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Chapter One: The Unbound Thief
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The moon hung low over Oramis, fat and silver, and Vespera crouched on the rain-slick tiles of Lord Callistus's estate. Below her, the garden glowed with cultivated light. Luminal orchids lined the pathways, their petals casting pale gold radiance that made the hedges look like walls of soft fire. Guards patrolled in pairs, their boots crunching on gravel, and each man wore a second shadow stitched to his heels. Harvested shadows, pulled from some debtor in the lower wards, now trudging obediently behind their new owners like loyal hounds.

Vespera pressed her back against the warm clay chimney. No shadow trailed behind her. The moonlight struck her body and passed straight through to the tiles. She was a gap in the world, a hole shaped like a woman.

She counted the guards. Two at the eastern gate. One circling the fountain. Two more inside the conservatory, visible through the glass walls, playing cards at a wrought-iron table. The estate employed a ward-weaver, naturally. Every wealthy home in Oramis did. She could see the faint shimmer of the perimeter spell, a thin membrane of golden light stretched across the garden walls like soap film.

Any thief with a shadow would trigger it. The ward read the darkness attached to a person's soul and screamed an alarm the moment it detected an intruder. Vespera had watched it happen two years ago to a boy named Fenwick. The ward had flared white, the guards had converged, and Fenwick had lost three fingers before they threw him off the seawall.

Vespera rolled her shoulders and checked the leather harness strapped across her chest. Four glass vials, each filled with a different solvent. A set of lockpicks carved from stag horn. A thin strip of silk for sliding latches. She touched each item in sequence, a ritual she performed before every job, and then she dropped from the chimney to the narrow ledge below.

She landed without sound. Her bare feet gripped the wet stone and she shimmied along the ledge until she reached the conservatory roof. The glass panes were warm against her palms. Inside, the two guards laughed over their cards, oblivious. She pulled a diamond-tipped glass cutter from her belt and drew a slow, silent circle in the pane above a fern display. The cut piece came free when she sucked it out with a leather cup. She set it aside on the roof, reached through the hole, and unlocked the window latch from inside.

The air in the conservatory smelled of humidity and rotting sweetness. She slipped through the opening and lowered herself behind a massive bird of paradise plant. The guards sat twelve paces away. She could hear the slap of cards on the table, the clink of ceramic cups, the drone of their conversation about a brothel on Tallow Street.

She moved between the planters, keeping low, using the broad leaves as cover. The conservatory connected to the main house through a padded door. She eased it open and stepped into the gallery.

Lord Callistus collected rare texts. That was common knowledge among the thieves of the Gutters. What was less common knowledge was that he had recently acquired a codex bound in shadeskin, a book whose pages were said to contain the original ward-weaving algorithms of the Solari Council. A buyer in the port district had offered Vespera three hundred gold crowns for it. Three hundred crowns would pay for her sister's medicine for two full years.

The gallery was dark. Oil paintings of Callistus's ancestors lined the walls, their eyes following her as she passed. She ignored them and moved to the stairs. The study was on the second floor, at the end of the east corridor, behind a door she had watched Callistus open six times over the past two weeks.

She took the stairs two at a time, her feet finding the silent spots on each step. The east corridor stretched before her, lined with doors. She counted seven, then eight, then stopped at the ninth. The door was dark oak, fitted with a lock she had already mapped. She pulled her stag-horn picks and went to work.

The tumblers yielded in under a minute. She turned the handle and stepped inside.

The study smelled of old paper and pipe smoke. A desk dominated the center of the room, and behind it, set into a glass case, sat the codex. It was smaller than she expected, no larger than a man's hand, bound in something that looked like smoked leather. She crossed the room and examined the case. A simple pin-tumbler lock held it shut. She opened it and lifted the codex free.

The weight of it surprised her. It felt dense, heavy, as though the pages were made of something far denser than paper. She opened the cover. The text inside was not written in ink. The letters seemed to shift and breathe, forming patterns that almost made sense before sliding away like water over stone.

She closed the codex and slipped it into the satchel at her hip.

A sound behind her. The scrape of a chair.

She spun. Lord Callistus sat in a high-backed chair in the corner of the room, a glass of amber liquid in his hand. He had been sitting there in the dark the entire time, watching her. His shadow stretched across the floor toward her, enormous and distorted, its edges writhing with stolen magic.

"Well," he said. "An Unbound."

—-
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Chapter Two: The Selection
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Vespera's hand moved to the knife at her belt before the word finished leaving his mouth. Callistus did not flinch. He took a slow sip from his glass and set it down on the side table with a soft click.

"I would not," he said. "There are twelve crossbowmen in the gallery outside this door. They have been there since you climbed through the conservatory window."

She did not draw the knife. She calculated the distance to the window behind the desk. Three strides. The drop was two stories, but the garden hedges would break her fall. She might break an ankle. She might not.

"The codex in your satchel is a forgery," Callistus said. "I had it made three months ago. The buyer in the port district works for me. The entire arrangement was designed to catch whatever thief was clever enough to reach my study." He leaned forward, and his shadow leaned with him, a dark smear that seemed to crawl up the wall behind him. "I must admit, I did not expect an Unbound."

Vespera said nothing. Silence was a weapon she had learned to wield in the Gutters. The moment you opened your mouth, you gave away information.

"You have no shadow," Callistus continued, as though speaking to himself. "No magical signature. No trace in the weaves. You walked through my perimeter ward as though it were morning fog. Remarkable." He steepled his fingers. "Do you know what the Solari Council needs more than anything right now, girl?"

She kept her eyes on his hands. On the ring he wore. A heavy gold band set with a chip of luminal crystal, the same crystal that powered the city's streetlamps. Only Council members wore those.

"They need a sacrifice," he said. "Something the public can see and feel and weep over. The shadow harvests have been poor this season. The lower wards are restless. People are asking questions about where the power goes, why their shadows are being taken, what happens to the Unbound who disappear. A grand spectacle would quiet those questions beautifully."

Vespera's stomach tightened. She forced her expression to remain flat.

"The Shadow King has not received a Tithe in seventeen years," Callistus said. "The last one was a murderer, a man so violent the public felt no sympathy when he was marched to the Veil. But a murderer is too coarse this time. The people need someone pitiable. Someone small and clean and tragic." He smiled. "An Unbound girl fits perfectly."

The door opened behind her. She did not turn, but she heard the boots. Four pairs. Heavy, deliberate, closing the distance.

"You cannot take a shadow from someone who has none," Callistus said. "That is what makes you ideal. You will be paraded through the streets in white, blessed by the High Priestess, and sent through the Veil. The Shadow King will consume you, the city will mourn, and the Council will renew the harvesting contracts for another decade."

Hands seized her arms. The grip was iron, professional, the grip of men who restrained people for a living. They wore the midnight blue of the Council's quiet guard, the soldiers who never marched in parades and never appeared in public records. Vespera pulled against them, but one of them drove a knee into the back of her legs and she went down hard on the carpet. Someone wrenched the satchel from her hip. Someone else bound her wrists behind her back with a cord that hummed faintly with restraining magic.

Callistus stood and walked to the window. He looked out at his garden, at the luminal orchids and the patrolling guards with their stolen shadows.

"Take her to the Holding Cells beneath the Solari Spire," he said. "Keep her isolated. No visitors, no communication. The announcement will be made at dawn."

They dragged her from the room, down the stairs, through the gallery where the twelve crossbowmen stood with bolts nocked and ready. None of them looked at her face. She was already a ghost to them, a thing that had ceased to be a person the moment Callistus spoke the word Unbound.

The Holding Cells were carved into the bedrock beneath the Solari Spire, the great white tower at the center of Oramis that housed the Council's chambers. The air down here was cold and tasted of stone and old water. They threw her into a cell with walls of seamless white rock. No bars. No window. Just a door that sealed shut with a sound like a tomb closing.

She sat on the floor and pressed her back against the wall. The restraining cord bit into her wrists. She worked at it with her fingers, testing the knot, feeling the hum of the magic woven into the fibers. It would take hours to loosen. Maybe longer.

She had no idea how long she sat there. There was no light to mark the passage of time, no sound but her own breathing and the distant drip of water somewhere in the darkness. She thought about her sister, Maren, in the ward at Saint Cyra's hospital. She thought about the medicine that ran out in four days. She thought about the three hundred crowns she had been minutes away from holding.

The door opened without warning. Light flooded in, blinding her after so long in the dark. A woman stepped through, flanked by two quiet guards. She was tall, dressed in robes of pale gold, her hair arranged in elaborate coils around a face that was beautiful and utterly cold. A heavy pendant of luminal crystal rested against her collarbone.

High Priestess Valera.

"Stand up," Valera said.

Vespera did not move.

Valera nodded to one of the guards, who stepped forward and hauled Vespera to her feet by her bound arms. Valera studied her the way a farmer might study a lamb at market. She reached out and tilted Vespera's chin up, examining her face from different angles.

"Clean features," Valera said
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