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Chapter 1: A Job in Shadows


Rothar sat in the back corner of the Iron Stag, his fingers tracing the rim of the half-empty mug of ale, eyes shifting over the room like a hawk surveying its hunting ground. The tavern roared with life: the scrape of chairs, the bawdy laughter of men who had seen too much blood and too few rewards, and the whisper of private deals struck in dark corners. A haze of smoke hovered thickly, clinging to the air like a possessive wraith, mixing with the tang of spilled ale and the sharp, metallic scent of sweat and old iron. It was a place where ambition and desperation shared a drink, and Rothar fit in seamlessly. 
He noted every detail—the flicker of a dagger at a mercenary’s belt, the wary glance from a cloaked figure near the door, the subtle movement of hands hidden under tables, exchanging coin or something far more sinister. Habit kept him alert; instincts honed as a soldier and tempered in HollowGate’s brutal back alleys kept him alive.
A table away, a boisterous argument erupted, chairs scraping harshly as a burly sellsword lunged to his feet, tankard sloshing ale down his front. Rothar’s eyes flicked over the scene, his muscles tensing before dismissing the threat. Just another dispute over honor or women, or the last round paid for with stolen coin. The Stag attracted such people like flies to rot.
He wasn’t there to drink, at least not in peace. He was waiting.
And she was late.
The tavern door banged open, and the sharp, bitter HollowGate wind coming off the great inner sea known as the Dark Water cut through the warmth inside. The noise dimmed for a heartbeat as a tall, lithe figure paused in the entrance, framed by the sickly glow of lanterns that sputtered against the night. A surge of cold followed her, carrying the acrid bite of city smoke and rain-soaked grime.
Leena.
She stood in the threshold as if commanding a stage, arms wide and head held high. Her platinum hair, pulled back into a severe braid, shimmered like polished silver, catching the low light. Her dark surcoat hugged her body, the fabric taut over toned limbs that spoke of agility and untapped power. The cloak pinned at her throat swept out behind her like a living shadow, her sorcerer’s wand tucked dangerously in her belt, and charms chimed softly on her wrists—a warning as much as an adornment.
Rothar’s jaw tightened, half in admiration, half in annoyance. She enjoyed the attention far too much. The room, full of hard men and sharper women, seemed to shift in her direction, curious, hungry. Even the sellsword, mid-argument, paused to take her in, eyes narrowing with interest. Leena reveled in it, a slight smirk touching her full lips as she sauntered through the crowd with a sway that was deliberate, each step echoing confidence.
When her gaze found Rothar’s, her smile widened, the glint in her eyes daring him to chastise her for the spectacle. She glided to the table and dropped into the chair opposite him, crossing her legs with an elegance that belied the iron coiled beneath her surface.
“You’re late,” Rothar said, his voice low, more statement than rebuke.
Leena’s hand shot out before he could react, snagging his mug and taking a long pull. She set it down with a flourish and a satisfied exhale. “Traffic,” she said, unbothered that it was a lie. “The streets are crawling tonight. You know how it is.”
He scowled, reclaiming the mug and watching her through narrowed eyes. Her charm bracelets glinted as she adjusted her cloak, the tiny runes on them catching the lamplight with a dangerous gleam. “More likely you were entertaining some fool with coin in his pocket.”
A mischievous grin tugged at her lips. “Why not both? Time’s a precious commodity in HollowGate.” Her gaze softened, growing serious as she leaned in, voice dropping so only he could hear. “And tonight, I’ve got something more valuable than coin.”
Rothar’s brow lifted, the casual drink momentarily forgotten. “A job?”
She produced a folded piece of parchment from inside her surcoat, placing it between them with a deliberate motion. “A noblewoman’s—some Lady Velora—has gone missing . . . or something. The Silver Eclipse wants it handled discreetly.”
The murmur of the tavern receded, drowned out by the sudden rush of blood in Rothar’s ears. His fingers brushed the coarse paper, but he did not open it yet. His eyes flicked to hers, searching for the trap. “Or something . . .” Rothar laughed and drew a nasty look from his companion. “Of course. The Eclipse? Why us? They’ve their own men, trained better and paid more.”
“Who’s the broker? Was it—”
“Yes, Kaelira.” Leena’s eyes sparkled, and for a moment, Rothar could almost see the fire beneath the ice of her exterior.
Rothar groaned.
Leena continued, “they don’t want the guard involved. Questions lead to answers, and the Eclipse prefers shadows over light.”
He nodded slowly. The aristocracy of HollowGate, particularly the Silver Eclipse, was a nest of power and poison, led by the Grand Mayor, Lady Elira Voss—a shadowy figure people didn’t cross. the Eclipse dealt in secrets and whispered threats that broke a man with no need to shed blood. Taking a job from them was like putting a serpent in your pocket—warm now, but deadly when it turned.
“Tell me,” he said, folding his arms, “why should we be the ones stepping into their lair, finding their lost kitten, and risk losing our heads?”
Leena’s lips curved in a smile that could have melted iron. “Because they’re desperate. And desperation pays well. Besides, a favor from the Eclipse could be worth more than any sack of gold.”
Rothar’s eyes darkened, the specter of past dealings with HollowGate’s nobility, and visions of Leena being stretched over the breaking wheel if they failed, haunting the edges of his mind. He reached for the parchment and paused, weighing it as if it were a blade that might cut him. “And what makes you think this won’t end in us finding out what hangs from the city’s execution wall?”
Leena leaned forward, her scent—a heady mix of rose oil and smoke—washing over him. “Because we’re good, Rothar. The best. You handle the blades; I handle the magic. This city’s never been safe, but it’s ours to dance through, and we’ve done it before.”
There was truth in that, an unspoken bond forged in countless tight scrapes and knife’s-edge escapes. Rothar let out a sigh, low and resigned. “I’ve always hated your luck.”
“And I’ve always relied on yours,” she replied, that teasing glimmer returning to her eyes.
Rothar pocketed the parchment and stood, casting a glance around the room to see if anyone had taken too much interest in their conversation. The room, with its grinding noise and dangerous players, seemed to hum with the promise of violence or fortune, or both. He caught the flicker of a glance from a hooded figure hunched near the hearth, and for a moment, their eyes met—gray and sharp as a dagger’s blade. The figure shifted, retreating deeper into shadow. Rothar made a mental note. In HollowGate, every pair of eyes could be the start of trouble.
“Then let’s move before your spell runs dry,” he muttered the old saying, stepping away from the table. The creak of his armor and the cold bite of steel against his thigh reminded him of the path ahead.
Leena fell into step beside him, her cloak swirling around her like a whispering phantom, the charms at her wrist chiming softly as they passed through the sea of eyes and into the smog-choked street beyond. The door of the Iron Stag banged shut behind them, cutting off the raucous din and leaving only the sound of distant hammering and the soft hiss of the wind through the narrow alleys.
The street outside was a narrow cut of stone slick with rain, pooling into iridescent puddles that reflected the faint glow of the city’s oil lamps. Fog wreathed the buildings, cloaking the twisted spires and crooked chimneys that reached toward the moonless sky. HollowGate was alive at night, but not in the way most cities were. Here, it pulsed with a darker rhythm, an undercurrent of whispered deals and the scrape of blades unsheathed in silence.
Rothar’s eyes swept the street, instinctively seeking hidden threats. A shadow detached itself from the mouth of an alley, just a beggar shifting in his sleep, muttering to some unseen nightmare. Rothar’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. Even the damned here were restless.
Leena’s voice broke the quiet, smooth as silk. “Nervous?”
“Always,” Rothar replied, his tone clipped. “Only fools aren’t in this city.”
Her eyes gleamed under the dim lamplight, mischief sparking in their depths. “Good. Keeps things interesting.”
They moved through the night, their steps synchronized out of habit. Rothar felt the weight of the job settle over him, a familiar and unwelcome shroud. They passed through Market Row, where stalls that had bustled with trade hours earlier now stood deserted, their wares hidden behind wooden shutters painted in flaking red and gold. A cat yowled from a nearby roof, its eyes catching the light like twin emeralds before it vanished into the dark.
“Tell me something,” Rothar said, breaking the silence. “Why this job? You’ve turned down others for less risk.”
Leena’s stride didn’t falter, but there was a momentary pause in her expression, a shadow of something that passed too quickly to name. “The Eclipse isn’t just power, Rothar. The Grand Mayor is the thread holding half the city together. You pull it, and the whole weave changes.”
He grunted, disapproving. “Sounds like a good way to get cut by the frayed ends.”
“That’s why you’re here,” she said, flashing him that familiar grin—reckless, beautiful, dangerous.
They turned down a narrow lane where the fog thickened, muffling sound and muting the world to a gray, formless maze. The buildings here were older, their stone facades scarred by age and neglect. Windows were shuttered tight, some nailed closed as if to ward off whatever prowled the dark. A low hum of tension crawled over Rothar’s skin, each step pressing him deeper into the marrow of HollowGate’s unrest.
A sound broke through the muffled silence—a creak, high and wavering, like an iron gate easing open. Rothar’s hand went instinctively to the hilt of his sword, muscles coiled. He shot a glance at Leena, who had already stilled, eyes darting toward the sound.
From the dark, a figure emerged, cloaked and slender, the outline barely distinguishable from the surrounding fog. Rothar’s pulse quickened, his stance shifting imperceptibly. The figure paused, then stepped forward into the dim light. It was a girl, perhaps no older than fifteen, with hollow cheeks and eyes too large for her thin face.
“Help,” she rasped, voice weak, as if speaking pained her. She reached out a trembling hand, and Rothar caught the shimmer of something wet glistening between her fingers—blood. It was Kaelira.
Leena moved before Rothar could react, her boots splashing through the rain-slick street as she closed the distance. “Kaelira—what happened?” she demanded, voice sharp but not unkind.
The girl’s gaze flicked between them, terror and recognition battling for control. “They didn’t take her . . . Lady Velora. They’re watching . . . even now . . .”
What did she mean, they didn’t—
Her voice faded into a gasp, and she crumpled, knees hitting the stone with a crack that made Rothar wince. He rushed forward, helping Leena catching her before she collapsed fully to the ground. Her skin was cold, clammy, and beneath the filth of the street, he could see bruises that told stories he didn’t want to hear.
“Damn it,” he muttered. “Leena, get—”
But before he could finish, a movement in the fog caught his eye. A low whistle cut through the night, sharp and clear. Rothar’s heart slammed against his ribs as dark shapes emerged from the shadows, hooded figures with blades drawn, their eyes glinting in the sparse light.
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