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Chapter One: The Spark Remains
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The forest had been quiet—too quiet for a carriage rumbling through it.

A girl sat upright on the velvet seat, her small hands clenched around the hilt of a dagger she wasn’t supposed to have. Her governess, pale and trembling, whispered prayers beside her. The driver had said they’d reach her uncle’s estate by nightfall. He hadn’t said anything about the silence. Or the shadows.

Then came the whistle. A sharp, shrill note slicing through the trees.

The horses reared. The carriage jolted. A thud—then silence again.

She didn’t wait. She kicked open the door and leapt out, boots crunching on frostbitten leaves. The driver lay still, his throat a ruin. Her governess screamed behind her, but the girl didn’t flinch. She crouched low, dagger ready, eyes scanning the underbrush.

They emerged like ghosts—five men, faces masked, blades drawn. One stepped forward, broad-shouldered and grizzled, his eyes sharp beneath a fur-lined hood.

“Well now,” he said, voice like gravel. “Didn’t expect a little noble to come out swinging.”

She didn’t speak. She lunged.

He caught her wrist mid-air, twisted gently, and pried the dagger from her fingers. But he didn’t strike. He looked at her—really looked—and something in his expression shifted.

“Got fire, this one,” he muttered. “Not fear. Not tears. Just spark.”

The others laughed, but the leader didn’t. He knelt before her, eye-level now.

“What’s your name, girl?”

She lifted her chin. “Doesn’t matter.”

He grinned. “It does now. You’re Shorts. And you’re coming with us.”
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The moon hung low over the merchant quarter, casting silver veins across the rooftops. Shorts crouched atop a tiled awning, her cloak blending into the shadows, her breath steady despite the chill.

Below, the crooked merchant’s warehouse pulsed with activity—guards pacing, crates stacked high, and lanterns flickering against the damp stone. Rare goods, he claimed. Imported silks, enchanted trinkets, heirloom steel. But Shorts knew better. Her scouts had peeled back the illusion: rusted blades polished to shine, silks riddled with moth holes, charms that sparked once and died.

She tapped the hilt of her dagger, the same one she’d tried to wield at seven years old. The same one the old bandit leader had taken from her hand with a chuckle and a promise.

“You’ve got spark, girl,” he’d said. “Let’s see what you do with it.”

She had done plenty.

At sixteen, she’d buried him herself—wrapped in the banner of the Shadow Bandits, his blade laid across his chest. She hadn’t cried. Not then. She’d stood before the firelight and taken his place, voice steady, eyes fierce.

Now, at eighteen, she was legend.

“Shorts,” a whisper came from the shadows behind her. It was Lark, her second-in-command, nimble and quiet as a breeze. “Guards are rotating. We’ve got a window.”

She nodded, eyes still on the warehouse. “No blood,” she murmured. “Just a message.”

Lark grinned. “A loud one?”

“A clever one.”

She rose, cloak billowing, and dropped into the alley below without a sound. The others followed—eight shadows in motion, each trained to vanish, strike, and vanish again.

Tonight, the merchant would wake to find his warehouse emptied, his guards tied with silk ribbons, and a single dagger embedded in his ledger.

The same dagger Shorts had once held with trembling hands.

The spark hadn’t faded. It had become fire.
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Chapter Two: Ashes and Echoes
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The archives smelled of dust and secrets.

Lord Haldrin stood beneath the vaulted ceiling, flanked by scribes and stewards, his fingers trailing along the spines of old ledgers. He had the dagger laid out on a velvet cloth beside him, the crest of House Thorne faint but undeniable.

“Start with the girl,” he ordered. “Disappeared eleven years ago en route to her uncle’s estate.”

A steward unfurled a scroll. “Sent to live with Lord Alric Thorne. Carriage never arrived. Driver dead. Governess missing. No body found.”

Haldrin’s eyes narrowed. “And the uncle?”

“Sent adventurers to search. Held a memorial. Declared her dead.”

“No proof?”

“None.”

Haldrin folded his arms. “Find me those adventurers. And anyone who questioned the story.”

He stared at the dagger again—hawk over crown. A symbol of defiance. Of nobility lost.

And now, perhaps, reclaimed.
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The rumors came like whispers on the wind.

At first, Shorts ignored them—idle tavern talk, half-truths spun by drunkards and dreamers. But they grew louder. Her name, spoken not as legend, but as lineage.

“They say Lord Haldrin’s found something,” someone murmured. “A dagger. A crest. There’s to be a ball tonight. He’s caught the Shadow Bandit leader. Says he’ll reveal the man’s identity.”

She paused behind a stall, listening.

The scrolls arrived by courier, tied with silver ribbon and sealed with Haldrin’s crest. But she didn’t receive one.

She stole it.

The noble was young, overdressed, and drunk. He waved the scroll like a trophy, then left it behind on the table. She moved. One step. Two. Gone.

Back at the hideout, she unrolled the parchment. Elegant script. Haldrin’s seal. A celebration of justice. A reckoning.

“He thinks he’s caught me,” she said.

Lark raised an eyebrow. “Are we going to let him enjoy that thought?”

She smiled, slow and sharp.

“Get me a dress,” she said. “And a mask.”
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The hideout was quiet, lit only by lanterns and the flicker of firelight. Shorts stood at the center table, the stolen scroll unfurled before her.

“He thinks he’s clever,” she said. “He wants me to come.”

Lark leaned in. “It’s a trap. Or a spectacle.”

Brindle tossed a bundle of fabric onto the table. “Dress. Mask. Gloves. You’ll pass as a merchant’s daughter.”

“We’ll need roles,” she said. “Eyes inside. Hands near the exits. No weapons unless necessary.”

The plan unfolded like a map—routes, signals, fallback points. But her thoughts kept circling back to one question.

Should she reveal herself?

Let Haldrin see the girl he buried. Or remain in the shadows.

She held the mask to her face. It shimmered like moonlight, hiding everything but her eyes.

“I’ll decide when I get there,” she said.
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