
  
  
      
        
          Shadow Heir

          A Hidden Identity Paranormal Romance with a Royal Twist

		      
          D. L. HICKSON

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Shadow Heir 
Copyright © 2026 by D. L. Hickson
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please use the author through the publisher.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
Published in the United States of America.
First Printing Edition: 2026






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        CHAPTER 1: The Blood on the Vellum
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        CHAPTER 2: The Erased Kingdom
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        CHAPTER 3: The Guardian’s Debt
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        CHAPTER 4: Echoes in the Dark
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        CHAPTER 5: The Hidden Assembly
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        CHAPTER 6: The Usurper’s Shadow
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        CHAPTER 7: The Singing in the Cradle
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        CHAPTER 8: The Price of Shadows
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        CHAPTER 9: The First Execution
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        CHAPTER 10: The Broken Vanguard
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        CHAPTER 11: The Envoy’s Bargain
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        CHAPTER 12: The Threshold of Choice
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        CHAPTER 13: The Feast of Empty Hearts
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        CHAPTER 14: The Soul Behind the Stone
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        CHAPTER 15: A Throne of Living Shadows
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  CHAPTER 1: The Blood on the Vellum


The Archive at Midnight
The parchment did not want to be read, but Nessa Vale had spent three years learning that the oldest lies always left the thickest ink. 
Rain pressed against the high windows of the central city archive, turning the glass into black mirrors and blurring the lamps of Halewick Street beyond them. The hour had passed midnight, though the archive never truly slept. It settled. It breathed through old pipes and floorboards. It held the day’s warmth in the brass rails of the staircases and gave it back reluctantly as the night climbed through the stone.
Nessa sat alone at the third-floor translation desk beneath a green-shaded lamp, her sleeves rolled above her wrists, her dark hair pinned badly at the nape of her neck, and a stack of municipal ledgers arranged beside her in the order of their contradictions. She had learned to arrange lies before she challenged them. A false birth date beside a false deed could mean clerical laziness. A street named in a tax record thirty years before its construction could mean fraud. A dead family purchasing land under a name that no census remembered could mean the archive had swallowed something and failed to digest it.
Tonight, the archive had given her seven impossibilities.
She adjusted the silver translation loop that hung from a chain around her neck and pulled it free from beneath her collar. The loop was small enough to rest in her palm, a polished ring of old silver with a thin lens set into the center. It was the only thing she owned from before the Vale family took her in, though no one had ever explained that before with any satisfaction. Her aunt Marra used to say it had been found with her blankets when she was brought to the Vale house at nine years old, feverish, silent, and unable to say anything except that something smelled of smoke.
The loop was supposed to be ordinary. Nessa had told herself that for years because ordinary objects were easier to keep than impossible ones. Still, the lens had a habit of sharpening certain inks better than any modern instrument. Tonight, when she held it over a faded surveyor’s mark in a ledger from sixty-two years ago, the blurred line did not merely sharpen. It darkened, curled, and became a word in a language she had never studied and somehow understood.
Underneath.
Nessa lowered the loop.
The mark returned to an ordinary smear.
She sat very still, listening to the rain, the distant rattle of a tram beyond the street, and the soft ticking of the desk clock that belonged to the senior registrar. Her mouth tasted faintly of old tea and ink dust. She had not eaten since noon. She wanted that to be the explanation.
She reached for the ledger again.
The entry concerned a row of condemned houses near Briarlock Lane, an industrial cut of the city where foundries leaned over worker tenements and the gutters ran orange after heavy rain. According to one record, the houses had burned forty years ago. According to another, they had never existed. According to a third, filed under a different ward and sealed beneath municipal water rights, the city had paid a quiet sum to relocate forty-three unnamed residents from the site of a collapsed chapel.
There had never been a chapel on Briarlock Lane.
Nessa knew because she had indexed religious property claims for six months and hated every minute of it.
She drew a line between the entries on her notepaper and wrote, in careful script, Impossible overlap. Possible forged condemnation. Check fire reports, ward maps, and burial permits.
The word burial made her pause. She had written it without deciding to.
A gust pressed against the window hard enough to make the panes tremble. The lamp flame pinched, then steadied. Far below, the night watchman coughed once near the front desk. After that, the archive returned to its ordinary silence, which was never silence at all. Paper whispered in the stacks. Pipes knocked. Rain found a weakness in the gutter and tapped, steady and patient, somewhere behind the west wall.
Nessa should have stopped there. Any sensible clerk would have locked the ledgers in the restricted cabinet, written a request for a senior review, and gone home before the streets emptied of respectable witnesses. But sensible clerks did not become archivists. Archivists were people who could not leave a wrong date alone.
She pulled the seventh folio closer.
It had no proper catalog number. That alone should have made it impossible to retrieve, but it had appeared in the return cart after supper, wrapped in oilcloth and tied with a black ribbon that had stained her fingertips when she removed it. The cover was old vellum stretched over boards, with brass fittings gone green at the corners. No title marked the spine. No acquisition stamp marked the inside cover. No librarian’s hand had touched the first page.
Blank.
Nessa frowned and turned another page.
Blank.
She turned the next, and the next, and the next. Every sheet lay empty beneath the lamp, thick and faintly yellow, with a texture too fine for municipal work. It did not smell like ordinary parchment. It smelled of cold stone after rain, with something under it that reminded her of burned cedar and iron.
She took the silver loop in hand and held it over the first page.
Nothing changed.
“Stubborn thing,” she murmured.
Her voice sounded too loud.
The clock ticked.
Nessa slid her thumbnail under the edge of the brass clasp at the back cover, searching for a maker’s mark. The metal looked decorative, but it snagged her skin with the sharpness of broken glass. Pain flashed across her thumb and into her palm.
She hissed and jerked back.
A bead of blood welled bright and dark from the cut. It ran along the base of her thumb before she could find her handkerchief. One drop fell onto the blank vellum.
The page drank it.
Nessa did not move.
The blood should have spread. It should have soaked into the fibers and left an ugly brown stain for some future archivist to curse. Instead, it vanished beneath the surface, absorbed so completely that the page looked hungry.
The lamp dimmed.
Gold lines burst across the page.
Nessa’s chair scraped backward, but she did not rise. She watched, breath caught in her throat, as veins of light spread from the vanished drop of blood and branched through the blank sheet. They formed streets, then courtyards, then walls. A city appeared beneath her hands, not the city she knew, though its bones matched Halewick too closely to dismiss. The grand municipal theater stood where the map showed a coronation route. The archive sat above a chamber marked with a five-point seal. The slaughterhouse district overlay a reservoir labeled in that impossible language she understood without learning.
At the center of the map, deep under the modern streets, stood a black circle marked Coronation Stone.
Nessa gripped the edge of the desk. Her wounded hand throbbed.
Five seals burned into view along the margins of the page: a key, a thread, a blade, a hammer, and a road winding into a starless arch. Beneath them, letters formed slowly, each stroke rising like blood through water.
The heir lives.
The vow wakes.
The hunter sees.
The words went dark.
Every shadow in the archive leaned toward her.
The Drop of Lineage
Nessa did what panic had never managed to make her do before. She laughed once, softly, because the alternative was screaming loud enough to bring the watchman.
The sound came out wrong.
She pressed her handkerchief against the cut and forced herself to look at the page again. The map remained, golden-veined and impossible, glowing beneath the lamp with a patient certainty that made her feel foolish for doubting it. The archive around her had changed in smaller ways. The corners of the room looked deeper. The aisles between the stacks stretched farther than they should have. The old portraits of former registrars along the east wall seemed to have turned their painted eyes toward her desk.
“No,” she said, because the word had helped with lesser disasters.
The map did not vanish.
Her training reasserted itself in pieces. Record the physical state. Identify material. Preserve evidence. Do not contaminate the document further. She wrapped her wounded thumb tighter, pulled a clean sheet from her notebook, and began writing with a hand that tried not to shake.
Uncatalogued folio. Blood-reactive vellum. Metallic illumination. Possibly chemical? Heat response? Hallucinogenic ink? Check exposure.
The silver loop on its chain had gone warm against her palm.
She looked down.
The lens clouded from within, not with fog but with a slow swirl of gray that cleared when she lifted it over the map. Under the lens, the golden lines deepened, revealing lower annotations that the naked eye had missed. Names appeared beside the five seals.
Keepers.
Weavers.
Sentinels.
Forgers.
Wayfinders.
Nessa swallowed. The words pressed against places in her mind that felt bruised. She could have told herself she was translating by instinct, by pattern, by some similarity to old city dialects. She could not explain the ache that followed the names, as though each had once belonged to a room she had been locked out of.
Her injured thumb pulsed again.
A second drop of blood escaped the handkerchief and struck the lower margin.
This time the vellum did not merely drink. It answered.
A thin line of gold shot from the page to the silver loop. The chain tightened around Nessa’s neck, not enough to choke, but enough to make her gasp. The archive disappeared for the length of a heartbeat.
She smelled smoke.
She heard a woman singing.
Not loudly. Not beautifully, exactly. Desperately. The voice trembled through a melody soft enough for a nursery and steady enough for a lock.
Little shadow, close your eyes.
The memory, if it was memory, tore away before Nessa could grasp it.
She was back at the desk, one hand braced against the vellum, the other clutching the silver loop so tightly the rim bit into her palm. Her breath came too fast. The cut on her thumb stung with each pulse of blood.
Somewhere below, the watchman’s cough came again. Then another sound followed it.
Glass creaked.
Nessa lifted her head.
The high windows at the far end of the archive faced the alley behind the building. They were set three stories above the ground, narrow and leaded, never opened because the hinges had rusted shut before Nessa was born. Rain shivered across them. Beyond the glass, something darker than the night shifted against the wall.
A hand appeared on the outside of the pane.
It was gloved in black leather, with metal claws fitted over the fingertips.
Nessa stood too quickly and knocked over her chair.
The glass shattered inward.
The Shattered Glass
The first masked figure came through the window with the rain behind him, landing among the reading tables in a spray of glass. He wore a long dark coat that shed water as though the rain wanted nothing to do with him. A smooth iron mask covered his face from brow to jaw, and the eyeholes held no reflection from the lamps.
Two more followed.
Nessa stumbled back from the desk. Her first absurd thought was that they would damage the records. Her second was that no ordinary burglar entered through a third-floor window in weather bad enough to empty Halewick Street. Her third thought carried no words at all.
The first figure turned his masked face toward the vellum.
Then toward her bleeding hand.
“The blood answered,” he said.
His voice dragged across the room like a knife through wet cloth.
Nessa grabbed the nearest object, which happened to be the senior registrar’s brass date stamp, and hurled it at him. It struck his shoulder with a dull clang and dropped uselessly to the floor.
He drew a blade.
The weapon was not steel. It was black glass shot through with red veins, and cold poured from it in visible threads. The lamp beside Nessa hissed. Frost spread across the green shade.
She ran.
The archive stacks became both sanctuary and maze. Nessa knew every aisle, every dead end, every ladder that stuck halfway up the rail. She cut left past marriage registers, ducked under the rolling ladder in the census section, and shoved a cart of water-damaged tax ledgers behind her. It slowed the second attacker for half a breath before he vaulted it.
Boots struck wood.
Glass crunched.
“Alive,” one of them ordered. “The usurper wants the heir alive.”
Heir.
The word chased her harder than the footsteps.
Nessa turned into the restricted legal wing and slammed the gate behind her. The lock was old and mostly symbolic, but she jammed her silver loop through the latch and twisted. Metal shrieked. The chain snapped from her neck, but the loop held the gate shut.
The first attacker reached the bars and drove the black glass blade through them.
The iron smoked where the weapon touched.
Nessa backed away. Her pulse hammered in her ears. A cold mist slid through the gate and curled over the floorboards toward her shoes. Where it passed, the shadows under the shelves thickened and rose like something waking under black water.
She looked toward the emergency bell cord beside the west stair.
Too far.
The blade struck the gate again. The lock cracked.
From below came the watchman’s startled shout. Then came a thick silence that folded around the sound and smothered it.
Refined dust drifted beneath the gate, pale as ash. Nessa smelled bitter almonds, wet coal, and something medicinal that made her eyes water. She pressed her sleeve over her nose.
The attacker tilted his mask.
“The human clerks will remember a gas fault,” he said. “If they remember anything.”
The lock broke.
Nessa grabbed a folio knife from the nearest worktable and held it with both hands. The blade was small, dull, and intended for paper. The masked man paused, his head turning slightly, as though insulted.
Then the shadows behind him moved.
Not stretched. Not leaned.
Moved.
The darkness in the corner gathered into the shape of a man.
The Guardian Steps Out
He came out of the archive’s shadow as though he had been standing there all along and the room had only just admitted it.
He was tall, broad-shouldered, and dressed in dark travel-worn clothes that carried rain, smoke, and the sharp scent of winter air. His hair was black and tied at the nape. Scars climbed from the backs of his hands beneath his sleeves in pale, deliberate lines. His eyes found Nessa first, not the attackers, and something in his face changed so quickly she might have missed it if fear had not sharpened everything.
Recognition. Horror. Relief.
Then he turned.
The masked man lunged.
The stranger moved with a precision so clean it looked almost quiet. He caught the attacker’s wrist, turned inside the strike, and drove a short obsidian dagger under the edge of the iron mask. The man dropped without a cry. Before the body hit the floor, the stranger had already drawn a second blade from his coat and thrown it into the shoulder of the attacker breaking through the gate.
The third assassin lifted both hands. Shadows rose from under the shelves, twisted into chains, and snapped toward the stranger.
He let them come close enough to touch.
The scars on his arms flared dark beneath his sleeves. Not black. Darker than black. The chains broke around him like rotten thread.
Nessa stood frozen with the folio knife still in her hand.
“Move,” he said.
His voice was low, controlled, and rough with urgency. It was not a command that pressed on her body. It was a warning given to someone he expected to have the right to refuse.
That expectation made her move faster than obedience would have.
She ran toward the side aisle. The third assassin shifted his stance and aimed something at her, a narrow dart made of the same corrupted glass as the blade. The stranger crossed the distance between them and struck the assassin’s arm aside. The dart buried itself in a shelf of death certificates. Ink boiled from the spines.
“Who are you?” Nessa demanded, because terror had stripped sense from the question but not the need for it.
The stranger drove his dagger through the second attacker’s thigh and used the man’s weight to block the third.
“Thorne,” he said. “And this building is no longer safe.”
“That was not an answer.”
“It is the only one we have time for.”
The third assassin tore off his mask.
The face beneath had once been human, perhaps. Its skin had the still smoothness of wax, and its eyes were gray from edge to edge.
“Guardian,” it said, and smiled without warmth. “Fifteen years late.”
Thorne went still.
The words struck him harder than any blade had. Nessa saw it in the tightening of his jaw, the small shift of his weight, the way his hand closed around the dagger until blood appeared between his fingers.
The assassin looked past him to Nessa.
“Malakar sends his welcome, little queen.”
Nessa did not understand the name, the title, or the sudden fury that crossed Thorne’s face. She understood only that the assassin had looked at her as if she were not a woman but a key someone had misplaced.
Thorne attacked.
The fight lasted seconds. It left a reading table split down the middle, a shelf collapsed in a storm of paper, and the assassin pinned to the floor by his own shadow. Thorne knelt, pressed one hand to the creature’s chest, and spoke in a language that made the lamps gutter.
The assassin dissolved into ash.
Nessa stared.
Thorne rose unsteadily. For the first time, she noticed that using whatever he had used cost him something. His breathing had changed. A tremor ran once through his right hand before he closed it into a fist.
“We need to leave,” he said.
The vellum on the desk burst into flame.
The Stolen Escape
Fire climbed the blank pages without consuming them at first. Golden lines twisted beneath the flames, and the map flared bright enough to paint the entire archive in the color of old coins. Then the desk caught. Smoke rolled upward. The nearest sprinkler pipe groaned but released nothing. Instead, dark water seeped from a crack in the wall and ran upward toward the ceiling.
Nessa backed away. “That is not how water works.”
“No,” Thorne said. “It is how sealed Keeper vaults fail.”
He moved toward the burning desk.
“What are you doing?” she demanded.
“Saving what your blood woke.”
He snatched the vellum from the flames with his bare hand. Smoke wrapped around his fingers, and the air filled with the smell of scorched leather and skin. He did not cry out. He folded the burning map into his coat, then turned to Nessa.
“Your hand.”
She clutched it against her chest. “Why?”
“Because the blood trail is still open.”
“No.”
The word stopped him. His eyes flicked to her face.
For one heartbeat, the archive burned around them while he stood still and waited.
Nessa hated that he waited. She hated more that it steadied her. She held out her wounded hand because the smoke was thickening and the dead assassin’s ash had begun crawling toward her shoe.
Thorne wrapped her thumb in a strip of clean cloth torn from his own sleeve. His fingers were warm despite the cold filling the room. He tied the cloth tight enough to stop the bleeding but not tight enough to hurt. Then he released her immediately.
“This way,” he said.
The west stair was already burning. Human voices rose below, confused and distant, then faded under another wave of bitter dust. Nessa thought of the watchman and tried to turn toward the main hall, but Thorne blocked her path without touching her.
“He is alive,” he said. “The dust will bend his memory, not stop his heart. If we go down there, Malakar’s hunters will use him to slow you.”
“You expect me to trust that?”
“No. I expect you to look.”
He pointed through the smoke.
Below, through the broken railing, Nessa saw the watchman slumped behind the front desk, breathing. Two junior clerks stumbled near the doors while firefighters pounded from outside. Their faces looked dazed, not dead. Already one of them was saying something about gas. Another repeated it. Gas. Gas. Gas.
The word passed from mouth to mouth until it became the shape of an explanation.
Nessa’s stomach turned.
Thorne led her to the north wall, where shelves of obsolete property indexes had stood for longer than the city’s oldest living clerk. He found a brass plate behind Volume 113 of the water rights claims and pressed his bleeding hand to it.
The wall opened.
Cold air breathed out from the darkness beyond. It smelled of limestone, rainwater, and something ancient enough to make the archive fire seem brief.
Nessa stopped at the threshold.
“I am not going anywhere with you until you tell me what that thing meant by queen.”
Thorne looked back at her. Firelight edged his face and deepened the shadows beneath his eyes. For the first time, the control in him seemed close to breaking.
“I will tell you everything I know once we are not standing inside a burning beacon,” he said.
“That is not enough.”
“No,” he said quietly. “It is not.”
Something struck the far end of the archive. Another window shattered. More hunters.
Thorne’s gaze moved toward the sound, then back to her. He did not grab her. He did not shove her through the opening. He waited, and that made the decision hers in a way she did not want.
Nessa looked at the burning desk, the ash on the floor, the clerks below breathing in lies, and the impossible door in the wall. She tasted smoke. Her cut thumb pulsed beneath his makeshift bandage. Against her collarbone, the broken chain of the silver loop hung empty.
“My loop,” she said.
Thorne’s hand went to his coat pocket. He drew out the silver ring, chain snapped, lens clouded but whole.
“You dropped it at the gate.”
She took it from him. Their fingers did not touch.
Then her gaze swept the archive once more.
“The tax ledgers from forty-one,” she said abruptly. Her throat tightened in a way the smoke could not explain. “The ward fire reports. The old burial permits. Some of those were the only copies.”
Thorne paused beside the open wall. “You mourn paper?”
“I mourn what paper carried.”
His expression changed, not into pity, but into something closer to recognition. “Then you understand more than you think.”
She hated that answer because part of her believed it.
Nessa stepped into the tunnel.
The wall closed behind them with a sound like a book being shut.
They descended through darkness lit only by a faint gold glow leaking from the burned vellum inside Thorne’s coat. The tunnel sloped under the archive, beneath the street, beneath the place where ordinary maps ended. Nessa kept one hand on the damp wall and the other around the silver loop.
Above them, the city would be gathering around smoke and broken glass. By morning, there would be reports, explanations, official statements, and men in clean coats saying the fire had been unfortunate but ordinary.
She knew already that the records would lie.
At the foot of the stairs, the tunnel widened. Five old seals had been carved into the limestone: key, thread, blade, hammer, road.
Nessa stared at them.
Thorne lowered his head, not quite a bow and not quite surrender.
“Forgive me,” he said. “I had hoped to find you before they did.”
“Who are they?”
“Malakar’s hunters.”
“And who am I?”
He looked as if the question hurt.
“You are Nessa Vivienne Vale,” he said. “Last living heir of the Shadow Court.”
The tunnel seemed to grow colder around her.
“No,” Nessa said.
“Yes,” he said quietly. “Your Highness.”






  
  CHAPTER 2: The Erased Kingdom


The Limestone Safehouse
The safehouse smelled of damp limestone and pine resin, none of which belonged to the city Nessa had left behind. 
She noticed that before she noticed the weapons.
The old mill stood beyond the northern edge of Halewick, where the factories thinned into timber yards, abandoned distilleries, and fields left fallow because the soil had gone sour from coal runoff. Dawn had not yet broken when Thorne brought her there through a drainage culvert hidden beneath a collapsed bridge. By then, rain had soaked through Nessa’s coat, smoke had dried in her throat, and every muscle in her body had begun to tremble with the delayed understanding that she should have died in the archive.
The mill looked dead from the outside. Its wheel hung broken over a narrow black stream. Ivy strangled the stone walls. Half the roof had caved over the old grinding floor. A rusted sign near the lane claimed the place had once belonged to Brindle & Sons Distillery, closed for illegal spirits and tax fraud twenty-six years earlier.
Nessa stopped in front of it and narrowed her eyes.
“That sign is newer than the rust wants me to think,” she said.
Thorne glanced at her.
“The city condemned the mill twelve years ago.”
“No. The city pretended to condemn it. That sign uses a municipal lettering standard adopted eight years ago, and the tax fraud notice is copied from public-house closures, not distilleries.”
For the first time since the archive, something almost like approval moved across Thorne’s face.
“You see records even when there are none.”
“I see bad forgery.”
“That may keep you alive.”
He led her through a side door that opened only after he pressed his scarred palm against a stone in the wall. The threshold flashed blue, then colder blue, then suddenly gold. The change sent a ripple through the floor beneath Nessa’s boots. She stepped back, but the light followed her wounded hand, warming the bandage Thorne had tied around her thumb.
The door opened into a lower room that did not match the ruined mill above it. Limestone blocks formed the walls, each fitted so closely no mortar showed between them. Wards had been carved along the ceiling beams in a language that made Nessa’s eyes water if she stared too long. A stove burned low in the corner. Shelves held jars of dried herbs, folded linens, sealed tins of food, and iron cases marked with five symbols she now recognized: key, thread, blade, hammer, road.
A narrow bed had been made against the far wall. A second pallet lay by the door.
Nessa took in the room piece by piece because details were safer than fear. There were clothes folded in a trunk: several sizes, several styles, none of them chosen for her specifically. Boots in three widths. Medical supplies labeled by date. Maps rolled and stacked in oilcloth. A kettle already filled. Two cups, not one. A basin of clean water.
“You prepared this for someone,” she said.
Thorne closed the door behind them and slid three bolts into place. “Yes.”
“For me?”
“For the heir.”
The difference sat between them.
Nessa walked to the table, keeping distance from him and from the walls. The burned vellum lay inside his coat, but she could feel it somehow, a pressure in the room like a storm behind glass. Her silver loop rested in her fist, its broken chain coiled around her fingers.
“You did not know I existed,” she said.
“I knew the heir lived.”
“That is not the same thing.”
“No,” he said. “It is not.”
He removed a length of plain cord from a drawer and placed it on the table, then stepped back. Nessa looked at it, then at him. He did not explain. He simply waited, allowing her to decide whether to use it.
She threaded the broken chain through the cord with cold, clumsy fingers and knotted it twice. The loop settled against her collarbone, warm again, almost like it had missed her.
Nessa hated that thought and immediately refused to record it as evidence.
Thorne took off his coat and hung it near the stove. His shirt beneath was torn at the sleeve where he had bound her hand. Dark blood had dried along his knuckles, though none of it seemed to concern him. The scars that climbed his forearms were clearer now, pale and deliberate, not random wounds but lines written into skin.
Nessa looked away before he could catch her staring.
“Sit,” he said, then seemed to hear himself and corrected the word. “Please. You are shaking.”
“I am wet.”
“You are in shock.”
“I am annoyed.”
“That too.”
She should not have found the answer reassuring. She sat anyway, choosing the chair with its back to the wall and a clear view of both exits. Thorne noticed. He said nothing. He moved around the room with careful efficiency, lighting another lamp, setting water to heat, opening a drawer and removing a tin of salve.
He placed everything on the table within her reach and stepped back.
Nessa stared at the salve, then at him. “You expect me to treat myself.”
“I expect you to decide whether you want help.”
The words unsettled her more than a demand would have. She unwrapped the bandage around her thumb. The cut had clotted, but a faint gold line ran beneath the skin from the wound to her wrist.
She held it toward the lamp.
“What is that?”
Thorne’s expression tightened.
“Lineage waking.”
“I asked what it is, not what a shrine mural would call it.”
A brief silence followed. Then, to her surprise, Thorne inclined his head.
“Your blood has begun recognizing old shadowcraft. The mark should fade unless you use magic again.”
“I did not use magic.”
“The vellum did, through you.”
“That distinction does not comfort me.”
“It should not.”
He spoke plainly, without softness, and that made the impossible room feel marginally less absurd. Nessa cleaned the cut herself because her hands needed work. When she finished, Thorne handed her a cup of hot pine tea. The smell filled the back of her throat, resinous and sharp, cutting through the archive smoke.
She took it but did not drink.
“Now,” she said, “you will explain why a stranger with knives believes he has the right to call me heir.”
The Guardian Who Lost the Trail
Thorne did not answer immediately. He went to one of the iron cases, opened it with a key from around his neck, and removed a bundle wrapped in dark cloth. His movements were careful enough to make the object seem dangerous.
Nessa watched his hands.
He unwrapped the burned vellum first. The page should have been ash. Instead, it lay blackened at the corners, the golden map dim but alive beneath the scorch marks. The five seals still burned along the margins.
“How did that survive?” she asked.
“Your blood preserved what it woke,” Thorne said. “Once the vellum recognized you, the fire could scar it, but not consume it. Not easily.”
Nessa looked at the scorched edges. “That sounds like the kind of rule people invent after impossible things happen.”
“It is also true.”
“I will reserve judgment.”
“I expected nothing less.”
He placed the vellum in the center of the table. Then he removed a second document, older than any municipal deed Nessa had handled. Its parchment was nearly translucent, and the ink had browned with age except for the signatures, which remained dark red.
“I owe you an explanation,” he said. “Not obedience. Not belief. An explanation.”
“That is the first reasonable thing you have said.”
His mouth almost moved. It did not become a smile.
“Fifteen years ago, the Shadow Court fell.”
Nessa kept her eyes on him because looking at the map made the room seem less steady. “There is no Shadow Court.”
“Not in human records.”
“That is where courts tend to be most visible.”
“Only when something has not spent generations removing itself from those records.”
She leaned back. The chair creaked. “Convenient.”
“Yes,” he said. “And still true.”
The answer irritated her because he did not dress it up.
Thorne touched the edge of the vellum but did not move it closer to her. “The city above us was built over an older capital. The Shadow Court existed beneath and beside the human world. Not separate from it. Interlaced with it. Its laws were bound through memory, consent, and lineage. Its factions maintained the boundary that allowed both worlds to occupy the same ground without tearing each other apart.”
Nessa looked at the five seals. “Keepers. Weavers. Sentinels. Forgers. Wayfinders.”
His eyes sharpened. “You can read them.”
“I saw the words through the loop.”
At the mention of the silver ring, Thorne’s gaze dropped to the cord around her neck. His face changed again, less violently than in the archive but with the same buried recognition.
“Where did you get that?”
“I was found with it.”
“Found where?”
“I was nine. I had a fever. I remembered smoke and nothing useful. My aunt Marra said a constable brought me to the Vales after a tenement fire near the old south ward. She did not enjoy questions.”
Thorne gripped the back of the chair opposite her. The scars on his knuckles whitened.
“The queen hid you better than I knew.”
Nessa stared at him. “Queen.”
“Vivienne Vale.”
“My mother?”
“Yes.”
The word did not land as it should have. Nessa had spent fifteen years with a blank where parents should be. She had imagined them dead from sickness, debt, accident, cruelty, and common misfortune. She had not imagined a queen. That felt too grand for the small, stubborn ache of not knowing whose mouth her own resembled.
“Queen,” she repeated, and for a moment her voice lost its clean edge. “She had a name. She had a face. I do not remember either.”
Thorne’s gaze lowered, not in evasion but in restraint. “She had your eyes.”
Nessa looked down at the table before the answer could enter too deeply.
Thorne pulled the chair back and sat, though his posture made sitting look like another form of guard duty.
“Malakar was royal advisor to your parents,” he said. “Trusted. Brilliant. Patient. He believed the court’s old structure made it weak. Too many factions. Too many memories. Too much grief preserved in law. He began refining Gloomstone dust beneath the city and using it to soften resistance. At first, people forgot meetings. Then names. Then vows. By the time the coup began openly, parts of the court had already been hollowed.”
“Hollowed,” Nessa repeated.
“Alive. Smiling. Empty of will.”
The tea steamed between them. Nessa wrapped her hands around the cup because the room seemed to have grown colder.
“And you?”
“I was a guardian attached to the royal nursery.”
“You were supposed to protect me.”
“Yes.”
The answer came without defense. That made her anger sharpen rather than fade.
“Then why did you not?”
His gaze held hers, and whatever she expected to find there was not what she saw. Not excuses. Not outrage. Only a wound so old it had become part of his posture.
“Malakar sent false orders through the western gate,” he said. “They bore the correct seal. The correct blood-mark. The correct command structure. We believed the breach was there. By the time I understood the nursery had been the true target, the royal wing was burning.”
Nessa’s fingers tightened around the cup.
“I reached you,” he continued. “I was nineteen then. I carried you out of the nursery. You were nine years old, and alive when I crossed the lower bridge.”
The room seemed to tilt slightly. Nessa smelled smoke again, faint and impossible.
“Then what happened?”
“Queen Vivienne’s final concealment spell took hold before dawn. She hid you from Malakar. She hid you from the hunters. She hid you from blood-records, shadow maps, and vow magic.” His voice roughened. “She hid you from me.”
Nessa watched him with the hard attention she usually gave suspect documents.
“You expect me to believe that you lost me because my mother made you lose me.”
“I expect you to question it until you find proof.”
“I will.”
“I know.”
That answer, too, irritated her. It was difficult to fight a man who agreed that she should not trust him.
Thorne reached into the cloth bundle again and removed a thin strip of dark metal, broken at one end. It looked like part of a bracelet, though the inner surface had been engraved with lines too small for ordinary reading.
“For fifteen years,” he said, “my vow told me only that the heir lived somewhere I could not reach. Not your name. Not your face. Not your city. Only that you were alive. I watched Keeper archives. Survivor routes. Blood-locked documents. Anything your mother’s spell might someday allow you to touch.”
“The vellum.”
“Yes. When your blood woke it, the concealment cracked. I felt you for the first time since the bridge.” His mouth tightened. “So did Malakar.”
Nessa looked at the bandage around her thumb.
The cut throbbed once in answer.
“And the safehouse?” she asked, glancing at the shelves, the clothes, the food, the medicines. “You had all this waiting within reach of the archive by coincidence?”
“No. I have kept four safehouses ready for fifteen years. This one was closest to the archive.”
“You prepared for someone you could
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