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The difference between a rich man and a dead man was usually about three seconds of hesitation.

Kaelen didn't hesitate.

She moved through the press of the Gilded Wyvern like smoke through a drafty window, her shoulders hunched just enough to look submissive, her steps light enough to be nonexistent. The tavern smelled of stale ale, unwashed bodies, and the metallic tang of desperation, her favorite perfume.

It was crowded tonight. Good. Crowds were chaos, and chaos was the only cover she could afford.

Her gaze flicked to the mark at the corner table. He hadn't moved in an hour. He was wrapped in a cloak the color of a bruised plum, the fabric too fine for a place where the floorboards were sticky with spilled mead. He wasn't drinking. He was just... waiting.

Amateur, Kaelen thought, tightening the strap of her satchel. Rich, bored, and stupid.

She needed him to be rich. She needed him to be stupid.

A cough rattled in her chest, but she swallowed it down, tasting copper. She ignored the ache. She ignored the image of Elara, shivering under a pile of moth-eaten blankets back in their squat, her skin pale as milk, veins darkening to black. The Sickness didn’t wait for hesitation either.

Kaelen signaled to the serving girl, a harried woman named Bess who owed her a favor for making a debt collector's purse disappear last week. Bess nodded, grabbed a pitcher of cheap wine, and started weaving toward the corner table.

That was the cue.

Kaelen moved. She timed her steps to the rhythm of the tavern, the slam of a tankard, the roar of a laugh. As Bess leaned in to offer the cloaked man a drink, Kaelen “stumbled.”

It was a practiced fall. Just clumsy enough to look drunk, just forceful enough to send Bess’s pitcher tilting.

"Watch it, you gutter-rat!" Bess shrieked, playing her part perfectly as wine sloshed dangerously close to the stranger’s velvet cloak.

The stranger flinched, his hand snapping out to steady the pitcher.

In that split second of distraction, Kaelen was there.

"So sorry, m'lord, so sorry!" she slurred, grabbing his other arm as if to steady herself.

Her fingers were lighter than air. She felt the resistance of the leather glove, the warmth of the skin beneath, and the hard, cold metal of the ring on his index finger.

Twist. Slide. Palm.

It took less than a heartbeat.

The man stiffened. He didn't look at Bess. He looked straight at Kaelen.

For a second, the noise of the tavern seemed to drop away. Kaelen found herself staring into eyes that shouldn't exist in a dive bar in the Lower Ward. They were dark, intelligent, and burning with a terrifying sort of amusement. They weren't the eyes of a mark. They were the eyes of a predator watching a mouse scurry across the floor.

A shiver that had nothing to do with the winter chill raced down her spine.

He didn't grab her. He didn't shout for the guards. He just... watched.

"Careful," the stranger said. His voice was low, smooth like velvet dragged over gravel. "The floor is slippery."

Kaelen yanked her hand back, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. The ring was heavy and cold against her palm, tucked safely into her sleeve.

"Right," she muttered, dropping her drunk act for a fraction of a second. "My mistake."

She backed away, bobbing a clumsy curtsy, and melted back into the crowd. She didn't run, running drew eyes. She walked, casual and slow, toward the back exit.

Her fingers curled around the stolen ring in her pocket. It felt wrong. It was too heavy, and it hummed with a faint, vibrating energy that made her fingertips numb.

She pushed through the heavy oak door and spilled out into the freezing alleyway. The silence of the night hit her like a physical blow.

Kaelen leaned against the rough brick wall, exhaling a cloud of white breath. She fumbled in her pocket and pulled out the prize.

She held it up to the sliver of moonlight cutting through the gloom.

It wasn't gold. It wasn't silver. It was a solid band of black stone, carved with a sigil she recognized instantly. A hawk gripping a skull.

The Royal Crest.

Kaelen stopped breathing.

This wasn't a merchant's bauble. This was a signet ring. And not just any signet ring. The stone was Onyx.

The Onyx Prince.

Panic, cold and sharp, pierced through her adrenaline. She hadn't robbed a noble. She had just picked the pocket of Prince Rion, the King's Executioner. The man who was rumored to hang thieves by their own intestines.

"Oh, gods," she whispered.

"Impressive," a voice spoke from the shadows of the alley mouth.

Kaelen spun around, a knife flashing into her hand from the sheath at her thigh.

The stranger stood there, blocking the exit to the main street. The heavy cloak was gone, revealing black armor that absorbed the light. He wasn't wearing a hood anymore. His face was angular, devastatingly handsome, and utterly cold.

He held up his bare hand, wiggling his empty index finger.

"You're fast," Prince Rion said, taking a slow step toward her. "But you have something of mine."
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Kaelen gripped the hilt of her dagger until her knuckles turned white. The cold air bit at her exposed skin, but she barely felt it. The only thing she felt was the terrifying stillness of the man blocking her path.

"I do not have anything of yours," she lied. Her voice was steady. It was a thief's voice.

Prince Rion took another step. The movement was fluid and silent. "We both know that isn't true. You have my ring. And I imagine you are already calculating how much it will fetch on the black market. It won't be enough to buy your life."

He didn't draw a weapon. He didn't need to. The shadows in the alley seemed to lengthen, stretching toward his boots like obedient hounds returning to their master.

Kaelen glanced up. The rooftops were too high to jump. The main street was blocked by him. That left the sewer grate five feet to her left. It was disgusting, but it was freedom.

"You are the Executioner," she said, inching her left foot sideways. "Why are you talking instead of killing?"

A corner of his mouth quirked upward. It was not a smile. "Because I am curious. No one has stolen from me and lived long enough to leave the room before. You have a rare set of skills."

"I'm just lucky."

"Luck is for fools. You are precise." He tilted his head, studying her. "And you are desperate. I saw the way you looked at the copper coins in the tavern. You aren't stealing for greed. Who is it for?"

Kaelen stiffened. "None of your business."

She moved.

It was a feint. She threw her dagger not at him, but at a stack of crates beside his head. The wood shattered, sending splinters raining down. In the confusion, she dove for the sewer grate.

She never reached it.

The shadows on the ground didn't just stretch. They snapped.

Black tendrils erupted from the cobblestones, solid as iron chains. They wrapped around her ankles and jerked her backward. Kaelen hit the ground hard, the air leaving her lungs in a painful gasp.

She scrambled to get up, clawing at the stones, but the shadows slithered up her legs, binding her wrists and pinning her to the dirty alley floor. They were cold. Unnaturally cold.

Rion walked over to her, his boots clicking softly on the stone. He crouched down, resting his forearms on his knees. He looked disappointed.

"I expected a better escape plan," he said.

"I expected a fair fight," she spat, struggling against the dark bindings. "Magic is cheating."

"I am a Prince. I don't need to be fair. I just need to win."

He reached into her pocket. Kaelen flinched, but she couldn't move. His gloved fingers brushed against her hip, invasive and terrifyingly precise. He withdrew the onyx ring.

He held it up, inspecting the stone. "You have no idea what you are holding. This isn't jewelry. It is a key to the royal vaults. If you had tried to sell this, the wards would have burned the flesh from your bones."

Kaelen went cold. She stopped struggling.

Rion slid the ring back onto his finger. The shadows holding her tightened slightly, responding to the return of the focus.

"Please," she whispered, the fight draining out of her as the reality of Elara's face flashed in her mind. "Just let me go. I won't tell anyone. I have a sister. She is sick."

Rion froze. The cruelty in his eyes softened, just for a fraction of a second, before hardening into something calculating.

"Sick," he repeated. "The Wasting Sickness?"

Kaelen nodded, tears pricking her eyes. "She needs medicine. The real kind. From the Sun Court."

Rion stood up, towering over her. The shadows lifted her off the ground, holding her upright but immobile. He looked at her not as a criminal, but as a puzzle piece that had just clicked into place.

"The Sun Court," he mused. "Interesting timing."

He turned his back on her, walking toward the mouth of the alley. "Bring her."

The shadows obeyed. They propelled Kaelen forward, forcing her to march behind him.

"Where are you taking me?" she demanded, panic rising in her throat. "The dungeon?"

Rion paused and looked back over his shoulder. The moonlight caught the sharp angle of his jaw.

"The dungeon would be a waste of your potential," he said. "We are going to the Palace. You owe me a debt, little thief. And tonight, you are going to start paying it off."

A black carriage pulled by horses with eyes like burning coals rounded the corner. The door swung open.

Kaelen realized with a sinking heart that her life as a simple thief was over. She wasn't just a prisoner. She was an investment. And Rion looked like a man who always collected on his investments.
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The inside of the carriage smelled like leather and expensive soap. It was a sharp contrast to the stench of the alley, and Kaelen hated it.

She sat on the velvet bench, her hands still bound by the cold, smoky tendrils of Rion's magic. She refused to look at him. He was sitting opposite her, relaxed, one leg crossed over the other as if he were taking a leisurely evening drive rather than kidnapping a citizen.

"You are staring at the door handle," Rion said. "Don't. It is locked by a blood seal. If you touch it without my permission, it will shatter your hand."

Kaelen snapped her gaze to his. "You can't just take me. There are laws. Even for princes."

"There are laws," Rion agreed. He picked a piece of lint off his black trousers. "And the law says the penalty for stealing a royal signet ring is public execution. Usually by hanging. sometimes beheading if the executioner is feeling generous. I am saving your life."

"You are kidnapping me."

"I am recruiting you."

The carriage hit a bump, and Kaelen swayed. She gritted her teeth. "Recruiting me for what? I am a pickpocket. I lift purses. I don't do... whatever this is."

Rion leaned forward. The sudden proximity sucked the air out of the small cabin. His eyes were the color of obsidian, dark and reflective.

"You aren't just a pickpocket," he said softly. "I watched you in the tavern. You moved through a room of fifty people without a single one noticing you. You lifted a ring off a prince's hand while looking him in the eye. That isn't thievery. That is artistry."

Kaelen didn't answer. She pressed her back against the squabs, trying to put distance between them. The shadow bindings on her wrists pulsed, a reminder of his power.

"And you need money," he continued. "Or rather, you need medicine. The Wasting Sickness is expensive to treat. The black market tonics you have been buying are useless. Sugar water and herbs. They won't save her."

The mention of Elara felt like a physical blow. Kaelen lunged forward, forgetting the bonds, forgetting the magic. "Don't you talk about her."

The shadows snapped taut, yanking her back against the seat. Rion didn't flinch.

"I can save her," he said.

The words hung in the silence between the rattle of the carriage wheels.

Kaelen went still. "What?"

"The Royal Apothecary," Rion said. "We have the true cure. It is rare. It is reserved for the nobility. But I can get it. One vial a month. Enough to keep the sickness at bay. Enough to give her a life."

He let the offer sit there, glittering and cruel. He knew exactly what he was doing. He was offering water to a woman dying of thirst.

"What do I have to do?" she whispered.

The carriage began to slow. Rion looked out the window as the massive iron gates of the Onyx Palace loomed into view.

"We are going to steal something," he said. "Something much bigger than a ring."

The Palace was not a home. It was a fortress.

Rion didn't take her to the dungeons. He marched her through side corridors of black marble and silver veins, avoiding the main court, until they reached a set of double doors guarded by two knights in full plate. They stepped aside instantly for him.

The room beyond was vast. A library, Kaelen realized. But it looked more like a war room. Maps covered the tables. Weapons hung on the walls. A fire roared in a hearth large enough to roast a stag.

Rion waved his hand, and the shadow bindings on her wrists dissolved into mist.

Kaelen rubbed her chafed skin, her eyes darting to the windows. Too high. The door. Guarded.

"Sit," Rion commanded, pointing to a chair by the fire.

He walked to a sideboard and poured two glasses of amber liquid. He held one out to her.

Kaelen hesitated, then took it. She didn't drink. She just held it, needing something to do with her hands.

"The Sun Court," Rion said, taking a sip of his own drink. "They are our neighbors to the south. Our allies, theoretically. But their King possesses a relic. The Sunstone."

"A rock," Kaelen said flatly. "You want me to steal a rock."

"It is a source of immense magical power. And my father intends to use it to start a war that will burn this kingdom to ash. I intend to stop him."

Kaelen blinked. "You want to stop the war? I thought you were the Executioner. The King's monster."

Rion turned to look at the fire. The orange light cast harsh shadows across his face, making him look older, weary. "I execute the guilty, Kaelen. My father executes anyone who bores him. If he gets the Sunstone, millions will die. I need to steal it before he can claim it."

"So go steal it," she said. "You have magic shadows. Use them."

"I cannot enter the Sun Court. Their wards repel my magic. But they are holding the Bride Trials next month. A competition to find a wife for their Crown Prince."

He turned back to her, his gaze sweeping over her dirty tunic, her matted hair, her worn boots.

"They need a bride," he said. "I need a spy."

Kaelen let out a sharp, incredulous laugh. "Me? You want me to enter a competition for noble ladies? I don't know which fork to use. I stab people with forks."

"I can teach you which fork to use. I cannot teach a noblewoman how to pick a lock or scale a wall." Rion set his glass down. "You will enter the Trials as Lady Vespera of House Blackwood, a minor noble house from the borderlands that died out years ago. You will win the Prince's trust. You will find the vault where the Sunstone is kept. And you will steal it."

"And if I get caught?"

"You die," Rion said simply. "The Sun Court does not take kindly to spies."

"And if I refuse?"

Rion didn't answer immediately. He walked over to her, invading her space again. He smelled of cold air and expensive brandy. He reached out and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. His fingers lingered near her throat.

"Then you go back to the gutter," he said. "And you watch your sister die."

Rion pulled a small vial from his pocket. The liquid inside glowed with a faint, golden light.

"The first dose," he said, placing it on the table between them. "Yours. If you agree."

Kaelen looked at the vial. She looked at the fire. She looked at the Prince who was offering her salvation wrapped in a death sentence.

She didn't have a choice. She never really had a choice.

She reached out and snatched the vial off the table.

"Fine," Kaelen said, her voice hard. "I'll steal your rock. But if you double-cross me, Prince Rion, I won't just steal your ring. I'll cut off the finger along with it."

Rion smiled. It was the first genuine smile she had seen on him. It was terrifying.

"I would expect nothing less," he said. "Welcome to the Onyx Court, Lady Vespera."
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The vial was empty.

Kaelen stared at the small glass container in her hand, the last golden droplet sliding down the side to vanish against her calloused palm. It tasted like honey and iron, a strange, cloying sweetness that seemed to coat her throat and settle heavily in her stomach.

It was done. The bargain was struck.

She set the vial back on the table with a click that sounded too loud in the cavernous silence of the war room. Her hand was shaking. Just a tremor, barely visible, but to Kaelen, it felt like an earthquake. She curled her fingers into a fist, forcing the weakness to hide.

"Good," Prince Rion said.

He was watching her with that unnerving stillness, like a statue carved from obsidian that had decided, on a whim, to breathe. He didn't look triumphant. He didn't look relieved. He just looked... satisfied. Like a mathematician who had finally balanced a complex equation.

"Does it work immediately?" Kaelen asked, her voice rough. "The cure. Will she feel it tonight?"

"It is not magic, Kaelen. It is medicine. It takes time." Rion picked up the empty vial, rolling it between his gloved fingers. "My courier will deliver the first dose to your sister within the hour. Along with a message stating that you have found employment in the upper wards and will be sending coin home."

Panic, sharp and sudden, flared in Kaelen’s chest. She took a step forward. "I need to take it to her
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