# The Fox of Sharn

### A Novel of the Umbral Coil

---
"A city is not made of stone. It is made of the weight people carry through it, the debts they do not speak aloud, and the dark between the lanterns that no one thinks to name."

— Fragment, author unknown. Found scratched into the wall of a condemned building in Sharn's lower wards, 998 YK.

PROLOGUE: THE CITY

## I. What Sharn Remembers

Sharn does not sleep. This is a fact that visitors learn within their first night, and natives have long since absorbed into the rhythm of their blood. The city breathes instead â€” a vast, vertical exhalation of smoke and magewright light and the overlapping sounds of a quarter-million lives pressing against each other in towers that were old before the Last War began and will stand long after whatever comes next.

It is built on manifest zones, which is the polite academic term for places where the boundary between this world and others has worn thin. The scholars of Morgrave University publish papers about this. They use words like *liminal convergence* and *planar resonance* and *thaumaturgic permeability.* What they mean, in the language spoken in the lower wards and the canal districts, is that something is always trying to come through.

Sharn was built on top of these soft places deliberately. The founders â€” and here the histories disagree about which founders, because the city's origins are layered like sediment, each stratum claiming primacy over the ones beneath â€” understood that a city sitting above the membrane between worlds would have access to extraordinary power. Magic flows more easily here. The great lifting towers of the upper spires work partly because of engineering and partly because the city sits in a place where certain laws of the world flex slightly under pressure.

What the founders understood less well, or perhaps understood and chose not to record, was that permeability runs in both directions.

Things come through. Not often. Not always in ways anyone notices immediately. But the membrane is not a wall; it is a skin, and skin develops weaknesses in old age, and Sharn is very, very old.

The wards of the lower city have names that hint at this history if you know how to read them. Shadow Market. The Cogs. Fallen. These are not poetic designations. They are records. Places where the city above collapsed onto itself, where the districts lost their footing on the tiers and dropped, where the manifest zones beneath them pulsed and weakened and let the world sag. The people who live there have adapted, in the way people always adapt to the landscape their circumstances provide. They have built new lives in the ruins of the old ones. They have learned which shadows to avoid at certain hours.

Some of them have learned to profit from what bleeds through.

The trade in extraplanar materials is older than any of the dragonmarked houses and more durable than any law the city has tried to pass against it. You can buy manifest zone residue in three different forms in the Shadow Market on any given Thursday. The prices fluctuate with the phases of the moons. There are people in the upper tiers â€” wealthy people, respectable people, people with seats on civic councils â€” who have been quietly purchasing such materials for years, funding the kind of research that does not get published in Morgrave journals.

The city knows about all of this, in the way that cities know things: collectively, partially, and without ever quite being able to act on what it knows.

Into this knowledge gap, occasionally, step people who are willing to act.

---

## II. Three Views of a Single Night

**The Watch Commander's Office, Upper Dura  Three Hours Before Midnight**

Captain Thessa Orvaine had been running the Dura district Watch for eleven years, and she had a rule about paperwork that she had developed in her second year and refined ever since: any report that crossed her desk after the tenth bell was, in all likelihood, a problem that was going to get worse before morning, and should be addressed with strong tea and a complete absence of optimism.

She was on her second cup when the duty sergeant put a folded dispatch on her desk and stepped back with the particular posture of a man who wanted to be associated as little as possible with what he was delivering.

She read it. She read it again.

"This says Lord Boromar's cousin was found unconscious in the alley behind the Copper Lantern with his clothes singed and some kind of purple residue on the cobblestones nearby."

"Yes, Captain."

"And there was a note."

"Yes, Captain." A pause. "Guard Henwick read it aloud at the scene. He filed a verbatim report."

Orvaine looked at the note's transcription. *The parasite has been purged. Keep your shadows close, and your debts closer. â€” The Coil.*

She set the dispatch down precisely in the center of her desk and looked at it for a moment.

"Henwick is a good man," she said finally. "Pull his patrol from the Boromar estate route for the next month. I want him stationed somewhere very boring where nothing will try to recruit him or intimidate him into not remembering what he read."

"Yes, Captain."

"And send a discreet message to the estate. Rendak Boromar is alive and embarrassed but physically unharmed. They can collect him from the district infirmary at their convenience." She paused. "Do not include the note's contents in that message."

"Captain?"

"If House Boromar finds out that someone is operating in this city who can purge extraplanar entities and leaves calling cards, the Boromars will spend considerable resources trying to either hire them or eliminate them." She picked up her tea. "I would prefer they spend those resources on something that does not create more paperwork for me."

After the sergeant left, Orvaine sat with her tea for a long time. Eleven years had given her a reliable sense of when the city's deep rhythms were shifting. She had felt it before the Last War ended, had felt it in the months before the Day of Mourning, had felt it in smaller ways a dozen times since â€” the particular quality of tension that preceded genuine change.

She felt it now.

She wrote one note to herself, in the private shorthand she'd developed over the years, and locked it in her desk drawer: *New faction. Surgically precise. Not criminal in the conventional sense. Watch and do not move.* 

Then she poured a third cup of tea, because she suspected she was not going to sleep.

---

**The Copper Lantern Tavern, Northedge District  Two Hours Before Midnight**

Elian Tress had been playing for the Copper Lantern's late crowd for three years, and in that time he had developed an extremely fine-tuned sense of the moment when a room's attention shifted from the music to something else.

The shift happened when the doors opened to let Rendak Boromar out into the street. Elian knew who Rendak was in the way that anyone who worked for tips in a district's finest tavern knew the local wealthy: not personally, but precisely. He tracked the man's table, the quality of his wine orders, and the guards at the door with the professional attention of someone whose livelihood depended on reading rooms correctly.

He also noticed, in the peripheral awareness he had trained over three years of watching people, the figure on the rooftop across the square.

He was not supposed to notice. Most people would not have. But Elian had grown up in a family of thieves and had spent the first twenty years of his life developing a specific sensitivity to the presence of people who were being very carefully still in high places. It was the kind of knowledge that lingered even after you had definitively chosen a different life.

The figure was dressed in dark, formless clothing that blended with the chimney shadow behind them. White hair, barely visible. A hand crossbow, held with the loose steadiness of someone who had been holding it for a long time and was entirely comfortable doing so.

Elian finished his chord, began the next verse, and did not look at the rooftop again for the rest of the night.

He also, walking home afterward through the fog, found himself taking a slightly different route than usual. Not because he was afraid. Simply because certain kinds of attention deserved a respectful distance.

He had work in the morning and an instrument that needed restringing. He had no particular interest in becoming the sort of story that people told later.

---

**The Silver Vial Apothecary, Merchant Square  One Hour Before Midnight**

Penn had been working for the cult for eight months, and in that time had become very good at performing the role of a skilled, discreet apothecary's clerk.

The performance was not entirely false. Penn genuinely knew a great deal about herbs, resins, and alchemical compounds. The cult had recruited them specifically because of this knowledge, and the work at *The Silver Vial* was not a cover in any simple sense â€” the shop ran as a real business, served real customers, and maintained a real reputation in the Merchant Square that helped insulate the operation below from casual scrutiny.

Penn had told themselves, for eight months, that this was simply a job that happened to involve certain additional responsibilities. That the ritual chamber below was an academic matter, a research concern, that the master's work with the manifest zone was the kind of thing that the dragonmarked houses did all the time, albeit less honestly.

Tonight, with the master below and the alignment imminent, Penn felt for the first time a specific and unpleasant sensation that they recognized, distantly, as doubt.

The wealthy merchant with the Boromar connections had come and gone, irritable and overdressed, and Penn had said the correct things in the correct tone. The shop's last civilian customers had departed. The sign was ready to be flipped to *Closed.*

Penn stood at the counter, tracing an unconscious pattern on the polished wood, staring into the fog outside. The manifest zone beneath their feet hummed faintly through the soles of their shoes.

They did not hear the customer who was still in the back of the shop.

They did not hear the deliberate scrape of a clay jar against a shelf.

When Penn spun at the sound, the cold shock of adrenaline that hit them had nothing to do with the customer's appearance, which was perfectly composed and aristocratic. It had to do with the specific, terrible sensation of realizing that someone had been standing fifteen feet behind them for an unknown amount of time, hearing everything.

Penn's hand moved toward the panic charm beneath the counter before they registered what was in the customer's eyes: not threat. Not urgency. Simply patience. The unhurried regard of someone who had already made all their decisions and was giving Penn the space to catch up.

Penn looked at the items being placed on the counter. Looked at the dark-iron coin that followed them. Felt the blood leave their face in a wave they could not control.

*A buyer.* Someone who knew what the coin meant, who knew what ran beneath this shop.

Penn told themselves, placing the coin in their sleeve, that this was fine. That the master would handle it. That a black market buyer arriving at an inconvenient time was simply another variable in a complicated night.

Penn did not tell themselves the thing they actually understood, which was that the customer's eyes held an absolute calm that had nothing to do with purchasing contraband.

Penn unlocked the iron door and watched the customer descend into the dark, and felt, for reasons they could not have precisely articulated, that something was ending.



---

Chapter One: Shadows That Lie

The air in the district sat heavy and close, thick with coal smoke and the memory of rain. It lacked the sweltering, lethal humidity of the Xen'drik jungles — that suffocating press of heat that had once been Corin's entire world — and for that, she was faintly grateful. Here, perched like a gargoyle on the steeply pitched roof of a chandler's shop, the chill was almost comfortable.

She did not move. She had not moved in forty minutes.

Her drow eyes — sharp as cut obsidian, calibrated to gloom the way a hawk's are calibrated to open sky — cut effortlessly through the rolling fog blanketing the tavern square below. In her hands, her hand crossbow rested light and perfectly still. A specialized alchemical bolt already nestled in the groove, loaded before she'd climbed, before the night had truly darkened. Her thumb rested against the hilt of her saber with the absent familiarity of a woman checking that her own heartbeat was still present.

She waited.

The heavy oak doors of the tavern below swung outward, spilling warm amber light, raucous laughter, and the stale perfume of spilled ale onto the cobblestones. A man stepped out. He wore the silk robes of a minor noble — deep burgundy trimmed with gold piping, absurdly impractical for a damp evening — and adjusted his cloak with the unhurried movements of someone accustomed to being stared at. He nodded to a guard at the door, a gesture of the powerful acknowledging the hired.

To a human, he was simply a wealthy aristocrat heading home.

But Corin was not human, and she had been trained by the Umbral Coil.

As the noble passed beneath the bright wash of a street lantern, she watched his shadow cast hard and sharp against the white stone wall behind him. The man turned left. His shadow turned right.

It lasted only a fraction of a second — that terrible elongation, the limbs stretching into jagged, alien angles before snapping back to mimic the noble's relaxed stride — but it was enough. A textbook extraplanar anomaly. The Coil had briefed her on exactly this kind of manifestation. Something had slipped through from another plane and found itself a comfortable host, riding the man's reflection like a parasite wearing his shape.

The entity inside the shadow was already moving, steering its oblivious host toward the narrow mouth of an alleyway.

Corin exhaled. Long. Slow. Cold.

Her mission parameters were explicit: the noble was not the target. The Umbral Coil did not deal in collateral damage. It was the thing wearing his shadow that needed to be purged, and she had exactly one specialized bolt to announce herself with before the city's patrol routes made the rooftop untenable.

She lined up the crosshairs on the elongated, unnatural silhouette stretched across the stone wall. The shadow's limbs clawed at the edges of the lantern light, already twitching with an awareness that something was watching it. It had not yet found her.

She squeezed the trigger.

*Thwip.*

The bolt crossed the fog in silence. It struck the wall dead center in the shadow's chest, and the moment the alchemical tip fractured against the stone, violet light erupted in a silent, searing flash — the Coil's proprietary formula, calibrated to disrupt extraplanar energy. A sound followed that had no real business existing in the physical world: something between tearing silk and a scream at the wrong frequency, felt more in the teeth than heard with the ears.

The noble dropped to his knees with a shriek of pure, bewildered terror, clutching his head.

Corin was already gone.

She did not stay to admire her work. The moment the bolt left the groove, instinct — seven years of surviving Xen'drik had burned it in somewhere below conscious thought — carried her body backward over the ridge of the roof. She rolled, rose, and sprinted across the slate tiles without breaking stride. A four-foot gap between the chandler's shop and the neighboring tailor's roof opened beneath her feet and disappeared just as quickly, her boots landing without a sound on the opposite side. She pressed herself against the broad shadow of a brick chimney stack twenty yards from her original position and went still again, breathing steadily.

Below, the noble scrambled against the alley wall in a panic. His shadow, however, was no longer doing what shadows are meant to do. It had detached partially from the stone, scorched and writhing, its featureless void-like face tilting upward toward the roofline where she had been standing a moment ago. It was hunting by the residual trace of her presence. It knew a hunter was nearby.

It did not know where.

Corin loaded the second bolt with fingers that moved independently of her thoughts, habit and training carrying out the function while her eyes tracked the creature's frantic searching. When its shifting, formless mass crested in agitation, she leaned out from behind the chimney and put the second shot directly into its center.

*Thwip.*

This time, the violet detonation was more violent — the creature had been destabilized by the first impact, and the second sent fracture lines of arcane energy tearing across its smoky body. Its silent shriek came out as a vibration she felt in her collarbones. The shadow's form flickered wildly, its grip on the material plane beginning to shred.

She was off the chimney before the light faded, dropping from the roofline in a single clean fall. Twenty feet of air. Her boots met the damp cobblestones of the alley behind the tailor's shop with a cushioned, practiced thud — the landing style of someone who had spent years dropping out of Xen'drik canopy trees with monsters at her heels. She came up in a single movement, saber clearing its sheath in the same fluid arc, the dark metal blade catching a ghost of violet glow from the walls around her.

Her left hand held the hand crossbow, already reloaded. She rounded the corner into the street.

The noble had fainted, slumped decoratively against a rain barrel.

The shadow was no longer on the wall.

It hovered above the cobblestones now, a semi-solid silhouette of crackling, unstable extraplanar energy, its borrowed form barely coherent. It turned its void-face toward her the moment she stepped into the open, and something deep and alien inside it recognized what she was. The hiss it produced was personal.

Corin ran at it.

She closed the distance before the entity could reassert itself, years of precise footwork carrying her through the slick cobblestone spray in a straight, fearless line. Her saber came down in a practiced arc she could have executed in her sleep — a Xen'drik hunter's stroke, heavy and deliberate, designed for creatures that were not quite flesh. The blade sheared through the entity's semi-solid mass with a sensation like cutting through thick, cold parchment, tearing its form apart. The creature lurched backward.

She did not give it a second to recover.

Still in motion, she snapped her left wrist up and pressed the hand crossbow point-blank against what passed for the creature's chest. The trigger was a reflex.

*Thwip-CRACK.*

At this range, the alchemical bolt did not simply flash. It detonated from the inside out. Brilliant lines of arcane light fractured across the shadow's body like cracks in glass. The creature gave one final, vibrationless shriek — felt rather than heard — and collapsed into a dissolving pool of mundane soot on the cobblestones beneath her feet.

The alley went quiet. Water dripped somewhere in the dark. The noble breathed steadily against his barrel, blissfully unconscious and alive.

Corin stood over the dissolving remains, saber still drawn, and breathed.

From the main street, the distant percussion of heavy boots announced the city guard a full thirty seconds before she saw their torchlight.

She was already moving.

---

### Chapter Two: The Note

She was in the deep shadow of a tavern alcove before the first torch swept the alleyway. She drew her dark cloak tight across her frame, concealing the serpentine runes of the Umbral Coil and the specialized alchemical gear at her belt. To the guards who would pass within arm's reach, she was simply a patch of darkness that happened to be shaped like the wall.

Two of them burst into the alley, swords drawn, lanterns high.

"Over here!" The first guard's voice cracked slightly with adrenaline. "It's Lord Boromar's cousin! Is he dead?"

The second knelt beside the slumped noble, checking his pulse with two fingers at the throat. "No — breathing. Just passed out cold." He looked at the man's singed clothing, then at the greasy, faintly purple smear on the cobblestones where the shadow had dissolved. "Look at his clothes. And what in the Sovereigns' names is that *smell*?"

Corin watched them from perfect stillness. The unconscious noble's hand lay open on the wet stone beside him, and against his fingers rested a small square of heavy vellum — precisely placed, three minutes ago, before the guards had even turned the corner at the far end of the street.

The first guard's lantern caught it. He frowned, picked it up.

His lips moved as he read it aloud, his voice dropping to something uncertain.

*"The parasite has been purged. Keep your shadows close, and your debts closer. — The Coil."*

The two men exchanged a look that communicated, eloquently and without words, that they would very much prefer to be somewhere else. In a city like Sharn, mysterious factions operating by night and leaving calling cards meant one of two things: a new player had entered the criminal underworld, or a secret war was beginning. Either answer was someone else's problem to solve, and they were not paid enough to figure out which.

"Get him to the enclave," the first guard muttered, already glancing over both shoulders. He pocketed the note with the care of a man handling something potentially alive. "The Watch captain needs to see this. There are new hunters in the city."

They hoisted the noble between them and moved quickly, their footsteps fading into the fog.

The street returned to silence.

Corin waited thirty seconds more, then a small vibration landed on her shoulder. She did not flinch. The clockwork messenger beetle — a compact piece of House Cannith or Coil espionage work, brass wings folded flush against a body no larger than her thumb — had found her with characteristic, uncanny precision. Its optical lens blinked twice, and then projected a tiny, glowing map coordinate into the cup of her palm.

A safehouse. Across town.

She adjusted her cloak, ensured the beetle had a secure grip on the fabric of her shoulder, and stepped out of the alcove. The city closed around her like water around a stone.

---

### Chapter Three: Anchor Network

The walk across Sharn was an education she never stopped taking.

Coming from Xen'drik, the cities of Khorvaire had always struck her as a different category of jungle entirely — one constructed from stone and politics and smoke rather than canopy and root and blood, but fundamentally governed by the same principles. Predator and prey. Territory and ambush. The strong feeding on the movement patterns of the weak.

She moved through the late-night streets with her hands loose at her sides and her eyes cataloguing everything. The shift change of House Kundarak dwarves locking a gold vault, their armor making a sound like distant wind chimes. A group of shifters in a low-ceilinged alley who registered the particular lethality in her stride and gave her a wide, instinctive berth. The blue glow of Everbright lanterns casting long shadows at every intersection — shadows she watched with new attention now, automatically tracking the angle and behavior of every dark shape that followed a person through the city.

After tonight, she was not taking shadows for granted.

The clockwork beetle clicked contentedly on her shoulder. She kept her pace steady so it wouldn't lose its grip.

The coordinates led her deep into a dilapidated district near the old canal structures, where the air smelled of iron shavings, river silt, and stale rain. The warehouse at the address was the kind of building that committed enthusiastically to the appearance of abandonment — heavy doors reinforced with rusted iron, windows dark, no sign that distinguished it from any other forgotten structure in the block.

Except for the small, fresh scratch at waist height beside the door frame. The serpentine rune of the Umbral Coil, carved into the rotten wood by a hand that had been here recently.

The beetle's optical lens flashed green. The heavy bolt on the inside of the door released with a mechanical thud.

Corin stepped through into total darkness and let the door close behind her.

She raised one hand to let the beetle crawl off her shoulder onto the doorframe, where it would find its charging dock. Then she reached up and pulled her hood down. White hair spilled free, and her drow eyes adjusted instantly — darkness became shades of gray, shapes resolving from black void into readable space.

The warehouse was vast, hollow, and smelled of dry burlap. Crates stacked high created a labyrinth of angles and blind corners. But in the center of the space, a figure sat at a rough-hewn wooden table, surrounded by parchment maps, his identity written in the details before he even spoke: the long, practical leather coat of a House Tharashk inquisitive, and the dragonmark of Finding pulsing faintly with blue-gold light against the side of his neck.

"You're fast, Corin." He did not look up from the maps. "The Watch lanterns are already moving toward the Boromar estate, which means the parasite is dead and Lord Boromar's cousin is breathing. Clean work."

He looked up. His eyes reflected the single shrouded lantern burning beside him.

"But that was just the vanguard," he continued, his voice dropping. "The anomaly you just purged was a scout — bleeding through from a localized manifest zone somewhere underneath this very district. Something is tearing the veil open from below, and the things slipping through are getting bigger."

He tapped a heavy finger against a specific point on the map before him. An old entry node into the city's forgotten sewer and ruin network, deep beneath the streets above.

"The Coil needs eyes down there to find the tear before the local houses realize what's happening and seal the whole block. You've proven you can handle the dark. Are your blades ready for a descent?"

Corin crossed to the table. She did not speak — she never spoke; the giant's curse in Xen'drik had seen to that — but she moved with the calm, evaluating quality of someone who was already three steps ahead of the conversation.

She studied the map for a long moment. Then she reached into her belt pouch and produced a single heavy coin. She set it down with a soft *clink* on a specific point on the map: not the sewer entry node, not any of the marked anomaly sites. A new location entirely. A recently established local apothecary shop in the merchant square.

The handler's eyes tracked the coin, brow furrowing.

"The new apothecary? What about it?"

She gave no answer. Instead, her finger moved — to the back wall of the warehouse where, moments ago, she had carved the Coil's serpentine sigil into the rotten wood as she passed. From there, her fingernail traced a series of precise, light lines across the parchment, connecting the apothecary, the kill site in the alley, the warehouse, and three other distinct points that existed in her mental map of the district.

When she lifted her hand, the geometric shape of her lines stared back at them both.

The handler was still for a long moment. The dragonmark on his neck pulsed brighter, and Corin watched the exact second comprehension hit him like a physical impact.

"It's an anchor network," he breathed, his voice falling to a bare whisper. "Someone isn't just letting things slip through the veil. They are deliberately *tethering* a piece of the extraplanar realm to the city infrastructure." His eyes moved to the coin on the apothecary's location. "And that shop is sitting right at the convergence point."

He looked up at her, something shifting in his regard. "The sewers are a distraction. If we go down there, we're fighting symptoms. We need to cut the head off." He rolled a smaller section of the map and extended it toward her. "That apothecary closes in two hours. If you slip inside before they lock the doors, you might find whatever ritual focus they're using to anchor the veil."

He paused, tapping the hilt of his own dagger.

"But be careful. If they're powerful enough to weave a manifest zone into the city's street grid, they aren't going to leave their anchor unguarded."

Corin took the rolled map. She tucked it into her vest. Then she drew her small bone-handled hunting knife from her boot and, with two swift, deliberate flicks, scored two tiny parallel notches into the heavy wooden table right beside the apothecary's location on the map.

She sheathed the knife. She pulled her hood back over her white hair. She walked out into the midnight rain, leaving the handler to stare at the marks she'd left and try to divine their meaning.

She already knew what she was going to do. She simply did not see any reason to explain it.

---

### Chapter Four: The Silver Vial

The Merchant Square was a different world from the grimy canal district — cleaner cobblestones, warmer lanterns, the smells of expensive things carried on the damp air. Even at this hour, a few wealthy patrons moved through the pools of Everbright light, their velvet cloaks and polished shoes marking them as people for whom the nighttime city held no particular danger.

The apothecary called itself *The Silver Vial*, and through its large glass windows it looked exactly as proper and prosperous as the name suggested. Pristine rows of glowing potion jars lined pale wood shelves. Dried lavender and crushed eucalyptus hung in bundles from the ceiling. A clerk in fine silk attended to the last few customers with fluid, practiced ease.

Corin pushed open the glass door. The small brass bell above it chimed once.

She did not make eye contact with anyone. She adopted the posture of a wealthy traveler, unhurried and slightly bored, browsing a shelf of healing salves near the back of the shop. To any observer, she was unremarkable. To her own senses, the room was a document she was reading in full.

The clerk's foot tapped against the floor in a rhythm that matched — precisely — the low-frequency vibration she had felt from the shadow entity in the alley. Beneath the lavender and eucalyptus, her keen hunter's nose caught a sharp, metallic ozone scent, unmistakable to anyone who had spent time near extraplanar bleed. And behind the heavy oak counter, an iron-bound door sat locked in a position her spatial awareness told her aligned exactly with the convergence point she had mapped.

She drifted toward the back shelves, cataloguing. Behind a row of common sage she found a heavy clay jar labeled *Crushed Violet Shard* — pulverized dragonmark dust, precisely the stabilizer she needed to bind extraplanar energy to her crossbow bolts. Beside it sat two small vials of thick, pearlescent crimson healing salve, unrefined but potent.

She replaced them both. There was far greater satisfaction in forcing the enemy to look you in the eyes and hand over the tools of their own destruction.

Near the front of the shop, a wealthy merchant in heavy jewelry was complaining to the clerk about a delayed shipment. Corin's long ears tracked every word without any visible effort.

"Lord Boromar's estate was supposed to receive the ritual oils yesterday." The merchant's tone carried the particular resentment of someone accustomed to being obeyed. "He is growing impatient. The alignment is shifting."

The clerk's posture remained perfect, but their eyes flared with a cold, glassy light. "Deliveries to the Boromar estate have been temporarily delayed due to an unforeseen pest in the outer alleys tonight. Tell his Lordship the anchor in our cellar is already humming at full capacity. The gate is primed. We do not need his oils to finish the tether."

The merchant hurried out. The bell chimed. And then the shop was empty except for the clerk, who stood at the counter tracing a rhythmic, unnatural pattern on the polished wood, staring at the foggy street outside — and Corin, who was still in the back corner, entirely invisible, entirely aware.

She let the clay jar of Crushed Violet Shard scrape against the shelf with a deliberate, echoing *clack*, then cleared her throat.

The clerk spun. The confident, glassy expression shattered into pure, panicked adrenaline. Their right hand dropped toward something beneath the counter's lip.

Corin stepped into the light. She set the clay jar, the two healing salves, and a handful of specialized alchemical binding salts onto the counter with the quiet, practiced elegance of someone who had absolutely not just overheard a detailed confession of ritual conspiracy.

"A traveler," the clerk said, forcing a customer service smile back onto their face, their breathing shallow. "I didn't see you back there. Quite the eclectic selection."

Corin said nothing. She laid out several silver pieces for the standard items. Then, from deeper in her pouch, she produced a single heavy dark-iron coin and placed it in the center of the polished wood.

The clerk looked down at it. The blood left their face in a single, visible wave. The dark-iron token was recognized only by a very specific set of people: elite alchemical smugglers, extraplanar cultists of significant standing, and high-level Umbral Coil operatives. It signified a buyer looking for unregulated, extraplanar goods.

Their eyes moved from the coin to Corin's drow features to the hilt of the Xen'drik saber visible at the edge of her cloak, and whatever calculation ran behind their eyes produced a swift and terrified answer.

The clerk scooped the coin off the counter and leaned in, their voice barely above a breath.

"You should have come through the back alley." They were practically shaking. "The alignment is tonight. The master is already down in the ritual chamber. If you're here for the extraplanar essence, I can't let you down there until the gate is stable — unless you brought the catalyst from the Boromar estate?"

Corin held their gaze without expression. After a moment, she reached into her cloak and produced a small dark vial — one of her alchemical bolts, the Coil's anti-shadow formula, swirling with thick violet fluid. To someone who dealt in extraplanar magic, it radiated exactly the kind of concentrated, volatile energy they wanted to see. She pulled it back just slightly when the clerk reached for it, then tilted her head toward the iron-bound door and placed a second dark-iron coin on the counter.

The message required no words. *Time is money. The door opens, or the catalyst leaves with me.*

The clerk produced a heavy brass key from beneath the counter and practically ran to the door.

The lock released with a heavy, mechanical *CLACK*. The door swung inward to reveal a stone staircase winding down into a subterranean vault. From below, Corin's ears caught the low, throbbing hum of an active manifest zone — the sound of a swarm of wasps vibrating against metal — and the cold, sulfurous air that came rushing up from the depths carried the unmistakable signature of something very wrong happening to the fabric of the world.

She descended.

Chapter Five: The Anchor

The chamber carved from Sharn's ancient foundation stone was vast and cold, and at its center, suspended in mid-air by the sheer force of extraplanar energy, hung a shard of dark crystalline rock the size of a man's torso. It pulsed with violent violet light. Before it stood a figure in cultist robes, chanting in a dialect that was not quite any language — an extraplanar pidgin, Corin suspected, absorbed rather than learned. The cult master's eyes were closed, his concentration absolute.

He did not hear her on the stairs.

She looked at him. She looked at the anchor. She looked at the vial in her hand.

A slow, wicked smile crossed her face, gone before anyone could have seen it.

*Why fight when you can simply hand them the match?*

She walked out of the shadows with the calm, unhurried stride of a professional conducting scheduled business. The cult master's eyes flew open and he spun, his hands raised, extraplanar energy crackling at his fingertips — and then he saw her composed expression, and the violet vial she held between two fingers, and his whole body slackened with desperate relief.

"The shopkeeper sent you?" His voice was ragged from the strain of the ritual. "Is that the stabilizer from the Boromar contact?"

Corin held his gaze without speaking. She walked to the edge of the ritual circle and extended her hand, letting the vial dangle over the pulsing anchor crystal.

"Yes! Give it to me!" He laughed — the laugh of a man who had been genuinely terrified that tonight would be a failure. He snatched the vial from her grip. "With this, the tether will be unbreakable! The gateway will hold forever!"

The moment the vial left her fingers, Corin turned on her heel.

She was moving toward the stone archway of the cellar exit when she paused, drew her bone-handled knife, and scored a single clean mark into the wall beside the arch: a small geometric notch with a perpendicular line. The Coil's mark. *The threat is handled.*

Behind her, she heard the cork come free, heard the fluid being poured, heard the moment of silence that preceded a man's realization that something had gone catastrophically wrong.

"Wait — what is this reaction?!" The voice shifted from ecstasy to raw terror in a single breath. "The frequency is reversing! The anchor is — no, no, it's *tearing itself apart*! What have you done?!"

*CRACK.*

The violet light that erupted from the chamber was blinding even from the stairwell, followed immediately by a violent, low-frequency implosion — the sound of a pocket of extraplanar energy collapsing inward at speed. The manifest zone snapped shut like a steel trap. The anchor shattered. The chamber sealed itself.

Corin climbed the stairs at a comfortable walk.

Upstairs, the clerk was white-knuckled on the counter. She didn't look at them. She laid her silver pieces down for the healing salves and the dragonmark dust she'd kept — she *had* paid for them, after all — pocketed her supplies, and walked out the front door into the midnight rain.

The city watch would find a locked shop and a sealed cellar. House Boromar would discover their ritual supply chain had gone silent. And the Umbral Coil had made its first mark on the district without anyone seeing its face.

She pulled her hood up and walked.

Chapter Six: The Handler

She went back to the warehouse.

She did not go through the door.

The wall of the warehouse was old brick, its mortar softened by decades of canal damp, and she climbed it in silence, one hand and one boot at a time, her body flat against the surface. A loose upper window frame swung inward without resistance, and she slipped through and dropped without sound onto the rafters twenty feet above the warehouse floor, settling into a crouch that made her invisible against the dark overhead beams.

Below, the handler had not left. He sat at his rough-hewn table, but the map had been pushed aside. He was packing. A heavy leather satchel lay open before him, and he was stuffing it with documents, gold, and research notes, his hands moving quickly and his breathing audible from twenty feet up.

"Damn it," he muttered, driving a ledger into the bag. "The feedback from the anchor line just went dark. She actually did it — or she blew the whole block sky-high." He snapped the satchel closed. "I need to clear this safehouse before the Boromars trace the arcane signature back here."

Corin observed this from the rafters with her hand crossbow loosely aimed at the back of his neck.

He was preparing to run with every piece of local operational intelligence the Coil had established in the sector. She watched his movements, his body language, the nervous energy in the way he reached for his cloak. She watched the way he hadn't done anything she hadn't done herself before: secured the mission-critical materials and prepared to transfer them to a secondary location before a compromised safehouse could be traced.

She noted all of it.

Then she pressed the edge of her bone-handled knife against her thigh, right over one of her old Xen'drik tattoos, and drew a thin line of blood from the skin. She let it well against the steel, then flicked her wrist over the edge of the rafter. The droplets fell in silence.

They never reached the floor. The primal, essence-binding magic of her homeland ignited them on the way down — the drops evaporating into a tight, localized cloud of deep crimson mist that bloomed in the lantern light with the unmistakable, heavy perfume of Xen'drik night-blooms. A sensory trigger. A calling card recognized only by someone who had been trained to recognize it.

The handler froze mid-motion.

The panic drained from his expression like water through cracked stone, replaced by a relief so profound his shoulders visibly dropped. He did not draw a weapon. He did not spin wildly. He set his hands flat on the table and bowed his head.

"Corin," he said quietly to the empty room. "I should have known you'd be watching from above."

He reached into his vest with two fingers and drew out a heavy iron medallion — the true internal sigil of the Coil's high command, a piece of identification he had not shown her during their initial briefing. He placed it flat on the table in the lantern light.

"I'm not running from the Coil," he said. "The anchor network went dark and I assumed the worst, so I'm moving the operational files to the secondary safehouse in Upper Menthis. If the Boromars trace the feedback from *The Silver Vial*, this warehouse is compromised. I'm securing the network. Just like we were trained to do."

He left his throat entirely exposed. An offering. A man who understood that the hunter above him could end the question right now if she chose to, and who chose to demonstrate instead of argue.

Corin weighed him for a long moment, then made her decision.

The throwing knife left her hand. It moved too fast for him to do anything but flinch — but it passed his face close enough to leave a hairline cut directly below his left eye and buried itself in the thick wood of the table beside his hand. Fixed to the pommel of the knife, a small capsule of the healing salve she'd purchased at *The Silver Vial* shattered on impact, and the thin liquid washed over the scratch before the blood had time to bead.

His free hand went to his cheek. When he pulled it away, there was no wound.

He looked up at the empty rafters. The window frame was already swaying in the midnight wind.

She was gone.

Chapter Seven: A Traitor's Weight

The Umbral Coil's guildhall occupied a building in one of the city's older, stone-carved upper districts that wore the outward appearance of a heavily reinforced private security enclave. This was broadly accurate and entirely insufficient as a description.

Inside, it was the only place in Khorvaire that Corin allowed her face to be seen.

She came in through the guarded rooftop entrance — a tilt of her head exchanged with the silent lookouts — and descended into the warm, torch-lit interior of the main common room, where she finally reached up and pulled her hood back. Her white hair fell free. The tension she carried through the streets of Sharn, the constant calculating weight of exposure, dissolved.

In the corners of the room: a heavily scarred shifter ranger mending leather armor by the hearth. A quiet kalashtar scholar bent over extraplanar charts. Two fellow Xen'drik drow sharing a flagon of dark, spiced wine. One of her kin raised a glass without a word, eyes recognizing the faint scent of dissolved shadow-essence and alchemical salt that clung to Corin's cloak. They knew what that smell meant.

She settled at the bar and set her reclaimed materials — the healing salves, the dragonmark dust — on the workstation beside her. Then she began to work. Her hands moved in their practiced rhythm, binding the volatile compounds to the tips of her crossbow bolts. The metal tips took on a faint, oily violet sheen under the torchlight. Twelve new disruptor bolts, checked, weighted, slotted.

When the work was done, she carried her drink to the archive alcove, settled into a deep leather chair with a volume on extraplanar manifestations, and let the hum of her family's voices be the only sound in the world.

She was still there when the barkeep — old Vaelen, half-blind and missing a leg from a giant's club decades past — slid her a second glass without being asked. She nodded her thanks, and he limped away without requiring conversation from her, because Vaelen had understood her silence for longer than she'd been at the Coil.

In the morning, she would check the boards. She would look for open contracts, for the advanced work that matched her skill, for the unlisted missions that the Guildmaster kept behind lock and key. But for now she read, and drank, and breathed the air of the only place that had ever felt like home.

She did not notice, at first, that she had drawn the floor plan of the anchor network in the margin of her book. Her hand had been doing it without her permission, refining the geometric shape of the convergence points, turning the mission over in her mind even as she rested.

She looked at it for a moment. Then she turned to a fresh page and let the habit run its course, because some part of her never truly stopped hunting.

Chapter Eight: The Guildmaster's File

The next morning brought the unlisted mission.

She found it the way she always found the best work: by asking Vaelen directly, watching his expression, and reading the hesitation before he reached beneath the bar for the wax-sealed black ledger. He opened it to a short, heavily encrypted entry and slid it across the polished wood, tapping the page with a calloused finger.

She read it once. Then again. A high-inquisitive of House Medani, investigating the very anchor network she had dismantled last night. An interrogation scheduled with the surviving clerk of *The Silver Vial* in six hours.

She set the ledger down and reached for a scrap of parchment. She sketched quickly — the dragonmark of Finding in its winding, sharp lines, and beneath it, the face of the Tharashk handler from the warehouse the night before. She slid the paper across the counter and rested her index finger on the sketch.

She watched Vaelen's face with precision.

The barkeep's casual ease vanished. His jaw set. He leaned forward and covered the drawing with his hand.

"Where did you see him, Corin?" His voice had dropped to something below a whisper.

He told her everything. The handler's name was Malakor. One of the founding eyes of this sector's expansion. Three days ago, high command had flagged his encryption keys — a suspected leak in the network. And the House Medani inquisitive wasn't investigating the anchor because they'd stumbled onto it through their own work.

Malakor had sold them the location.

He had used the Coil's hunters to clean up the evidence, collecting his payment from both sides.

Vaelen slid the ledger back under the bar. He reached into his apron and placed a master-key token — stamped with the Coil's highest clearing rune — into Corin's hand.

"The mission just changed," he said. "Forget the clerk. Malakor is the loose end that will hang this entire guildhall." His one good eye held hers steadily. "He's supposed to be moving to the secondary safehouse in Upper Menthis right now. Find him before he drops that satchel of files into House Medani's hands. Bring the files back."

He paused.

"And make sure he never speaks again. Literally."

Corin looked at the token in her palm. She thought about the weight of the knife she'd thrown last night — how she had healed him instead of killed him, because his medallion had checked out and his body language had been clean. She had been right then. She was not wrong now. Malakor's posture in the warehouse hadn't been stress. It had been guilt.

She slipped the token into her vest.

Then she went to the armory.

Chapter Nine: The Fox

She was not going to kill Malakor. That was too simple.

The armory's capture-and-containment vault held an Umbral Capsule — a small, heavy crystal vial filled with pure extraplanar shadow-essence, designed to generate a localized pocket dimension of sensory deprivation on impact. It didn't explode. It collapsed inward, trapping its target in a catatonic stasis until the capsule was unsealed in a controlled environment. Alive, silent, unable to activate escape runes or signal confederates.

Perfect for a traitor who needed to be questioned at length.

She snapped it into a specialized holster at her lower back, checked the tension on her hand crossbow, and left the armory with a plan forming in several parallel threads simultaneously.

But first, she needed a costume.

The bookstore was quiet and unhurried, the kind of place that did not question a customer who purchased a single blank sheet of premium guild-grade parchment and spent ten minutes at a corner table with a stylus. Corin wrote a clean, convincing contract — a high-paying asset-recovery mission in the lower slums, explicitly naming Malakor as primary handler with a forty percent cut. The bait was precisely calibrated. A greedy traitor scrambling for exit funds before he ran would not be able to resist a massive, easy payday landing in his hands.

*The Gilded Thread* occupied a prime corner on Upper Menthis's most fashionable sky-walk, and the proprietor did not visibly react to a hooded drow asking to see their finest evening wear. Coin was coin, and the dress Corin selected was extraordinary: midnight-blue silk with a structured, high-collared lace neckline that concealed the straps of her leather armor beneath, a skirt with a slit tailored for full mobility. With it, an ornate porcelain fox mask that covered three-quarters of her face, leaving only her piercing eyes and the sharp line of her jaw visible.

The Marchioness of the Fox arrived at the secondary safehouse precisely when she intended.

She knocked. The door cracked on its security chain. Malakor's bloodshot, exhausted eyes appeared in the gap, and when they found a striking noblewoman in silk instead of city watchmen or Boromar enforcers, she felt his whole body relax through the door.

"Can I help you, milady? I think you have the wrong apartment."

She raised one hand and slid the forged contract through the gap, followed by the dark-iron guild coin. She watched his eyes move from her face to the parchment to the coin, watched the greed override the paranoia in real time.

"A private off-the-books recovery? Forty percent?" He unlatched the chain. "Come inside, quickly."

He turned his back to lock the door.

She had the Umbral Capsule off her holster and pressed against his spine in the same motion.

The crystal fractured. Absolute shadow erupted. Malakor's eyes went wide for the single second he had, and then he was gone — folded inward, suspended in the capsule's interior, silent and contained. The pocket dimension snapped shut with a sound like a whispered word.

Corin crossed the room, hoisted the leather satchel from the velvet armchair, and confirmed the contents. Every piece of stolen guild intelligence was present and accounted for.

She sat at his mahogany desk and studied one of his personal journals for fifteen minutes — the specific slant of his letters, the pressure he applied to the nib, the way he looped certain characters. Then she took a sheet of his personalized stationery and wrote a note in his hand, directing it at the House Medani inquisitive who would arrive in a few hours. She placed it in the center of the desk, weighted by an empty inkwell, and sealed the apartment behind her as she left through the front door.

She spent the next six hours, dressed as the Marchioness, making appointments at the city's most legitimate institutions. The Master Cartographers of House Sivis. The Civic Architects of Sharn. A vault consultation at the House Kundarak Golden Vault. At each stop, clerks recorded time-stamped appointment ledgers that would tell any investigator exactly where she had been.

When House Medani's inquisitive arrived at the Upper Menthis apartment, they would find Malakor's note, a cold room, and the beginning of a very long and fruitless journey to Wroat.

By late afternoon, Corin was back in the guildhall in her leathers, standing across the Guildmaster's desk.

She set the satchel down.

She set the capsule — faintly glowing with its contained cargo — beside it.

She slid the Deed of Ownership for the Upper Menthis luxury apartment across the desk, along with a short written proposal outlining its potential as a high-society front for guild operations.

The Guildmaster read. Her eyes moved from the deed to the capsule to the proposal, and a slow, deeply impressed smile spread across her face.

"Corin," she said, her voice carrying the particular warmth of genuine pride. "You didn't just cut out a cancer. You turned it into an empire.”

Chapter Ten: The Weight of a Kiss

She pressed her lips to the Guildmaster's cheek before she left the office. It was a deliberate thing — not impulsive, not casual — and the Guildmaster's hand found Corin's waist for a single, brief moment, warm and steady, before Corin stepped back.

There was a great deal between them that had no language yet.

Corin had been the second person to swear allegiance to the Umbral Coil in this sector. She had been the Guildmaster's right hand before either of them had used that term aloud. She knew the Guildmaster's strategies the way you know the layout of a room you live in — not by consulting a map, but by the body's accumulated memory of moving through it. And the Guildmaster knew her silences the way very few people ever managed to, had from the beginning, had since the night in Xen'drik when their fates had become structurally entangled in a way neither of them had ever formally named.

She went to the common room and wrote her reports at the bar while the evening crowd rolled in, sipping orchid wine and listening to the overlapping lives of her guild family with the quiet attention she gave everything. She would not go to the interrogation cells. She never did. The breaking of a man who had betrayed people who trusted him was its own ugly kind of necessary, and she had no use for it.

When she finally turned in, she slept deeply and well.

Chapter Eleven: A Forced Rest

She came down the next morning without her leathers.

This was, by the stunned silence that fell across the common room as she appeared in the doorway, apparently remarkable.

She was wearing a simple tunic, soft trousers, and nothing that was designed to conceal a blade. Her white hair was loose and emphatically unkempt, falling over her shoulders in a manner that had clearly not been addressed since sleep. She looked, for the first time in anyone's recent memory, like a person rather than a projection of controlled lethality.

She crossed to the bar and sat down. Vaelen looked at her for a long moment, his expression moving through several phases — surprise, amusement, decision — before he set a mug of heavily sweetened chicory tea and a plate of warm toasted bread in front of her without a word.

"The Guildmaster is still asleep," he said, with the subtle weight of a man delivering information rather than simply making conversation. "The traitor cooperated thoroughly through the third watch before they put him under lock and key. She had a long night cleaning up his mess. Today is a forced rest day for you, Corin." He paused. "Guild orders. No masks, no marks. No weapons at my bar."

She gave him the look — the specific expression that meant *if I must* — and began eating.

She did not think about the Guildmaster. She thought about the heat of the mug against her hands, and the sound of the guild waking slowly around her, and the way the morning light came down through the upper grates at this particular angle. She thought about whether she had eaten anything yesterday that hadn't been a tactical decision. She was fairly certain the answer was no.

She thought about the Guildmaster.

She thought about what, exactly, the shape of the thing between them was. The Guildmaster had told her on the balcony that she had never been just a member of the guild, that she was more than an agent, that she was *home* — and Corin had held her and cried, which was a thing she did not do in front of anyone. The feelings were not complicated, precisely. They were very simple feelings of a very large and specific kind, and they had been present for long enough that she had stopped noticing them the way you stop noticing the weight of your own body.

What was complicated was the architecture of it. Their positions. The guild. Whether the Guildmaster would want to be seen as belonging to someone — Corin always felt herself as belonging to her, and that did not seem reciprocal in any way that required discussion, because the possessiveness was a fact about Corin rather than a claim — and how all of it fit around the work they did, which required a certain careful distance from personal vulnerability.

She was so deep in these unresolved thoughts that she did not register the sound of the upper door opening until she heard footsteps on the stairs.

She looked up. The Guildmaster was coming down, dressed for a day off, her fierce commander's bearing replaced by something easier — not soft, exactly, but unhurried. Her dark eyes found Corin immediately, and when she took in the sight of her — unhelmeted, unarmed, unguarded, hair everywhere — a smile of pure, genuine warmth broke across her face.

She crossed the room and slid onto the stool beside Corin, close enough that their shoulders touched. Her breath was warm near Corin's ear.

"Look at you," she murmured, meant only for the two of them. She reached out and tucked a stray lock of white hair behind Corin's pointed ear with absent tenderness. "The legendary Fox, completely defenseless at my bar."

From behind the counter, Vaelen made no comment. He turned to polish a row of flagons and maintained a professional expression.

"Is that true, Corin?" the Guildmaster asked, tilting her head to look at her. "Acute mission withdrawal? I've been told the symptoms include pacing the floors before noon and inventing reasons to check the notice board."

Corin gave her the look that meant *do not push your luck.* The Guildmaster laughed softly, leaned her chin on her hand, and looked at her with an expression that could not quite be called casual.

"Since you clearly have no idea what to do with an entire unstructured day," she said, "I'll take charge of your itinerary. No high society, no maps, no business." She held out her hand, palm up. "Just you and me. What do you say, Fox? Can you survive a day of doing absolutely nothing with me?”

Chapter Twelve: The Boutique

The bakery smelled of butter, vanilla, and warm cinnamon, and the display case held things that were technically food but looked more like art — towers of spun sugar and vivid glazes that had no business being edible. Corin stood before the glass and pointed at an almond tart with the same decisive precision she used when marking targets on a map.

It was delicious. She ate it while walking, the Guildmaster's arm through hers, and didn't analyze the pleasure of it at all.

When the Guildmaster invited her to lead the way to the clothing shops she'd been mentally cataloguing, Corin paused, considered, and then — quietly, deliberately — took a half step back and slid her hand down into the Guildmaster's, turning her palm upward. She wanted to be led today. She wanted to watch the route with her hands free, mapping the boutique fronts along the flanking architecture, and she wanted someone else to set the direction for once.

The Guildmaster looked down at their joined hands and went still for a fraction of a second. Something moved through her expression — profound and soft and immediately contained — before she stepped close, pressed her shoulder against Corin's, and began walking.

*The Silver Needle* occupied a mahogany-paneled corner of the upper shopping terrace, and its proprietor, Madame Vivienne, assessed Corin's posture and her bronze dress and her striking drow features in approximately three seconds and arrived at the correct conclusion: a wealthy, discerning customer who did not require small talk. The measuring tape was produced. Corin climbed the velvet-lined platform, and for the next hour she was dressed and undressed in a succession of extraordinary things, spinning when prompted, tilting her chin when asked, and otherwise standing perfectly still with the patience of a woman who had once held a rooftop position for forty minutes in the cold.

The crimson silk went to the yes pile. The midnight-violet doublet — which made the Guildmaster lean forward from the velvet couch with an expression Corin filed away carefully — went to the yes pile. The forest-green woodland day-suit, agile and functional and perfectly suited for moving through the lower wards without looking like a wealthy target. The silver-and-charcoal *Starlight* gown — gossamer sleeves, dramatic collar, woven moonlight — which earned its own moment of silence when Corin stepped onto the platform in it.

She found the riding coat herself, gleaming black with gold filigree, thinking about sky-coach docks and the need to move quickly through transit hubs without questions. The amber tea dress — corseted, embroidered, the absolute embodiment of an expensive afternoon — she selected because it was the perfect costume for sitting in high-society cafes and overhearing the operational details of corrupt politicians.

When Madame Vivienne beamed and swept the selections away for final measurements, Corin went to find the proprietor herself and returned to the Guildmaster on the velvet couch with a delivery instruction sheet already half-written. She had worked out the routing to a discrete Upper Menthis drop point before the measuring tape had come out. The Guildmaster read the note over her shoulder, and Corin felt the warmth of her quiet laughter through the fabric of their touching sleeves.

Chapter Thirteen: Aurelia

The half-elf bard had been a mistake, or possibly genius, depending on how you felt about chaos.

He had followed them from the sky-walk boutique to the rooftop dining terrace two tiers up, because the gold coin Corin had flipped into his hat on the street had apparently been interpreted as an open-ended commission. He appeared at the entrance to the terrace with his lute and a look of triumphal inspiration, and within minutes had the surrounding nobility's full, fascinated attention with a ballad about two mysterious ladies of the platinum district.

Corin sat across from the Guildmaster over plates of flawlessly prepared salmon, behind her silk fan, eating tiny refined bites and doing her best impression of a woman who had not just been the subject of a street bard's romantic fiction. The *Aurelian Sunrise* in her crystal flute tasted of citrus and something almost like starlight, and she kept stealing glances at the Guildmaster over the fan's edge.

It was the drink that did it.

She was looking at the menu's specialty section with her usual methodical focus when the name of the drink caught some deep, half-buried signal in the architecture of her memory. A word. An ancient root-word, precise and golden, carrying the weight of something she had lost.

Her stylus paused.

She looked at it for a long moment, lips parted, and then she looked up at the woman sitting across from her.

*Aurelia.* 

Not the golden drink on the menu. The name behind the drink, the ancient word embedded in it — the true name she had carried for years in her heart and lost somewhere in the blood and smoke of that night in Xen'drik when a giant's curse had taken her voice and the fog had swallowed everything around it. She had been searching all day without quite admitting to herself that she was searching, had tried street bards and subtle tricks, and the answer had been sitting in a menu written in elegant cursive.

She looked across the table. The *Dawn-Rose* earring she'd pressed into place herself that afternoon caught the late afternoon sun, casting warmth across the sharp line of the Guildmaster's jaw.

Without a word, she pointed at the name on the menu. Then she looked up into dark, attentive eyes, held up two fingers, and waited.

The Guildmaster went still. Her eyes dropped to Corin's finger resting on the page, traced the word, and when they came back up they were very bright and very serious.

"Corin," she whispered. "Do you know what that says?"

Corin's lips moved soundlessly. She shaped the syllables: *Au-re-li-a.*

Something in the Guildmaster's face broke open — not in grief but in a happiness so large it didn't quite fit the usual container of her expression. She reached across the table and took Corin's hands in both of hers, gripping them tightly.

"Two *Aurelian Sunrises*," Corin indicated, holding up two fingers while keeping her other hand on the page, and felt the bond between them shift. It had always been present — that strange, telepathic resonance born from the night their lives had tangled together in the jungle — but now it locked into clarity the way a blurred edge sharpens into focus. Crystal-clear. Harmonic. The sound of a door opening that had been closed for a long time.

Aurelia's voice entered her mind not as an echo but as something whole and present: *Welcome back to me, Corin.*

Chapter Fourteen: The Waltz

The bard had returned after dessert, which no one had planned for, and had begun composing a ballad about the two most scandalous women in Upper Menthis.

Corin sat behind her silk fan in a posture of serene aristocratic composure and ate custard and let him sing. Aurelia played her part flawlessly, deflecting the bard's attempts to extract her name with an ease that made Corin resolve to try harder next time.

When the bard swept into his finale, Corin set her spoon down, snapped her fan closed, and stood.

She turned to Aurelia and extended her hand, palm up. She kept her mind completely silent — no echoes through the bond, no transmitted intentions. She wanted to surprise her for once.

Aurelia looked up, saw her hand, saw the stillness in Corin's expression, and reached up to take it.

The bard transitioned to a sweeping Aundairian waltz the instant Corin's nod reached him, and the surrounding nobility, who had already been vibrating with rubbernecked fascination, pulled their chairs half an inch closer without realizing they were doing it.

Corin had never danced a formal court waltz. She had watched hundreds from the rafters of guarded estates, tracking marks through the movements of a crowd. She had read etiquette manuscripts in the guild archive late at night. She pulled on the precise kinetic memory of years observing trained dancers and translated it into her body through sheer muscular discipline, stepping, pivoting, maintaining the posture and weight distribution she had catalogued from above, and if any of it cost her enormous concentrated effort, none of it showed.

They moved across the rooftop terrace. The Guildmaster followed her lead with an ease that somehow made the whole thing look inevitable. The city glittered around them, and the bard's melody swept higher, and Corin felt the warmth of Aurelia's hand on her waist and understood, with perfect clarity, that she was genuinely happy.

As the music reached its final descent, she wrapped her arms around Aurelia's neck and kissed her in the full, undivided light of the Sharn afternoon.

It was not a hasty or careless kiss. It was slow and deliberate and spoke to everything that had accumulated between them over years that neither of them had adequately named — the jungle, the blood, the loyalty, the quiet management of feelings too large for any space they'd occupied together. She poured it all in.

When she pulled back, the entire rooftop was silent. Then the noble ladies in the nearby booth began to clap, the bard struck a triumphant chord, and Aurelia was standing in the afternoon sun with her hair slightly displaced and a blush across her face that Corin committed to memory with the same meticulous attention she gave tactical maps.

*You absolute, magnificent terror,* Aurelia said into her mind, breathless with laughter. *I am never letting you keep secrets from me again.*

Corin sat back down, picked up her dessert fork, and ate her custard with the serene expression of a woman who had won.

Chapter Fifteen: The Fox Ring

The trinket shop near the lower bridge was tucked between a cobbler and a spice merchant, its tarnished sign shaped like an hourglass. Inside, the shelves held the dense, atmospheric clutter of a place that had been accumulating interesting objects for decades without any particular curatorial philosophy.

Corin pressed her hand against the glass of the display case. Two pieces, side by side on black velvet.

A golden earring, teardrop-shaped, with a sun-crystal that caught the ambient light and glowed the precise color of an *Aurelian Sunrise*.

A silver ring, the band carved into the shape of a sleeping fox, its eyes set with fragments of starlight-glass that shifted between deep shadow and brilliant silver depending on the light.

She had not planned to find them. She rarely planned the things that turned out to matter.

In the shop, while the elderly gnome proprietor retrieved the pieces from the display with enthusiastic pride, Corin stood close enough to Aurelia that their sleeves touched, and thought about the last name she'd carried in secret all day and had finally found, and about the bond running clean and clear between them now, and about the year the guild would remember as the year the Fox came into her own in the city of towers.

She slipped the earring into place herself — gently, her fingers working with the delicate precision of someone defusing something valuable — and watched the warm light land against Aurelia's jaw. Aurelia's breath went slightly uneven.

The fox ring settled cold and right on Corin's finger.

They walked back into the street as the sun dipped below the towers. The famous couples' overlook above the lower wards received them without fanfare, among the quietly mingling figures of dockworkers and merchant lords and everyone in between, all watching the same city light up for the night. Corin leaned her head against Aurelia's shoulder and pressed her palm to the small of her back, slow circles against the fabric, and looked out at the place she had decided to belong to.

Chapter Sixteen: The Game

The guildhall received them with a communal, stunned silence as two of the most formidable people in the Umbral Coil descended the stairs arm in arm, dressed like they'd spent the afternoon being fêted by the highest nobility in Sharn. Which was technically accurate.

Vaelen managed the moment with the grace of a veteran barkeep, moving wordlessly to provide drinks. Several scouts exchanged eloquent glances. The old half-orc bruiser in the corner very slowly put down his tankard.

Corin set two mugs of dark ale on the bar. Then she set the worn leather dice cup and the lacquered card deck between her and Aurelia, and gave her Guildmaster the look that meant *I dare you.*

The ensuing scene was something the guildhall would still be discussing several months later. Both of them played with the complete focus of people who did not do things carelessly, but Corin's fundamental nature expressed itself almost immediately: when Aurelia proposed simple cards versus simple dice, Corin picked up the dice cup and flung it over the backs of her own face-down cards in a single motion, playing both games simultaneously. The room essentially stopped breathing.

On the dice: snake eyes. Catastrophic. On the cards, when they were finally flipped in the stunning, overlit silence of a guildhall that had bet serious money on this: the Queen of Blades and the King of Shadows.

Aurelia's dice had given her eleven. Her cards were garbage.

A perfect split. Which the old barkeep, with the theatrical sense of a man who had waited his whole career for a moment like this, converted into a final sudden-death card draw that had everyone gripping their tankards.

Aurelia pulled a Jack of Sovereigns.

Corin's Ace of Spire-Stars settled on the wood like the period at the end of a sentence.

The guildhall erupted. Corin accepted the victory with an expression of serene calm, finished her drink, and noticed that the day had finally caught up to her when she opened her mouth in a massive yawn and had to cover it immediately with both hands.

She stood. She helped Aurelia off her stool, because the evening had taken its toll on both of them. At the top of the stairs, she pressed a quick kiss to Aurelia's cheek, held her in a long, fierce hug — *I am yours and you know it and I know it and this is simply the summary of many years* — and slipped into her room.

She hung the bronze dress carefully, took note of the fox ring catching the dark, and fell into the deepest sleep she'd had in years.

Chapter Seventeen: Sector Fourteen-Black

The morning brought the House Cannith file.

She read the handler's intelligence downstairs at the bar in the twenty minutes after she'd confirmed the daily reports held nothing worth her time. Then she went upstairs, knocked on the specific pattern that told Aurelia a business visit was incoming rather than a personal one, and entered the Guildmaster's office with her notebook already open.

Aurelia briefed her across the mahogany desk, the sealed black-wax dossier cracked and spread between them, the alchemical ink shifting color in the candlelight as she read. An exiled magewright named Varian d'Cannith. A stolen Aetheric Crucible — a prototype designed to siphon and store ambient manifest zone energy. A midnight meeting in the flooded maintenance tunnels of Sector 14-Black, where an emissary from the Lord of Blades' militant cells was scheduled to take possession.

The objective: recover or destroy the Crucible. Neutralize Varian. Keep the guild's hands clean.

Corin wrote everything down in her encrypted shorthand, and then slid a scrap of parchment across the desk with a single word.

*Buyer?*

Aurelia's expression moved through several phases. "I knew you were going to do that," she said aloud — she'd been speaking aloud more, since yesterday, which Corin noticed and was grateful for. "The contract leaves the buyer alone deliberately. Poking that faction is a diplomatic catastrophe."

She paused.

"But since you insist on making your life complicated: the buyer is a warforged juggernaut called Iron-Vow. A Lord of Blades emissary. Heavily modified, deeply committed, and he doesn't take prisoners. If you stake that tunnel early and gather intelligence — and I know you will — you do it from the deepest shadow. If Iron-Vow catches your scent, you won't be hunting a ghost. You'll be starting a war."

Corin rubbed the bridge of her nose. She closed her notebook. She gave Aurelia a crisp, professional bow and left the office before she could be talked into caution.

The plan formed on the stairs, rapid and parallel, possibilities and complications running simultaneously. The most elegant solution: don't fight anyone. Let the two groups destroy each other. Sabotage the meeting from inside the perimeter, create the conditions for the exchange to collapse into mutual violence, snatch the Crucible in the chaos, and extract through a pre-marked route before anyone could process what had happened.

The flaw: the extraction. A warforged juggernaut in a sealed maintenance tunnel was essentially a blender, and she would need a way out that didn't require crossing the blast radius.

She had a few hours to figure it out.

Chapter Eighteen: Inside the Wire

Sector 14-Black existed in the suffocating heat and sulfurous dark of the city's mechanical underbelly, where the roar of the Cog-furnaces transmitted through every surface as a constant, bone-level vibration and the emerald glow of everbright lanterns turned ordinary iron into something alien.

She arrived five hours early.

The mercenary guard she replaced was a lean human in a stained canvas duster, separated from his partner by the irresistible human need to find a dark corner unobserved. He woke up three hours later in a cramped drainage alcove with no memory of the preceding interval and his coat missing.

A small application of alchemical skin irritant gave Corin a convincing set of magical energy burns across her neck and jaw. The cloth wrap she tied over the lower half of her face served dual purposes: it concealed the mottled discoloration from anyone who looked too closely, and it gave her an excuse not to speak. When a guard glanced at her neck she would uncover the burns briefly and let the superstition about proximity to volatile prototypes do the rest. In Sharn, no one wanted to be the person who caught a manifest zone plague by asking unnecessary questions.

She walked the patrol route for an hour, memorizing it, mapping her exits, leaving microscopic charcoal scratches at critical junctions that only she would be able to read later. When the patrol took her past the vault room, she walked past once without stopping, cataloguing through the open doorway in the single second available: the spinning, violet-lit Aetheric Crucible, suspended in an active state on the workbench. Varian d'Cannith pacing near it, pale and paranoid, checking his pocket watch every sixty seconds.

She needed to be in that room.

She learned his rhythm on her second pass. Every check of the watch produced a frustrated breath and a sequence of pacing steps toward the iron crate on the far wall, which he kicked with habitual agitation before muttering Cannith curses at the floor. It was metronomic. It was perfect.

She slipped through the doorway during his next kick-and-mutter, compressed herself into the pitch-black recess behind the intake pipe, and waited for her heartbeat to steady.

From this position, she could reach the localized steam pressure valve. The mechanism was old, the locking pin corroded, designed to prevent accidental backflow rather than sabotage. During Varian's next two passes to the iron crate, she had both the pin free and the brass wheel turned back to its critical threshold: enough that the pressure building from the Cog-furnaces above would strip the threads and blow the valve open within the hour. A wall of superheated steam in an enclosed space, cutting the lights and filling the room with a blinding white-out.

She slipped her tools away. She prepared to exit on his next distracted cycle.

The floor began to vibrate differently. Not the Cog-furnaces. Something with a deliberate, heavy cadence.

The air dropped ten degrees. The temperature in the vault room fell fast enough that she could see her own breath in the emerald light.

Iron-Vow arrived early.

He filled the doorway entirely — three hundred pounds of battle-scarred Cyran steel and pulsing livewood, flanked by two warforged soldiers with arm-blades already unsheathed. His optical sensors swept the room with the systematic focus of a machine that had not survived however many years of war by being careless.

Corin did not move. She did not breathe.

"Varian d'Cannith," the juggernaut said, his voice resonating at a frequency that came up through the floor and her boots and her teeth simultaneously. "We are here for the Crucible. Show us it functions, or this tunnel becomes your tomb."

She looked at the sabotaged pressure valve six inches from her face. She looked at the two warforged soldiers blocking the only exit. She looked at the Crucible spinning on the workbench, already siphoning energy from the ambient manifest zone bleed of Sector 14-Black.

She assessed the math. If she triggered the valve now — at close range, in an enclosed space — the damage would be significant and largely indiscriminate.

She thought about Aurelia. About the Starlight gown on its hook in the armory. About Castle Rook, where she had won the night of the card game fair. About the warm weight of a bond that ran clean and clear and finally had a name to rest in.

She reached for the valve.

She took a slow breath against the cloth wrap.

She pulled the tiny cord she had already rigged, attached to a secondary trigger — a small vial of volatile alchemical accelerant wedged against the valve mechanism, positioned so the crossbow bolt she now quietly loaded would strike it directly when she fired. The cord was also attached to the mechanism itself, so that pulling the trigger of her crossbow would simultaneously fire the bolt and crank the valve to full open.

One action. Maximum chaos.

She looked through the gap in the pipe at Iron-Vow looming over Varian, at the Crucible's violent violet pulse between them, and she waited for the exact moment both of them moved toward the object at the center of the room.

She thought: *This is going to hurt.*

Then she thought: *Let's see what happens.*
