

Silence.

Enzo growls.

"Surrender what?"

Elena smiles – a sad, tired smile.

"Everything."

The day passes slowly.

We prepare as we always prepare. Marco checks his weapons. Enzo sharpens his knives. Luca studies maps of the island. Dante meditates, one hand on the violet seal, listening to the whispers of the forgotten queens.

I stand by the window and watch the canal.

Venice is beautiful. More beautiful than Florence, in some ways. The light is softer. The water is everywhere. The buildings rise from the sea like dreams.

But there is something wrong here.

Something beneath the surface.

I feel it in my bones.

The boat leaves at dusk.

The sky is orange and purple, streaked with clouds that look like wounds. The water is dark, almost black. San Michele rises before us – white walls, black cypresses, the silence of the dead.

Elena meets us at the dock.

"She is waiting in the old chapel," she says. "Follow me."

We walk through the cemetery.

Graves line the paths – some ancient, some new. Flowers wilt on marble slabs. Photographs of faces I will never know watch me pass.

The chapel is small and old and cold.

Inside, a woman kneels before the altar.

She is not old. Not young. Somewhere in between. Her hair is long and black, streaked with silver. Her eyes are gray, like the canal at dawn. She wears a simple black dress, and on her chest, where my seal once rested, there is nothing.

But she does not need a seal.

I can feel her power. It is not like Cassia's. Not like Livia's. It is quieter. Deeper. Older.

She rises.

"You came," she says.

Her voice is low and soft.

"You are not what I expected."

Dante steps forward.

"What did you expect?"

She looks at him. At the violet seal.

"I expected someone hungry. Someone angry. Someone who wanted to take."

She looks at me.

"But you are not hungry. You are not angry. You want... to understand."

I nod.

"Yes."

Serena smiles.

"Then let me show you."

She leads us down.

Beneath the chapel, beneath the cemetery, beneath the island itself.

A crypt. Older than Rome. Older than Florence. Older than any Medici.

The walls are not stone. They are salt. Crystallized, glittering, ancient. The air smells of the sea and of something else. Something that has been waiting.

In the center of the crypt, a throne.

Not marble. Not wood.

Glass. Black glass, veined with silver.

And on the throne, a crown.

Not gold. Not jewels.

Violet light.

"The crown of the last queen," Serena says. "It has been waiting for someone to wear it for three hundred years."

She turns to me.

"I am not that someone. I am not strong enough. I am not wise enough. I was never meant to be queen."

She kneels.

"I was meant to find you, Aria. And give you this."

She holds out her hands.

The violet crown floats from the throne, drifting toward me.

It is beautiful. Terrible. Perfect.

"The final judgment," Serena whispers. "Not of the forgotten queens. Not of the guardians. Of the curse itself."

She looks up at me.

"You can end it. All of it. The seals. The hunger. The judgments. The sleep. You can burn it all away."

I stare at the crown.

"What is the price?"

Serena does not look away.

"Everything."
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Chapter 2 – The Surrender
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The violet crown floats between us, pulsing softly, waiting.

I do not reach for it.

Not yet.

"Everything," I repeat. "What does that mean?"

Serena rises from her knees. Her gray eyes are calm, but I see the weight behind them. The exhaustion of someone who has been waiting too long.

"It means the seals will be destroyed. All of them. Yours. The forgotten queens'. Cassia's. Even the fragments that sleep beneath the earth."

She looks at Dante.

"Even the one he carries."

Dante's hand moves to his chest, pressing against the violet seal beneath his shirt.

"What happens to me if the seal is destroyed?"

Serena is silent for a moment.

"You will live. But you will no longer carry the weight. The hunger. The judgment. You will be... free."

Luca steps forward.

"And Aria? What happens to her?"

Serena looks at me.

"She will lose the last traces of the violet in her blood. She will no longer be a queen. No longer a Medici heir. No longer bound to the curse."

She pauses.

"She will be mortal. Ordinary. Free."

Enzo growls.

"That doesn't sound like a price. That sounds like a gift."

Serena shakes her head.

"You do not understand. The violet does not give without taking. To destroy the curse, something must be burned. Something precious. Something irreplaceable."

I feel my heart tighten.

"What?"

Serena looks at Marco. Then Luca. Then Enzo. Then Dante.

Then back at me.

"One of them."

Silence.

The crypt is so quiet I can hear my own blood pounding in my ears.

"No," I say.

Serena does not flinch.

"The crown requires a sacrifice. Not a life. Not death. Something worse. One of your guardians must choose to forget you. Completely. To have every memory of you erased. Every touch. Every kiss. Every word."

She looks at the four of them.

"They will live. They will breathe. They will walk. But they will not know you. Not remember you. Not love you."

I step back.

"No. I won't do that. I won't let any of them forget me."

Marco puts his hand on my shoulder.

"Aria."

I turn to him.

"No. Don't. Don't even think about volunteering."

He smiles – that slow, gentle predator smile.

"I wasn't going to volunteer. I was going to say that we should talk about this. Together. Not in front of her."

He looks at Serena.

"Give us the night."

Serena nods.

"The crown will wait. It has waited three hundred years. One more night will not matter."

She turns and walks toward the stairs.

"Tomorrow, at sunset. Return here. Or do not. The choice is yours."

She disappears into the shadows.

Elena follows.

We are alone in the salt crypt, the violet crown still floating between us, pulsing softly.

Waiting.

The boat ride back to Venice is silent.

The water is black. The sky is black. The city glitters in the distance, a jewel of lights floating on the sea.

Marco steers the boat. Enzo sits
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