

    
        
          The Shadow Heir

        

        
        
          Mourad Errahla

        

        
          Published by Mourad Errahla, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE SHADOW HEIR

    

    
      First edition. June 4, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Mourad Errahla.

    

    
    
      Written by Mourad Errahla.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

chapter 2

chapter 3

chapter 4

chapter 5

chapter 6

chapter  7

Chapter 8

chapter 9

chapter 10

chapter 11

chapter 12

Sign up for Mourad Errahla's Mailing List

About the Publisher

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


THE SHADOW HEIR

Book One of the Nocthollow Covenant

The Weight of Silence

The rain came down in sheets that evening, each drop striking the cobblestones of Nocthollow like a whispered accusation.

Elara Morn stood at the edge of the Thornwood Bridge, her cloak soaked through to the skin, watching the canal water rise in murky swells beneath her. The city never truly slept—not this hidden wound of a place, carved into the hollow of a mountain that didn’t exist on any map. Lanterns burned behind shuttered windows in the Mercury District, casting long yellow fingers across the wet streets. Somewhere in the distance, a bell tolled the eighth hour.

She should have been at the Academy library an hour ago. Professor Venn would be locking the archive doors soon, and she needed access to the old census records—the ones from before the Covenant Reforms, back when her father still signed his name to official documents.

But the bridge held her.

It always did.

*Four years.* Four years since Silas Morn had kissed her forehead, promised to return by dawn, and walked through that front gate with his leather satchel slung over one shoulder. Four years since anyone had seen him again.

The Council called it abandonment. A shameful disappearance, a man fleeing his debts and his duties. They’d struck his name from the Registry of Houses, seized the family’s minor holdings, and left Elara to rot in a scholarship dormitory at the Academy, grateful for scraps.

She’d stopped being grateful three years ago.

“You’re going to catch the flux, standing out here like a drowned cat.”

Elara didn’t turn. She knew the voice—too sharp, too amused, belonging to the only person in Nocthollow who could find her here.

“I like cats,” she said flatly.

“A lie. You’re allergic.”

Finn Rourke stepped up beside her, close enough that the heat radiating from his coat pressed against her arm. He was the only Conflagrant in their year—a fire-weaver from the Ember clan—and he treated the Nocthollow weather like a personal insult. Tonight, his copper hair had gone dark with damp, and his freckled face wore an expression of exaggerated suffering.

“Venn locked the east wing ten minutes ago,” he said. “I talked him into leaving the north lantern burning, but he’s not happy about it. Said something about ‘unauthorized nocturnal research’ and ‘disciplinary review.’”

“Let him review.”

“Easy for you to say. You’re not on academic probation.”

Elara finally turned, and Finn’s smirk faltered. He’d known her long enough to read the set of her jaw, the way her grey eyes had gone flat and distant. She didn’t need to say it aloud—*I stood on this bridge the night he left*—because Finn already knew. Everyone who mattered knew.

“What did you find in the old records?” he asked, softer now.

“Nothing.” The word tasted like ash. “The years around the Covenant are scrubbed clean. It’s like someone took a knife to the ledgers. Names missing. Dates wrong. Whole families erased.”

Finn was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke again, his voice had lost its teasing edge. “Elara, I’ve been meaning to ask you something. And I need you to not bite my head off.”

“That’s a promising start.”

“The Draven heir arrived at the Academy this morning.”

The name landed between them like a stone dropped into deep water.

Kyle Draven.

Even here, on a rain-soaked bridge in the Mercury District, the name carried weight. The Dravens were the oldest family in Nocthollow—older than the Council, older than the Covenant itself. They controlled the shadow magic that ran through the city’s foundations like veins through a body. And their heir, the only son of Lord Caspian Draven, was a ghost who walked among the living.

They said he’d been cursed at birth. They said he’d killed his own mother in the delivery room, shadow magic lashing out before his first breath. They said he couldn’t touch another person without drawing the warmth from their bones.

They said a lot of things.

Elara had never cared enough to separate truth from rumor.

“Why should I care?” she asked.

Finn gave her a look. “Because he’s been asking about your father.”

The rain seemed to fall harder. Or maybe that was just the sudden roaring in her ears.

“Asking how?” she managed. “Asking who?”

“Asking *where.*” Finn’s hand found her elbow—a brief, grounding touch. “He showed up at the east archive this afternoon, right after you left. Wanted to see the same records you’ve been pulling. The Covenant-era ledgers, the family registries, the old maps of the Undercroft.”

Elara’s heart had become a fist in her chest, pounding against her ribs. “What did Venn tell him?”

“Nothing. The old man’s paranoid about the Dravens—rightly so, probably. But here’s the thing.” Finn lowered his voice, though there was no one else on the bridge. “Venn said Kyle didn’t argue. Didn’t push. Just stood there in the doorway, dripping rainwater onto the floor, and said: *‘Tell Elara Morn I’d like to speak with her. Tonight. The Silver Garden.’*”

The Silver Garden.

A low grove in the Noble Quarter, planted with ghost-blooms that only opened after midnight. It was a meeting place for lovers and liars, for secret negotiations and broken promises. Not somewhere you went to discuss academic records.

“And you’re sure he meant me?” Elara asked. “There could be another Elara Morn.”

“There’s not, and you know it.” Finn’s grip tightened. “Look, I don’t like this. The Dravens don’t do anything without a reason. If Kyle’s asking about Silas, it means his father put him up to it. And Lord Caspian Draven is not a man you want paying attention to you.”

Elara pulled her arm free. “Then I’ll find out why he’s paying attention.”

“Elara—”

“Finn. Four years. Four years of nothing but closed doors and empty archives and Council members who look through me like I’m made of glass.” She heard her own voice rising and didn’t care. “If Kyle Draven knows something about my father, I’ll walk into the Silver Garden and I’ll tear it out of him if I have to.”

Finn stared at her for a long moment. Then he sighed, ran a hand through his wet hair, and nodded.

“Fine. But I’m coming with you.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Elara—”

“If he wanted to speak to both of us, he would have said both our names.” She turned away from the bridge, from the rain-slicked cobblestones, from the memory of her father’s hand on her shoulder. “This is my fight. Not yours.”

“Everything’s your fight lately.”

“Because no one else is fighting it.”

She walked away before he could argue. Behind her, the canal rushed dark and hungry beneath the Thornwood Bridge, and somewhere in the distance, a bell tolled the half-hour.

The Silver Garden waited.

The Noble Quarter sat at the highest point of Nocthollow, where the mountain’s hollow curved into a natural dome and the sky—what little of it filtered through the stone—glowed faintly with phosphorescent minerals. The wealthy families had built their estates here, each mansion a monument to centuries of accumulated power. Iron gates. Carved gargoyles. Windows that watched like patient eyes.

Elara had grown up two districts away, in a cramped townhouse that smelled of old paper and her mother’s lavender sachets. She’d walked these streets as a child, trailing behind her father while he pointed out architectural details and historical landmarks. *That house belonged to the Vancross family before the Purge. See the sigil above the door? The crossed keys? That means they were keepers of the old well.*

She’d believed him then. Believed that history was written in stone and blood, that the past could be read like a book if you only knew the language.

Now she knew better. History was written by the people who burned the books.

The Silver Garden sat behind a black iron fence, its gate standing slightly ajar. Ghost-blooms lined the gravel path—pale flowers that glowed with their own cold light, opening their petals to the midnight air. The effect was beautiful and deeply unsettling, like walking through a graveyard of stars.

Elara stepped through the gate and stopped.

He was already there.

Kyle Draven stood at the center of the garden, his back to her, one hand resting on the trunk of a dead silverwood tree. He wore black—always black, according to the rumors—and his shadow stretched across the gravel in a way that didn’t quite match the position of the ghost-blooms’ light.

She’d seen him before, of course. Everyone in Nocthollow had seen Kyle Draven at some point, usually from a distance, usually watching him walk through the Academy halls like a man condemned to his own execution. But she’d never been this close.

He turned.

And Elara understood, for the first time, why the other students whispered about him in tones reserved for natural disasters.

He was beautiful in the way a winter storm was beautiful. Sharp cheekbones. Dark hair that fell across his forehead. Eyes the color of charcoal smoke, ringed with something that might have been exhaustion or might have been ancient grief. His mouth was set in a line that wasn’t quite a frown, wasn’t quite a smile—just a careful neutrality, as if he’d trained himself to show nothing at all.

But it was the shadow that caught her attention.

It moved.

Behind him, beneath him, curling around his ankles like a living thing—his shadow pulsed with a slow, deliberate rhythm. Not matching his body. Not obeying the light.

*Shadow magic*, she thought. The power that had made the Dravens kings of Nocthollow. The power that had damned them.

“Elara Morn,” he said.

His voice was low and rough, like stones grinding together underground. Not unpleasant. Just *wrong* in a way she couldn’t name.

“You asked to see me.” She kept her voice flat, her posture loose. She’d learned long ago not to show fear to predators. “Here I am.”

Kyle tilted his head. The shadow at his feet rippled.

“You’re not afraid of me.”

It wasn’t a question, but she answered anyway. “Should I be?”

Something flickered across his face—too fast to read. Amusement, maybe. Or disappointment.

“The last person who stood this close to me,” he said quietly, “stopped breathing within a minute.”

Elara forced herself not to step back. “Then you’d better talk fast.”

The ghost-blooms seemed to pulse brighter, as if they were listening. The rain had stopped, leaving the garden damp and silent, the only sounds their breathing and the faint rustle of Kyle’s shifting shadow.

“Your father,” he said. “Silas Morn. He was a historian.”

“I know what my father was.”

“Was he?” Kyle’s eyes met hers, and she saw it then—the thing behind the careful mask. Not cruelty. Not madness. Something worse.

*Guilt.*

“He’s not dead,” Kyle continued. “At least, I don’t think he is. But he’s gone, and you’ve been looking for him, and you’ve been finding nothing. Because the records have been cleaned. The witnesses have been silenced. The Council wants you to believe he abandoned you.”

“And you know differently.”

“I know why he disappeared.”

The words hung in the air between them, heavy as lead. Elara’s hands had curled into fists at her sides, nails biting into her palms.

“Then tell me.”

Kyle shook his head slowly. “Not here. Not tonight.”

“Then why did you bring me here?”

“Because I needed to see you.” He took a step closer, and the shadow surged forward with him, reaching toward her feet
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