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The bells of London rang at midnight.

Not for the living.

For those who had ruled long before kingdoms bore their present names.

Beneath the ancient foundations of Westminster, deeper than forgotten crypts and older than the stones themselves, a circular chamber waited in absolute silence.

No servant entered.

No human had ever crossed its threshold.

The room belonged to the Three.

Three thrones.

Three kingdoms.

Three bloodlines.

Each throne had remained empty for centuries, occupied only when the Balance itself demanded judgment.

Tonight...

they were no longer empty.

The first throne stood beneath a black banner embroidered with a silver crown.

The Blood Crown.

England.

Its sovereign sat motionless, dressed in immaculate black, a crown forged from obsidian resting upon pale hair untouched by time.

King Alaric IV.

No vampire remembered his birth.

Only his victories.

The second throne was carved from white marble veined with crimson.

Fresh roses bloomed around its base despite the absence of sunlight.

The Velvet Court.

France.

Queen Élisabeth de Valois smiled as though attending an opera rather than a council capable of changing history.

Beauty had always been her deadliest weapon.

The third throne carried neither jewels nor ornaments.

Iron.

Scarred.

Forged for war.

The Crimson Order.

Spain.

Grand Master Rodrigo de Toledo rested both hands upon the pommel of an ancient sword whose blade had tasted blood since the Reconquista.

He had never trusted diplomacy.

Only survivors.

Between them burned no fire.

Only darkness.

A perfect sphere of black glass floated above the centre of the chamber.

It reflected nothing.

Not faces.

Not light.

Only absence.

For centuries it had remained still.

Silent.

Tonight...

a fracture crossed its surface.

One thin line.

Then another.

Queen Élisabeth was the first to speak.

"So...

the seal has weakened."

King Alaric did not move.

"No."

His voice carried the certainty of centuries.

"It has been touched."

Rodrigo's fingers tightened around his sword.

"By whom?"

Silence answered.

Then the sphere awakened.

Within its darkness, images formed.

Not visions.

Memories.

A ruined courtyard.

Shattered stone.

A young woman marked by blood.

A warrior standing before impossible shadows.

And a name...

spoken not with fear...

but with recognition.
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None of the rulers reacted immediately.

Yet each understood the same truth.

The Lock still lived.

Queen Élisabeth's smile disappeared.

"So the old prophecies were true."

Alaric finally rose from his throne.

The chamber itself seemed to bow with him.

"If Endovelico walks the earth..."

"...then the Veil is failing."

Rodrigo drew a slow breath.

"And if the Veil falls..."

"...our kingdoms fall with it."

The sphere trembled again.

New images emerged.

Not from this world.

Shapes without flesh.

Cities without stars.

An ocean that flowed upward into an endless black sky.

Then—

a single face.

Velkor.

Watching.

Learning.

Waiting.

The sphere shattered.

Not into fragments...

but into dust.

Dark dust.

It vanished before touching the floor.

No one spoke.

The Three had ruled vampires for nearly two thousand years.

They had survived Rome.

The Black Death.

Empires.

Crusades.

Revolutions.

World Wars.

Yet none of those ages had forced them to gather.

Until tonight.

King Alaric looked toward the empty space where the sphere had floated.

"The First Crossing has begun."

Queen Élisabeth closed her eyes.

"Then we no longer have the luxury of secrecy."

Rodrigo unsheathed his ancient blade.

Its steel sang through the chamber.

"Summon every House."

Alaric nodded once.

"Find Endovelico."

A pause.

Then the words every immortal had hoped never to hear.

"Before They find him first."
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Chapter 1 — The Blood Crown
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London, England

Rain had always belonged to London.

Not the gentle rain of spring, nor the violent storms of summer.

This rain was older.

Patient.

As though the city itself had learned to whisper instead of speak.

From the highest tower of Black Ravens Keep, King Alaric IV watched the streets below without expression.

Thousands of mortals crossed Westminster every hour.

Laughing.

Arguing.

Dreaming.

None of them knew that, beneath their feet, another kingdom had existed for nearly two thousand years.

Empires had risen.

Empires had fallen.

Kings had worn crowns of gold.

Prime ministers had shaped nations.

Wars had redrawn maps.

The Blood Crown had remained.

Always.

Watching.

Waiting.

A raven landed silently upon the stone balcony.

Its feathers shimmered with an unnatural darkness.

Not black.

Something deeper.

Its crimson eyes met the King's.

The message had arrived.

Without opening its beak, the bird lowered its head.

A thin silver ring encircled one claw.

Royal seal.

Alaric removed it carefully.

The metal dissolved into blood the instant it touched his hand.

Words appeared across his palm.

Only one sentence.
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The message vanished.

Alaric closed his hand.

"So..."

His voice echoed through the empty tower.

"It has finally begun."

Behind him, the enormous doors opened.

No guards announced the visitor.

No servant dared interrupt.

Only one vampire in England possessed that privilege.

Lord Cedric Ashbourne.

Keeper of the Royal Archives.

His appearance reflected everything the Blood Crown valued.

Impeccable black suit.

Silver gloves.

Perfect posture.

No unnecessary movement.

No emotion wasted.

He bowed only once.

"My King."

Alaric remained facing the city.

"You already know."

Cedric nodded.

"The reports from Portugal have been confirmed."

Silence.

"The entity survived."

Another nod.

"Yes."

"And Endovelico?"

Cedric hesitated.

Only for a heartbeat.

"He survived as well."

For the first time that night...

King Alaric smiled.

Barely.

"A man capable of surviving the impossible is either a blessing..."

"...or a catastrophe."

Cedric remained silent.

His King was not asking a question.

"He is both," Alaric continued.

Rain struck the ancient windows.

Soft.

Rhythmic.

Like fingers upon glass.

"The Council believes he should be summoned."

"The Council fears him."

"They fear what he represents."

Alaric turned slowly.

His pale eyes carried neither anger nor warmth.

Only certainty.

"They fear change."

Cedric lowered his gaze.

Because it was true.

For almost eighteen centuries, the Blood Crown had ruled through one principle.
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No vampire challenged the ancient laws.

No House acted without permission.

No immortal hunted openly.

No kingdom invaded another.

The Balance endured because every ruler feared what would happen if it broke.

Now...

Something beyond those laws had appeared.

Something no treaty had ever imagined.

Cedric spoke carefully.

"Your Majesty..."

"...the Velvet Court has already begun moving."

Alaric expected as much.

"Élisabeth never waits."

"The Crimson Order has also mobilised."

A faint sigh escaped the King.

"Rodrigo."

Always preparing for war.

Even when peace still had a chance.

Cedric unfolded a leather document.

Three crimson wax seals.

One broken.

Two untouched.

"The invitations have arrived."

Alaric looked at them.

England.

France.

Spain.

Three kingdoms.

Three rulers.

Three different visions of immortality.

Yet all shared the same fear.

The Veil.

Cedric hesitated once more.

"There is... another matter."

The King's eyes narrowed slightly.

"Speak."

"The Raven Network intercepted a message before dawn."

That caught Alaric's attention.

The Raven Network almost never failed.

"What message?"

Cedric swallowed.

"It wasn't addressed to any House."

Silence.

"It wasn't written by any vampire."

Rain continued to fall.

The tower suddenly felt colder.

Cedric opened the parchment.

The letters upon it shifted continuously, as though refusing to exist.

Only one sentence remained readable.
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Nothing else.

No signature.

No seal.

No origin.

Alaric stared at the impossible words for several long seconds.

Then...

very quietly...

he whispered,

"They have learned to write."

The fire inside the chamber died instantly.

Not extinguished.

Consumed.

Neither vampire moved.

Somewhere...

Far beyond the Veil...

Something had answered.

The Royal Archives lay beneath the oldest foundations of Black Ravens Keep.

No map of London marked their existence.

Even among vampires, few had ever walked their endless corridors.

History was dangerous.

Truth...

even more so.

Lord Cedric Ashbourne descended alone.

The massive oak doors opened before he touched them.

Not by magic.

Recognition.

The castle itself knew its Keeper.

Rows upon rows of towering shelves disappeared into darkness.

Thousands of leather-bound volumes.

Maps drawn before nations existed.

Scrolls older than Christianity.

Blood records.

Royal decrees.

Treaties signed in wars history had forgotten.

Every secret the Blood Crown had ever collected rested here.

Protected.

Hidden.

Waiting.

Cedric walked without hesitation.

He knew every corridor.

Every chamber.

Every forbidden shelf.

Until he reached a circular room illuminated by a single chandelier of black crystal.

At its centre stood a stone pedestal.

Upon it rested an enormous book.

Bound in pale white leather.

No title.

No lock.

Only a silver raven engraved upon its cover.

Cedric removed his gloves.

No one else could open it.

The moment his fingers touched the leather...

the pages turned by themselves.

Slowly.

One after another.

As though searching.

Finally...

they stopped.

Blank pages.

At first.

Then...

words appeared.

Written in fresh crimson.

Not ink.

Blood.
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The writing paused.

New words slowly formed.
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Cedric remained perfectly still.

He had expected war.

Not certainty.

He closed the book immediately.

The words disappeared.

As if they had never existed.

Only one page remained marked.

A name.

One he had not seen for over four hundred years.
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Cedric frowned.

Impossible.

The First Father had vanished long before the great kingdoms had been founded.

Some believed he had ascended.

Others claimed he slept beneath the sands of Egypt.

Most considered him nothing more than legend.

Yet the Archives never lied.

If the Book had written the name...

it mattered.

A great deal.

Far above...

King Alaric stood inside the Hall of Crowns.

The largest chamber in Black Ravens Keep.

Its ceiling disappeared into shadow.

Along both walls stood hundreds of statues.

Every monarch who had ruled the Blood Crown.

Every Queen.

Every King.

Every Regent.

Stone faces watching eternity.

At the very end of the hall...

one pedestal remained empty.

No statue.

No inscription.

Only a single carved sentence.
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Visitors often asked who that sovereign would be.

No one had ever answered.

Because no one knew.

Alaric stopped before the empty pedestal.

His reflection appeared upon the polished black marble.

Not his face.

Another's.

For less than a second.

A young man.

Dark-haired.

Ancient eyes.

Then it vanished.

The King did not seem surprised.

Instead...

he whispered,

"So...

you've begun seeing them too."

A voice answered from the darkness.

"No, Your Majesty."

Alaric did not turn.

He already recognised the speaker.

Lady Eleanor Blackmoor.

Mistress of Intelligence.

She emerged from the shadows wearing a long midnight-blue coat instead of ceremonial robes.

Unlike the nobles of the Court, Eleanor preferred practicality over elegance.

Information travelled faster than fashion.

She bowed.

"Our agents have confirmed unusual movements."

"Where?"

"Paris."

Of course.

Élisabeth never waited.

"And Madrid."

Rodrigo never hesitated.

Eleanor unfolded several maps across a stone table.

Red markers covered Europe.

England.

France.

Spain.

Portugal.

Romania.

Italy.

Scotland.

Even Iceland.

Every marker represented vampire activity beyond normal levels.

Alaric studied them carefully.

Then noticed something...

strange.

Portugal.

Only one marker.

Yet every other line...

pointed toward it.

Like rivers flowing toward the sea.

Toward Endovelico.

Toward the Lock.

Eleanor spoke quietly.

"They're all watching him."

Alaric nodded.

"No."

She looked confused.

"They're waiting."

"For what?"

The King looked toward the rain beyond the stained-glass windows.

"For him to make the first mistake."

Silence filled the chamber.

Until...

the ravens outside exploded into flight.

Hundreds of them.

All at once.

Without warning.

Eleanor rushed toward the window.

"What frightened them?"

Alaric's expression darkened.

"Not fear."

He slowly placed one hand upon the cold glass.

"They're welcoming someone."

Far below...

the great gates of Black Ravens Keep opened.

A lone carriage entered the courtyard.

No horses pulled it.

It moved by itself.

Its body was carved from black wood older than memory.

Upon its door...

a single crimson rose had been painted by hand.

The royal seal of the...
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Queen Élisabeth had not waited for an invitation.

She had come herself.

The carriage stopped without a sound.

No wheels creaked.

No horses breathed.

Even the rain seemed unwilling to touch its polished black surface.

Every guard standing within Black Ravens Keep instinctively lowered their heads.

Not out of fear.

Out of protocol.

The Queen of the Velvet Court had arrived.

The carriage door opened by itself.

A single gloved hand emerged first.

Elegant.

Perfectly still.

Then she stepped onto English soil.

Queen Élisabeth de Valois.

She wore no crown.

She never did.

She considered crowns to be declarations of insecurity.

Instead, a single crimson rose rested above her left ear.

Fresh.

As though it had been picked only moments ago.

She looked no older than thirty.

Timeless beauty.

Grace perfected over centuries.

Yet every vampire in Europe knew the truth.

Her smile had ended more wars than any army.

She looked up toward the highest tower.

Straight at Alaric.

Almost impossibly...

their eyes met across the rain.

She inclined her head.

Barely.

A greeting.

Not submission.

Above, Alaric returned the gesture.

Equals.

Nothing more.

Nothing less.

The great doors opened.

No herald announced her.

No trumpets sounded.

The Blood Crown had no need for spectacle.

Its authority required no performance.

Lord Cedric waited inside the Grand Vestibule.

He bowed with impeccable precision.

"Your Majesty."

Élisabeth smiled warmly.

"Lord Ashbourne."

"It has been far too long."

Cedric answered without emotion.

"One hundred and twelve years."

The Queen laughed softly.

"You English do love precision."

"We find it useful."

"So do I."

Her eyes wandered briefly across the hall.

Every stone.

Every painting.

Every guard.

Nothing escaped her attention.

The Blood Crown had changed little.

Exactly as expected.

"His Majesty?"

"Awaiting you."

"Of course he is."

She removed her gloves with deliberate elegance.

"Lead the way."

As they walked through the endless corridors, silence accompanied them.

Not uncomfortable.

Measured.

Finally, Élisabeth broke it.

"I hear your ravens are flying farther than usual."

Cedric glanced sideways.

"They return with interesting stories."

"So do mine."

He already knew that.

The Velvet Court possessed the finest network of spies in Europe.

Information was their true currency.

Élisabeth stopped before an ancient stained-glass window.

It depicted three figures standing beneath a blood-red moon.

One wore a crown.

One carried a rose.

One held a sword.

"The old prophecy."

Cedric nodded.

"It has stood there since the twelfth century."

The Queen traced one finger across the glass.

"The artist forgot someone."

Cedric's expression remained unreadable.

"No."

"He was ordered to."

Élisabeth's smile faded.

"So..."

"You remember."

"I remember everything."

For a moment...

neither spoke.

Both knew the image had once contained a fourth figure.

History had erased it.

Deliberately.

The Hall of Crowns stood waiting.

Its enormous doors slowly opened.

King Alaric remained beside the empty pedestal.

Hands folded behind his back.

Motionless.

When Élisabeth entered, she studied him for several long seconds.

"You haven't changed."

"Neither have you."

"I had hoped for a kinder lie."

"I do not lie."

"No..."

She smiled again.

"You simply choose your truths carefully."

Cedric quietly withdrew.

The doors closed behind him.

The rulers of England and France stood alone.

For nearly two hundred years, they had been allies.

For nearly two hundred years...

neither had completely trusted the other.

Élisabeth walked around the Hall, admiring the statues.

"So many kings."

"So much history."

"So many mistakes."

Alaric watched her.

"You didn't cross the Channel to admire architecture."

"No."

She turned.

Her expression became serious.

"I came because I saw something."

The King remained silent.

She reached inside her coat and produced a small velvet pouch.

Black.

Tied with golden thread.

She opened it carefully.

Inside...

lay a single feather.

Not from a raven.

Not from any bird known to Earth.

It shimmered with colours that seemed impossible to hold.

Blue.

Silver.

Crimson.

Darkness.

Changing with every heartbeat.

Alaric's eyes narrowed.

"Where?"

"The Louvre."

His gaze sharpened.

"The artifact?"

"The Mirror Gallery."

Silence.

"The feather wasn't there yesterday."

"And today?"

"It was waiting."

"For whom?"

Élisabeth looked directly into his ancient eyes.

"For me."

Another long silence settled between them.

Finally...

Alaric spoke.

"It has begun faster than I feared."

The Queen nodded once.

"And there is more."

She stepped closer.

Lowering her voice.

"My spies intercepted a name."

"What name?"

She hesitated.

Not because she feared speaking it.

Because she feared its meaning.

"Amok."

The Hall itself seemed to grow colder.

Alaric slowly closed his eyes.

Not in disbelief.

Recognition.

"So..."

"The First Father is moving."

"No."

Élisabeth answered quietly.

"I believe..."

"...someone wants us to think he is."

Outside...

thunder rolled across London.

Deep.

Ancient.

As if the heavens themselves had overheard the conversation.

And somewhere beneath the city...

far below the foundations of Black Ravens Keep...

something locked away for centuries...

opened one eye.

Neither ruler spoke.

Outside, London's rain continued its endless conversation with the ancient stones of Black Ravens Keep.

Inside...

only silence ruled.

Queen Élisabeth approached the enormous stained-glass windows overlooking the Thames.

From this height, the city resembled an ocean of lights.

Millions of lives.

Millions of stories.

None aware that immortals had been deciding their future for centuries.

"They've built a remarkable civilization," she said softly.

Alaric joined her at the window.

"They always do."

"And they always destroy it."

"They always have."

She smiled faintly.

"There was a time when that saddened you."

"There was."

"And now?"

The King watched the river below.

"I've learned that humanity doesn't need monsters to create monsters."

For a moment...

Élisabeth saw not the King.

But the man who had once walked through Roman Britain.

Who had watched the Norman Conquest.

Who had witnessed the Great Fire of London.

Who had buried friends whose names history had forgotten.

Immortality was not endless life.

It was endless memory.

"My Court believes England has become..."

She searched for the correct word.

"...reserved."

Alaric almost smiled.

"And mine believes France has become theatrical."

Élisabeth laughed.

"Perhaps we're both right."

"I suspect we are."

She slowly circled the Hall once more.

Her fingertips brushed the marble statues.

Kings.

Queens.

Regents.

Warriors.

Scholars.

Every one of them remembered.

Every one of them had chosen duty over freedom.

"Tell me honestly, Alaric."

He looked toward her.

"When was the last time you left this castle?"

The question lingered.

Longer than expected.

Finally...

The King answered.

"Seventy-three years."

She stopped walking.

"I visited Kyoto last spring."

He remained silent.

"I drank wine beneath the Andes."

Silence.

"I watched the aurora from Iceland."

Nothing.

She smiled sadly.

"You've imprisoned yourself."

"No."

His voice remained calm.

"I guard the Crown."

"Even kings deserve to live."

"I chose responsibility."

"No..."

She corrected gently.

"Responsibility chose you."

Far below...

Deep beneath the Hall of Crowns...

Lord Cedric unlocked a door that had remained sealed for over four centuries.

Three keys.

Iron.

Silver.

Bone.

Each turned separately.

Each requiring a different oath.

The final lock released with a heavy metallic sigh.

The chamber beyond contained no books.

No relics.

No treasure.

Only portraits.

Dozens of them.

Every Keeper of the Royal Archives since the foundation of the Blood Crown.

Men.

Women.

Scholars.

Judges.

Historians.

Each painted with extraordinary precision.

Cedric walked past them until he reached the final portrait.

It had been covered by black silk.

He removed the cloth.

A young vampire stared back at him.

Dark hair.

Golden eyes.

No royal clothing.

No noble insignia.

Only simple travelling robes.

The plaque beneath the frame bore a single inscription.
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Marcus Valerius

First Keeper of the Royal Archives

Year 117 A.D.
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Cedric lowered his head respectfully.

"You warned them."

Silence.

"They didn't listen."

His gaze drifted toward the painting's lower corner.

Almost invisible...

someone had added another sentence centuries later.

Not in Latin.

Not in English.

Not in French.

In a language no longer spoken.

Cedric could not read it.

No Keeper ever had.

Yet every generation preserved it.

Because Marcus himself had ordered it.

"When the Four stand together..."

The rest had faded.

Lost to time.

Cedric stared at the unfinished sentence.

Then something extraordinary happened.

The ancient ink shimmered.

One new word slowly appeared.

Not painted.

Written.

As though an invisible hand had just completed part of the prophecy.

"When the Four stand together..."

"Again."

Cedric took an involuntary step backwards.

Impossible.

The portraits had never changed.

Never.

Not once in eighteen centuries.

Yet the word remained.

Fresh.

Alive.

As if history itself had decided it was finally time to continue the sentence.

Meanwhile...

Far across the English Channel...

Beyond the rain.

Beyond the sea.

Beyond mortal borders.

A train glided silently into Paris.

No passenger noticed the tall man standing alone at the end of the platform.

He wore a charcoal-grey coat.

Leather gloves.

A wide-brimmed black hat that concealed most of his face.

He carried no luggage.

Only a cane carved from dark olive wood.

People walked around him instinctively.

Without seeing him.

Without remembering him.

He removed one glove.

On the inside of his wrist...

burned an ancient symbol.

Not of the Blood Crown.

Not of the Velvet Court.

Not of the Crimson Order.

A fourth sigil.

One erased from every record.

One that should no longer exist.

The stranger smiled.

Very slightly.

Then whispered words no one had spoken aloud for over a thousand years.

"The blood remembers."

He stepped into the crowd...

and vanished.
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Chapter 2 — The Queen of Ashes
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Black Ravens Keep

England

Night had never truly existed inside Black Ravens Keep.

Darkness did.

The difference mattered.

Night belonged to the world outside.

Darkness belonged to the Keep.

It lived within the stones.

Within the corridors.

Within the silence carried from one generation of rulers to the next.

Long before England had become a kingdom...

there had been another throne.

One hidden beneath the earth.

One unseen by history.

The throne of the Blood Crown.

King Alaric walked alone.

No guards accompanied him.

None were needed.

Every corridor recognised its sovereign.

Portraits bowed.

Candles reignited as he passed.

Ancient mechanisms awakened inside the walls.

The castle itself...

was alive.

Not through magic.

Through blood.

Every monarch had left a fragment of themselves within its foundations.

Nearly two thousand years of memory pulsed beneath the stone.

The Keep remembered every king.

Every queen.

Every betrayal.

Every execution.

Every promise.

It forgot nothing.

Neither did Alaric.

He stopped before an ordinary wooden door.

Unlike every chamber in the fortress...

this one carried no emblem.

No lock.

No inscription.

Only age.

The wood had darkened through centuries until it resembled obsidian.

Alaric placed his hand upon it.

The door opened immediately.

Inside...

there was no throne.

No furniture.

Only ashes.

An entire circular chamber covered in grey ash.

Perfectly smooth.

Untouched.

At its centre...

stood a single chair.

Carved from white oak.

Simple.

Almost humble.

This was the oldest room in Black Ravens Keep.

Older than the castle itself.

Older than England.

Alaric entered without speaking.

The door closed behind him.

He sat.

Nothing happened.

For several long moments...

only silence remained.

Then...

the ashes moved.

Not because of wind.

There was none.

They flowed across the floor like water.

Slowly gathering.

Forming the outline of a woman.

Graceful.

Regal.

Transparent.

She seemed made of smoke and memory.

Her face was impossible to define.

Every heartbeat changed it.

Young.

Old.

Mother.

Warrior.

Queen.

Widow.

All at once.

She opened her eyes.

Silver.

Ancient beyond comprehension.

"You have returned."

Alaric lowered his head.

"As I always do."

The apparition smiled gently.

"You only visit when the burden becomes too heavy."

"It has."

"I know."

The ashes settled once more around her feet.

She studied him for what felt like centuries.

Finally...

she asked the question she always asked.

"Tell me, Alaric..."

"...what troubles my son?"

The King closed his eyes.

For the first time in this book...

he looked tired.

Not physically.

Immortality had long ago conquered that.

He looked...

old.

"I fear I am running out of wisdom."

The woman's expression softened.

"No."

"You are running out of certainty."

He looked at her.

"The Veil weakens."

"I know."

"The Three Kingdoms prepare for war."

"I know."

"Amok's name has returned."

Again...

"I know."

Alaric's voice became quieter.

"And Endovelico..."

This time...

the woman did not answer immediately.

The chamber seemed to hold its breath.

The ashes stopped moving.

Even the walls waited.

When she finally spoke...

her words carried the weight of forgotten ages.

"The Lock has awakened."

Alaric nodded slowly.

"He does not yet understand what he truly is."

"No."

"Neither do you."

That answer struck deeper than any blade.

For the first time in centuries...

King Alaric found himself without words.

The apparition stepped closer.

Though she possessed no true body...

he could almost feel her presence.

"You still believe the Lock was created."

Alaric frowned.

"Wasn't it?"

A faint smile appeared upon her face.

"Oh, my son..."

"The greatest mistake your generation ever made..."

"...was believing that Endovelico was forged..."

"...instead of born."

Silence.

Absolute.

Alaric slowly stood.

"What are you telling me?"

The woman looked beyond him.

Beyond the room.

Beyond England itself.

Toward Portugal.

Toward the place where destiny had begun to move.

"I am telling you..."

"...that the oldest secret of the Blood Crown..."

"...is not hidden beneath this castle."

Another pause.

"It walks."

Far away...

across Europe...

completely unaware...

Endovelico looked up at the night sky.

As though someone...

had just spoken his name.

The chamber returned to silence.

Ash drifted slowly across the floor.

Like snow that had forgotten winter.

Alaric remained standing.

He had faced emperors.

He had buried kings.

He had executed traitors with his own hands.

Yet no conversation unsettled him more than those held within the Ash Chamber.

Because here...

titles meant nothing.

Here...

he was simply a son.

"You have questions."

The Queen's voice echoed softly.

"I always do."

"And yet..."

She smiled.

"...you only ask half of them."
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