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The rain in Morvath did not wash the city clean; it merely made the filth slicker.

Vespera pulled the hood of her woolen cloak low over her brow, the rough fabric scratching against her cheek. It smelled of wet dog and stale ale, a scent she had purchased for three coppers from a dead man’s stall in the Rusted Quarter. It was a small price to pay for anonymity. In a city that hunted her kind for sport, smelling like the gutter was the surest form of armor.

She kept her head down and watched the cobblestones pass beneath her boots. They were slick with grease and offal, reflecting the dull, orange glow of the streetlamps that sputtered in the damp evening air. Every step was a calculated risk. Every breath was a measured intake of the cloying, smoky air that tasted of coal dust and unwashed bodies.

But inside her, a different heat coiled.

It sat in the center of her chest, a restless and living thing. It was the hum of a furnace behind a locked door. It was the spark in the tinder. It was the fire, and it wanted out. Vespera clamped her will down upon it, a mental iron grate slamming shut over a roaring hearth. To let it slip, even for a heartbeat, was to invite the pyre.

The Sanctum Guard was patrolling tonight. She could hear the heavy, rhythmic clanking of their sabatons against the stone long before she saw the white of their tabards. The sound was the heartbeat of Morvath’s oppression. It was the sound of the Law.

Vespera slipped into the shadow of a protruding eave, pressing her back against the damp wood of a tannery. The smell of curing leather and urine was sharp enough to water her eyes, but she did not move. She made herself small. She made herself nothing.

Two Guards passed, their halberds resting against their shoulders. They were talking, their voices low and bored.

"...heard the Inquisitor is doubling the tithe on the Lower Ring," one said, shifting the weight of his armor. "Says the coffers are light."

"The coffers are always light when the Cardinal is building another spire," the other grunted. He spat a wad of phlegm onto the street. "And they say there’s a Kindled loose in the Dockside ward. Someone saw a flash of red fire near the grain silos."

Vespera’s heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic bird trapped in a cage. Not me, she told herself. I haven’t sparked in weeks.

"Probably just a drunk with a torch," the first Guard dismissed. "But we’ll have to sweep the area. If there’s a witch burning, I want to be the one to light the faggots. There’s a bonus in it."

They laughed, a cruel and hollow sound that drifted away as they continued their patrol. Vespera waited until the sound of their boots had faded into the ambient noise of the city before she dared to exhale. The breath steamed in the cold air.

She needed to move. Standing still was death.

Her destination was the Blind Beggar, a tavern that sat on the precarious edge between the Rusted Quarter and the slightly more respectable Merchant’s Ring. It was a place where questions were discouraged and coin was the only language spoken fluently. She had a contact there, a woman named Olenna who claimed to have papers that could get Vespera out of the city gates.

False papers were expensive. Vespera touched the pouch concealed beneath her cloak. It contained everything she had left in the world: a handful of silver stags, a gold ring that had belonged to her mother, and a small, uncut ruby she had stolen from a magister’s study three months ago. It had to be enough.

She pushed off the wall and merged back into the flow of the crowd. The street was busy despite the hour. Morvath never truly slept; it only dozed with one eye open, wary of a knife in the dark. Hawkers shouted their wares from beneath dripping awnings, selling roasted rats on skewers, watered-down wine, and dubious charms to ward off the flux.

Vespera navigated the throng with the ease of a ghost. She had learned long ago how to walk without being seen, how to slide through the gaps in a crowd without brushing shoulders, how to look at someone without making eye contact. It was a dance of avoidance.

As she turned the corner onto Weaver’s Lane, the crowd thickened. A cart had overturned, spilling crates of rotten apples across the street, and a shouting match had erupted between the carter and a group of street urchins who were scrambling to snatch the fruit.

Vespera slowed, looking for a way around the bottleneck. The pressing bodies made her skin crawl. Proximity was dangerous. Physical contact could trigger a flare if she wasn't careful, a sudden spike in body temperature that would give her away instantly.

"Spare a copper for the lost?"

The voice was a rasp, like stone grinding against stone.

Vespera glanced down. Sitting in the shelter of a crumbling archway was a man. He was a ruin of a human being, wrapped in layers of filthy rags that were indistinguishable from the grime of the street. His hair was a matted tangle of dark grease, hanging in thick ropes that obscured his face. A wooden bowl sat on the ground before him, containing a single, lonely button and a dead moth.

He did not look up. He stared at his own hands, which were wrapped in stained bandages.

Vespera hesitated. Charity was a luxury she could rarely afford, and drawing attention to herself was foolish. But there was something about the man’s stillness that gave her pause. In a street full of chaotic motion, he was an anchor of absolute calm.

She reached into her pouch, her fingers brushing the cool metal of the silver stags. She couldn't spare silver. She found a copper penny, worn smooth by time, and dropped it into the wooden bowl.

It made a dull thud as it hit the wood.

The beggar looked up.

For a moment, the world seemed to narrow down to the space between them. Vespera expected to see the clouded eyes of a drunkard or the dull, bovine stare of the simple-minded.

Instead, she found herself looked at by eyes of startling, piercing grey. They were not the eyes of a broken man. They were clear, sharp, and terrifyingly intelligent. They swept over her face, lingering for a fraction of a second on the hem of her cloak, the mud on her boots, the way she held her left arm slightly away from her body to protect the hidden pouch.

It felt as though he had stripped her naked and read the contents of her soul in a single glance.

"Fire warms the bones," the beggar murmured, his voice low enough that only she could hear it over the din of the crowd. "But it burns the house if the chimney is blocked."

Vespera froze. The heat in her chest surged, a sudden flare of panic that threatened to ignite the air around her. She clenched her fists, her nails digging into her palms until the skin broke. Control. Ice. Stone. Void.

"I don't know what you mean," she said, her voice tight.

The beggar’s lips quirked upward in a smile that didn't reach his eyes. It was a smile of secrets. "Of course not, girl. Just a rambling of an old fool. Thank you for the copper. May it buy you a minute of luck. You look like you need it."

He looked back down at his hands, dismissing her. The intense intelligence vanished, replaced instantly by the slump of a defeated wretch.

Vespera backed away, her heart racing. He knew. How could he know? She had been so careful. She checked her shielding, the mental barriers she had erected to keep the magic hidden. They were intact. There was no smoke, no heat radiating from her skin.

Just a lucky guess, she told herself, forcing her feet to move. Beggars say all sorts of nonsense. He saw a girl in a cloak and made a metaphor about warmth.

But the memory of those grey eyes followed her as she pushed past the overturned cart. They were not the eyes of a beggar. They were the eyes of a king in exile, or perhaps a wolf waiting for the winter to end.

She hurried her pace, desperate to put distance between herself and the man in the archway. The Blind Beggar was only two streets away now. She needed to get the papers. She needed to leave Morvath. The walls were closing in, and the city felt like a pile of dry tinder waiting for a spark.

The tavern was a lopsided timber building that leaned heavily against its neighbor, as if too drunk to stand on its own. The sign above the door depicted a man with a bandage over his eyes, holding out an empty cup. It creaked in the wind, a mournful groan that set Vespera’s teeth on edge.

She pushed open the heavy oak door and stepped inside.

The heat hit her first, a wall of warmth generated by the massive hearth in the center of the room and the sheer number of bodies packed into the space. The air was thick with the smell of roasting pork, sawdust, and cheap ale. It was loud, a cacophony of shouting, laughter, and the scraping of chairs.

Vespera kept her hood up and moved toward the back of the room, scanning the shadowy alcoves for Olenna. The contact had said she would be wearing a green scarf.

The tavern was a microcosm of the city’s underbelly. Mercenaries with scarred faces diced for coin at one table; at another, a group of river-traders haggled over the price of illicit grain. No one looked at Vespera. Here, everyone had secrets, and curiosity was a trait that often shortened one's life expectancy.

She spotted the green scarf in a booth near the kitchen door. Olenna was a severe-looking woman with skin the color of polished mahogany and hair cropped close to her skull. She was nursing a tankard of dark stout, her eyes scanning the room with the practiced paranoia of a smuggler.

Vespera slid into the booth opposite her.

"You're late," Olenna said, not looking at her. She took a sip of her drink.

"The patrols were heavy," Vespera replied, keeping her voice low. "I had to take the long way around the Tanner’s District."

Olenna grunted. "The patrols are heavy everywhere. The Sanctum is nervous. They smell smoke on the wind." She finally looked at Vespera, her dark eyes hard. "Do you have it?"

Vespera reached under her cloak and withdrew the pouch. She placed it on the table, keeping her hand over it. "Do you have the papers?"

Olenna nodded. She reached into her bodice and pulled out a folded packet of parchment, sealed with a blob of nondescript grey wax. "Identity for a seamstress from the southern provinces. Traveling to attend a sick relative in Highgard. It’s solid. My best forger worked on the seal."

Vespera began to slide the pouch across the table, but Olenna’s hand shot out and clamped down on her wrist. Her grip was surprisingly strong.

"Wait," Olenna hissed.

Vespera stiffened. "What is it?"

"The price has gone up."

Vespera felt a spark of anger ignite in her gut. She stamped it out. "We had a deal. Fifty stags and the ring."

"That was yesterday," Olenna said, her face impassive. "Today, the Inquisitors raided the Docks. They found three sympathizers and burned them in the square before noon. The risk has doubled, so the price doubles."

"I don't have double," Vespera whispered, desperation creeping into her voice. "This is everything I have."

Olenna shrugged. "Then you don't leave the city. Sorry, girl. Business is business." She started to pull the parchment back.

"Please," Vespera said. She hated the begging note in her voice. She hated that her life depended on the whims of a woman who valued coin over breath. "I can get more. Once I’m out. I have family in Highgard. They’ll pay you."

"I don't deal in promises," Olenna said coldly. "Coin or goods. Now. Or get out of my booth before I call the bouncer."

Vespera stared at her. The heat in her chest was rising again, harder to control this time. The injustice of it burned hotter than the magic. She was trapped. Cornered like a rat in a burning barn.

She looked at the parchment. It was right there. Her freedom. A few inches of wood and air separated her from a life where she didn't have to look over her shoulder every second of every day.

She could take it.

The thought arrived with dangerous clarity. She could reach out with her mind, summon a tongue of flame, and distract Olenna. She could burn the woman’s hand. She could set the table on fire. In the chaos, she could grab the papers and run.

It would be so easy. It would feel so good to let the power loose, to stop holding back the flood.

No, she thought, sweat beading on her forehead. If I use magic here, the Sanctum will be on me in minutes. I’ll be dead before I reach the door.

"Well?" Olenna demanded. "Are we doing business or not?"

Vespera opened her mouth to speak, to beg, to threaten—she didn't know which.

"Put it on my tab."

The voice came from behind Vespera. It was deep, amused, and terrifyingly familiar.

Olenna looked up, her eyes widening slightly. "You?"

Vespera turned slowly.

Standing at the edge of the booth was the beggar.

He looked different in the tavern light. He had shed the outer layer of filthy rags, revealing a rough tunic and trousers that were worn but clean. He still looked like a man who had slept in a ditch, but he stood with a straight spine. His hands were clean of the bandages, revealing long, dexterous fingers.

He pulled up a stool and sat at the end of the table, looking between the two women with a lazy grin.

"Silas," Olenna said, her voice dropping to a respectful, almost fearful, whisper. "I didn't know you were... working tonight."

"I'm always working, Olenna. You know that," the man named Silas said. He reached out and plucked the pouch from under Vespera’s hand, weighing it in his palm. Then he tossed it back to her. "Keep your trinkets, girl. You’ll need them for the road."

He turned his gaze to Olenna. "Give her the papers."

Olenna hesitated, her eyes darting between Silas and the parchment. "Silas, the risk..."

"Is mine to bear," Silas interrupted, his voice hardening. The amusement vanished, replaced by a cold authority that made the air in the booth drop ten degrees. "The girl leaves the city. Tonight. And you take the standard rate from my account. Do not make me repeat myself."

Olenna swallowed. She pushed the parchment across the table to Vespera. "Take it."

Vespera stared at the man. Who was he? Beggars did not command smugglers. Beggars did not have accounts with forgers. Beggars did not look at dangerous women like Olenna and make them flinch.

"Why?" Vespera asked, her voice barely audible. "Why are you helping me?"

Silas turned those grey eyes on her again. Up close, she saw flecks of gold in the iris, like embers in ash.

"Because," he said softly, leaning in close so that his breath brushed her ear. "I know what it’s like to burn, little spark. And Morvath is too damp for a fire like yours."

He stood up, the beggar’s slouch returning to his shoulders as if he were putting on a costume.

"Go," he commanded. "The North Gate. The guard on duty is named Thom. Tell him the wind is blowing from the East. He’ll let you through."

Before Vespera could answer, before she could ask who he was or what he wanted or how he knew her secret, he turned and vanished into the crowd. He moved like smoke, slipping between the bodies, gone before the door had even swung shut behind him.

Vespera sat frozen for a heartbeat, her hand clutching the parchment. The heat in her chest had quieted, replaced by a cold chill of realization.

She had just made a deal with something far more dangerous than the Sanctum Guard.

She shoved the papers into her tunic, grabbed her pouch, and scrambled out of the booth. She didn't look back at Olenna. She pushed through the tavern, bursting out into the cold night air. The rain had turned to sleet, stinging her face.

Vespera ran. She ran toward the North Gate, toward freedom, toward the unknown. But as she ran, she couldn't shake the image of the man in the rags, the king of the gutter who spoke in riddles and commanded the dark.

She was free, but she had the sinking feeling that she had just walked into a trap much larger, and much more complex, than the city walls of Morvath.

The game had begun, and she didn't even know the rules.

The North Gate was a maw of black stone and iron, looming over the sleeping city like a judgmental god. Vespera approached it with trepidation, her papers burning a hole against her skin.

There were two guards. One was leaning against a spear, half-asleep. The other was pacing.

Vespera pulled her hood down further. She walked up to the pacing guard. He stopped, leveling his spear at her chest.

"Gate's closed, citizen. curfew is in effect."

"I have urgent business in Highgard," Vespera said, trying to keep her voice steady. "My sister is dying."

The guard sneered. "They're all dying, love. Come back at dawn."

Vespera took a breath. She looked at the guard's face. He was young, with a scattering of acne across his chin. "Are you Thom?"

The guard blinked. "Who's asking?"

"The wind," Vespera whispered, feeling foolish. "The wind is blowing from the East."

The guard’s expression changed instantly. The sneer vanished, replaced by a look of sharp alertness. He lowered the spear. He looked around quickly, checking to see if his partner was watching. The other guard was snoring softly.

"Go," Thom hissed, jerking his head toward the small sally port door cut into the massive iron gate. "Quickly. Before the Captain rounds the corner."

He fumbled with a heavy ring of keys at his belt, unlocking the small door with a heavy clank. He pulled it open just wide enough for her to squeeze through.

Vespera didn't wait. She slipped through the gap, the iron scraping against her cloak.

On the other side, the world opened up. The road stretched out before her, a ribbon of mud disappearing into the darkness of the countryside. The air here smelled of wet earth and pine, not rot and smoke.

She was out.

She walked until her legs burned, until the lights of Morvath were nothing but a smudge of orange haze on the horizon. Only then did she stop. She leaned against an ancient oak tree, gasping for breath.

She reached into her tunic and pulled out the parchment. It was exactly what Olenna had promised. A new life. A new name.

But as she folded it back up, her fingers brushed against something else in her pocket. Something she hadn't put there.

She frowned and pulled it out.

It was the copper penny she had given the beggar.

But it wasn't just a penny anymore. One side had been polished to a high sheen, and etched into the soft copper was a symbol she didn't recognize: a crown of thorns wrapped around a flame.

Vespera stared at it in the moonlight. It was a token. A marker. A claim.

Silas hadn't just helped her. He had invested in her.

She looked back toward the city, the darkness swallowing the road behind her. The heat inside her flared, no longer fearful, but curious.

Who are you? she wondered, closing her hand around the coin.

The fire in her blood gave no answer, but for the first time in years, it burned with something other than rage. It burned with purpose.

Vespera turned her back on Morvath and began to walk into the dark.
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The silence of the Hinterlands was heavier than the noise of the city. In Morvath, silence was a rare commodity, usually bought with blood or gold, but out here it was the natural state of the world. It pressed against Vespera’s eardrums, a vast and suffocating blanket woven from the dark.

She had walked until her boots had rubbed the skin of her heels raw. The adrenaline that had carried her through the North Gate had long since evaporated, leaving behind a residue of exhaustion that sat in her marrow like lead. The road was a treacherous spine of mud and loose slate that wound its way through the Weeping Woods, a forest named for the constant drip of moisture from the canopy that mimicked the sound of rainfall even when the sky was clear.

Tonight, the sky was not clear. Clouds the color of bruised iron smothered the moon, leaving Vespera to navigate by the faint, greyish luminescence of the road itself.

She shivered. The cold here was different from the damp chill of the city. It was cleaner but sharper, a knife edge that slipped through the wool of her cloak and sought the warmth of her skin. Her breath plumed before her, ghost-white in the dark.

Keep moving, she commanded herself. To stop is to freeze.

But the heat inside her was restless. It sensed the cold and wanted to rise to meet it. It wanted to roar. Vespera clamped her teeth together, grinding her jaw
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