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​Chapter 1 – The Invitation
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Paris, late October.

The letter had no return address.

It lay on Claire Durand’s desk like an accusation, its heavy cream paper out of place among the chaos of half-written notes, crime scene photos, and unanswered emails. She had almost thrown it away with the junk mail—until she noticed the seal.

Pressed into red wax was the image of a salamander, flames curling around its tail. Ancient. Regal. Somehow... unsettling.

Claire broke it open with the edge of a ruler, the paper crackling in her hands.

Madame Durand,

You have been chosen to witness a revelation that will alter the story of our nation forever. Come to Chambord. Bring no one you cannot trust. The truth awaits where François I still keeps his secrets.

No signature. Just the sigil again, drawn in ink this time, sharper, more deliberate.

Claire leaned back in her chair, the newsroom around her a blur of ringing phones and the clatter of keyboards. She was used to anonymous tips—corruption scandals, backroom deals, whispered threats—but this felt different. Older. Heavier.

“Everything okay?” asked Antoine, the young intern balancing a coffee in one hand and a stack of papers in the other.

She slipped the letter into her jacket pocket before he could see. “Just junk mail.”

A lie, but she wasn’t ready to share it. Not yet.

For years, her career had been about peeling back layers of deception—political cover-ups, corporate lies, stories people wanted buried. But this letter didn’t feel like a lead for a story. It felt like an invitation to something... dangerous.

She pulled up a map on her computer, fingers hesitating over the keys. The Loire Valley stretched across the screen, its ribbon of river lined with names that read like a roll call of French majesty: Amboise, Blois, Chenonceau. And there, at the center, Chambord—more a dream than a château, its forest sprawling across miles of land, its towers rising like a fantasy painted in stone.

Something stirred in her chest. Curiosity, sharper than caution.

By evening, she had booked a rental car, cleared her calendar, and told no one except her editor she was “chasing a lead outside Paris.”

The next morning, as the city receded behind her and the highway opened into misty vineyards, the letter’s words echoed in her mind.

You have been chosen.

The Loire River came into view, gleaming silver under a low sky. She rolled down the window, breathing in air tinged with woodsmoke and autumn leaves. The road curved, narrowing into forest.

And then, out of nowhere, headlights flared in her rearview mirror.

A black car. Closing fast.

Claire’s pulse quickened. She tightened her grip on the wheel, keeping steady as the vehicle roared up behind her, engine snarling. Then, with a sudden lurch, it swerved, forcing her toward the ditch.

She yanked the wheel, tires screaming against wet asphalt. The car fishtailed, dirt spraying, before she managed to stop at the roadside, heart pounding.

The black car sped past, vanishing into the trees without so much as a brake light.

For a long moment, she sat frozen, the letter’s words burning in her mind like a prophecy.

The truth awaits where François I still keeps his secrets.

She looked out across the mist-shrouded forest. Somewhere beyond those trees, Chambord was waiting.

And already, someone didn’t want her to arrive.
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​Chapter 2 – Mist Over the Loire
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The Loire Valley greeted her with silence.

Claire drove south through a shifting veil of morning fog, the river running parallel to the road like a restless ghost. Vineyards stretched away into the haze, rows of twisted vines clinging to damp soil, their autumn leaves curled into embers of gold and rust.

She had expected the Loire to feel pastoral, postcard-perfect. Instead, it felt watchful. As though the land itself remembered centuries of intrigue and bloodshed.

Her rental car rattled over a narrow bridge, and she slowed, glancing toward the water. The river’s surface shimmered, silver and opaque, swallowing reflections whole. A fisherman stood on the bank, motionless, his gaze fixed not on his line but on her car as it passed.

She shivered and pressed the accelerator.

By late morning, the fog thinned, revealing the valley in full. Towns appeared like apparitions—stone cottages clustered around church spires, slate rooftops shining wet with dew. Farmers in boots and caps moved slowly through fields, their movements deliberate, almost ritualistic.

Every so often she caught sight of signs pointing to the Route des Châteaux, a tourist’s dream of castles strung like pearls along the Loire. But her path felt nothing like a dream.

The letter in her jacket pocket weighed heavier with every mile.

At a roadside café outside Blois, she stopped for coffee. The place smelled of burnt sugar and woodsmoke, its walls lined with faded posters advertising wine festivals. Only two other patrons sat inside: a pair of hunters in mud-streaked jackets, their rifles leaning against the table.
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