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Prologue
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The dust in the archives of the Vatican Library didn’t settle; it hovered, suspended in the amber light like the ghosts of a thousand years of secrets. To Silas Vane, it was the only air worth breathing. He was twenty-two, a doctoral student with a spine as straight as a marble pillar and a future that felt just as solid. He was the golden boy of the History department, the one who didn't just read history, but inhabited it.

Until the door at the far end of the hall creaked open, and the silence was murdered.

It wasn't just the noise. It was the presence. Even then, Julian Sterling moved with a kind of restless, kinetic energy that seemed to vibrate against the stillness of the room. He didn’t walk; he prowled. He hadn’t been invited to the restricted section—Silas had spent six months securing the permissions—but there he was, his dark hair a mess of uncombed waves, his leather satchel slung carelessly over a shoulder that looked like it hadn’t seen a tailor in years.

"You're not supposed to be here, Sterling," Silas whispered, his voice sharp enough to cut the heavy air.

Julian didn't stop. He leaned over the table where Silas had spent the last four hours meticulously cataloging the ledger of a 14th-century Florentine merchant. Julian’s shadow fell over the vellum, cold and intrusive.

"I heard the light was better in this corner," Julian replied, his voice a low, gravelly hum that set Silas’s teeth on edge. "And I heard you found something boring. I wanted to see if I could make it interesting."

"History isn't supposed to be 'interesting' in the way you mean it," Silas snapped, standing up. He was taller, but Julian didn't retreat. He never retreated. "It’s supposed to be accurate. It’s a science of truth, not a playground for your 'intuitions'."

Julian’s eyes—the color of dark espresso and just as bitter—scanned the table. He reached out a hand, his fingers hovering inches above the delicate ink. Silas felt a jolt of alarm, a physical instinct to protect the past from Julian’s chaotic touch.

"Truth is subjective, Vane," Julian said, his gaze finally lifting to meet Silas’s. There was a challenge there, a spark of something that wasn't just rivalry, but a deep, fundamental disagreement on how the world should be understood. "You look at these ledgers and see numbers. I look at them and see the man who wrote them. I see the sweat on his palms because he knew he was about to lose his shipping fleet. I see the fear."

"I see a biohazard," Silas countered, his chest tightening. "And I see a student who is about to be expelled from the archives if he doesn't leave now."

Julian laughed—a short, sharp sound that echoed off the vaulted ceiling. "Always the rule-follower. You're so busy guarding the gates of the past that you've forgotten to actually live in it."

He leaned in then, so close that Silas could smell the cloves on his breath and the faint scent of rain on his coat. For a heartbeat, the rivalry wasn't about books or grants or the approval of dead men. It was about the way Julian’s presence filled the room until there was no space left for Silas to breathe.

"One day, Silas," Julian whispered, his voice dropping to a dangerous, intimate level. "You’re going to find something you can’t categorize. Something you can’t file away. And I’m going to be there to watch you realize that your rules don’t mean a damn thing when the world starts to burn."

Julian turned and walked away, the heavy oak doors thudding shut behind him.

Silas stood in the renewed silence, his hands trembling slightly as he reached for his pen. He told himself it was anger. He told himself it was the violation of his sanctuary. But as he looked down at the ledger, the numbers seemed colder than they had ten minutes ago. The structure of his world had shifted, just a fraction of an inch, and for the first time in his life, Silas Vane felt the first cold draft of a storm he wasn’t prepared for.

The war had begun. And like all the best wars, it started with a whisper in the dark.
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Chapter 1: The Weight of Ink and Arrogance
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The silence of the Bodleian Library was not a peaceful thing for Silas Vane; it was a pressurized vacuum. To anyone else, the high-vaulted ceilings and the scent of decaying vellum were a sanctuary. To Silas, it was an arena. Every tick of the grandfather clock in the corner felt like a heartbeat, and every shadow cast by the dying afternoon light felt like a judge’s robe. He lived for this—the cold, clinical pursuit of facts that remained unchanged by the messiness of human emotion.

He adjusted his glasses, the bridge of his nose aching from sixteen consecutive hours of staring at 14th-century ledger accounts. His workstation was a masterpiece of neurotic organization. To his left, three fountain pens were aligned by ink levels, their nibs pointing north. To his right, his notes were bound in a leather-wrapped folio, each page numbered in a script that was as precise as a surgeon’s incision. He believed that if his external world remained perfectly ordered, his mind would remain impenetrable. He needed that armor. He had spent ten years building it, layer by layer, citation by citation.

Then, the atmospheric pressure in the room shifted.

It was a subtle change, the kind a sailor feels in the marrow of his bones before a storm breaks over the horizon. Silas didn't need to look up to know the source. The heavy oak doors at the end of the hall had groaned open—not with the respectful caution of a scholar, but with the casual, irritating arrogance of someone who owned the air he breathed.

A chair screeched against the floor—a deliberate, agonizing sound that felt like a serrated blade against Silas's raw nerves.

"You're three inches into my personal space, Sterling," Silas said. His voice didn't rise; it was a low, dangerous velvet, the kind of tone that usually sent undergraduates scurrying for the exits. He kept his eyes fixed on the ledger, his pen hovering exactly one millimeter above the page. "And those journals haven't been appraised. They’re a biohazard. You’re contaminating the entire table."

"Always so dramatic, Silas," Julian Sterling remarked.

Jules didn't just sit; he reclined, his long legs stretching out into the aisle, crossing at the ankles. He was a portrait of calculated disarray. His dark curls were windswept and damp from the Oxford rain, and his coat smelled of espresso, clove cigarettes, and the sharp, metallic tang of the street. He dropped a stack of vellum-bound journals onto the table. The thud was sacrilege in this room, a physical blow to the sanctity of the library.

"I thought you liked a bit of filth," Jules continued, leaning forward. Silas could hear the rustle of his wool coat, a sound far too close for comfort. "Isn't that what your entire career is? Digging through the trash of the Medici family to find a shopping list? You’ve always had a thing for the discarded."

Silas finally lifted his head. His eyes were a sharp, glacial grey, framed by dark lashes that did nothing to soften his expression. Up close, the contrast between them was a physical ache. Silas was all sharp lines, starched collars, and suppressed tension. Jules was soft edges, unbuttoned shirts, and an energy that felt like a live wire.

"I curate history, Sterling. You scavenge it," Silas snapped, his fingers tightening around his pen. "There is a distinction, though I realize it might be too nuanced for someone who treats research like a late-night scavenger hunt. What do you want? I have a deadline."

Jules grinned, and the gold flecks in his dark eyes seemed to dance. It was the look of a man who had spent the last eight years perfecting the art of getting under Silas Vane's skin. "And your footnotes are boring, Silas. I’ve read your draft. It’s technically perfect and utterly soulless. But more importantly, it’s wrong."

The word wrong echoed in the hollows of Silas’s chest. He felt the blood rush to his face, a heat he couldn't control. He stood up slowly, a predatory movement that forced Jules to tilt his head back to maintain eye contact. Silas placed his palms flat on the mahogany table, leaning in until he could see the slight stubble on Jules's jaw and the smug tilt of his mouth.

"My thesis is based on verified primary sources, Sterling. Not a 'map' you likely found in a basement in Trastevere while looking for a cheap bottle of wine," Silas hissed. "If you want to challenge my work, do it at the faculty review next month. Do it in front of the board where they can finally see your 'intuition' for the lack of discipline it truly is."

Jules’s grin didn't falter, but his jaw tightened. For a fleeting second, the mask of the charming chaos-agent slipped, revealing the jagged edge of the same ambition that drove Silas. They were two men starving for the same narrow sliver of recognition, and the room felt too small to contain both of them.

"Oh, I’ll be at the review, Silas," Jules whispered, his voice dropping to a dangerous, intimate level. He leaned in further, until Silas could feel the heat radiating off him. "But the rules have changed. I saw the Dean this morning. The University is cutting the Mediterranean budget. There is only one grant for the Kythira excavation now. One."

Silas felt the floor drop away beneath his feet. The Kythira project was his life’s work. It was the key to his tenure, the justification for every lonely night he’d spent in these archives. "They wouldn't. That project was promised to me."

"They would. And they are. They’re tired of our bickering, Silas. So, they’ve decided on a little experiment," Jules said, his voice laced with a dark, triumphant satisfaction. "We’re going to the island together. One month. One expedition. We collect the data, we present our findings, and they choose who gets the funding. Winner takes the career. The loser... well, the loser can spend the next decade grading freshman essays on the Crusades."

Jules reached out, his thumb brushing—almost accidentally, but with enough pressure to be felt—against the starched white cuff of Silas’s shirt. The touch was electric, a spark of pure friction that made Silas want to either recoil or grab Jules by the lapels.

"Pack your bags, Silas," Jules said, standing up and sweeping his journals back into his bag. "I hear the Mediterranean is brutal this time of year. Almost as brutal as me when I’m winning."

As Jules turned and walked away, his footsteps echoing with a jaunty rhythm on the marble floor, Silas gripped the edge of the table until his knuckles turned white. He didn't just want to win the grant now. He wanted to see Julian Sterling broken. He wanted to strip away that effortless charm until there was nothing left but the truth.

But as he stared at his perfectly ordered desk, Silas realized his hands were shaking. And for the first time in years, it wasn't from the cold.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: The Terms of Surrender
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The air in Dean Halloway’s office was thick with the scent of old leather and the sweet, cloying aroma of pipe tobacco—a smell that Silas usually found comforting but today felt like a shroud. He sat in a high-backed velvet chair, his spine perfectly aligned with the wood, hands resting on his knees. To his right, Julian Sterling was doing the exact opposite. Jules was slouched, one leg crossed over the other, idly picking at a loose thread on the knee of his dark trousers as if they weren't currently discussing the potential death of their respective careers.

"Gentlemen," Halloway began, leaning over a desk cluttered with artifacts and ivory-bound books. He looked tired. "The Board of Regents is unimpressed with the state of the History Department’s expenditures. They see two brilliant young men fighting over the same patch of dirt in the Aegean, and they see a waste of resources."

"It isn't just dirt, Dean," Silas said, his voice clipped and precise. "The Kythira site holds the key to the transition of trade guilds in the 1300s. My research—"

"And my research," Jules interrupted, not looking up from his thread, "suggests that Silas is looking at the wrong side of the harbor. There’s a submerged structure near the northern cliffs that his ‘verified sources’ completely ignore."

Silas felt the muscle in his jaw twitch. "That structure has been dismissed as a natural rock formation by every major geological survey since 1974."

"Then the surveys were blind," Jules countered, finally looking at Silas with a grin that didn't reach his eyes. "Or maybe they just lacked the imagination to see what was right in front of them."

"Enough," Halloway barked, slamming a hand onto a manila folder. "This is exactly why we are here. The bickering ends now. The University has chartered a single research vessel and a small team of local excavators. You will depart in three days. You will share the site. You will share the data. And at the end of thirty days, you will submit a joint report with separate conclusions."

Silas felt a cold stone drop into the pit of his stomach. "A joint report? Dean, our methodologies are fundamentally incompatible. It would be like asking a surgeon and a butcher to co-author a textbook."

Jules let out a short, sharp bark of a laugh. "I’m the butcher, I assume? At least my work has some meat on the bones, Silas."

"The decision is final," Halloway said, his tone leaving no room for negotiation. "The one who provides the most significant breakthrough—be it through Silas’s meticulous records or Julian’s... creative interpretations—will receive the full tenure-track appointment and the remaining five years of the grant. The other will have his contract terminated at the end of the semester."

The silence that followed was absolute. The stakes had been laid bare, stripped of academic fluff. This wasn't just about a trip; it was an execution. Silas looked at Jules and found, for the first time, that the other man wasn't smiling. Julian’s face had gone pale, his dark eyes wide and fixed on the Dean. For all his bravado, Jules lived on the edge of the university's grace; losing this meant he had nowhere else to go.

"Three days," Silas whispered, more to himself than anyone else.

"Three days," Halloway confirmed. "I suggest you spend them packing. And perhaps learning how to speak to one another without drawing blood."

Silas stood abruptly, his chair scraping the floor with a sound that mirrored his internal state. He didn't wait for Jules. He didn't look back. He walked out of the office, through the stone corridors of the faculty wing, and into the biting Oxford wind.

His walk home was a blur of cobblestones and resentment. Every person he passed felt like an obstacle. He lived in a small, third-floor walk-up that was more of a private archive than an apartment. Books climbed the walls like ivy, and the air was perpetually chilled because he preferred the cold for his papers.

He slammed the door behind him and leaned against it, his breath hitching. The thought of thirty days on an island with Julian Sterling was a nightmare he couldn't wake up from. He walked to his desk and threw his satchel down, the leather hitting the wood with a heavy thud.

He’s lying about the map, Silas thought, his mind racing. He has to be. He’s trying to rattle me.

He spent the next six hours submerged in his own research, trying to find the flaw in Jules’s claim. He pulled maps from his shelves, spreading them across the floor until the carpet was invisible. He traced the trade routes with a trembling finger, his eyes burning under the glow of a single desk lamp.

The "ghost" of their past began to itch at the back of his mind. He remembered that day in the Vatican archives eight years ago—the way Julian had looked at him, the way he had dismissed Silas's life’s work as 'boring.' It had been the first time anyone had ever looked at Silas and seen someone small. He had spent every day since trying to prove he was a giant.

Around 2:00 AM, there was a sharp, rhythmic knocking at his door.

Silas froze. No one came to his apartment at this hour. He stood up, his legs stiff, and walked to the door. He checked the peephole and felt a jolt of pure, unadulterated fury.

He pulled the door open. Julian Sterling was standing in the hallway, looking utterly wrecked. His hair was plastered to his forehead by the rain, and he held a bottle of cheap whiskey in one hand and a tattered, salt-stained scroll in the other.

"What do you want, Sterling?" Silas hissed, blocking the doorway. "If you’ve come here to gloat—"

"I haven't come to gloat, Silas," Jules said, his voice sounding hollower than usual. He held up the scroll. "I’ve come to show you the map. Because if we’re going to survive a month on that rock without killing each other, you need to see exactly how wrong you are."

He didn't wait for an invitation. He pushed past Silas, bringing the smell of rain and desperation into the room, and dropped the scroll onto the middle of Silas’s meticulously organized floor, right on top of his most prized charts.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: The Geometry of Friction
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Silas stood by the open door, the cold air from the hallway swirling around his ankles, watching as Julian Sterling invaded his sanctuary. His apartment was a place of monastic order; every book was alphabetized, every surface dusted, every memory filed away where it couldn’t hurt him. Now, Jules was a smear of chaos across the floor, his wet coat dripping onto the hardwood, his presence vibrating like a tuning fork in a quiet room.

"Get up," Silas said, his voice trembling with a cocktail of rage and exhaustion. "You’re getting water on the 1884 surveys."

Jules didn't get up. Instead, he dropped to his knees in the center of the room, heedless of the damp fabric of his trousers. He began to unroll the scroll he had brought, his movements surprisingly reverent. The paper was thick, yellowed with age and salt, the edges frayed into a lace of decay. Silas felt a traitorous spark of curiosity ignite in his chest. He closed the door with a sharp click and moved closer, standing over Jules like a wary predator.

"Where did you get that?" Silas asked, his eyes narrowing as he caught sight of the ink. It wasn't the standard iron-gall ink of the 14th century; it had a faint, iridescent sheen, the color of dried blood and copper.

"A private collection in Marseille," Jules murmured, his fingers smoothing the vellum with a tenderness he never showed to living people. "A family that didn’t know what they had. They were using it as a backing for a framed portrait of their great-grandmother."

Silas knelt, though he made sure to keep a precise foot of distance between his knee and Jules’s. As the map fully unrolled, the breath hitched in his throat. It was a maritime chart of the Kythira coastline, but it was unlike any Silas had seen in the official archives. The depth markers were written in a shorthand that predated the standard Venetian scripts, and the coastline was shifted—distorted by a perspective that suggested the cartographer had been standing on the seabed rather than a ship.

"Look at the northern shelf," Jules whispered. He leaned in, and the scent of rain and cheap whiskey washed over Silas. "You’ve spent years arguing that the trade guilds moved through the southern port because of the wind patterns. But look at these currents. They aren't natural. Someone built a breakwater here, Silas. Under the water."

Silas reached out, his hand hovering over the map. He wanted to dismiss it. He wanted to tell Jules it was a forgery, a clever trick to throw him off balance before the expedition. But the handwriting—the peculiar tilt of the sigmas, the way the ink bit into the vellum—it matched the ledger he had been studying in the Bodleian.

"This would mean the entire guild structure was centralized around the monastery," Silas whispered, his mind already beginning to rewire years of research. "It would change the timeline of the Florentine collapse by nearly a decade."

"Exactly," Jules said. He turned his head, and Silas realized with a jolt of electricity how close they were. In the dim light of the desk lamp, Jules’s eyes weren't just dark; they were a landscape of shadows. "We’ve been fighting over who has the better notes, Silas. But we’ve both been looking at half a puzzle."

For a moment, the academic rivalry vanished. There was only the map, the quiet hum of the radiator, and the heavy, charged air between them. Silas could see the pulse jumping in Jules’s neck. He could see the exhaustion etched into the lines around Jules’s mouth. It was a mirror of his own fatigue, a shared madness that only the two of them understood.

Then, Jules reached out and touched Silas’s hand—not a brush of a sleeve this time, but skin against skin. His fingers were ice-cold and damp.

Silas flinched as if he’d been burned. He pulled his hand back, clutching it to his chest, the spell breaking instantly. "Don't."

Jules’s expression shifted, the vulnerability vanishing behind a mask of sharp, defensive mockery. He sat back on his heels, a crooked smirk returning to his face. "What’s the matter, Vane? Scared of a little collaboration? Or is it just that you can't stand being wrong?"

"I am not 'wrong'," Silas snapped, standing up so quickly he felt dizzy. He began to pace the small confines of the room, his shadow dancing wildly against the bookshelves. "I am diligent. I am thorough. You come in here with a piece of unverified parchment and expect me to throw away a career’s worth of evidence?"

"I expect you to be a scientist!" Jules shouted, standing up to meet him. The bottle of whiskey wobbled on the floor. "I expect you to care more about the truth than your own goddamn ego! You’re so terrified of making a mistake that you’ve turned yourself into a statue."

"And you're so desperate to be special that you'll chase every ghost and fairytale until you drown!" Silas shouted back.

They were inches apart now, the air between them vibrating with a decade of resentment. Silas could feel the heat of Jules’s anger, a physical force that made his skin prickle. He hated the way Jules looked at him—like he could see through the starched shirts and the high-status citations to the lonely, frightened boy underneath.

"I'm leaving," Jules said, his voice suddenly quiet and dangerously flat. He began to roll up the map, his movements jerky and frustrated. "I thought, just for a second, that you might actually be the genius everyone says you are. But you're just a librarian with a grudge."

"Get out," Silas said, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird.

Jules grabbed his coat and the whiskey, heading for the door. He paused at the threshold, looking back over his shoulder. The hallway light caught the gold flecks in his eyes one last time. "See you at the docks in forty-eight hours, Silas. Try not to bring too many highlighters. The salt air ruins the ink."

The door slammed shut, the sound echoing through the apartment like a gunshot.

Silas stood in the center of the room, the silence rushing back in to fill the void. He looked down at the floor where the map had been. The space felt empty now, haunted by the iridescent ink and the memory of Jules’s cold fingers on his hand. He walked to his desk and tried to focus on his ledger, but the numbers wouldn't settle. They blurred and shifted, forming the shape of a northern coastline he had never seen before.

He realized then, with a sinking sense of dread, that he wasn't just afraid of losing the grant. He was afraid of the way Julian Sterling made him feel—the way he made his perfectly ordered world feel like a cage.

Silas reached for his pen, but his hand was still shaking. He didn't sleep that night. Instead, he began to pack, his movements mechanical and cold, as he prepared to step onto a boat with the only man who had ever truly seen him—and the only man he intended to destroy.
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Chapter 4: The Departure

[image: ]


The Port of Portsmouth was a grey, industrial purgatory that smelled of diesel, dead fish, and the coming storm. Silas Vane stood on the pier, his knuckles white as he gripped the handle of his vintage hardshell suitcase. It was a ridiculous affectation—leather-bound and heavy, a relic of a more civilized age of travel—but it was the only thing he owned that felt like a fortress. If his luggage was sturdy, perhaps he could be too.

The ship, the Aletheia, was a thirty-foot trawler whose white paint was peeling in brittle flakes. It looked held together by little more than rust and the stubbornness of its Greek captain. It bobbed precariously in the choppy black water, an aquatic relic that made Silas’s perfectly organized soul want to scream.

"She’s a beauty, isn't she?"

Silas didn't need to turn around. Julian Sterling was standing behind him, leaning against a rusted bollard. He looked infuriatingly comfortable. He had swapped his academic wool coat for a heavy, salt-stained fisherman’s sweater the color of the sea and a pair of boots that had clearly seen better days. He carried a single, bulging canvas duffel bag over his shoulder, looking less like a PhD candidate and more like a drifter who had wandered onto the wrong dock.

"She’s a liability," Silas said, his voice flat, resisting the urge to check his watch. "And you’re seven minutes late."

"The train was delayed. Something about cows on the tracks," Jules said, stepping forward. He peered at Silas’s luggage with an expression of weary amusement. "Are you planning on cataloging the entire island, or are you just bringing your own furniture? You know we have to carry that ourselves, right? There’s no bellboy service on a fishing boat."

"I am prepared for every contingency, Sterling. Which is more than I can say for your apparent lack of equipment. I didn't see a single survey transit in your bag yesterday."

"I don't need a transit to find a city that’s screaming to be found," Jules said, a glint in his eye that made Silas’s blood pressure spike. "I use intuition. You should try it sometime. It’s faster than a spreadsheet."

The boarding process was an exercise in physical humiliation. The gangplank was a narrow, slick piece of timber that groaned under Silas’s weight. When Silas nearly lost his balance, his heavy suitcase throwing his center of gravity off, Julian reached out a steadying hand. Silas flinched away, grabbing the rope railing with a white-knuckled grip, his dignity taking precedence over his safety.

Once on deck, they were met by Captain Stavros, a man whose face was a map of wrinkles and who spoke in a series of grunts that Silas struggled to translate into coherent Greek.

"Two cabins?" Silas asked, hopeful, though the size of the boat made the prospect seem impossible.

Stavros laughed, a sound like gravel in a blender. He pointed a calloused finger toward a steep, narrow set of stairs leading below deck. "One. Bunks. Small. You are scholars, yes? You share. Like brothers."

Like brothers. The idea was so appalling it almost made Silas laugh.

The "cabin" was a coffin-sized room that smelled of mildew, old engine oil, and stale cigarette smoke. It contained two narrow bunks, stacked one on top of the other, and a single oscillating fan that looked like it hadn't worked since the Cold War. There was barely enough room for Silas to stand upright, let alone open his precious suitcase.

"I’ll take the top," Jules said, throwing his duffel onto the upper mattress before Silas could protest. "I like to be closer to the ceiling. Better for the claustrophobia."

"You have claustrophobia?" Silas asked, arching an eyebrow as he gingerly placed his leather bag on the floor. It took up half the remaining floor space.

"Only when I'm trapped in a ten-foot box with people who breathe as loudly as you do," Jules replied, already beginning to strip off his damp sweater.

Silas looked away immediately, his gaze fixing on the rusted rivets of the wall. The space was so tight that he could feel the shift in air as Jules moved. Every sound was magnified—the rustle of wool fabric, the heavy thud of Jules’s boots hitting the floor, the rhythmic, unsettling creaking of the ship’s hull against the dock.

"We need to establish a schedule," Silas said, his voice echoing in the cramped quarters. "I require the small desk space for four hours every morning to calibrate the data logs and organize the daily findings. You can have it in the afternoon for whatever... intuitive... sketches you intend to do."

Jules let out a long, slow sigh. He climbed onto the top bunk with a surprising agility and leaned his head over the edge, looking down at Silas with an expression of weary amusement. "Silas, we haven't even left the harbor, and you're already drawing lines in the sand. Or the sea, I suppose. Don't you ever get tired of being the only person in the room who cares about the rules?"

"The rules are what separate us from the animals, Sterling. And from people like you who think 'intuition' is a substitute for hard work."

"I work," Jules said, his voice dropping an octave, the playfulness vanishing instantly. The sudden shift in tone made Silas look up. "I just don't perform it for an audience. I don't need to align my pens to know what I’m looking for. I know the shape of that island. I’ve been dreaming about it since I was ten years old. While you were memorizing dates to impress your father, I was tracing maps on my bedroom floor until my fingers bled."

Silas froze. It was a rare slip in Julian’s armor—a glimpse of the "ghost" that drove him. Before Silas could form a retort to the mention of his father, the ship’s engine roared to life, a violent, deep vibration that shook the very marrow of his bones. The floor tilted as the Aletheia pulled away from the pier, heading into the open, unforgiving water of the English Channel.

The journey was a descent into a specific kind of hell. The English Channel in October was not a sea; it was a churning, grey washing machine. Within two hours, the Aletheia was pitching so violently that Silas had to wedge himself into the corner of the lower bunk just to keep from being thrown across the tiny room.

He felt the cold sweat break across his forehead, distinct from the dampness of the room. He gripped the edge of the mattress, his knuckles turning white, his eyes clamped shut. He tried to recite the names of the Byzantine Emperors in chronological order to distract himself from the lurching sickness, but the list kept breaking at Justinian.

"Are you dying down there, Vane?"

Jules’s voice came from above, surprisingly gentle over the roar of the waves.

"I am... experiencing... equilibrium issues," Silas managed to choke out, his stomach revolting.

He heard the creak of the top bunk as Jules jumped down, landing softly on the floor. A moment later, a heavy, warm hand landed on Silas’s shoulder. Silas flinched, his eyes snapping open. Julian was kneeling on the floor, his face pale but steady in the weak light of the single bulb.

"Don't fight the boat," Jules said, his
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