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The invitation arrived on a rain-warped morning, slipped beneath the apartment door without sound, as though the hallway itself had exhaled it there. Mira didn’t notice it at first. She was late—again—and the storm outside blurred her thoughts into scattered pieces. Only when her boot heel nearly crushed the heavy envelope did she pause, balancing on one foot as she bent to retrieve it.

Thick parchment, cream-colored, edges gilded. Her name written in a looping hand far too elegant for junk mail. No return address. No stamp.

She turned it over twice before breaking the seal, which cracked like brittle ice.

Only a single card rested inside.

An evening is owed to those who see beyond their station.

You will attend.

Below the words was a place—The Aurelian Hall—and a time—seven o’clock sharp—written in the same graceful hand. No signature. No explanation. No option.

Mira stared at it until thunder rattled the window, reminding her she had a bus to catch. She stuffed the card into her bag and bolted down the stairwell, rain slashing across her face the moment she stepped outside. The storm made everything feel heavier: the air, her clothes, her thoughts. By the time she reached the bus stop, she was soaked, breathless, and late enough to expect a lecture from her supervisor.

But the card weighed on her mind more than her lateness.

The Aurelian Hall was a name she recognized only faintly, the way one might recall the outline of a distant building glimpsed once in childhood. It belonged to the upper district—white stone terraces, quiet chauffeurs, windows that glowed gold even in daylight—and it had nothing to do with people like her.

Yet the card said You will attend.

Not are invited. Not requested. Commanded.

During her shift at the museum archives, the thought nagged her with every box she lifted and every dusty ledger she documented. The supervisor’s frown faded into background noise; even the clatter of metal drawers sliding open felt distant. Mira’s curiosity, sharp and restless, gnawed at her logic.

Someone knew her name. Someone expected her presence. Someone from a world far above her own had extended a hand—though she couldn’t tell if it was pulling her up or drawing her in.

By closing time, she had made her decision, though she told herself otherwise. Curiosity was an easy excuse when one didn’t want to examine deeper reasons.

At six o’clock she stood in front of the cracked mirror in her apartment, debating which version of herself to wear. Not that it mattered; she owned nothing that could meet the standards of the upper district. Her wardrobe was made of practicality: museum-appropriate blouses, slacks, sweaters with worn elbows.

Eventually, she chose a dark dress that fell just below her knees, simple and unadorned, paired with a coat that had lost its shine two winters ago. She tied her hair back, wiped rain smudges from her face, and stared at her reflection until she felt like a stranger examining another stranger’s choices.

At six thirty, she left the apartment. At six forty-five, she boarded the train heading sharply uphill. By six fifty, the neon signs of her neighborhood had given way to white marble façades and soft amber streetlamps. The storm had quieted into a mist that clung to the stone walkways, as though the streets themselves were exhaling secrets into the night.

The Aurelian Hall stood at the peak of a winding street lined with manicured hedges. It was larger than she expected—looming, almost cathedral-like—but made of smooth pale stone that glowed faintly under the lanterns. Two tall doors stretched upward, carved with patterns too intricate to decipher from a distance.

Mira ascended the steps carefully, aware that her damp boots squeaked against polished stone. She hesitated only once, her hand hovering above the iron handle, before pushing the door open.

Warmth met her like a soft tide, carrying the scent of cedar and old books.

The foyer was quiet, lit by golden chandeliers that hung low enough to feel intimate but grand enough to justify their opulence. A marble floor stretched out before her, its pattern swirling like frozen smoke. A single attendant stood near a pedestal desk—an older man, posture straight, expression unreadable.

He looked at her as though he had been waiting.

“Mira Hale,” he said, before she could speak.

Her breath caught. “How did you—?”

“Your presence is expected.” He inclined his head. “This way.”

She followed him through a set of double doors into a long, vaulted corridor. Portraits lined the walls, each one rendered with such realism she felt their eyes track her. The air grew quieter as they walked, the soft echo of their steps swallowed by the immense space.

At last, they reached a room near the end of the hall. The attendant opened the door and stepped aside.

“You will be greeted shortly.”

Mira entered.

The room was surprisingly modest—at least compared to the rest of the hall. A study, she guessed. Dark wood shelves filled with leather-bound volumes. A stone hearth crackled softly, casting flickers of amber light across the room. A desk sat beneath a tall window, though no one occupied it.

She waited.

Five minutes passed. Ten. The crackle of the fire became the only anchor in the silence. As her nerves settled, curiosity urged her to explore, if only to steady her thoughts.

She moved toward the nearest shelf. The books bore no titles—just embossed symbols she didn’t recognize. She ran her fingers lightly across the spine of one, tracing the intricate pattern.

“You came.”

The voice behind her was calm, deep, and unmistakably controlled.

She turned slowly.

A man stood by the door she had entered through, though she hadn’t heard it open. He was older—fifty, perhaps older still—yet his posture carried the quiet authority of someone accustomed to being listened to. His hair, silver at the temples, framed a face marked not by age but by precision: every line deliberate, every feature composed.

He regarded her with a steady gaze, assessing without accusation.

“I didn’t have much of a choice,” Mira said.

“You had every choice,” he replied. “But you came anyway.”

He stepped forward, and though his movement was unhurried, it held weight. Not intimidation—something more complex, something measured. His presence filled the room with an ease that made the fireplace seem suddenly too warm.

“You received my card,” he said.

She nodded. “You didn’t sign it.”

“I didn’t need to.” He stopped a few feet from her, hands clasped loosely behind his back. “My name is Lucien Arctale.”

The name hit her memory like a distant bell. Philanthropist. Collector. Patron to half the city’s institutions. His face appeared in newspaper columns beside ornate gala spreads and announcements of exhibitions she could never afford to attend.

And he had summoned her.

“Why am I here?” Mira asked.

Lucien studied her for a moment, as though considering how much of the truth to offer. “Because you notice things others overlook. The archives are full of quiet observers—most of them looking without seeing. But you...” His eyes narrowed slightly, not unkindly. “You see.”

Her pulse quickened, though she couldn’t explain why.

“That still doesn’t explain the invitation.”

“No,” he said. “It does not.”

He turned, walking toward the desk beneath the window. A drawer slid open with a soft click. From it, he removed a thin folder bound with a dark ribbon.

He held it out to her.

“What’s this?” she asked, though her fingers closed around it before she could decide whether she wanted to.

“A request,” Lucien said. “A task. And a warning.”

Her throat tightened. “A warning?”

“Some doors, once opened, cannot be closed.” His gaze held hers steadily. “If you choose to walk through this one, you must do so with your eyes open.”

Mira looked down at the folder, its ribbon tied with care, as though sealing something delicate or dangerous inside. She felt the room grow quieter still, the air thickening around the decision pressed into her hands.

Lucien stepped back, giving her space.

“You may leave tonight,” he said. “And no one will ever trouble you again. Or you may stay. And I will show you what very few are permitted to see.”

Her fingers tightened around the folder’s edge, the paper cool against her palm.

Thunder rumbled faintly outside.

The fire crackled.

And Mira realized the room no longer felt modest at all—it felt like the first threshold of something vast.

She lifted her eyes to meet his.

“What happens if I stay?”

Lucien’s expression shifted—something subtle, something almost like inevitability settling into place.

“Then,” he said quietly, “your life will no longer belong only to you.”

Mira drew a slow breath.

And opened the folder.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3


[image: ]


Morning arrived muted and pale, the kind of gray dawn that blurred the edges of the city into soft shapes. Mira hadn’t slept well—not out of fear, but from the way her mind refused to quiet after leaving The Aurelian Hall. The hidden chamber remained fixed behind her eyelids as though she were still standing among the shelves, lantern light flickering over ancient surfaces.

She sat briefly on the edge of her bed, the folder Lucien had given her resting on her nightstand like an object she hadn’t yet earned the right to touch again. When she finally rose, the city outside was waking with its usual indifference. Buses groaned down slick streets. Neighbors argued through thin walls. Life moved on, unaware—or uninterested—in what she had discovered.

By the time she reached the museum, her coat was damp from misting rain and her hair clung stubbornly to her forehead. She swiped her entry card and stepped into the staff corridor. The familiar scent of old paper and varnished wood greeted her like a tired handshake.

But the archives felt different now.

Not altered—she had not expected physical change—but charged with a tension she hadn’t noticed before, as though the shelves hid more than miscataloged items and the walls held breath they never released.

She clocked in, nodded vaguely to her supervisor, and descended the stairs to the southern archive room. The lights flickered as they warmed, casting thin rays across rows of
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