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Introduction

Jane Holloway had never imagined her unremarkable days would lead to a secret
world shrouded in gold-etched history and turbulent intrigue. From the high, arching
windows of a quiet London museum, Jane’s view was of rows of stone buildings: silent,
stoic reminders of a heritage she felt only tangentially connected to. In her modest
role as an archivist, she spent hours cataloguing ancient artifacts and fragile letters,
always fascinated by the stories of the long-dead, never suspecting how closely those
stories might echo her own.

For as long as Jane could remember, her life had been defined by what was
missing—her mother’s whispered evasion when asked about Jane’s father, the faded
family photographs with names hastily trimmed away, the lingering sense that she
was different from everyone she knew. The mystery of her lineage was a quiet ache
beneath the surface, a question she learned not to ask too loudly. Yet even in this
carefully constructed world of order and invisibility, Jane’s curiosity simmered—an
unspoken longing to belong somewhere, to know the truth of her own story.

All of that changed the morning she received the letter. It was delivered by hand, with
a heavy wax seal bearing the unmistakable insignia of a distant European monarchy
she had only ever encountered in textbooks. The letter's words were precise, veiled in
legal formalities, yet their message was earth-shattering: Jane Holloway was the
illegitimate granddaughter of a recently deceased king. She was summoned,
discreetly, to the royal palace—her heritage no longer a private uncertainty but a key
to a throne embroiled in chaos.

Jane’s world was turned upside down in an instant. The listless tranquillity of her
museum existence gave way to a tempest of questions and emotions: disbelief at her
newfound identity, fear of walking into an environment teeming with secrets, and an
odd sense of fate. Her days suddenly filled with clandestine arrangements, anxious
goodbyes to friends who would remain in the dark, and the heavy anticipation of
stepping into a place where history was not merely archived but lived—ferociously,
dangerously, and without forgiveness for outsiders.

The invitation was as much a summons as a warning. The royal family, left rudderless
by the king’s untimely death, faced a crisis of succession that Jane's existence
threatened to upend. Would she be welcomed or resented? Was the opulent invitation
a gesture of acceptance or a trap? Each moment drew her further away from the life
she’d known, into a maze where every glance concealed meaning and every silence
harbored secrets.
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What Jane could not foresee was how this journey—spurred by a letter and fueled by
her own mettle—would entwine her with the lives of strangers, ignite forbidden
desires, and unravel conspiracies older than any she’d ever imagined. By setting foot
in the palace, Jane entered a dangerous game of destiny, betrayal, and hope, where

the line between past and present blurred, and her every choice would echo through
royal history.
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CHAPTER ONE: Shadows at Kensington

The early morning mist still clung to the gables of Kensington Palace as Jane’s taxi
pulled up to a discreet side entrance. It wasn't the grand, tourist-laden gate she’d
seen in countless photos, but a less imposing, almost unassuming archway, guarded
by a single, impeccably uniformed officer whose gaze was sharp enough to slice
through the London fog. Jane felt a peculiar mix of anticipation and dread tighten her
chest. This was it. The point of no return.

The journey from her cozy, cluttered flat in Islington had felt surreal. One moment, she
was sipping lukewarm tea, debating whether to finally tackle the mountain of
uncatalogued 18th-century porcelain shards at the museum; the next, she was
clutching a small, battered overnight bag, being driven into the heart of a European
mystery she never asked to be part of. The formal letter from the palace’s legal
counsel, M. Henri Dubois, had been clear: discretion was paramount.

As the taxi door opened, a gust of chill air swept through the cab, carrying the faint
scent of damp earth and old stone. Jane took a deep breath, trying to steady her
nerves. Her usual uniform of sensible trousers and a comfortable, slightly ink-stained
jumper felt wildly out of place. She’'d opted for a simple, dark blue dress - the closest
thing she owned to "palace appropriate" - but it did little to quell the feeling that she
was a fish out of water, or more accurately, a librarian among lions.

"Miss Holloway?" the officer at the gate inquired, his voice a low, gravelly rumble. His
eyes, the color of a stormy sea, scanned her face with an unnerving intensity. Jane
nodded, clutching her small handbag tighter. "Yes, that's me." The words felt thin,
unconvincing, even to her own ears. She mentally chastised herself for sounding so
meek. This was no time for timidity.

He consulted a clipboard, his brow furrowed in concentration. "Welcome to Xylos
Palace, Miss Holloway. M. Dubois is expecting you." Xylos Palace. The name, which
had only existed in historical texts and news headlines until now, suddenly felt
tangible, menacing even. It was the ancestral home of the deceased King Theron of
Xylos, a man whose blood, unbelievably, now ran through her veins.

The heavy oak door creaked open, revealing a dimly lit corridor. The air inside was
cool and still, carrying the faint, rich aroma of beeswax polish and something subtly
floral, perhaps lilies. It was a smell that spoke of generations of inhabitants, of secrets
whispered in shadowed corners. The officer gestured for her to enter, and as she
stepped across the threshold, the door closed behind her with a soft, decisive thud,
sealing her off from the familiar world she’d left behind.
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She found herself in a grand, albeit sparsely furnished, antechamber. Tapestries
depicting hunting scenes adorned the walls, their colors muted by time, and a
massive, unlit fireplace dominated one end of the room. The silence was profound,
almost deafening, broken only by the soft click of the officer’s shoes as he led her
further into the labyrinthine palace.

Her heart pounded a frantic rhythm against her ribs. Each step echoed in the vast
space, making her acutely aware of her own presence, an alien body in an ancient
domain. She caught glimpses of ornate gilded frames, a glimpse of a marble bust with
an aristocratic nose, and finally, a long gallery lined with portraits that seemed to
watch her with an almost unnerving curiosity.

They paused before a set of imposing double doors, carved with an intricate coat of
arms she didn't recognize. The officer knocked once, sharply, and a voice from within,
crisp and authoritative, bade them enter. He pushed the doors open, revealing a
cavernous study, lit by the pale morning light filtering through tall, arched windows.

Behind a large, antique desk sat a man with silver hair and shrewd eyes, meticulously
dressed in a dark suit. This had to be M. Henri Dubois. He rose as she entered, his
gaze assessing, unreadable. “Miss Holloway,” he stated, his voice a smooth, cultured
baritone, tinged with a faint, unplaceable European accent. “Welcome.”

He didn't offer a hand, merely gestured to a plush armchair opposite his desk. Jane
sat, feeling suddenly small and vulnerable. The room was dominated by bookshelves
overflowing with weighty tomes, and a globe stood in one corner, its brass meridians
gleaming. It felt less like a home and more like a place where decisions of great
magnitude were made.

"l trust your journey was uneventful?" Dubois asked, his expression unwavering. It
wasn't a question that invited a detailed answer, more of a formality. "Yes, thank you,"
Jane managed, her voice a little steadier this time. She folded her hands in her lap,
trying to project an air of composure she was far from feeling.

"Good. Now, Miss Holloway, | believe my letter conveyed the gravity of your presence
here." He leaned back slightly, his fingers steepled. "King Theron's sudden passing has
plunged the Royal House of Xylos into an unprecedented period of uncertainty. Your
existence complicates matters significantly."

Jane braced herself. She knew this wouldn't be easy. "l understand. The letter said... |
was his granddaughter."” The words still felt alien on her tongue, too grand for her

simple life.

Dubois gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod. "Indeed. The late King had an affair,
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many decades ago, with a woman from your family line. A secret he kept until his final
days, revealed only in a sealed codicil to his will, to be opened upon his death." He
paused, letting the weight of the revelation settle. "You are the result of that union,
Miss Holloway."

"But... why now? Why reveal it after he's gone?" Jane asked, a surge of bewilderment
overriding her nerves. If the king knew, why hadn’t he acknowledged her earlier?

"The King was a man of immense duty and tradition," Dubois explained, his voice
losing some of its formal crispness, hinting at a deeper understanding of the monarch.
"To reveal such a secret during his reign would have caused an unimaginable scandal,
threatening the stability of the crown. He chose to protect his family, and the
monarchy, by keeping it hidden."

"So, he just... waited until he was dead to throw a hand grenade into the succession?"
Jane blurted out, a flash of her usual sardonic wit breaking through her apprehension.
She instantly regretted it, but Dubois merely offered a ghost of a smile.

"An apt, if somewhat un-royal, metaphor, Miss Holloway," he conceded. "However, the
codicil explicitly acknowledges you as his direct descendant, and crucially, as a
potential seventh heir to the throne, should the existing line of succession falter or be
deemed illegitimate."

Jane’s eyes widened. "Seventh heir?" she repeated, the numbers spinning in her head.
She had vaguely understood there were others, but the implication of "seventh"
meant she was far down the list, yet significant enough to be summoned. "What does
that even mean?"

"It means," Dubois continued, his expression hardening slightly, "that your presence
here, while sanctioned by the late King, is viewed with considerable apprehension by
the current royal family. They are, shall we say, less than thrilled by this unforeseen

development."

A chill snaked down Jane’s spine. The "less than thrilled" sounded like a polite
euphemism for "furious and potentially dangerous." This wasn't a quiet family reunion;
it was a strategic maneuver in a high-stakes game.

"You will be residing within the palace for the foreseeable future," Dubois stated,
changing the subject with unnerving abruptness. "For your own safety, and to allow us
to assess the implications of your claim. You will meet members of the family shortly."

Jane swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. "Safety?" she echoed, a knot forming in her

stomach. The word hung in the air, heavy with unspoken warnings. She had entered a
world of gilded cages and hidden threats, and she was clearly not just an unexpected
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guest, but a very unwelcome complication.

“Indeed," Dubois affirmed, his gaze piercing. "The King's death, while attributed to
natural causes, was sudden. And the stakes of succession are unimaginably high. You
must understand, Miss Holloway, you are now a piece on a very old, very dangerous
chessboard. And the players here play for keeps." He rose, signaling the end of their
conversation, leaving Jane with a chilling premonition that her modest life as an
archivist had just been irrevocably swept into the vortex of a royal storm.
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