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Preface




When I first conceived The Hidden Royal Bloodline, I intended to write a simple story about a young woman discovering her royal heritage. What emerged instead was something far more complex and urgent: a meditation on the challenges facing our interconnected world and the choices that will define humanity's future.

This novel was born from a deep concern about the crises of our time—economic inequality, climate change, technological disruption, and the erosion of trust in institutions. Yet rather than despair, I found myself imagining what might be possible if we could transcend our divisions and work together toward common goals. What if ancient wisdom could guide modern solutions? What if technology could serve humanity rather than control it? What if power could be shared rather than hoarded?

The story of Aisha Hassan's transformation from a struggling graduate student to a guardian of cosmic consciousness mirrors our own potential for growth and evolution. Her journey from individual survival to collective stewardship reflects the path I believe humanity must take if we are to thrive in the centuries ahead.

The Repository network and the ancient guardians are fictional, but the questions they raise are real: How do we balance individual freedom with collective responsibility? How do we ensure that knowledge serves all humanity rather than just the privileged few? How do we prepare for a future that may be radically different from anything we've known?

This book is my attempt to explore these questions through the lens of speculative fiction, to imagine not just what could go wrong, but what could go magnificently right. It is a story about the power of hope, the necessity of cooperation, and the infinite potential that lies within human consciousness when it is freed from the constraints of fear and scarcity.

I hope readers will find in Aisha's journey not just entertainment, but inspiration—a vision of what we might become if we have the courage to choose wisdom over ignorance, unity over division, and love over fear.

The future is not predetermined. It is a choice we make together, every day, through our actions and our dreams. This is my dream for what that future could be.

Khadim Thiam  
Dakar, Senegal  
September 2025


Prologue







Twelve thousand years ago

The crystal chamber deep beneath the Sahara sands pulsed with dying light as Guardian Keth'ara placed her hands on the Repository's central node for the final time. Around her, the other Architects lay in crystalline pods, their consciousness already uploaded to the network they had spent millennia perfecting.

"The humans are not ready," whispered Vel'thon, the last of her kind still in physical form. "They war among themselves, destroy their environment, squander the gifts we've given them."

Keth'ara's luminous eyes reflected the swirling patterns of data flowing through the Repository network. "They are young. All species must learn to walk before they can run among the stars."

"And if they never learn? If they destroy themselves before they achieve wisdom?"

"Then we will guide them. From within the network, we will choose guardians from among their bloodlines. We will release knowledge gradually, carefully, ensuring they grow into their potential rather than being consumed by it."

Vel'thon's form began to shimmer as the upload process claimed him. "The crown, Keth'ara. Someone must wear the crown."

She nodded, lifting the crystalline circlet that would serve as the primary interface between the Repository network and its chosen guardian. The Crown of Stars pulsed with inner light, its faceted surface containing the compressed wisdom of an entire civilization.

"I have seen the bloodlines that will carry our legacy," she said, her voice growing distant as her own consciousness began to merge with the network. "In the land that will be called Zafira, in the deserts where we now rest, children will be born who carry the genetic markers necessary to interface with our technology. They will be our hands in the physical world."

"And if the bloodlines are lost? If the knowledge is forgotten?"

Keth'ara smiled as her physical form dissolved into light. "Then the crown will wait. It will call to those who are worthy, who carry the spark of curiosity and the courage to seek truth. The Repository network is patient. We have learned to think in geological time."

The chamber fell silent except for the gentle hum of crystalline matrices storing the consciousness of an entire species. Above, the desert sands shifted and settled, hiding the entrance to humanity's greatest secret.

Present day

Dr. Amara Hassan stood in her laboratory at Cambridge, studying the genetic sequences that had puzzled researchers for decades. Scattered throughout human populations were markers that seemed to serve no biological function, sequences that activated only under specific electromagnetic conditions.

She didn't know that these markers were the legacy of the Architects, carefully woven into select bloodlines over thousands of years. She didn't know that her own daughter, studying ancient languages in a graduate program half a world away, carried the strongest concentration of these markers ever recorded.

She didn't know that in the Sahara Desert, buried beneath centuries of sand, a crown was beginning to pulse with light for the first time in twenty-seven years.

The Repository network was stirring. The time of hidden guardianship was ending.

And in London, a young woman named Aisha Hassan was about to receive a phone call that would change everything.


Chapter One

Drowning in Ordinary




The eviction notice was a garish pink—the color of cotton candy and little girls' birthday parties, now serving as the harbinger of Aisha Hassan's homelessness. She wondered if this was some cosmic joke, or maybe just another symptom of a system designed to humiliate the poor with bureaucratic cheerfulness. Thirty days to pack up her life and find somewhere else to live, as if dignity was a luxury she could no longer afford.

"Well, that's just fucking perfect," she muttered, fumbling with keys that stuck because everything in this building was held together with duct tape, false hope, and the kind of deferred maintenance that kept rent technically affordable for people like her. The lock finally gave way with the grudging cooperation of something that had given up on working properly years ago.

The door opened onto what the lease generously called a "studio apartment"—really more like a closet with delusions of grandeur and a rent that consumed sixty percent of her irregular income. Her bed doubled as couch, kitchen table, and office desk because in the gig economy, everything had to serve multiple functions, including your living space and your sanity.

She dropped her messenger bag—a graduation gift from her mother that had somehow survived two years of freelance hustle—and surveyed her kingdom of failure. Dirty dishes sat in the sink, testament to the exhaustion that came from working sixteen-hour days for clients who paid in exposure and empty promises. Laundry draped over every available surface because the building's washing machine had been "temporarily out of order" for three months, which in landlord-speak meant "permanently broken but we're not fixing it."

Her laptop sat open on the bed, still displaying the email that had ruined her morning: "Unfortunately, we've decided to go with another designer for this project. We felt your aesthetic wasn't quite aligned with our brand vision." Translation: they'd found someone desperate enough to work for half her already-too-low rate, or they'd simply stolen her concepts and hired their nephew to execute them.

Another rejection. Another client who'd strung her along for weeks, making her jump through hoops and revise designs until they'd extracted every ounce of creative value, then discarded her like a used tissue. Another month where she'd have to choose between groceries and electricity, between her student loan payment and her mother's medical debt that had somehow become her inheritance.

Aisha kicked off her sneakers—the soles worn thin from walking everywhere because the CTA pass was a luxury—and flopped onto the bed that creaked under her weight. She stared at the water stain on the ceiling that looked suspiciously like her mother's disapproving face, complete with the expression Amara Hassan had worn whenever Aisha made what she called "impractical choices."

"What would you do, Mom?" she asked the stain. "Besides tell me to get a real job and stop being so stubborn about my art?"

The stain didn't answer, which was probably for the best. Amara Hassan had been gone for two years, but Aisha could still hear her voice sometimes, usually when she was making questionable life choices. Like dropping out of art school to take care of a dying woman who'd worked three jobs her entire life and still couldn't afford decent healthcare. Like refusing to take the corporate design job at the insurance company because it felt like selling her soul for dental benefits.

Her phone buzzed against her hip. Maya, probably, with another pep talk about how everything happens for a reason and how Aisha just needed to "put herself out there more." Easy advice from someone with a steady paycheck, a 401k, and the kind of confidence that came from never having to choose between paying rent and buying food.

But the text wasn't from Maya.

"Unknown Number: Is this Aisha Hassan, daughter of Amara Hassan?"

Aisha sat up, frowning at her phone. Spam, probably. Or maybe one of those scammers who pretended to be long-lost relatives with fortunes to share—she'd gotten three of those this month alone, each one more creative than the last in their attempts to separate desperate people from what little money they had left.

She was about to delete it when another message came through.

"Unknown Number: I have information about your mother's family. About who you really are."

"Oh, come on," Aisha said aloud, her voice echoing in the small space. "Who I really am? What is this, a bad soap opera?"

But her finger hovered over the delete button because the thing was, her mother had been secretive about her past in a way that went beyond normal immigrant reticence. Whenever Aisha asked about grandparents or cousins or anyone else who might share their DNA, Amara would get that look—the one that meant the conversation was over before it started, the same look she'd worn when discussing money or her immigration status or why they'd moved apartments so many times when Aisha was young.

"It's just us, baby girl," she'd say, her accent thickening the way it did when she was emotional. "We're all the family we need."

Except now it wasn't even that. Now it was just Aisha, drowning in student loans and medical debt that had metastasized after her mother's death, with no one to call when the eviction notices came. No safety net, no family money, no connections to fall back on—just the grinding reality of being young and broke and alone in a city that ate people like her for breakfast.

Her phone buzzed again.

"Unknown Number: Check your mail. I sent something that belonged to your mother."

Aisha's heart skipped a beat. She hadn't checked her mail in three days because nothing good ever came in the mail anymore. Just bills and credit card offers designed to trap people in cycles of debt, and reminders of all the ways she was failing at being an adult in late-stage capitalism.

But she found herself grabbing her keys anyway, padding down the hallway in socks that had holes she couldn't afford to replace. The cluster of dented mailboxes in the lobby looked like they'd been installed sometime during the Carter administration and maintained with the same enthusiasm the landlord showed for everything else in the building.

Her box was stuffed full of the usual suspects: overdue notices printed on increasingly aggressive colored paper, grocery store flyers advertising sales on food she couldn't afford, and something else.

A package.

It was small, wrapped in brown paper with her name written in careful script that looked like it belonged to someone who'd learned penmanship when that was still a thing. No return address, which in her experience meant either something very good or something very bad, with no middle ground.

Back in her apartment, Aisha sat cross-legged on her bed and turned the package over in her hands. It was heavier than it looked, and something rattled inside when she shook it—not the electronic rattle of something broken, but the organic sound of objects moving against each other. Her mother's voice echoed in her memory with all the warnings that had shaped her childhood: "Don't take candy from strangers, baby girl. Don't get in cars with people you don't know. Don't open mysterious packages from unknown numbers."

But Amara Hassan was dead, and her advice hadn't exactly prepared Aisha for this particular situation. Besides, what did she have left to lose? Her apartment was already forfeit, her career was circling the drain, and her bank account had the kind of balance that made ATMs laugh.

She tore off the paper.

Inside was a wooden box, dark and smooth, with intricate carvings that looked like they belonged in a museum rather than her shitty studio apartment. The lid was held closed by a small brass clasp that had turned green with age, and the wood itself seemed to pulse with a warmth that had nothing to do with room temperature.

Aisha ran her fingers over the carvings, tracing patterns that looked like symbols or maybe letters in a language she didn't recognize. They seemed familiar somehow, like a song you couldn't quite remember but knew you'd heard before.

Her phone buzzed.

"Unknown Number: Your mother wanted you to have this when you were ready. I think you're ready now."

"Ready for what?" Aisha whispered, but she was already lifting the clasp.

The box opened with a soft click that seemed to echo longer than physics should have allowed, and Aisha's breath caught in her throat.

Inside, nestled in faded silk that might once have been royal blue, was the most beautiful piece of jewelry she'd ever seen. A necklace, heavy and ornate, with a pendant that seemed to capture and hold the light from her bedside lamp. The metal looked like gold but richer somehow, warmer, and the stones—were those actual emeralds?—glowed like they had their own internal fire.

But that wasn't what made her hands shake as she lifted the necklace from the box.

It was the photograph underneath.

A woman who looked exactly like her mother, but younger, dressed in elaborate robes that belonged in a fairy tale or a history book. Standing next to her was a man in military dress, handsome and serious, with Aisha's own dark eyes and the same stubborn set to his jaw that she saw in the mirror every morning. Behind them rose a palace that looked like something out of a dream: white stone and soaring towers and gardens that stretched to the horizon.

Aisha flipped the photo over with trembling fingers. Written on the back in her mother's careful handwriting: "Princess Amara and Prince Kwame, Zafira, 1997."

Princess.

Her mother had been a princess.

Which meant...

The phone rang, making her jump so hard she nearly dropped the photograph. The caller ID showed the same unknown number that had been texting her.

She answered without thinking. "Hello?"

"Miss Hassan." The voice was warm, professional, with a slight accent she couldn't place—the kind of accent that spoke of expensive education and diplomatic training. "My name is Dr. Nia Okafor. I believe you've just opened your mother's box."

"I..." Aisha looked around her tiny apartment, suddenly feeling like someone was watching her through the thin walls and dirty windows. "How did you know?"

"Because I've been waiting twenty-six years for this phone call," Dr. Okafor said gently. "And because it's time you learned the truth about who you are."

Aisha stared at the photograph in her hands: at her mother's face, so young and happy and royal; at the palace that looked like something from a dream; at the crown that caught the light like it was made of captured stars.

"I'm nobody," she whispered, the words catching in her throat. "I'm just... I'm nobody."

"Oh, my dear," Dr. Okafor said, and there was something like sadness in her voice, mixed with something that might have been hope. "You couldn't be more wrong."




Chapter two

The Invitation




The fire escape was older than democracy in some countries, and about as reliable. The metal groaned under their weight as they climbed down, Maya clutching Aisha's backpack while Aisha tried not to think about the three-story drop to the alley below or the fact that she was fleeing her own country like some kind of refugee.

Which, she supposed, she now was.

"This is insane," Maya whispered, her voice barely audible over the sound of someone kicking in Aisha's apartment door above them. "We're literally running away from men in suits like we're in some kind of spy movie, except this is real life and you don't have diplomatic immunity."

"I know." Aisha's hands were shaking as she gripped the rusty ladder, and not just from the cold Chicago wind that cut through her jacket like it had a personal vendetta. "But did you hear them? They weren't from building management. Building management doesn't carry lock picks and speak in code."

They reached the second-floor landing just as voices echoed from Aisha's apartment window above—harsh, professional voices discussing search patterns and extraction protocols in the kind of language that made Aisha's blood run cold.

"She's not here."

"Check the bathroom. Check the closets. Check for any indication of where she might have gone."

"Sir, there's a fire escape."

Aisha and Maya looked at each other with identical expressions of panic that would have been funny if their lives weren't potentially in danger.

"Move," Maya hissed, and they half-climbed, half-fell down the rest of the ladder.

They landed in the alley with less grace than Aisha would have preferred for someone who'd just discovered she might be royalty, but with more urgency than she'd ever felt in her life. The alley smelled like garbage and broken dreams and the particular desperation that came from living paycheck to paycheck in a city that didn't care if you lived or died.

"There," Maya pointed to the end of the alley, where a black sedan sat with its engine running like something out of a movie about international conspiracies. "License plate ZAF-something."

They ran because walking seemed like a luxury they couldn't afford, and because the sound of footsteps on the fire escape above suggested that their pursuers had figured out their escape route. The car's back door opened as they approached, and a man in a dark suit gestured for them to get in. He looked like he could bench press a small building, but his eyes were kind in a way that reminded Aisha of her mother's stories about the good people who helped others when the world went dark.

"Miss Hassan?" His accent was similar to Dr. Okafor's—the kind of accent that spoke of education and travel and a world beyond the narrow confines of American poverty. "I am Marcus. Dr. Okafor sent me."

Aisha hesitated for exactly one second, long enough to hear footsteps on the fire escape above and to realize that her choices had narrowed to trust this stranger or face whatever those other strangers wanted to do to her. She dove into the backseat, Maya following close behind, and Marcus had them moving before the door was fully closed.

"Dr. Okafor?" Aisha said into her phone, which had somehow remained connected through their dramatic escape.

"I'm here. Are you safe?"

"Define safe." Aisha looked out the rear window and saw two men in suits emerge from the alley, looking around with the kind of professional frustration that suggested they were very good at their jobs and very unhappy about failing at them. "Who were those people?"

"Mercenaries, most likely. Hired by people who have a vested interest in keeping the throne of Zafira empty and its resources available for exploitation."

Maya leaned toward the phone, her protective instincts in full gear. "This is Maya again. I'm coming with her."

"Miss Chen, I don't think that's advisable. Where we're going, there may be considerable danger, and—"

"I don't care what you think is advisable," Maya interrupted with the kind of fierce loyalty that had gotten her suspended in high school for punching a bully who'd been targeting immigrant kids. "Aisha's my best friend, and if someone's trying to kill her, she's not going anywhere without backup. Besides, you're asking her to trust you completely based on a phone call and a mysterious package. That's exactly the kind of situation where having a witness is a good idea."

Despite everything—the fear, the confusion, the surreal nature of fleeing Chicago in a car with diplomatic plates—Aisha found herself smiling. "Dr. Okafor, Maya's coming with me."

A pause that stretched long enough for Aisha to wonder if the connection had been lost. "Very well. Marcus will take you both to the airport. There's a private jet waiting."

"A private jet?" Aisha looked around the sedan, which was nice but not private-jet nice. The leather seats were real, the windows were tinted, and there was a subtle hum that suggested the car was armored in ways that regular vehicles weren't. "Dr. Okafor, who are you exactly? And more importantly, who's paying for all this?"

"Someone who made a promise to your mother a long time ago. Someone who's been waiting twenty-six years to keep that promise, and who has access to resources that your mother's supporters have been carefully accumulating for decades."

The city blurred past the windows as Marcus navigated through traffic with the kind of skill that suggested he'd done this before, probably under similar circumstances. Chicago looked different from inside an armored car—more fragile somehow, like a facade that could be stripped away to reveal the power structures and hidden conflicts that most people never saw.

"Dr. Okafor," Aisha said, watching a homeless encampment under an overpass and thinking about how close she'd been to joining them, "if my mother was really a princess, and if I'm really the heir to some throne, why now? Why reveal all this now instead of letting me live my life in ignorant poverty?"

"Because the current regent, Lord Kareem, is dying."

The words hit the car like a physical presence, heavy with implications that Aisha was only beginning to understand. Even Marcus glanced in the rearview mirror, his expression grim.

"Old age, mostly, complicated by the kind of stress that comes from ruling through fear for nearly three decades. He's ruled Zafira since the coup, but he has no legitimate claim to the throne, and no children to pass his power to. The country is becoming unstable."

"Unstable how?"

"Civil unrest. Economic problems that go beyond normal post-colonial struggles. The people are tired of military rule, and there are factions calling for the restoration of the monarchy. Your existence, your bloodline, represents hope for a lot of people who have been waiting a very long time for change."

Aisha stared out the window at the Chicago skyline, thinking about the eviction notice that had started this whole surreal day. "What if I'm not cut out for this? What if I'm just a broke graphic designer who can barely manage her own life, let alone a whole country?"

"Your mother thought the same thing when she was your age."

"My mother was trained for this. She grew up in a palace, with tutors and protocol lessons and all the things that prepare someone to rule."

"Your mother was terrified," Dr. Okafor said gently, and there was something in her voice that suggested personal knowledge, intimate familiarity with Amara Hassan's fears. "She was twenty-two when the coup happened, barely older than you are now. She'd never expected to rule; she had two older brothers who were ahead of her in the succession. But sometimes life doesn't ask if we're ready. Sometimes it just demands that we rise to meet what's required of us."

The airport came into view—not O'Hare with its crowds and chaos, but a smaller facility that Aisha had never seen before. Private hangars and smaller buildings away from the main terminals, the kind of place where people with money and power moved through the world without dealing with the inconveniences that regular people faced.

Marcus pulled up to a small hangar where a sleek white jet sat waiting, its engines already running. Aisha had never seen a private plane up close before, and it looked like something from a movie about people whose problems were very different from hers.

"This is really happening," she said, more to herself than anyone else.

"It's really happening," Dr. Okafor confirmed through the phone. "But Aisha, once you board that plane, there's no going back to your old life. The people who came to your apartment tonight know who you are now. They know you're alive, and they know you're a threat to their interests. Are you sure this is what you want?"

Aisha thought about her apartment—the eviction notice, the rejection emails, the slow suffocation of a life that never quite fit, the grinding poverty that had shaped every decision she'd made since her mother's death. She thought about Amara Hassan, working three jobs and never complaining, never explaining why she sometimes looked so sad when she thought Aisha wasn't watching.

"Dr. Okafor," she said, "if I don't do this, what happens to Zafira?"

"Civil war, most likely. Lord Kareem's death will create a power vacuum, and there are several factions ready to fight for control. Foreign corporations are already positioning themselves to exploit the chaos, to strip-mine the country's resources while the people suffer. The country could tear itself apart, and the pieces will be sold to the highest bidder."

"And if I do this?"

"You give your people a chance at peace. At a future that honors both tradition and progress, that serves the people instead of exploiting them."

Maya reached over and squeezed Aisha's hand. "Whatever you decide, I'm with you."

"Okay," Aisha said, and the word felt like stepping off a cliff. "Let's go to Zafira."

Marcus opened the car door, and Aisha stepped out into the Chicago wind one last time. The jet's engines were already running, and a woman in a pilot's uniform was waiting by the stairs with the kind of professional competence that suggested she'd flown people out of dangerous situations before.

"Miss Hassan?" The pilot extended her hand with a firm grip that spoke of confidence and capability. "I'm Captain Sarah Mitchell. I'll be flying you home today."

Home. The word felt strange in Aisha's mouth, foreign and familiar at the same time. As she looked at the plane that would take her to a country she'd never seen, something deep in her chest recognized the truth of it—not the Chicago she was leaving behind, but the place she was going to, the destiny she'd never known she was running toward.

---

The jet's interior looked like something from a luxury hotel designed by someone who understood that comfort could be both elegant and practical. Cream leather seats that reclined into beds, a fully stocked galley, and windows large enough to frame the clouds like artwork. Maya was already exploring, opening cabinets and taking pictures of everything with the kind of wonder that came from growing up working-class and suddenly finding yourself in a world you'd only seen in movies.

"Aisha," she called from the galley, her voice filled with disbelief, "there's champagne in here. Like, really good champagne. The kind that costs more than our rent used to cost."

"Don't touch anything," Aisha said, settling into a seat that probably cost more than her car. "We're guests."

"We're refugees," Maya corrected, and the word hit harder than Aisha expected. "There's a difference. Refugees get to drink the good champagne because they've lost everything else."

Captain Mitchell appeared from the cockpit, her expression professional but kind. "Miss Hassan, we'll be airborne in about ten minutes. Flight time to Zafira is approximately fourteen hours, with one refueling stop in London. Is there anything you need before we take off?"

"Answers," Aisha said. "But I'm guessing those aren't in your job description."

The captain's smile became more genuine, and Aisha caught a glimpse of something that might have been sympathy. "I'm afraid not. But I can tell you that Dr. Okafor will meet you when we land. She'll have all the answers you're looking for, and probably some you haven't thought to ask yet."

As the plane taxied toward the runway, Aisha pulled out her phone and scrolled through her photos, stopping at one from last Christmas. Her and her mother at the diner where Amara worked, both of them wearing ridiculous reindeer antlers and grinning at the camera like they didn't have a care in the world.

Looking at the photo now, Aisha tried to see signs of royalty in her mother's face—the way she held her shoulders, maybe, or the careful way she spoke, like she was always choosing her words. The way she'd never seemed impressed by rich people or intimidated by authority figures, as if she'd known something about power that other people didn't.

"You okay?" Maya asked as the engines roared to life and the plane began its acceleration down the runway.

"I keep thinking about all the things that make sense now," Aisha said, watching Chicago fall away beneath them through the window. "Like how Mom always knew when I was lying. How she could speak French and Arabic and Swahili but claimed she learned them 'for fun.' How she never seemed surprised by anything, like she'd already lived through worse than whatever life could throw at us."

"What else?"

Aisha closed her eyes, letting the memories surface as the plane climbed toward cruising altitude. "She used to tell me stories when I was little. Fairy tales, I thought. About a beautiful kingdom by the sea, with white palaces and gardens full of flowers that bloomed year-round. About a princess who had to leave everything behind to protect the thing she loved most."

"Her daughter."

"I always thought she was making them up. But what if she was telling me about home? What if every bedtime story was really a history lesson, a way of keeping the truth alive without putting me in danger?"

The plane lifted off, and Chicago fell away beneath them—the city that had been her whole world, now just a collection of lights growing smaller by the second. "Tell me about the stories," Maya said softly.

"There was one about a princess who could speak to animals. She had a pet leopard that followed her everywhere, and birds that brought her messages from across the kingdom. Mom used to say the princess was brave and kind, but she was also stubborn and sometimes made decisions without thinking them through."

"Sounds familiar."

"And there was another one about a magic necklace that could only be worn by the rightful ruler. It would glow when the true queen put it on, and it would protect her from her enemies."

Maya's eyes widened as understanding dawned. "Like the necklace in the box?"

Aisha pulled the necklace from her backpack, holding it up to catch the cabin lights. The emeralds seemed to pulse with their own inner fire, and the metal felt warm against her skin in a way that had nothing to do with body heat. "I thought it was just a story."

"Try it on."

"What?"

"The necklace. Try it on. See if it glows."

"Maya, that's insane. It's just a piece of jewelry."

"Is it? Because everything else your mom told you is turning out to be true."

The plane hit a patch of turbulence, and Aisha gripped the necklace tighter. "What if it doesn't glow? What if I put it on and nothing happens and we find out this is all some elaborate mistake?"

"Then we'll figure it out together. But Aisha, what if it does glow?"

Aisha looked at the necklace in her hands, at the intricate metalwork that seemed to shift and change in the light. The symbols carved into the gold formed patterns that looked almost like letters in a language she almost recognized, as if the knowledge was buried somewhere deep in her genetic memory.

"Okay," she said. "But if this turns me into a frog or something, I'm blaming you."

She lifted the necklace over her head and let it settle around her neck.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then the stones began to warm against her skin.

It started as a gentle heat, like sunlight through a window on a perfect spring day. Then the emeralds began to glow—not brightly, but with a soft, steady light that seemed to come from deep within the stones themselves, as if they were windows into some other world where light had different properties.

"Holy shit," Maya whispered.

Aisha looked down at herself, at the necklace that was now pulsing with gentle green light that cast strange shadows on the cabin walls. She could feel something else too—a sense of rightness, like a puzzle piece clicking into place, like coming home after a long journey to a place you'd never been but had always known existed.

"It's real," she said, her voice barely audible over the plane's engines. "It's all real."

Maya was staring at her with an expression of awe and terror. "You're glowing, Aisha. You're literally glowing."

"It means your mom's stories were true. It means you really are a princess."

"It means I'm in way over my head."

The cabin lights dimmed as Captain Mitchell prepared the plane for the long flight ahead, and in the soft darkness, the necklace's glow was more pronounced, casting gentle green light across Aisha's face and making her look like something out of the fairy tales her mother used to tell.

"There's something else," Maya said quietly, pulling out her phone and scrolling through the research she'd done. "When I was looking up Zafira, I found some old news articles about the coup. The official reports said the entire royal family was killed, but there were witnesses who claimed they saw Princess Amara escape during the attack. She was pregnant, and she had help—someone from inside the palace who got her out."

"Dr. Okafor?"

"Maybe. The articles mentioned a royal advisor who disappeared the same night. A woman named Nia Okafor."

"So Dr. Okafor saved my mother's life?"

"And now she's trying to save yours."

Aisha moved to one of the larger windows, looking out at the stars that stretched endlessly in all directions. Somewhere below them was the Atlantic Ocean. Somewhere ahead was a continent she'd never seen, a country that was supposedly hers to rule, a destiny she'd never imagined.

"Maya," she said, "what if I can't do this? What if I get to Zafira and everyone realizes I'm just a fraud? What if I'm not brave enough or smart enough or royal enough?"

Maya joined her at the window, and for a moment they stood together in the soft glow of the necklace, two young women from Chicago flying toward an uncertain future. "Remember freshman year, when you had to give that presentation in Professor Martinez's class? You were so nervous you threw up twice before class."

"Thanks for the reminder."

"But you got up there anyway. And you gave the best presentation of the semester. You know why?"

"Because when it mattered, when people were counting on you, you found a way to be brave."

Aisha touched the necklace again, feeling its warmth pulse against her skin like a heartbeat. "This is a little different than a college presentation."

"Is it? You're still just telling a story. Except this time, the story is about who you really are."

Outside the window, the stars stretched endlessly in all directions, and Aisha thought about her mother working double shifts and never complaining. About the stories of brave princesses and magic necklaces. About the eviction notice that had started this whole impossible journey.

"Fourteen hours," she said.

"Fourteen hours until you find out if you're really a queen."

As the plane carried them through the night toward a destiny Aisha had never imagined, she closed her eyes and tried to remember more of her mother's stories. Stories about a kingdom by the sea, about a princess who had to be brave even when she was scared, about a magic necklace that would protect the rightful ruler.

Stories that, it turned out, had been true all along.
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