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The age of kings has ended, but blood remembers.

In the centuries following the Vow of Thorns, the world rebuilt itself on silence—its stones washed clean of the choirs that once demanded obedience, its rivers freed of the echoes of divine rule. The empire of crimson banners fell to dust, and in its place rose something far more fragile: peace, stitched together by those who survived it.

Corin, once archivist of the Blood Library and unwilling heir to the curse of Silas, stands as the last witness to an era when names were written in blood and remembered by pain. Now, he lives in a city learning to breathe again—where children no longer sing the oaths of servitude, where roses bloom without asking for sacrifice, and where the wells whisper only of water, not of gods. Yet peace has its ghosts. The Blood Choir hums beneath the cobblestones, the dead kings murmur through the marrow of their descendants, and the crimson mark beneath Corin’s sternum pulses with the memory of those who bled to end the cycle.

Auren, the captain who once tamed chaos with human warmth, is gone—his body burned away in light, his voice woven into Corin’s heartbeat. But love leaves residue. In every breath, every pulse, every act of mercy, Corin hears him: a presence not haunting but steadying. Theirs is a union that transcended the flesh, a final defiance against history’s appetite for tragedy.

Now, as new councils rise and old houses whisper about restoring the Blood Law, Corin must decide what peace truly costs—and whether love can guard a world that no longer believes in kings but still hungers for power. When the city trembles beneath the return of forbidden hymns and the call to “crown once more,” Corin’s duty becomes clear: to guard the memory of the fallen, to teach those who live how to stand without kneeling, and to remind the world that blood need not be a weapon.

But blood remembers.

Through him flow the memories of Lucien and Elias, the first kings bound by love and ruin, whose vow cursed generations to come. Their voices awaken within him, not to command—but to bless, to guide, to forgive. And as the final threads of the curse unwind, the past and present will merge in one last act of remembrance—a hymn to mortality, to choice, and to the kind of love that does not seek thrones.

This is not a story of rulers and wars. It is the requiem of an age that mistook devotion for domination, and the birth of one that learns, at last, to live.

There will be no crowns at the end of this tale.

Only blood that beats with love—
and names sworn never to be forgotten again.
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Chapter 1: The Quiet After the Storm
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I don’t write about heroes. I write about debt.

Tonight the Blood Library stinks of vinegar and ash—the cataloging fumes from the restoration vats, the dust of a thousand bindings rubbed raw by hands like mine. I tie my hair back, open the ledger to a clean page, and date the entry. For a breath, the ink doesn’t move. The quill trembles, as if the page itself remembers something I’ve forgotten. Year 100 After the Oath. Winter. Low moon.

“Corin,” the clerk calls from the stair. “Lights out in an hour.”

“I heard you,” I say.

He lingers a beat, waits for me to glance up, then takes the hint and goes. Boots retreat. The door shuts. The lock bites.

I ink the nib and work. Shelf by shelf. I list the treaty copies from the human cities, the broken choir scores we blacked out after the war, the letters that survived the purges because someone hid them in a box labeled “Taxes.” I read fast, snatch the names that matter, and press them into the ledger like pins through wings. The quiet thins as I write. The library breathes with me, light and even, until the runes at the baseboards stir. 

It isn’t the sound that unnerves me—it’s the rhythm. The breath matches mine exactly, then keeps going after I stop.

Something else breathes with us.

I cap the ink, wipe the nib clean, and stand. The room keeps changing sizes when I look away, the way all rooms built on old spells do. Stacks draw close. Aisles lengthen. The cradle of the central gallery deepens to swallow light. I raise my lamp. Dust wakes and spins.

“Again,” I say to the air. “You hide. I pretend not to notice.”

The runes hiss a warning. I drag the back of my hand across my mouth and taste iron. My pulse quickens. It always does when the runes burn.

“Enough,” I tell them. “I asked for quiet.” The runes obey, but the hush that follows tastes of iron—like a wound pretending to heal.

The hissing stops.

I cross to the iron cage that houses the red folios—the ones stitched with king’s script, the ones that take a drop to open. I unhook the chain. I slide out a volume labeled Requiem Accounts. The leather clings, sticky in the cold. I set it on the table and pull a knife from the spine of my boot. I cut the pad of my thumb and press it to the clasp. The lock releases with a soft breath.

“What debt did you pay?” I ask the book. “What did we bury to make peace look this clean?”

Pages lift. Not a draft. A pull. The folio loves blood like an old captain loves orders. It opens to a list of names I’ve written a hundred times and still fail to make small in my head. Priests. Children. A farmer who sang the wrong song at the wrong harvest. I count bodies in columns. I check dates. I try to be a wall.

Footsteps touch the gallery above.

Too light for a clerk. Too patient for a thief. And too familiar for a stranger. The air bends around it, the way it once did when kings still prayed in this room. I do not change my pace. I close the folio, lock it, and stone my face while I listen.

One circuit along the railing. A pause at the north corner. Another circuit. No creak from the bad board near the directory desk, which means whoever walks has mapped our weaknesses already. My hand settles on the table, near the knife, as if I’m bored and tidying.

“After hours,” I say without raising my voice. “You risk a flogging.”

Silence. And then—soft, intimate, as if it found a way to talk inside the skin of my ear: Don’t be afraid.

The whisper is male, low, and tired of being a ghost. My body reacts faster than my mind. The mark at my wrist hardens. The blood that is never quiet turns.

“You’re late,” I say, because courage looks like insolence in rooms like this and fools can pass for brave if no one checks too closely.

A shadow slides across the balustrade and stops above the stair. The lamp paint can’t catch it properly. If I blink, it leans against the newel post. If I blink again, it folds into the bookcases and stares down through the gaps.

“You shouldn’t be here,” I say.
“Neither should the books you keep locked away,” he answers.
His voice isn’t defiant—just certain, like he already knows what blood keeps them sealed.
I move to the stair and climb without hurrying.

“State your name,” I say at the landing. “State your business.”

Leather skims wood. A weight shifts behind a pillar. I flick the lamp toward the sound. The light drags long lines across the balusters and snags on a pair of fingers curved around the rail—pale, ink-stained, utterly still.

“Name,” I repeat.

A breath brushes the back of my neck, though no one stands there. I turn because reflex wins, not because I expect to catch him. Nothing. The lamp spits. The wick gutters.

You carry my blood. The words strike like a heartbeat in my throat—too intimate, too certain. Not a threat. A remembrance.

The words land like a hand to the sternum. Not accusation. Recognition. I do not show what it does to me; the library sees more than it should already.

“Everyone says that,” I answer, dry. “The tax collector, the peddler at the gate, the priest who sold me a prayer. Blood is a story people tell when they want my time.”

I pitch the lamp higher. The light strips the shadow off a face for a heartbeat—sharp cheekbones, a mouth caught between apology and command, hair black enough to drink flame. Red eyes. Or I imagine the red. The mark beneath my ribs throbs once, sharp as recognition. His pulse answers. The lamp flares as if caught between us, feeding on something unseen. The lamp flares, blinds me, dies.

“Clever,” I say into the dark. “Burn the light and make me listen.”

A chuckle, brief and unwilling. Not mocking. Exhausted.

I shove the lamp into its bracket and work by memory. The rope to the bell hangs three paces left. If I pull, six guards from the night shift thunder in, and whatever watches me flees into the stacks, and the clerks begin another hunt that ends with empty corridors and more rules. We’ve done that dance for a week. I don’t ring.

“You know I’m recording a century,” I say. “If you want to be in it, you could try speaking like a person.”

Silence. The quiet reshapes itself around my voice and waits.

“Fine,” I say. “Do what you came to do. But do it where I can see your hands.”

The shadow detaches from the pillar and steps to the top of the stair. It does not come down. It doesn’t need to. The library’s geometry bends to it the way a dog leans into the leg of its owner. A book shivers free on the lowest shelf and thumps to the floor at my feet.

“Parlor tricks,” I say, though my mouth has dried. I crouch, pick up the fallen volume, and brush grit from the cover. No title. No stamp. Old leather, too soft to be cow. Human, a voice in my head whispers, eager and unhelpful. I ignore the voice and open the book to its first page.

Blank.

I flip a dozen more.

Blank.

I lift the volume so the shadow can see the emptiness. “You brought me a journal.” “No,” the whisper answers, closer now, as if the book itself had learned to speak. “A mirror. Show me what your blood remembers.”

The whisper moves again, this time behind me, as if it’s reading over my shoulder: Not a journal. A mirror.

“What does it reflect?”

Blood, says the floor when my bootstep lands. Names, says the rail when my fingers tap the worn groove left by other hands. Debt, says the part of me that always answers.

I pinch the knife from the table, slice the same thumb again, and press the pad to the first page. The shadow’s weight leans forward.

“History wants payment,” I say. “All right. Take a drop.”

The paper swallows the mark. Letters bloom in a line and then stop. A name tries to form and tears itself apart, as if the ink remembered being forbidden.

“Try again,” I say through my teeth.

The second drop starts a date: Year zero. It halts midway, not because of the spell, but because an old scar in the paper catches the flow.

“Imperfect medium,” I mutter. “Story of my life.”

“Corin,” someone says.

Not the whisperer. Not the clerk. The voice crawls from the gallery below, raw with sleep and annoyed with rules. Marenne’s deputy. He’s the kind of man who calls me by name because he hates titles.

“Still working,” I call back.

“You’re alone again,” he says, accusation wrapped as a statement. “It’s late.”

“Is it.”

“You want company?”

“No.”

“Then lock the outer.”

“I will.”

He hesitates. “The west watch swears they saw someone slip the courtyard. If you hear—”

“I hear nothing,” I lie.

Footsteps fade. The deputy leaves because he likes orders more than people.

“Interruptions,” I say. “He collects them.”

Glass ticks as the last of the lamp smoke cools. Above, the shadow doesn’t breathe.

“What do you want?” I ask it, finally.

A page riffles. Energy lifts the hair on my forearms. The book in my hands pulls against my grip and flips to the final leaf on its own.

I clamp it shut on instinct and lose. The binding snaps my resistance like a twig. The last page lies bare. The paper looks older here—yellowed and gently furred at the edges, as if too many nights slept on it. My cut throbs. The drop in the corner spreads until I can’t tell where my blood ends and the old stain begins.

Don’t be afraid, the whisper says, close enough to drive heat down my spine. You carry my blood.

“Yours?” My mouth digs for steadiness and finds iron. “Why is it in me?”

Silence.

“Answer,” I say, and the shape at the stair tightens at the command in my tone. It obeys a habit older than my birth and older than its death. It starts to step down and stops, as if something on the far side of the room pulled a chain taut around its throat.

My thumb’s pulse beats against paper. Ink crawls up through the fibers from nowhere and writes.

This isn’t the first time a page has bled for me. The rule is simple: blood is memory. But memory has never moved this fast. Lines snap into like a soldier assembling a weapon he can field-strip in the dark.

I read because I can’t not.

The first letters don’t make a word I know. Not human tongue. Old court script. The shape resolves. My mouth shapes the sound before my mind understands it.

“Lucien,” I say without breathing.

The shadow sways once, small, the way a man sways when a lance takes him through and his body needs a second to learn he is gone.

I don’t stop. The ink continues. The second word shakes itself clean.

Thorne.

The name rides the last of my blood to the edge of the page and fixes there, final as a cut. The room contracts. The runes in the baseboards spark. The lamp flinches. Somewhere down the hall, a chain lifts and falls.

Above me, the shadow fills the doorway, stripped of patience and tricks, wearing a face the city taught itself to forget.

The book in my hands stops turning on its own.

On the last page, written in a hand I’ve never seen but know anyway, a single name waits.

Lucien Thorne.
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Chapter 2: The Boy with Silver Eyes
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The mirror lies to everyone, but water doesn’t.

At dawn I fill the library basin, bend, and look. The pupils cut narrow in the weak light. The irises don’t hold the usual washed-out amber. They catch and harden into bright metal—clean, cold, borrowed. Silver. The color sits wrong in my face, like a borrowed coin pressed into a beggar’s palm. I blink. The silver thins. It doesn’t leave.

“Red moon,” I say to the room, because saying it out loud keeps me from praying. “Fine. We test.”

I yank the shutters open. The first light slants across the reading tables. Dust climbs. The runes in the baseboards bristle. The book from last night waits where I left it, shut and sulking. I force myself not to touch it. I drag the ledger close, date the new entry, and write my own eyes into the record: Noted discoloration under lunar anomaly: silver.

The clerk on duty wanders in with bread in his mouth. He chews, swallows, and stops dead when he sees me staring at a bowl of water like I’m scrying plague.

“Bad night?” he asks, cautious.

“Productive,” I answer. “Fetch the medical register. The one we keep locked because the healers think we can’t read.”

He points to the chair where it already waits. I missed it because I didn’t sleep. I flip the brass latches and pull pages. Cases of albinism. Blood disorders that shift color in low light. Notes on pigment curses cast by bitter lovers. The old city tried everything once.

Nothing notes silver only on red-moon nights. Nothing ties it to old oath-blood.

“Do you want me to pretend not to see your face?” the clerk asks. “Because I can do that, if it helps.”

“Pretend not to speak,” I say, and he takes the hint. He clears out with his bread and his worry.

I don’t have time to fight rumor with silence; rumor breeds faster than rats. So I go to it. I lock the registers, hook the cage, and leave the Blood Library through the west corridor that cuts the palace like a scar. The night shift guards squat over cards at the end. They straighten when they see me.

“Council called you up,” one says. “All the elders. Noon bell.”

“It’s dawn,” I say.

“They like making people wait.”

“Good. I like making notes.”

The palace breathes in oil and soap. Servants scrub the red-wax seal from the floor at the main doors, as if the moon tracked mud through our house and they can put it back outside. I walk fast. I refuse to watch the walls for the blink of a shadow with a soldier’s balance and a king’s eyes. The hall’s air still tastes like last night’s whisper. You carry my blood. I swallow hard and climb.

They give me a seat against the wall in the council chamber: low bench, no cushion, perfect for listening and hard on the back. The elders sit higher behind a half-circle table that looks like it was carved from the same tree as our family tree. They wore their best rings for this. They don’t like coming down to talk to librarians.

Elder Marenne leans forward. She never smiles; the closest she gets is hunger softened by etiquette.

“You know why you’re here,” she says. “Say it.”

“You can say it,” I answer. “Your tongues don’t break when they touch truth.”

A few of the old men snort. The head of the west watch pretends he didn’t.

“Last night,” Marenne says, “the moon turned to blood. The wards shook. The west watch reports a figure on the roofs. The library reports...the library always refuses to report anything of use.”

“The library records,” I say. “Not confesses.”

“And this morning,” she continues, “you present with...altered features.”

“Silver eyes,” someone says aloud, savoring the phrase. The word slips around me like a net.

I lift my head so they can all have a good look. I don’t blink. If they want spectacle, I make them pay for it by meeting me.

“Explain,” Marenne says.

“Explain to me what?” I counter. “Earth explains itself when you dig it. Sky explains itself when you count it. Blood explains itself when you bleed it.”

“You were born under a red moon,” another elder cut in, nasal, bored with rhetoric. “You know the stories. When the old king died without an heir, his curse scattered through the city. His enemies birthed daughters in silence. His allies birthed sons who died in the second year. And once in a generation, a child woke with the wrong eyes.”

“Meaning the eyes of a man who stared at the sun too long,” someone at the end mutters. Laughter flickers and dies.

Marenne steeples her fingers. “We have indulged your...difficult vision. Your refusal to kneel to a version of history trimmed to fit the city’s pride is tolerable when it remains ink on paper. What I will not tolerate is this.”

She gestures at my face like she’s fanning away a smell.

“You think I did this to spite you?” I ask. “My eyelids don’t take orders from your table.”

“We think,” she says, and her voice drops until it barely scrapes the air, “you are the curse that remains of the old king. We think whatever took his breath refuses to rest because you refuse to let it.”

I stand because sitting shrinks me, and I am tired of being small. “I hold names. I do not hold ghosts on leashes.”

“You hold something,” Marenne says. “We all feel it when you walk into the room. The wards flex. The mirrors show other faces. The bells...forget. We gave you the library because we thought stone and iron could slow it.”

“Has it worked?” I ask.

“No,” she says, and lets the word sit.

“I’ll find it,” I say. “I’ll write it, and when I write it we’ll have something better than fear. We’ll have a record that bites back.”

“And if the record names you?” she asks.

“Then you’ll have a page to burn,” I say. “You love fire. You prove it every day.”

They don’t laugh. It’s not that kind of fun.

“Leave,” Marenne says. “Do not leave the palace. Do not leave the library. Do not speak to petitioners. Do not stand in a doorway with your eyes showing like that and frighten the children.”

“What if I stand in a doorway with my eyes shut?” I ask.

“Leave,” she repeats, and this time the guards at the door straighten like hands on a clock.

I go because a victory today looks like choosing my own exit. In the corridor, the light hits me wrong. Servants whisper and part, not because I’m dangerous but because they want to be near the story and not inside it. I walk faster.

Sera waits outside the court scribe room. She’s a junior copyist with neat wrists and a smile that climbs like ivy when she lets it. Last winter she split her palm on a broken seal and bled all over a treaty I needed. We stood with our hands together over the basin to catch the drips and laughed until the clerk threw us both out. I like Sera.

Now she stares at my eyes and tries to pretend she’s not.

“You heard,” I say.

“Everyone heard,” she says. She lifts a hand and doesn’t know what it wants to do. Touch. Apologize. Bless. “May I?”

It’s harmless. It’s a palm to a cheek, a friend’s comfort, a human gesture. I brace to let it land. The touch comes close. Heat rises off her skin. The palace noise drops like someone shut a door. The corridor narrows to a hand, my face, and a simple choice.

My body betrays me. Every muscle tightens as if someone pulled a wire through me. The world tilts. The shape that lives in the edges of rooms steps into the center of my head without asking permission. The memory that is not mine throws itself up between me and Sera’s hand: a man without a face standing too close to a battlefield, a grip on the back of my neck that is not cruel and not kind, only very sure. The sound of someone speaking my name from inside my mouth.

I flinch so hard my shoulder hits stone. Sera’s hand drops like I slapped it. Her eyes flash hurt and then shame and then anger because shame always brings friends.

“I didn’t—” she starts.

“It’s not you,” I say, raw. “I can’t—”

“Won’t,” she says. She wraps the hurt like a scarf and leaves before I can untie it.

I lean my forehead against the cold wall and count. Five. Six. Seven. The number steadies my breath. The palace keeps moving around me, immune to my small drama because it has learned to survive bigger ones.

“Fine,” I tell the stone. “We don’t touch anything we care about today. We look. We write. We ask the oldest bones to explain themselves.”

The oldest bones lie under our feet.

I head for the service stair that drops two flights and then pretends it ends. The third door refuses anyone without a key, but keys love rumor more than they love locks. The string of them on my belt jangles as I run. The third door opens on a lightless hall that smells like copper and damp rope. I take two lamps and leave one lit at the mouth to steady my exit.

The under-palace holds everything we couldn’t throw away: broken standards, carved stones with someone else’s god scratched off, a row of helmets that remember better men. My boots hit water at the first bend where the ceiling drips. Rats skitter. The air cools in a way that means old magic slept here once and still wakes when it hears certain words.

I don’t say any words. I keep my voice for paper.

The crypt doors start as wood, then iron, then stone. Names weather off or remain sharp depending on how well loved the dead were by the survivors. The old king’s door isn’t large. It doesn’t have to be. Everyone knows which one it is without reading. The stone isn’t a style we use now. The hinge pin is driven with a pattern no modern blacksmith would waste time carving. The guard on the landing yawns when he sees me.

“Permission?” he asks, bored.

“Authority,” I say, and tap my ledger. He shrugs and lets me pass. If I die a little, he doesn’t have to write it down.

Inside the antechamber, the air drops another degree. Runes prick along the baseboards. My silver eyes burn with their own light in the dark stone like the metal in them wants to explain itself to its source. I lift the lamp, step over the threshold, and let the door close me in.

No sarcophagus waits on a dais. No crown sits alone. The old king left a wall. The wall holds a mosaic of a battlefield I know from songs: broken spears, a banner fallen, a kneeling figure taken at the spine. The face isn’t the artist’s concern; the hands are. The hands grip a sword and a friend at once. One palm bleeds. Letters thread the blood’s path, not words, not yet, just a line of script that curls toward the floor. The line ends in a hole cut through the stone large enough to swallow a fist.

I set the lamp down. I kneel and press my ear to the floor. It’s a stupid act. Clever men die doing reckless things because they think they’re heroes for trusting their instincts. I don’t trust my instincts; I distrust them loudly. Still, I listen.

Stone hums. Water moves deeper than our maps admit. A chain drags and then stutters, as if the hand that pulls it learned this motion centuries ago and never stopped. I tap the floor with my knuckles. The sound burns my bones. The silver in my eyes feels like it spreads.

“You warned me not to be afraid,” I say to the quiet. “Try being useful.”

Silence holds. The lamp pops. The mosaic’s little tiles wink like scales.

I lay the ledger flat, flip to an empty page, and prick my thumb. The drop falls and spreads. I write what I am: Corin. I write what I saw: silver. I write where I am: under the palace, room with wall, old king’s mark, hole like a mouth. I write what I want: answer.

Air moves over my hands. Not a draft. A pull. The floor under my palms turns warm, then hot, then almost kind. I pull back, startled. The ledger drags toward the hole like it knows where it belongs. I snatch it in time.

“Greedy,” I whisper to stone, and the stone doesn’t deny it.

I search the walls for switches, a lever, a word rubbed smooth by use. I find none. I take the lamp and angle the flame toward the hole. The light slides down; the dark drinks it. My breath speeds on its own. I could go and fetch a guard with a rope, a clerk with better nerves, a priest with a script. I could walk up, obedient, and tell Marenne that the dead still pull at our floors.

If I do that, the council takes the room, the guards take the wall, the priests take my ledger, and the story becomes theirs. If I stay, the story remains mine long enough to enter the record breathing.

I set the lamp back down. I drop to my stomach and slide my hand into the hole. Stone edges bite. The skin at my wrist puckers. A cuff of old magic closes like a mouth. I do not yank back. I let the stone taste me.

Heat licks the vein. The silver in my eyes tenses. The moment lasts the length of a heartbeat multiplied by terror. The cuff lets go. The floor shifts with an old, reluctant sigh. The wall grinds. The mosaic’s soldier moves half a finger’s worth and stops.

“Again,” I say, and push both hands into the dark.

The cuff takes and releases, takes and releases, as if it’s counting me. Somewhere a lock that forgot its name remembers. Chains stir. Dust rises like bread under a warm cloth. I shove. The wall shudders. The mosaic’s bleeding line slips a fraction lower. The hole widens enough to take my forearm. I reach until my shoulder cries and my fingers close over iron.

I pull.

The chain comes with me, stiff and stubborn. The wall answers with a groan. The ivory tiles of the soldier’s knuckles drag their grip closer to the floor. The seam at the base splits. Cold air breathes out and wet air breathes in. My name writes itself down the inside of my throat without permission.

“Move,” I tell stone. “Move.”

It does. Just enough to admit a noise that does not belong to rock or water or my nerves.

A voice rises, soft as breath caught under a blanket. It drifts up through the new seam like a prayer someone forgot to bank.

Our child...
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Chapter 3: The Tomb Beneath
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The wall shifts a handspan, enough to prove the palace lied about ending. Cold air from below floods the tiny chamber. My lamp gutter-flames and then steadies. I haul the chain until the seam widens into a slit.

Footsteps scrape on the landing.

“Archivist,” the guard calls. His voice warms with suspicion. “You’re not cleared for that room.”

I let the chain go slack and stand, palms raw. “I’m not cleared to sit quietly either.”

He peers in through the door, squinting at the rune-glow and the mosaic’s tilted soldier. He takes a step and stops when the air burns his teeth—the wards warning him only certain blood is welcome. He swallows around it and lifts his chin.

“Orders from the Captain,” he says. “The under-vaults are closed.”

“And yet,” I say, nodding at the opened seam, “the under-vaults appear to disagree.”

“Close it,” he says. “Walk out. I didn’t see you.”

“If I close it, I can’t reopen it. The stone prefers first answers.”

“Then you’ll die in there,” he says, almost hopeful.

“Unlikely,” I say. “No one would get to write the lecture.”

He shifts weight. The ward-taste stings worse the closer he comes. A sensible man would take the hint. He takes half a step more and hisses through his nose.

“What did you do?”

“Bled on a question,” I say. “The question bled back.”

“What’s below?” he asks.

“History.”

He glances toward the stair, weighing his risk. He could shout and fill the room with soldiers. The palace hates unlocked secrets; it loves crowds more. I meet his eye and don’t blink. He picks the choice that lets him keep his job and his teeth.

“You have ten minutes,” he mutters. “If you come out with anything cursed, I’ll claim I warned you and close the door on what’s left.”

“Generous,” I say. “Hold the lamp.”

He takes it grudgingly. I slide into the seam sideways, shoulder scraping stone, ribs crushing and then freeing. My shirt tears. The air below hits wet. I land on a ledge barely wider than my foot. The crack drops into a shaft. A ladder’s iron rungs vein the wall. I test one with my weight. It groans but holds. I climb.

The light above shrinks to an angry coin. The guard swears when I keep going. The rust grinds my palms. Water whispers and then the whisper grows teeth. A channel runs somewhere under my boots. The ladder ends on a platform. My feet hit slime. I skid, right myself, and breathe once to thank whoever built this for favoring function over ceremony.

I turn. The chamber stretches long and low, supported by squat pillars marked with old court hands. The script runs in clean lines until it meets the kind of vandalism that comes after a war—names chiseled out, titles corrected by anger. The floor rises and falls like a shallow sea frozen mid-breath. In the far wall, another mosaic waits. Not a battle; a coronation. The king’s head is missing. Someone excised it with love.

The door beneath the mosaic has no lock. It has a plate. Centered, carved with a swallowtail notch the shape of a thumb.

“Of course,” I mutter. I press my sore thumb. The plate warms and then drinks. A breath moves around my wrist like a cat rubbing a leg. The door surrenders with a sigh heavy enough to stir dust that hasn’t lifted in a century.

Beyond: stairs.

The kind of stairs built by people who expected to be followed. Narrow. Bent. Cut to force the body to turn and expose its back to the second turn. I go sideways, listening for chain or counterweight, for the soft metallic whisper that means I forgot the palace was designed by men too clever for later men’s safety. Nothing triggers. The air cools. The light changes quality in a way that says the room ahead has space for echo.

The stairs spill into a hall carved from the foundation’s root. No tapestries. No offerings. The place kept its dignity by starving. Six doors sit equally spaced, each bearing a relief of a different beast—stag, boar, bear, raven, wolf, hound. The stag’s antlers interweave with thorn; the raven perches on a blade; none of it matches any family crest we still claim publicly. The seventh door—the central one—wears no animal. It wears a rose. Not a gardener’s rose. Sharp. Coiled tight. Petals cut like coins.

I reach for the handle.

I stop because something moves, an absence in a sea of stillness.

The room holds its breath with me. A whisper finds the back of my neck the way it did in the library, only colder, stripped of patience.

Don’t.

I look over my shoulder. No figure waits. No shadow separates itself from the others. The voice isn’t the guard’s. It’s the same tired voice that followed me up the stairs last night, the one the city taught itself not to say aloud.

“You had your chance to be useful,” I say, and take the handle.

The metal kisses my palm. It bites. It releases. The door doesn’t want effort. It wants permission. I give it blood, and it opens itself, slow to spare hinges that forgot how to move.

The tomb smells of iron and stone. No rot. The air wraps around my face like a veil and waits to see if I’ll put it on. I step across the threshold.

The chamber is circular, the ceiling low, the center sunken. A ring of carved stone runs the circumference, shoulder high, carved with a rose vine so exact I recognize the species—a hedge rose common to the old city’s walls, ugly and perfect, planted to keep horses from throwing riders near danger. Whoever carved it knew their plants and their politics.

At the center, a slab. No name. Only the outline of a sword’s hilt inlaid faintly, as if someone once placed the weapon here and never lifted it again. If the palace tells this story at all, it tells it badly.

I circle. The carvings change with the light—a trick of the chisel and whoever paid for the work. From one angle the vine looks dormant. From another, it looks poised to climb. I reach out and lay my fingers along the etched stone.

Heat climbs my arm like a current.

I jerk back. The heat follows, faster, not stopping until it hits the inside of my elbow. My breath stutters. The silver in my eyes hardens until the world edges too sharp.

I grip the rose relief again because retreat invites shame. The warmth spreads through my chest. My heart doesn’t race—it shifts. It changes its beat, syncs to a rhythm that isn’t mine, one that seems to echo faintly from the slab in the center, as if two metronomes, set a lifetime apart, found each other.

“Enough,” I say. Voice doesn’t help. I let the heat run. It doesn’t burn. It builds.

Color bursts around my boots.

I stumble back because it’s not a metaphor; it’s a mess. Petals drop from nowhere, hundreds of them, dark as spilled wine, wet enough to stain. They hit the floor and stick, each one fresh, each one smelling of salt and iron and a sweetness I hate instantly because it knows my mouth. They fall until the ring of carved vine wears a living crown and my ankles disappear in the shallow drift.

The door at my back shivers like it wants to shut me in. I throw a hand to stop it and smear a red arc across the stone. The petals don’t stop. They keep falling like a storm blew in through a roof that doesn’t exist.

“Show yourself,” I say, throat tight. “Or stop wasting flowers.”

A shape resolves on the far side of the slab. Not a man. A darker piece of dark, the size of a man. It steps closer without displacing a single petal. The runes prickle under my skin the way they do when the library recognizes its own. He stops within reach of my voice and not my hands. I see the outline of cheek, the line of a mouth I could draw now with my eyes shut because it haunts my reflexes.

“Lucien,” I say, not a question.

The outline doesn’t agree. It doesn’t deny. It waits like a soldier called to the front line and forced to watch another take his post.

“Do I belong to you?” I ask.

The silence says I ask the wrong question. Something moves at the edge of the light. Another presence catches in the room, heavier, older. The temperature drops one more notch. The lamp flame shrinks. The shadow of the first figure flattens against the floor as if making room for a second shadow with weight.

I don’t back up. The petals do instead, pushed by a draft that doesn’t touch my clothes.

Bootsteps sound, two sets over stone. The first has a soldier’s economy. The second has a court’s arrogance. They stop in the same place, as if the room has only one correct position and both intend to stand in it.

“Talk,” I tell them, because fear will take my tongue if I give it another choice.

The first voice comes low and worn. The second rides on it like a harmony that refuses to be a harmony. The overlap raises the hair on my arms. The words braid instead of blend.

“Do not fear, Corin,” the soldier-voice says, steady.

“You are trespass,” the other says, amused and cold. “You are also permission.”

“I’m a librarian with bad luck,” I say. “I asked for records. This place keeps its own.”

“Records are a kindness,” the soldier says.

“Records are a blade,” the other says. “We kept both.”

I circle a pace, force them to adjust with me. The petals catch my boots. They stick. I don’t wipe them off.

“You used my blood to open your door,” I say.

“We used our own,” the soldier corrects. “We only borrowed the piece we left in you.”

I go very still. “Left.”

“Seed,” the other says, crisp, pleased with the shock. “We sent a seed down the line. It woke in your eye because the moon woke it.”

“Why?” The word scrapes.

“Because we were ended wrong,” the soldier says. “Because the city lied and then forgot it lied.”

“Because we do not permit erasure,” the other says, lazy. “Because the throne you tend sits on our bones.”

“Which one are you?” I ask, my throat dry. “Which name do I write?”

The soldier’s outline lifts a hand and drops it, a gesture full of tired reprimand. The other shadow’s head tips back like a man who expects the room to watch him no matter what he does.

“You write what you can prove,” the soldier says.

“You write what hurts,” the other says. “And you spell it right.”

I step closer until the heat coming off the stone hits my knees. “The council says I’m the curse left from the old king.”

The soldier’s shape stiffens with fury he controls before it shows. The other laughs once.

“The curse is the oath,” the soldier says. “Not the blood that bound it.”

“The curse is the throne,” the other says, fond as an insult. “It teaches men to forget what debts cost.”

“Which are you?” I demand. “King or captain?”

“Both,” the other purrs.

“Neither,” the soldier says. “Names matter less than what the names did together.”

My head burns. My pulse kicks. The petals keep falling. I grab the edge of the slab to hold myself in the present.

“Stop,” I snap, and
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