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			Chapter 1

			Caught in the Shadows

			The estate smelled of old money and older magic. Jasmine wound through the night air, cloying and sweet, mixed with the sharper bite of enchanted silver warming in the moonlight. Javier pressed himself against the garden wall and listened. Guards shifted at the eastern gate. Their boots scraped stone in that particular rhythm of boredom. Good. Bored guards made mistakes.

			He pulled the shadows closer around himself, weaving the minor illusion until it settled over him, warm and barely there. The spell didn’t make him invisible. Just unremarkable. Just another piece of darkness among many. Anyone looking directly at him would see nothing worth noticing, their eyes sliding past to more interesting shapes.

			The wards hummed. He could feel them pulsing through the air, layered protections that would scream if he tried to force his way through. But wards were like locks. They expected pressure from the outside. Expected violence. They didn’t expect someone to slip between their threads like water finding cracks in stone.

			He moved forward, reading the magical currents with senses honed by years of necessity. A gap revealed itself where two spells overlapped imperfectly, their edges not quite meeting. He breathed slowly and stepped through.

			The garden opened before him. Marble paths gleamed pale under the stars. Roses climbed trellises with the kind of aggressive perfection that required three gardeners and a small fortune. Everything here whispered wealth. Proclaimed it. Rubbed it in the faces of anyone who might be watching.

			His jaw tightened. He thought of Liora mending torn shirts by candlelight. Of Emric coughing through another winter with no healer they could afford. Of children in the slums going hungry while nobles debated which vintage to serve at their next banquet.

			Across the lawn, a guard turned in his direction. Too close. No time to hide properly. The teleportation spell came to him like breathing, like falling, and the world folded. Reality bent. For one weightless moment he existed nowhere, suspended in the space between places, and then the garden snapped back into focus twenty paces ahead. His stomach lurched. The disorientation always hit hardest in the first few seconds after jumping.

			Behind him, the guard continued his patrol, oblivious. His feet knew how to be quiet. How to distribute weight so gravel didn’t crunch and grass didn’t rustle. He’d learned young that survival meant leaving no trace, making no sound, taking up no space that anyone would miss.

			The estate loomed ahead, all tall windows and elaborate stonework. Light glowed behind heavy curtains on the second floor. Someone still awake. He noted this and moved toward the servants’ entrance at the side. Locked, of course. But locks were simpler than wards.

			Wire, thin and flexible, came from a pocket and slid into the mechanism. Practiced fingers found the catch. Click. The lock opened, and darkness swallowed him whole as he slipped inside.

			The corridor was narrow and plain. Bare stone walls, simple tile floor. Nobles spent their luxury where they could see it, where guests could admire it. Servants’ spaces stayed utilitarian. Unadorned. Built for function, not beauty. Javier moved through the darkness, one hand trailing the wall, counting doorways. He’d studied the estate’s layout for weeks. Knew where every staircase led. Where every corridor turned.

			The study was on the third floor. Not in the master’s chambers, which would be too obvious, too well guarded. This was the private study where Lord Ashton kept his smaller treasures. The pieces he didn’t want displayed for guests but enjoyed hoarding for himself. Jewelry. Enchanted trinkets. Small gold pieces that wouldn’t be immediately missed.

			The study door gleamed with fresh varnish. Javier paused outside it, listening. Nothing. Just the distant sounds of the estate settling for the night. Plumbing groaning. Wind rattling windows. The comfortable noises of a building that knew it was safe.

			The locking spell on the door was more sophisticated than the ward outside. Triple layered. Keyed to Ashton’s personal magical signature. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. Sophisticated meant complex. Complex meant vulnerable.

			With his palm pressed to the door, he felt the spell’s structure. Three interlocking enchantments, yes, but they were all anchored to the same point. That was the weakness. Cut the anchor and the whole thing would unravel.

			Magic rose to the surface. Not much. Just enough to find the anchor point and apply pressure in exactly the right place at exactly the right angle. The spell resisted. Pushed back. More pressure, sweat beading at his temples, and then something gave. The enchantments collapsed inward with a sound like breaking glass that only he could hear.

			The door swung open.

			Inside, moonlight fell through tall windows and painted everything silver. Shelves lined the walls, heavy with books that probably had never been read. A desk dominated the center of the room, its surface clear except for a single locked box.

			Found it.

			Quick steps carried him across the room. The box was small, made of dark wood inlaid with silver. The locking mechanism on it was pure craftsmanship. No magic. Just mechanics so fine they sang when fingers touched them.

			The work began. Feeling for the tiny clicks and shifts inside the lock, listening with every sense sharpened by focus. This required patience. Absolute concentration that shut out everything except the task at hand. Left pin. Right. Middle. Click.

			The box opened.

			Inside, wrapped in silk, lay a necklace. Emeralds set in white gold, each stone the size of a fingernail. The kind of piece that would keep his found family fed for months. Maybe longer if he found the right buyer. Nobles collected jewelry like this the way children collected stones, never wearing half of it, barely remembering what they owned.

			Worth stealing. Worth the risk.

			The necklace disappeared into a pocket. Heart beating faster now, adrenaline singing through veins. Almost done. Almost free. Just had to get out the way he came in.

			Turning toward the door, he froze.

			A sound. Faint. Wrong.

			Not guards doing their rounds. Not servants moving through late-night duties. This was deliberate. Measured. The sound of someone who knew exactly where they were going and didn’t care about being quiet because they didn’t need to be.

			Footsteps in the corridor. Getting closer.

			His mind raced. The window was too high for a jump without injury. The desk offered no real cover. Teleporting now would leave a magical signature that any competent mage could trace.

			The footsteps stopped outside the study door.

			One hand went to the small knife at his belt. Not his first choice. Never his first choice. But sometimes survival meant being ready for anything.

			The door began to open, slow and steady. He pressed back into the shadows beside the bookshelf, pulling the illusion tight one more time, hoping it would be enough.

			Hoping whoever was coming hadn’t already seen through it.

			+ + + + + +

			The door swung open with deliberate slowness. Not the cautious push of a servant checking rooms. Not the hurried entry of a guard responding to an alarm. This was controlled. Purposeful. The movement of someone who knew exactly what they would find.

			A man stepped through. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Wearing the deep blue uniform of the Royal Guard with silver insignia at the collar marking him as an officer of rank. His hand rested on the pommel of his sword, relaxed but ready. Dark hair cut military short. A face that could have been carved from stone, all hard angles and sharp planes that caught the moonlight filtering through the windows.

			His eyes swept the study with practiced efficiency, taking in the opened box, the disturbed silk wrapping, the faint shimmer of disrupted magic still hanging in the air. Then those eyes, pale gray and cold as winter frost, locked directly onto the shadows where Javier pressed himself flat against the bookshelf.

			The illusion hadn’t worked. Or worse, it had worked and this man had seen through it anyway.

			“You can drop the spell,” the man said. His voice was deep, carrying the kind of authority that expected obedience without question. “I know you’re there. I’ve known since you breached the eastern ward seventeen minutes ago.”

			Seventeen minutes. His mind raced. That meant this man had been waiting. Had let him get all the way to the study, let him crack the lock, let him take the necklace. This wasn’t a patrol stumbling onto a crime in progress.

			This was a trap.

			Javier let the illusion dissipate, shadows peeling away to reveal him fully. No point wasting energy on magic that clearly wasn’t working. His fingers tightened around the knife still gripped in his hand, though he knew it would be useless against an armed guard captain in full armor.

			“Captain Cassian Thorne,” the man said, as if Javier had asked. “Captain of the Royal Guard. You’ve been stealing from noble estates for the better part of two years. Quite successfully, I’ll admit. Fourteen confirmed thefts. Likely more we haven’t connected to you yet.”

			Each word hit hard. Fourteen thefts. They’d been tracking him. Watching him. Building a case while he’d thought himself clever and invisible.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Javier said, hating how young his voice sounded. How defensive.

			Cassian’s expression didn’t change. “The Marlow emeralds. The Westshire silver collection. Lady Pemberton’s enchanted music box. Shall I continue? We have witnesses who saw someone matching your description near each location. We have magical signatures. We have evidence enough to hang you three times over.”

			His stomach dropped. Hang. Not prison. Not a work sentence. Execution.

			His eyes darted to the window. Too far. Too high. To the door behind Cassian. Blocked. The desk offered no cover. The bookshelf at his back gave no escape route.

			But he had one advantage left. One that had saved him more times than he could count.

			Magic rose unbidden. The teleportation spell came to him like breathing. Power gathered in his chest, at the surface of his skin, began to fold reality around him. The familiar sensation of the world starting to bend, to shift, to carry him elsewhere.

			Focus on the garden. The same spot where he’d entered. He just had to hold the image clear, push the magic out, and let it carry him through the spaces between places.

			The spell built. Crested. Prepared to release.

			And shattered.

			Pain exploded through his chest like lightning striking bone. The magic collapsed inward violently, all that gathered power turning against itself, tearing through his channels in ways that made him gasp and stagger. Vision went white. Knees buckled.

			He hit the floor hard, the knife clattering away. Distantly he heard boots on floorboards. Felt hands grab his arms. Voices shouting orders.

			Through the ringing in his ears, Cassian’s voice cut clear and cold. “Did you really think I’d corner you without countermeasures? The room is warded against teleportation. Has been for the last hour. Any attempt to jump triggers a feedback loop.”

			More guards poured into the study. Four, five, six of them, all wearing the Royal Guard blue. They moved with military precision, surrounding Javier where he knelt gasping on the floor, swords drawn and pointed at his chest.

			One of them, a man with lieutenant’s marks on his uniform and a scar cutting through his left eyebrow, knelt and wrenched Javier’s arms behind his back. Metal clicked around his wrists. Not ordinary manacles. These hummed with a different kind of magic, cold and invasive, sinking into his skin and wrapping around the channels where his power usually flowed. The sensation was wrong. Nauseating. Like having part of himself suddenly cut off and sealed away.

			He tried to gather magic anyway, instinct overriding logic. Nothing happened. The power sat dead inside him, trapped behind the cuffs’ enchantments.

			“Suppression cuffs,” Cassian said, watching Javier’s futile attempts with something that might have been satisfaction. “Standard issue for magical criminals. You won’t be teleporting anywhere. Or using any spells, for that matter. Those stay on until I decide otherwise.”

			The lieutenant hauled Javier to his feet roughly. His legs barely supported his weight. The feedback from the failed teleport had left every nerve feeling raw and oversensitive. His head pounded. His chest ached where the magic had turned against him.

			“Search him thoroughly,” Cassian ordered. “I want everything he’s carrying cataloged.”

			Hands rifled through Javier’s pockets with professional efficiency. The necklace came out first, still wrapped in its silk, and was handed to Cassian with appropriate reverence. Then his lock picks. His wire. His small pouch of coins. Everything that had been carefully hidden got exposed under the study’s moonlight.

			When they pulled out the worn paper with the slum address, Cassian’s eyes narrowed. He unfolded it, read the careful script, then tucked it into his own pocket.

			“Family?” Cassian asked.

			Javier said nothing. Stared at the floor. His mind screamed at him to think, to plan, to find some angle that would get him out of this. But the cuffs made it hard to concentrate. Made everything feel muted and distant.

			“No matter,” Cassian said. “We’ll find out soon enough. Take him to the wagon. I want him secured at the palace within the hour.”

			They dragged him from the study, through corridors he’d snuck through only minutes before, now lit by lanterns and filled with guards who watched him pass with cold contempt. Outside, the garden he’d crossed so carefully had been transformed. Lights blazed from every window. Guards stood at attention along every path. The estate had become a fortress, and he’d walked right into the center of it.

			A prison wagon waited in the circular drive, all black iron and reinforced wood. The kind used for dangerous criminals. For mages who couldn’t be trusted in ordinary cells.

			They threw him into the back. The impact drove the air from his lungs. Before he could recover, chains rattled and hands locked more restraints around his ankles, connecting them to rings bolted to the wagon’s floor. Immobilized completely. Unable to run even if he somehow got free of the cuffs.

			Cassian appeared in the wagon’s doorway, backlit by the estate’s lights. “I’ll see you at the palace,” he said. Then he swung the door shut, and darkness swallowed everything.

			The wagon lurched forward and Javier tried to brace himself but the chains gave him no leverage. Every jolt sent him sliding against the rough wooden walls. Wheels found every rut in the road, every loose stone. His shoulders ached from the awkward angle of the cuffs. His wrists burned where the metal pressed tight against skin.

			Through a small barred window, fragments of the city rolled past. The noble quarter gave way to merchant streets, then to the wider boulevards that led toward the palace district. Even at this hour, a few people moved through the shadows. None of them looked at the prison wagon. Everyone knew better than to show interest in Royal Guard business.

			The journey felt endless. Every minute stretched into an hour. His thoughts spun uselessly, trying to find options where none existed. If they had evidence of fourteen thefts, if they’d been watching him all this time, then there was no talking his way out. No denying what they already knew.

			They were going to execute him. String him up in the public square and let him hang until the crows came. Make an example of the thief who’d dared to steal from the nobility.

			Unless they wanted something else. Something worse.

			That thought lodged in his chest like ice. Cassian hadn’t arrested him in a back alley where he could disappear quietly. Hadn’t simply killed him and claimed self-defense. He’d staged an elaborate trap. Had been tracking him for months. Had waited for exactly the right moment to spring it.

			Why go to that much trouble for a simple thief?

			The wagon slowed. Through the window, torchlight painted everything in shades of orange and red. They’d reached the palace.

			The gates loomed massive overhead, iron and stone towering like the jaws of some great beast. Guards stood at attention on either side as the wagon passed through. Beyond the gates, the palace sprawled across the hilltop, all white marble and soaring spires that caught the moonlight and threw it back in silver gleams.

			Beautiful. Powerful. Utterly untouchable to someone like Javier, who’d lived his entire life in the shadows cast by places like this.

			The wagon stopped. Footsteps approached. The door swung open, and hands grabbed him again, hauling him out into the cool night air. He stumbled, the ankle chains making it impossible to find his balance, and the guards simply dragged him forward without slowing.

			They entered through a side door, avoiding the grand entrance with its marble steps and ceremonial guards. These were the service corridors, functional and bare, used by servants and soldiers rather than nobles and their guests. Stone walls pressed close on either side. Torches in iron brackets threw dancing shadows that made the narrow space feel even more confining.

			One corridor led to another. A corner turned sharply left. Through a heavy wooden door that required two guards to open it. Down a staircase that descended into deeper, colder parts of the palace. The air grew stale. Damp. The kind of air that spoke of dungeons and forgotten prisoners.

			But they didn’t take him to the cells. Instead, they turned down another corridor, this one better lit, and stopped outside a plain wooden door with iron reinforcements. One of the guards opened the door.

			Beyond was a small room, but not a cell. In the center of the room was a table, scarred wood that had seen years of use. Two chairs faced each other across its surface. A single lantern hung from the ceiling, casting steady light over everything. Walls of bare stone, no windows, one door. An interrogation room. A place designed for questions and answers and whatever means necessary to extract them.

			They shoved Javier into one of the chairs. More chains appeared, securing him to the seat so he couldn’t rise or tip it over. Then the guards stepped back, positioned themselves against the walls, and waited.

			He stared at the empty chair across from him. At the scarred table surface marked with old stains that could have been anything. At the door that offered no escape.

			Footsteps approached from outside. Steady. Unhurried. The measured pace of someone who knew he held all the power and felt no need to rush.

			Cassian entered, shut the door behind him, and stood there for a long moment, studying Javier with those cold gray eyes that seemed to see right through flesh and bone to whatever lay beneath.

			Then he crossed to the empty chair, sat down with careful precision, and folded his hands on the table.

			+ + + + + +

			Cassian didn’t speak immediately. He sat with his hands folded on the scarred table, studying Javier with the same cold assessment he’d shown in the study. His uniform was immaculate despite the night’s work. Not a crease out of place. Not a hair disturbed. Even the sword at his hip sat perfectly aligned, as if everything about this man had been measured and arranged according to some internal standard of order.

			Javier held his gaze, refusing to look away first. The chains bit into his wrists. The suppression cuffs hummed their constant low note against his skin. Every muscle ached from the rough handling, the failed teleport, the wagon ride. But he wouldn’t give this man the satisfaction of seeing him flinch.

			“Javier Mendoza,” Cassian said finally. The name sounded strange in that formal voice. “Eighteen years old. Born in the slums, eastern quarter. Orphaned at seven when your parents died in the fever outbreak. Raised by various families until you ran away at ten. Been surviving on the streets ever since.”

			They knew. Of course they knew. They’d been watching him. Building their case. Documenting his entire life.

			“You showed magical aptitude early,” Cassian continued. “Minor illusions first. Teleportation came later, around age fourteen. Self-taught, which is impressive. Most mages need formal training to manage even basic spells. You’ve developed quite sophisticated techniques entirely through trial and error.”

			Javier said nothing. Let him talk. Let him lay out whatever game he was playing.

			Cassian pulled a small leather folder from inside his jacket and opened it on the table. Papers rustled. He selected one, turned it so Javier could see. A sketch. Rough but accurate. Liora’s face stared back from the page, her sharp features rendered in charcoal.

			“Liora Vasquez,” Cassian read. “Twenty-three. Your closest associate. Lives at the same address we found in your pocket. Works as a seamstress, though her real income comes from fencing your stolen goods. Smart woman. Careful. She’s managed to avoid direct prosecution so far.”

			Fear spiked cold and sharp. “Leave her out of this.”

			“I’m just establishing facts.” He set the sketch aside and pulled out another. Emric this time, the artist catching the weariness in his eyes, the silver threading through his dark hair. “Emric Torres. Mid-forties. Former member of the disbanded Shadowscript Guild. Your mentor in magical theory and thievery. Wanted for questioning in connection with three unsolved murders from twelve years ago.”

			“He didn’t kill anyone.”

			“Perhaps not. But the Crown takes a dim view of guild members who disappear rather than face investigation.” Another paper. Another face. “Mela Reyes. Your healer. She runs an unlicensed medical practice in the slums. Technically illegal, though we’ve turned a blind eye given the lack of legitimate services in that area. That courtesy could end, of course.”

			More sketches followed. More names. Every person Javier cared about, everyone in his makeshift family, spread across the table like playing cards in a game already decided.

			“I could arrest all of them,” he said quietly. “Tonight, if I wanted. Liora for receiving stolen goods. Emric for his guild connections. Mela for practicing medicine without a license. The others for various minor crimes. Your found family would be scattered across different prisons by morning.”

			Rage burned hot in Javier’s throat. “You bastard.”

			“I’m being pragmatic.” Cassian returned the papers to the folder with precise movements. “You asked me to leave them out of this. I’m explaining why I can’t. They’re part of your life. Part of what motivates you. Part of what makes you valuable.”

			“Valuable for what?”

			“That depends on whether you’re willing to listen.”

			Silence stretched between them. Outside the room, footsteps passed in the corridor. Voices spoke in low tones. The palace continued its nighttime routines, uncaring that Javier’s entire world had just been laid bare on a table.

			“Tell me,” Javier said finally. The words tasted like ash.

			Cassian leaned back slightly, his posture never quite relaxing but shifting into something marginally less rigid. “The palace has problems. Corruption that runs deeper than public records show. Nobles accepting bribes. Council members selling their votes. Money disappearing from public coffers and reappearing in private accounts. I’ve suspected it for months, but suspicion isn’t proof.”

			“And you need proof.”

			“I need someone who can go places I can’t. Someone who understands how to move through noble society without being noticed. Someone skilled enough to bypass magical security and retrieve evidence that would hold up in a formal investigation.” Cassian’s gray eyes fixed on Javier with uncomfortable intensity. “Someone exactly like you.”

			“You want me to steal for you.”

			“I want you to work for me. Stealing will be part of it, yes. But also surveillance. Information gathering. Infiltration of parties and social gatherings where nobles speak freely because they think they’re among friends.” He tapped the folder. “You’ve been stealing from the corrupt elite for two years. I’m offering you the chance to do it legally. With the Crown’s protection. For a purpose beyond simple survival.”

			“Or?”

			“Or you hang. Your family gets arrested and scattered. The slums lose their healer. Liora loses her livelihood. Emric gets extradited back to face those murder charges, baseless or not.” His voice remained level, almost casual, as he described the destruction of everything Javier had built. “I have fourteen documented thefts. I have witnesses. I have magical signatures. I have enough evidence to see you executed within a week.”

			The chains felt heavier suddenly. The cuffs hummed louder. Every word was a wall closing in, cutting off escape routes, eliminating options.

			“You’ve been planning this,” Javier said. “Watching me. Waiting for the right moment.”

			“I have.”

			“How long?”

			“Three months. Since I first identified you as the thief behind the Marlow incident.” His expression remained unreadable. “You’re good at what you do. Skilled. Disciplined. You don’t kill. You don’t harm anyone if you can avoid it. You’re discriminating in your targets, focusing on those who can afford the loss. All qualities that make you useful rather than simply criminal.”

			“You’re asking me to betray my principles. To work for the same system that’s kept my people starving while nobles feast.”

			“I’m asking you to expose that system’s rot from the inside. To help me cut out the corruption and hold the guilty accountable.” He leaned forward, his hands flat on the table. “The nobles you’ve been stealing from? They’re not just wealthy. They’re part of a conspiracy that’s bleeding this city dry. Money meant for hospitals and schools goes into private estates. Resources meant for the slums get diverted to line corrupt pockets. You want to help your people? This is how you do it. Not by stealing a necklace here and there, but by bringing down the entire corrupt network.”

			It sounded reasonable. Logical. Exactly the kind of argument designed to make Javier feel like he had a choice when he manifestly didn’t.

			“And if I refuse?”

			“Then we proceed with your trial. You’ll be convicted. Executed. Your family will be investigated thoroughly, and I suspect most of them will face charges. That’s not a threat. That’s simply procedure.” His tone remained infuriatingly calm. “I’m not a monster, Javier. I’m offering you a chance to turn your skills toward something meaningful. But I won’t beg. The choice is yours.”

			Choice. As if there was any choice in this.

			His mind raced through possibilities, looking for angles, for leverage, for anything he could use to shift the balance. But Cassian had planned too well. Had covered every approach. Had turned every relationship Javier valued into a chain binding him tighter than the ones on his wrists.

			“What exactly would you want me to do?”

			“For now, observe. I’ll have you placed as a servant in the palace. Low status, high access. Servants are invisible to nobles. They see you but don’t notice you. Perfect cover for someone with your talents.” A document emerged from his jacket, already prepared. “You’ll report to me regularly. Share what you see, what you hear, what you find. When I need specific evidence retrieved, you’ll acquire it. In exchange, the charges against you disappear. Your family remains safe. You get my protection and a legitimate position.”

			“As your spy.”

			“As my asset. There’s a difference.”

			“Is there?”

			“One suggests equality. The other acknowledges reality.” The document slid across the table. “This is a contract of service. Standard terms. You work for the Royal Guard as a contracted investigator. Your criminal record gets sealed. Everything you do under this contract is legally sanctioned. You’ll even receive a modest salary.”

			Javier’s eyes were fixed on the paper. Neat handwriting filled the page, formal language that probably said exactly what Cassian claimed but in ways designed to bind him even tighter. At the bottom, a line for his signature. A line for Cassian’s.

			“How long?”

			“Six months.”

			“And after six months?”

			“If you’ve performed adequately, we reassess. If you haven’t, the charges get unsealed and we proceed with prosecution.” A pen appeared from another pocket. “I’m not asking you to trust me. I’m asking you to be practical. You’re good at that. It’s why you’ve survived this long.”

			The pen lay on the table between them. Javier looked at it, then at the contract, then at Cassian’s impassive face. This man held every advantage. Knew every pressure point. Had orchestrated the entire situation with ruthless precision.

			And he was right. Javier was practical. He’d survived by knowing when to fight and when to yield. When to push and when to bend.

			This was a time for bending.

			“If I do this,” he said slowly, “my family stays completely out of it. You don’t investigate them. Don’t harass them. Don’t use them as leverage again.”

			“Agreed. As long as you fulfill your obligations.”

			“And I want it in writing. In the contract. Clear terms that my cooperation keeps them safe.”

			“Already included. Section three, paragraph two.” A tap on the document. “I told you I’m pragmatic, not cruel. I want you cooperative, not resentful. Protecting your family is the simplest way to ensure that.”

			Arguments rose and died unspoken. Pushing back would change nothing. The game was over. Cassian had won before Javier had even known they were playing.

			His hand reached for the pen. Chains clinked as his hands moved. Fingers closed around the silver barrel, and for a moment he just held it, feeling its weight, acknowledging what he was about to do.

			Selling himself to the system he’d spent his life evading. Becoming a tool for the same power structure that had failed his parents, his people, everyone he’d ever known in the slums.

			But also, possibly, finding a way to hurt that system from the inside. To expose the rot Cassian claimed existed. To actually make a difference instead of just stealing scraps from the table.

			Pen touched paper. His hand moved, forming letters that looked shaky and uncertain even to his own eyes. His signature spread across the line, making it official. Making it real.

			Cassian took the pen, signed his own name with steady, controlled strokes, then folded the document and returned it to his jacket.

			“The cuffs come off now,” he said, producing a small key from his pocket. “You’ll go back to your life in the slums. Continue as you have been. Live with your found family. Nothing changes on the surface.”

			Javier blinked, thrown by the sudden shift. “You’re letting me go?”

			“I’m being practical.” He moved around the table and unlocked the suppression cuffs. They fell away with a click, and suddenly Javier could feel his magic again, flowing freely through channels that had been dammed. The relief was immediate and overwhelming. “Keeping you here would raise questions. Suspicion. Your family would wonder where you’d gone. People in the slums would notice your absence. That kind of attention defeats the purpose.”

			The ankle chains came off next. Freedom of movement returned in stages, each restraint removed bringing back a piece of himself he’d thought lost.

			“Besides,” Cassian continued, straightening and pocketing the key, “I don’t need chains to keep you compliant. I have something much more effective.”

			“My family.”

			“Exactly.” He met Javier’s eyes with that same cold assessment. “You understand the terms. You signed the contract. You know what happens if you run or fail to cooperate. So I’m confident you’ll return when summoned. That you’ll perform the tasks I assign. That you’ll do exactly what’s required because the alternative is unthinkable.”

			It was true. All of it. The contract might as well have been chains for how thoroughly it bound him.

			“How will you contact me?”

			“I’ll send word through channels that won’t draw attention. A note delivered by someone who looks like they belong in the slums. Instructions for where and when to meet. You’ll respond promptly. For now, go home. Rest. Process what’s happened. When I’m ready, I’ll send your first assignment. Something simple to start. A test of your capabilities and discretion.”

			Cassian addressed the two guards standing by the door, “Escort him to the eastern gate. “Provide a cloak to cover his appearance. No one observes his departure. No records of this conversation exist. Understood?”

			“Yes, Captain.”

			Cassian turned back to Javier one final time. “This conspiracy I mentioned? It’s worse than you know. People have died. More will die if we don’t stop it. So yes, I blackmailed you. Yes, I’m forcing your hand. But the work is real. The danger is real. And if you help me expose this, you’ll save lives.” His voice softened almost imperceptibly. “I chose you for a reason, Javier. Don’t make me regret it.”

			Then he was gone, striding into the corridor and disappearing around a corner, leaving Javier with the guards and a freedom that felt more like a longer leash than actual liberty.

			One of the guards offered a dark cloak. “This way.”

			They led him through different corridors than before, these ones narrower, more utilitarian. Service passages used by staff who kept the palace running but were never meant to be seen. Up a staircase. Through a kitchen already being prepared for morning meals. Out a side door into cool night air that tasted like rain and smoke.

			The eastern gate was smaller than the grand entrance, built for deliveries and servants rather than nobles and ceremony. Guards there barely glanced at him as he passed through, just another figure in a dark cloak leaving after a night’s work.

			And then he was outside the palace walls. Free. Standing on a cobblestone street that led down toward the lower quarters, toward the slums, toward home.

			Except he wasn’t free. Not really. The contract might be in Cassian’s pocket, but its weight pressed against
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