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​Author’s Note on the World of Veyrholm

Veyrholm is a fictional city, but its hunger is familiar.

Every empire, kingdom, corporation, family, gang, and sacred institution has asked the same dangerous question: Who deserves to inherit power? Bloodlines say one thing. Law says another. Fear says the rest.

This novel uses imagined science, magical criminology, family case records, old court transcripts, priestly studies, and crime-house archives to explore identity, inherited violence, obedience, trauma, and the terrifying possibility that the dead may keep ruling through the living.

The masks are fiction.

The desire to become more powerful than human is not.
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The Night Lord Vale Removed His Face

The city of Veyrholm had seven bells, seven bridges, seven ruling houses, and seven masks that had never been seen by ordinary eyes.

Ordinary eyes saw only what the houses permitted.

They saw House Ardent’s red-coated soldiers marching beneath iron banners. They saw House Rusk’s judges in their white gloves and black collars. They saw House Halvorn’s coin-priests counting debt with the tenderness of undertakers. They saw House Morcant’s funeral veils on beautiful women who were never alone and never unarmed. They saw House Veyne’s doctors arriving before a scream had finished leaving the mouth. They saw House Orlan’s saints painted on the ceilings of hospitals, prisons, and nurseries. They saw House Vale’s quiet clerks, who knew every secret in the city and smiled as if they had forgotten it.

But no one saw the masks.

Not unless one of the houses wanted them terrified.

On the last night of his life, Lord Cassian Vale walked alone through the Memory Hall beneath his estate and carried the Mask of Secrets in both hands like a severed head.

The mask was not gold, not silver, not bone, though it had the pale gleam of all three. It had no mouth. Its eyes were narrow slits filled with darkness. Along its cheeks, tiny script crawled like insects across the surface, changing language every few heartbeats.

Cassian had worn it for twenty-seven years.

Twenty-seven years was long enough for a man to forget the sound of his own thoughts.

The Memory Hall breathed around him.

It was a corridor carved under the oldest part of Vale House, where the walls were covered in sealed confession boxes. Each box held a secret purchased, stolen, tortured, inherited, or traded. Some held names. Some held maps. Some held love letters. Some held proof that saints had been murderers and murderers had been saints.

Cassian paused before the black mirror at the end of the hall.

It reflected him as he had once been: twenty-three, handsome, reckless, laughing with a bottle in one hand and a woman’s ribbon in the other. A young lord who believed inheritance meant ownership and secrets meant entertainment.

The reflection changed.

Now it showed him as he was: sixty-two, hollow-eyed, white-haired, his hands trembling under the mask’s weight.

Then it showed him as the mask wanted him to become.

The face in the mirror was not Cassian’s.

It was older than his bloodline.

Older than Veyrholm.

A long, elegant thing with eyes like closed wells.

Cassian whispered, “No.”

The mirror whispered back in his father’s voice, “You said that when you first wore me.”

Cassian closed his eyes.

His father had died thirty years ago. His grandfather before that. His great-grandmother before that. Yet every one of them still spoke when the mask wished to punish him. They advised. They corrected. They judged. They sharpened him. They hollowed him.

The official doctrine of the Seven Houses was simple: when an heir wore the ancestral mask, the wisdom of the bloodline awakened. Each mask preserved the best instincts of the family’s first rulers. A masked lord became more than one life. He became continuity.

Continuity was the beautiful word.

Possession was the honest one.

Cassian reached the iron table at the center of the chamber. A letter waited there, sealed in blue wax.

It was addressed to a boy who had no legal right to the Vale name.

Nico.

Cassian touched the seal with two fingers.

The mask hissed in his palms.

Not him.

Cassian swallowed.

“Yes,” he said. “Him.”

The hall grew colder.

Cassian had two sons.

One was Dante Vale, legitimate heir, trained since childhood in poison, diplomacy, blackmail, and history. Dante knew the names of every bribed judge in Veyrholm by the age of thirteen. He knew how to smile during executions by fifteen. He knew how to make a servant confess to crimes committed by nobles by seventeen. He was Cassian’s lawful son, born beneath seven witness candles, announced in the Cathedral of the First Face, and kissed on the brow by Father Orlan himself.

The other was Nico.

No title. No crest. No inheritance.

Nico was born above a locksmith’s shop to Mirella Vale-not-Vale, who had once worked as Cassian’s cipher clerk and had later become the only person in Veyrholm foolish enough to love him without profit. She died when Nico was twelve. The official record said fever. Cassian knew better. Fever did not leave a House Morcant needle behind the ear.

Cassian had not avenged her.

That was one of the reasons he deserved to die.

He opened the letter and read it one final time.

My son,

If this reaches you, I am dead, and every lie I built to keep you safe has failed.

Do not trust Dante. Do not hate him either. That is how the houses breed monsters: they teach sons to confuse wounds with justice.

The mask will choose. If it chooses Dante, run. If it chooses you, run faster.

There is a truth beneath the masks, and I have spent too long serving the lie. The masks are not relics. They are not ancestors. They are locks. Something ancient is inside them, and it is learning how to open itself.

Forgive me for leaving you nothing but enemies.

Forgive me for leaving you me.

—Cassian Vale

The lamps flickered.

Behind him, a soft voice said, “Father?”

Cassian folded the letter slowly.

Dante stood at the entrance of the hall, dressed in formal mourning black though no one had died yet. He was twenty-six, tall, beautiful in the cold Vale way, with sharp cheekbones and eyes the color of winter water. His dark hair was bound at the nape of his neck. A ceremonial dagger rested at his hip.

He looked at the mask in Cassian’s hands.

Then at the letter.

Then at the blue wax seal.

“Nico,” Dante said.

Cassian said nothing.

Dante smiled, and the boy Cassian had once held vanished beneath the man he had raised.

“You sent for him.”

“I sent a warning.”

“To your whore’s son.”

Cassian’s grip tightened around the mask.

The mask warmed.

It liked anger.

“Choose your next word carefully,” Cassian said.

Dante stepped deeper into the hall. “My whole life, you told me the mask belonged to the strongest heir.”

“I told you what I was told.”

“You trained me for it.”

“I trained you to survive it.”

Dante laughed once. It had no humor in it. “You can dress cowardice in poetry if you like. The city will still know what this is. You mean to shame me. You mean to disinherit me.”

“The mask cannot be inherited by law.”

“It has always chosen the bloodline.”

“It has always chosen what it can use.”

Dante’s hand drifted toward the dagger.

Cassian saw the movement. He also saw the boy behind it: eight years old, trying not to cry after his first lesson in pain resistance; eleven years old, kneeling for six hours because Cassian had found mercy in his handwriting; sixteen years old, watching his father praise a nameless bastard from a distance.

Cassian had made his legitimate son into a weapon and then felt horror when the blade turned toward him.

“I am sorry,” Cassian said.

Dante blinked, as if struck.

No apology had ever lived long in Vale House.

Then his face hardened.

“No,” Dante said softly. “You are late.”

The first knife entered Cassian’s side from the darkness.

He gasped and fell against the iron table. The mask slipped, clattering once against the metal.

A figure stepped from behind the confession boxes.

Not Dante.

Too small. Too smooth. A woman, perhaps. Or a man trained by Morcant tutors to move without gender, without sound, without pity.

Cassian tried to reach the mask.

Dante got there first.

He lifted it with both hands.

For one shining second, hunger made him holy.

“Dante,” Cassian whispered, blood filling his mouth. “Do not put it on.”

Dante’s eyes burned.

“All my life,” he said, “you feared I was not worthy.”

“No. I feared you were.”

Dante raised the Mask of Secrets toward his face.

The hall went still.

Every confession box clicked open at once.

A thousand stolen secrets exhaled.

The mask trembled in Dante’s hands.

Then it screamed.

Not aloud. Not in the air.

Inside the bones.

Dante dropped it and staggered back, hands over his ears, blood running from his nose.

The mask spun across the floor, stopping at Cassian’s feet.

The assassin in the dark whispered, “It rejects him.”

Dante stared at the mask.

The wound in his pride was deeper than the wound in Cassian’s body.

Cassian smiled through blood.

Not because he was happy.

Because the last cruelty of his life had been taken out of his hands.

The mask slid toward the sealed letter.

Toward Nico’s name.

Dante understood.

His face broke.

Then remade itself into something older and colder than grief.

“Find the bastard,” he told the assassin.

Cassian tried to speak, but his lungs filled with red.

Dante knelt beside him. For a moment, he was only a son looking at his dying father.

Then he leaned close and whispered, “When I kill him, I will wear your face while I do it.”

Cassian’s last sight was the mask lying beside the letter.

Its eyeless gaze looked almost patient.

As if it had been waiting for Nico Vale for a very long time.
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