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A weapon forged for an emperor. A paladin’s soul. A girl trying to save her mother, by any means possible.

These things have nothing in common except in the city of Tsing, where life and death are as simple as the edge of a knife, or as complex as imperial politics.

To maintain his tenuous hold on the hearts of the people, Emperor Tynean Tsing III needed a symbol of his just reign, his impartial judgment, and his swift hand against opposition. What better symbol than a weapon forged by a great blademage and imbued with the soul of a paladin, a weapon made for his hand alone?

––––––––
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But is any weapon perfect? Is any man’s soul flawless? What happens when the tiniest defect goes unnoticed? What happens when an emperor’s life—and an empire’s fate—are held hostage by a Weapon of Power gone mad?

One girl holds the fate of the empire in her unknowing hands. Katie—a fugitive hardened by a life of cruel lessons—doesn’t want to be found. But someone must find her and tell her the truth, and somehow convince her that it is in her best interest to save the world she has grown to despise.
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Spellfire roared.

Waves of searing heat blasted into the cavern as if from a dragon’s maw.  But it was the yawning mouth of a great forge, not a great beast, that gave the illusion of a fiery hell.  Stout workers cast lurid shadows as they scurried about, working machinery and laying out long lengths of massive chain.  The dwarves shaded their eyes against the forge’s unnatural glare, squinting into the gloom where the chains trailed into darkness.  As one, they heaved, and a squeal of grinding wheels louder than any king’s fanfare heralded a long-awaited arrival.

Like a long-dormant beast leaving its lair, a huge shape was dragged from the shadows.  Two angular obelisks of dark stone set onto a wheeled base towered fully five times the height of the dwarven laborers.  The great black slabs arched toward one another, within a finger’s breadth of touching at the apex of that arc.  Runes of power, etched into the burnished stone surfaces, glowed faintly in the glare of the forge.  Beneath the arch of the ebony pillars, an oddly shaped chunk of grey ceramic floated in the grip of invisible fingers of magic.  Slowly, the apparatus ground forward, halting only a few paces from the forge’s searing mouth.

Wedges were hammered into place to block the iron-shod wheels.  More dwarves swarmed about, securing this and preparing that, but carefully avoiding contact with the looming dark structure.  Their worried glances flickered toward the floating piece of ceramic, an intricate block of kiln-fired clay that had taken weeks to manufacture.  Their work was about to be put to use, but if something were to go awry and the intricate mold were damaged, the entire forging would be set back months.  The leader of the dwarven workers inspected the apparatus carefully, then nodded toward a shadowed alcove; everything was ready.

Mystic syllables rushed from the alcove, and the dwarves shied away from the roaring mouth of the forge.  A shimmering cylinder of magical force emerged from the roaring inferno of the forge.  The incandescent shape floated to the floor, its swirling surface the color of burnished white marble.  A glowing radiance of molten metal shone through the translucent cauldron of energy, a yellow-white light that added a ghostly cast to the glaring forge fire.

As the cauldron descended, an aged dwarf approached bearing a pair of long tongs.  He wore a slitted visor and thickly woven garments soaked in icy water.  Steam rose in torrents as he came within a few steps of the cauldron to carefully pour the contents of two small crucibles into the swirling mass of molten alloy.  A sprinkle of iron filings and the light flared, then subsided.  A measured amount of mercury caused a similar display until the spell of mixing could distribute the final component throughout the molten medium.

The dwarf’s sodden garments blackened and smoked as he backed away, and the cauldron raised once again and moved to the ebony pillars.  The vessel approached the sculpted ceramic mold and tilted, its searing contents plunging into the painstakingly prepared interior to take the shape of its destiny.  Glowing molten metal spat and spattered, burning tiny holes in the floor, and sending dwarves scampering out of harm’s way.  As the level of the molten alloy reached the lip of the mold, the great cauldron tilted back and returned to the furnace.  The doors to the forge swung ponderously closed, slamming shut with the resonant thrum of a tomb being sealed.

Harsh words flowed out from the shadows once again, and white fingers of chilling frost hissed from the pillars to the mold, cooling it to precisely the point where the newly formed alloy would solidify.  A howl akin to that of a forlorn banshee shrieked across the chamber as the molten metal contracted into its final shape.

Silence fell like a shroud, a faint ticking of cooling metal the only sound after the cacophony of creation.

As the heat of the chamber dwindled to humanly tolerable levels, the Master moved from his protective alcove.  Sweat drenched his bare torso, rivulets tricking along the cords of muscle that belied his age.  He was old, much older than the scant flecks of white in his ebony hair and beard implied.  His dark features, broad cheekbones and subtly slanted eyes marked him as an easterner, but that was no matter; the forge, any forge, was his true home.  The faint smile that tugged at the corners of his immaculate goatee lent a boyish quality to his smooth features, but the hands that wielded the magic of a blademage showed his true age to a greater degree.  He raised one such hand now, dark and scarred with burns and wrinkles, and presented the callused palm like a shield toward the mold as he approached.

The dwarven workers moved away, knowing what was to come and wanting no part of what might result if all did not proceed as planned.  The Master paused a few steps in front of the arched supports, gauging the chances of his own survival should the new alloy prove dangerously unstable.  But such were the risks he must endure if the latest creation of his century-long career was to be his greatest, and worthy of the hand of an emperor.  He drew a long, deep breath, and spoke a single word of power.

Immediately, a rune burst into being upon the mold’s surface and flared white—but only for a heartbeat—before the entire block of ceramic shattered into a thousand glowing shards.  Shrapnel clattered to the floor, chipping and gouging the chamber’s architecture, but none touched the Master.  Even the dwarves took little heed of the damage, as all eyes locked on the culmination of a year’s efforts.

A great double-bitted axe head hung suspended by the force of the pillars, still hot enough to melt iron but already harder than the finest tempered steel.  The dwarven foreman once again moved forward, climbing upon the supporting structure to peer closely at the clicking, cooling work of art.  The blade was nearly two feet across from edge to knife-sharp edge, and half again as high.  The thick center portion glowed dull red, the color of drying blood.  The edges were cooler and pearl-grey, but still hot enough to curl and singe the dwarf’s bushy eyebrows. 

“‘Tis stable, Master!” the foreman judged with a gap-toothed smile.

The blademage moved closer, once again extending his gnarled and scarred hand and muttering a few words.  His palm glowed with a white, pure light.  The thinnest of smiles graced his lips for a moment before he finally spoke.

“So it would seem, Glipsil... so it would seem.”  Though the smile had vanished, his eyes shone with a fire of exultation to rival that of the mage-fired forges.  “See that it cools uniformly.  I will inform His Majesty and return when it is time to begin the sharpening.”

“Very well, Master!” the dwarf agreed, snapping orders to his workers as the blademage turned to depart.  Chains rattled and wheels squealed in protest, but the noise was now accompaniment to the deep thrumming music of dwarven song.
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In a third floor room of one of the less reputable inns lining the wharves, a man slept noisily.  Exhausted and intoxicated from spending more than half his seaman’s wage in his first night ashore in two cycles of the moon, he failed to notice as the slim wisp of a girl sharing his bed edged deftly from his slack embrace.

Katie moved with painful care, fear and loathing steeling her nerves as much as determination.  Inch by tedious inch, she moved the burly, hairy, smelly arm of her most recent client and slipped out from between the dubiously clean sheets.  As her bare feet touched the rough floorboards, the lump of sweat, hair and soiled linen beside her snorted and stirred.  She froze instinctively, lest her movement wake him fully, but he was more than a little drunk and quickly resumed his snoring.

Her breath eased out and she continued her snail’s pace escape, shifting her weight out of the lumpy bed and onto her feet.  She had taken careful note of the four creaky floorboards, and carefully avoided them as she moved to the dresser.  In a moment she had cleaned herself with the washcloth and the lukewarm water in the basin.  Her client snorted again, but the snoring returned quickly, earning only a scathing glance and a muttered curse from Katie.

“Filthy pig!” she hissed beneath her breath, quelling a bout of nausea as she unwillingly remembered the last hour of being pawed and bruised by his rough hands.  She purged the memory from her mind with a sheer force of will, careful not to make a sound as she struggled into her dress and laced the bodice loosely.

The man’s bulging belt pouch lay where he had flung it onto the dresser, and drew her attention her like a magnet.  Katie glanced at her snoring client and eased the knotted drawstrings loose.  She had already been paid of course—money up front was one of her strictest rules—but he had promised her a bonus, hadn’t he?  Besides she had a much better use for his money than buying ale and the favors of women such as herself.

Her fingers dipped deftly into the pouch, lifting out a few additional coins and slipping them into a hidden pocket in her dress.  She replaced the still half-full pouch and retrieved her shoes from beside the dresser, but as she turned to leave, her mind summed up the items she needed to purchase at the apothecary and found her funds lacking.  With a silent sigh, Katie decided that she had earned one more coin and turned back to the dresser.

She reached once again for the pouch, but the creak of the floor behind her sounded like a warning klaxon in her head.  Katie turned in time to glimpse the fist that smashed into her cheekbone.  Her vision exploded into a swimming sea of stars as the floor came up and slapped her just as hard.

“Rotten whore!” the burly man spat, glaring as he reached down for her.  His thick fingers curled around the loose lacings of her dress, and he lifted her easily.

“Rob me will ye?” he growled, cocking his hand back for another blow as her vision swam in a blur.

“Gods, I’m glad you’re stupid,” Katie muttered as her head cleared just before his fist descended.  She snapped a foot into his still nude and quite exposed groin with all the force she could muster, relishing the meaty “THOCK” of her hard instep against much softer and more vulnerable tissues.

The man’s eyes bulged impossibly and his grip turned to water.  Katie struck the floor before he crumpled to his knees, rolled out of the way and spun to her feet.  Using her momentum as she had been taught, she planted a solid spinning back kick squarely onto the man’s jaw.  The sodden sailor sprawled like a pole-axed steer, landing with a solid thump.  She stepped past his prostrate form, massaging her battered face tenderly and enjoying the gasps of pain as her former client clutched his battered manhood.

“You just earned me another bonus, pig!” she informed him, reaching for his belt and drawing his own dirk to cut the pouch free.  “And let me tell you something else,” she continued as she tucked the pouch away then dumped the water from the wash basin onto his face to get his attention.  “If you ever touch me again, I’ll use this instead of my foot!” She brandished the blade in front of his face for emphasis.  “Understand?”

At his weak nod she smiled, “Good!”  She took three steps to the window and jerked it open, turning back to grin murderously.  “And don’t think I can’t!”

She flipped the dirk in her hand and threw in one fluid motion.  The blade plunged an inch deep into the hardwood floor only a hand’s breadth from his clutched fingers.  Katie smiled once again and levered herself out the window, vanishing into the sultry night.


CHAPTER II

––––––––
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Ancient pages rustled beneath Emperor Tynean Tsing III’s fingers.  The familiar and comforting scents of leather, parchment, and well-aged brandy filled his senses as the phrases of a long-dead poet filled his mind.  The lines of tension that creased his brow smoothed with the soothing surroundings of his sitting room, one of the few places where he felt at ease and at home.  Crowded bookshelves lined the walls.  There were books of wars long past and of wars that might be fought in the future, books of etiquette and the customs of a hundred cultures, books of the history of the Empire of Tsing, and books that were mere stories of fancy.  Emperor Tynean liked his books.  Sometimes he would read or browse the titles, or simply sit by the fire and enjoy being surrounded by a collection of literature that none other in his empire could rival.  If the truth be told, Emperor Tynean enjoyed the company of his books far more than that of most people.  And since ascending the throne seven years before, politics and bureaucracy had largely kept him from his books, the only true friends he had ever known.

Oh, he had advisers aplenty and servants to bend to his every whim.  There were so many courtiers that he often lost track of who was having an illicit affair with whom.  He had consorts and trainers and footmen and even the occasional concubine, but all those were just the trappings of royalty.  In his whole life, Tynean had never had someone with whom he could simply talk.

His father, Tynean Tsing II, had by all accounts been a less-than-compassionate ruler.  By Tynean III’s account, the man had been even less of a father: cold, distant and unmindful of the lonely life of his sheltered son.  Tynean had found it hard to mourn the man’s untimely passing—murdered by the hand of an assassin, some said.  The incident had also propelled him into the position of Emperor at what he considered the much-too-tender age of thirty-six, an injustice for which he had never forgiven his father.  Ill-prepared for the morass of duties and obligations, fully a year passed before he realized that he could change the rules that he had come to loathe.

Heads rolled quite literally when several powerful government officials opposed his radical changes with an uprising among the noble classes.  The ridiculous rebellion was quashed without mercy, and with little sweat since the entire knighthood, constabulary, army, navy and palace guard had remained faithful.  Consequently, the power of the remaining nobility was sharply curtailed and the royal magistrates, formerly the sole judiciary body for the commoners, were reduced to mere tax collectors.  He assigned the duties of judging civil cases to his retired paladins, thereby instituting a new, fairer, and less brutal form of justice.  Everyone answered directly to Tynean Tsing III; those who did not like it quickly found themselves unemployed, exiled or far, far worse.

Several adjoining kingdoms took this brief internal power struggle as a sign of weakness.  One particularly ruthless neighbor learned that it most certainly was not.  The war was exceedingly short and very bloody, ending with the neighboring kingdom ravaged and Tynean III annexing the lands for his own. In less than two years of war, Tynean III had put the aggressor to death and found himself the deliverer of an entire nation of oppressed people.

Word spread like wildfire of his merciful hand and swift but fair justice.  His rousing speeches won the hearts of not only his new peasantry, but the military and merchant guild of the annexed kingdom as well.  His law was simple: the strong would no longer prey upon the weak.  Those who did would have a very short conversation with a guillotine.  This irritated a good number of very rich and influential people, but Tynean III would not bend to their veiled threats and, within another year, peace reigned throughout the empire.

Fortunately, Tynean III was not stupid; he knew full well that if his predecessor could be assassinated by a disgruntled and angry peasantry, he could also be eliminated by a vengeful aristocracy.  Not a few attempts had been made on his life, and several had even come close to succeeding.  He needed protection, and since he could trust absolutely no one to be incorruptible, he would have to trust himself.  Of course, as the heir to the throne, he had received training with the best martial artists and weapons masters the empire could produce.  Strangely, or perhaps as part of his own youthful rebellion, Tynean had always favored the battle axe over the more common and courtly rapier, saber or long sword.  True, the axe could be unwieldy if handled poorly, but with a finely balanced and keenly wrought weapon in his experienced hands, he could disarm and dismember most moderately good swordsmen.  As Emperor, Tynean needed a truly exquisite weapon, not only with which to defend himself, but as a symbol of his swift and indisputable justice.

But all this was far from Tynean’s thoughts as he mentally strolled through the literary landscape, until a discrete tap at the door interrupted his enjoyment.  Sighing aloud and cursing silently, he nodded to the guard standing by the door.

“Begging your forgiveness, Your Excellency,” the chief chamberlain muttered as he entered with a formal bow, “but His Majesty’s High Blademage is asking an audience with the Emperor.  I informed him of the late hour, but he assured me that it could not wait until morning.”

“No, no!  By all means, send him in.  We are most looking forward to his counsel.” Emperor Tynean put down his book and took a quick sip of the spiced brandy that sat warming on the side table.  He stood as the swarthy mage entered, not out of propriety – he was an emperor, after all – but rather from eagerness.  The blademage was a foreigner by birth, but renowned across two continents for his expertise.  He had been commissioned to design and produce a blade that none could oppose, made specifically and solely for Tynean III’s hand.  The work had begun more than a year ago, but it seemed that Tynean’s wait might soon be over.

“Your Majesty,” the blademage bowed low, his ebony cloaks swirling about him and brushing the carpets.

“Please join us, good Blademage.”  Tynean sat again as he gestured toward a chair, then waved for the chambermaid to fetch another snifter.  “Tell us, what news from the forging chambers?” 

The mage settled into the plush leather chair and accepted the snifter of brandy, appreciating the delicately spiced aroma and the chambermaid’s delicate curves equally before looking back to his liege.  “I am pleased to report that the initial forging of our endeavor is complete.”

“Really?  Oh, this is most excellent indeed!”  Tynean could hardly contain his excitement, bolting upright and perching on the edge of his chair in a most un-emperor-like fashion.  “And the alloy is stable?”

“Yes, Majesty,” the blademage assured him, savoring a sip of the amber liquid before placing it on the warmer.  “The initial cast is complete, but we must wait at least a day until the matrix is completely set.  If we try to manipulate the blade before it is uniformly cooled, the opposing grains could diverge.”

“Manipulate?  What do you mean?  It can’t be moved?”  Tynean was exasperated; why could he not simply take the blade now?

“Not ‘moved’, Majesty.”  The blademage smiled, enjoying the Emperor’s naiveté.  “By manipulated, I mean worked with stone and spell to enchant and refine the blade for Your Majesty’s hand.”

“We thought it was already magical,” the Emperor said tersely, his brow wrinkling almost comically.  “You said the alloy itself would make it a weapon beyond any other in the realm.  That is why We agreed to such a long wait.  Now you tell Us it is not yet enspelled, and not fit for Our use?”

“Please, Majesty, let me explain.”  The blademage sipped his brandy and smiled disarmingly.  “The blade is indeed magicked already.  The alloy would not be stable without the binding magic of the matrix which holds the diametrically opposed grains of mithril and adamantine together.  The enspelling I refer to is to enchant the blade for your personal use.”

The Emperor tried to relax, leaning back and sipping from his snifter.  He enjoyed listening to the mage’s narrative and wanted to set his guest at ease.

“First of all, a proper edge must be placed upon it.  That may require days in itself depending upon exactly how hard the alloy proves to be.  Second, there are several specific spells which virtually any blade of enchantment receives to ensure retained sharpness and optimal durability, balance and quickness.  There are also the spells which will make the blade truly yours; spells of devotion and protection.  But most importantly, the matrix for a soul must be inscribed upon the blade, which will allow me to place the psyche of a devoted warrior into the weapon.”

“Ah yes, you spoke of this earlier,” Tynean nodded, hanging on every word of the process.  “But what exactly are the advantages of a... what did you call it?”

“A Soul Blade, Majesty.”  The blademage smiled lustily.  “There are but a few upon the entire continent, Sire.  I possess one, and a few distant sovereigns of minor kingdoms have been lucky enough to have recovered long-lost blades which possess the souls of dead heroes.  The advantages are many: the blade becomes utterly devoted to a single master, it may act on its own initiative to give warning or protect, and it may never be used against the true master.”

“But surely if it were stolen, an assassin could...”

“Perhaps if I were allowed to demonstrate, Majesty?”

Emperor Tynean cocked an eyebrow inquisitively.  He had not known that the blademage possessed such a weapon, and for a brief instant wondered if it had been wise to allow him such close access to his royal person.  In the end, his curiosity overcame his suspicion.  He had only seen one such blade, and that never unsheathed.

“Please proceed, Blademage.”

“Very well, Sire.”

The Mage smiled as he rose and stepped away from the chair and divan.  From the folds of his robes he produced a single-edged, slightly curved sword with a two-handed hilt covered in braided silk cord and bearing a small, round guard.  Such swords were common in the realms across the sea and were known to be very keen.  He held the blade on his two open palms for the sovereign to inspect.  The blade itself was of a mottled dark metal, unmistakably adamantine, with an undulating tempering line along the edge that shone like polished obsidian.

“This is Kaoin-ka.  She has been with me for longer than I care to admit.”  The blademage smiled as if at some private joke, and continued.  “Right now she is telling me that your guards are exceedingly nervous, and that two are fingering their swords.  Let me assure you Majesty, their concern is quite unfounded, and quite impotent.”

“Surely you jest, Blademage,” the Emperor scoffed, although his brow furrowed with sudden worry.  “There are four of them, and by your own admission you are only a mediocre swordsman.”

“Let me assure you Majesty, I mean you no ill whatsoever,” the mage smiled again.  “But if I did...”

In a move too fast to follow, the blademage whirled and slashed at something near the crackling hearth behind him.  Before the Emperor could even blink the mage stood exactly as he had, but the three fire irons standing in a rack next to the hearth clattered to the stones in halves.  The finger-thick rods of dark iron had been neatly sliced, the ends silvery and sizzling hot.

“Very, uh... impressive,” the Emperor muttered, more nervous than ever, “but how...?”

“I did very little, Sire,” he explained.  “Kaoin-ka is a weapon master in her own right and skilled beyond most of your own knights.  But what is more impressive, and vital to any weapon an Emperor should possess, is this.”  He bared a forearm and drew the keen edge of his sword across it.  The hair was shaved clean, but the flesh was undamaged.  “Even if a would-be assassin were to somehow gain possession of Kaoin-ka, she would not harm me.”

“Yes, We see.”  Tynean smiled as the mage made the sword vanish among the folds of his robes.  “And this blade you are forging for Us will possess the same qualities?”

“Yes, Majesty.  But there is one more item we need to make it complete.”  He resumed his seat and consulted the amber depths of his brandy.  “We must find the proper soul to occupy your blade, a loyal warrior who once used a similar weapon, and was reasonably good in nature.  Your Majesty would not want a weapon possessed by the psyche of a maniacal, axe-wielding murderer, for instance.”

“Yes, Blademage, We agree...”  Tynean sat back and tugged at his immaculate beard in thought.  “A great deal of thought must go into the choosing of the proper soul for the ultimate weapon.”

The blademage could only nod his agreement.


CHAPTER III

––––––––
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The brass bells on the apothecary door clattered discordant notes as Katie pushed it open with her foot and stepped back onto the dark street.  The weight of the burlap sack full of groceries threatened to tug her arm away from the two dark loaves of bread she cradled, but she held them closer.  Her other hand was thrust into her pocket, clutching in a grip of steel the vial she had just purchased.  After paying more than the cost of a week’s groceries for it, breaking the thin glass vessel on a careless misstep was unthinkable.  The pharmaceutist always had an excuse to jack up his price each time she came by.

More likely he’s just padding his own pocket, Katie thought vehemently, hoisting her bag higher again.  She turned left onto Greenbriar Street, cursing as her foot found a slick spot on the treacherous cobbles.  She was more worried about the origin of the slickness than about taking a fall, but the cursing helped calm her nerves, which were still twitchy after her encounter with the sailor.  The memory of his stricken face as the dagger landed so close to his clenched hands brought a thin smile to her lips, however.

“The sot had it comin’ anyway,” she mumbled, making the right onto Nightwatch and starting up the hill.  “They’ve all got it comin’, the filthy pigs...”  So poisonous were her thoughts that she forgot to cross to the dark side of the street before passing the Swinging Swine Pub.

“Oi!  Ere’s a fine fig’r o’ a lass, Boys!” one of the drunken patrons slurred, leaning limply out between the broken shutters of one of the pub’s windows.

Katie judged she could get past before any of them had time to stumble out onto the street, but quickened her pace anyway and wished she’d taken time to lace her bodice a bit tighter.  Filth like these needed no encouragement, and she could ill afford an incident so close to home.  Also, she always ran the risk of some former business acquaintance recognizing her here in her own neighborhood.  If rumors about her true source of income ever began to spread...

“Hau baut a lit’o tumb’l in the hay, Lassie-o,” another squawked before she could hurry past.  “I gotta bit o’ silver fer yer time, ‘ere Girlie.  I ain’t so drunk ‘at I can’t do ya goo’ an proper, ye know!”

“Oi, bucko!  She’s go’ a pair o’ gams on ‘er that ‘ud wrap round yer ol’—  Hey, ye filthy cow!”

The drunkard’s exclamation was understandable, considering the accuracy of Katie’s spittle.  Fortunately, by the time he’d wiped his face, she was out of sight up the alley to the tenements where she lived.  She worried a bit about the incident as she climbed the rickety stairs to the third level, but shrugged it off.  They were so drunk that they would not even remember her, let alone what she looked like or that she lived nearby.  Besides, if they gave her trouble, she had her dagger.  Filthy scum like that deserve no better anyway, she thought viciously.  None of them deserve any better...

She thumbed the latch to her flat and stepped inside.  Residents of this neighborhood could not afford the luxury of locks, but also had nothing any self-respecting thief would want. She wondered briefly at the dark room, knowing that the lamp should have been turned up, but then noticed the slumbering form on the low daybed.  She started to get angry, but a deep sigh cooled her temper.  It’s nearly midnight- I can’t blame her for falling asleep.

She moved silently to the kitchen nook and deposited the bag in a crate, then put the loaves in the bread box.  She lit the lamp and frowned at her reflection in the tiny mirror.  It was hard to believe that her face had only seen nineteen summers; Tsing’s brutally hot summers seemed to have aged her two years for every one.  The thought brought a smile, then another frown with the knowledge that a woman of forty would simply look that much worse having led her life.  She turned up the lamp and checked her purse, making sure she had enough coin before returning to the outer room.  As she bent to wake the sleeping nursemaid, however, the pungent reek of lotus root touched her nostrils.  She saw the chewed tuber clutched in the woman’s sleeping hand, and her temper flared.

“Get up, you hag!” she hissed, kicking the slumbering shape sharply in the ribs.  The woman stirred with a gasp of pain and alarm, her eyes snapping open but unfocused.  Then she saw Katie and levered herself up.  The chewed root thumped to the floor and she reached for it, but Katie kicked it away.

“I don’t pay you good money to sit here and get pickled!” she snapped, snatching the front of the woman’s dress and jerking her easily to her feet, even though she weighed twice as much as Katie.  “I pay you to watch over a sick woman, not be one!  Now get out of here before I kick you down the stairs instead of letting you walk!”

“What about my money?” the nursemaid snapped, stooping to pick up the half-chewed lotus from the corner.  “I still got two silver comin’ from you!”

“All you’ve got comin’ from me is a quicker trip down the stairs than you could manage on your own,” Katie growled as she took a menacing step closer.

“It’d be a shame if your poor mother was to learn how her precious young daughter makes all that extra money, now wouldn’t it, you little shrew?”  The woman’s eyes narrowed to slits and her hand gripped the root like a dagger.

“What are you talking about, Hag?” Katie seethed, hoping that the woman hadn’t guessed the truth.

“What do you think I’m talking about, Slut?”  She pointed with the root to Katie’s loosely laced bodice and the cleavage it revealed.  “She’d likely roll right into her grave if she knew you was sellin’ yerself like a piece of rotten meat to any dog that’d cough up two silvers.  And if you don’t cough up what you owe me, I just might be inclined to tell her the whole sordid story.”

Katie blanched.  If this hag knew the truth...  No, she could see by the woman’s face that it was only a guess.  She stepped forward and reached for her pouch as if to pay, but came up with her dagger instead.  Her free hand shot out to pin the woman against the wall by her chubby throat while positioning the dagger just an inch before the craggy old nose.

“After I cut out your lying tongue, you’ll have a little trouble telling anyone anything,” she said, flicking the dagger’s needle point across the woman’s trembling lips just hard enough to scratch.  “And if you breathe a word of your filthy lies to anyone, especially my mother, that’s exactly what I’ll do.  Now do we understand one another?”

The terrified nursemaid’s head bobbed hastily.

“Good.  Now get your lying carcass out of my home before I think of a easy way of getting rid of your corpse.”

The woman dashed through the door and down the steps with an agility that belied her age and rotund shape.  Katie put her dagger away and closed the door, shaking her head.  There was really no way short of killing the fat old woman that would prevent her from telling her all-too-accurate stories, and though the thought did pluck a string of poetic justice in Katie’s heart, she hadn’t exactly sunk that low yet.  She would just have to hope that fear would keep the old woman’s mouth shut.

She moved quickly to the bedroom, whispering a short prayer that her mother had not awakened.  The quick, shallow breathing of uneasy slumber brought a sigh of relief from her lips.  The nursemaid was not lying that it would likely kill her mother to learn the origin of their money, but that could not be helped; the medicine was just too expensive for her to afford with honest wages.

Katie returned to the kitchen to stoke the coal stove to life and put water on to boil.  The barrel was low, but she decided it would have to wait until tomorrow; if she made a trip to the well now, she would be late for sure.  While the water was warming, she diced two potatoes, an onion and a carrot that was soft, but not yet truly bad.  She smashed three cloves of garlic with the flat of the knife and turned to the meat locker; it was more of a closet than a proper locker, but it kept the rats out.  She sliced off a not-too-moldy piece of the salt pork hanging there and trimmed off the worst of it.  By then the water was bubbling and she poured off enough for two cups of tea, then dumped in the vegetables and meat.  She tended to the tea while the food cooked.  When it was boiling again she added a chunk of lard mixed with flour to thicken the mix, and a handful of crushed peppercorns.  It really was not a proper stew, or even really a good soup, but it was all she could manage with so little time.

She checked her mother twice more while the pot bubbled on the stove, using the extra time to tidy up the place and brush out and braid her tempestuous hair.  Her fiery locks were her one indulgence, but she often thought they were more trouble than whatever they might add to her looks.

Finally, she took dinner off the heat and closed the damper on the stove to conserve the coal.  The soup filled two earthenware bowls and she fetched the only two decent spoons from the drawer.  Adding two slices of the dark bread, she balanced the bowls and took them back to her mother’s room.  Setting them on the nightstand, she quickly returned to the kitchen and brought back the tea, careful to keep steady the one she had laced heavily with the priceless medicine.

“Momma,” she called softly, kneeling and placing her own tea aside.  “Momma,” she said louder, placing her hand on the frail woman’s shoulder.  The eyes fluttered open.  “Momma, it’s me.  I brought you some tea and a bite of dinner.”  The eyes widened then clenched shut as the older woman tried to take a deeper breath.

Katie’s mother was immediately wracked by a painful bout of coughing.  Such awful awakenings were common and Katie quickly helped her to a sit up, which usually seemed to help.  As the coughing ebbed, Katie helped her sip the tea.  The medicine was a mixture of several potent narcotic plant extracts that helped her to breathe more easily, though it did nothing for the actual illness.  The fragile woman sipped some tea, swallowing quickly to avoid choking while Katie held the cup patiently and tried not to notice the blood staining its rim.  She smiled through gritted teeth, cursing all the silent curses she knew.  Seeing her once strong and beautiful mother reduced to this weak, frail thing while still so young felt like a knife in her heart.  She lifted the cup again, trying not to think, as she always did, that the disease ravaging her mother’s lungs was a direct result of the years she had spent working in a flour mill to support a growing daughter alone.

“There you go,” she smiled, helping her mother finish the last of the tea, then moving another pillow to help her sit up more easily.  “Is that better?”

“Yes, dear,” her mother said with a nod.  Her breathing was more steady now and a lot deeper, but her eyes were already growing glassy.  This was the critical time when she could breathe well without pain, but before long she would succumb fully to the drug.  Now was the only time her mother could eat without triggering another bout of coughing.

“Hungry?” Katie asked hopefully, knowing that appetite was something very fleeting for her mother.

“A bit,” she whispered carefully, managing a smile as Katie brought the soup over and spooned it for her.  She could have managed alone, but Katie had learned that she ate more and chewed better if she was relieved the strain of handling the spoon herself.  Katie filled the time by telling of “her day”, a collection of half-truths and outright fancy that Katie concocted every day.  She felt horrible lying to her own mother like this, but she knew what damage the truth would cause.  Besides, the stories kept her mind away from what she really did to earn a living.  Katie grimaced as her mother nearly choked on a spoonful of soup, put the dish aside and dabbed the spill away.

“Enough?”  At her mother’s weak nod she helped her lay back down, frowning at the mere half a bowl of soup she had managed to consume.  She had hoped she could eat more, but once the drug took hold it was dangerous to try and feed her.  “Maybe we’ll have the rest for breakfast.”

“Mmmm, that sounds nice, dear,” the sick woman said, smiling and closing her eyes as the drug took its final hold.  “You take such good care of me.  Your father would be so proud.”

“Hush, Momma,” Katie ordered firmly.  “You’ll only start coughing again if you talk, and I’m too tired for any of your stories.”  Besides, she thought, watching her mother’s breathing carefully as she ate her own dinner, my father was probably a bartender, not some kind of knight or whatever...

Finished, she hurried to the kitchen, rinsed the dishes and put them aside.  She then retrieved a satchel from behind the meat locker and peeled quickly out of her dress.  She donned dark trousers and a shirt and pulled on a pair of boots, tucking this and buckling that and checking to make sure everything was in place. Finally ready, Katie snatched up the satchel, tossed her dress over the daybed and left the flat.  A quick plea and two silvers bribed Mrs. Doughton next door to look in on her mother.  She knew the woman would gossip relentlessly about her leaving in the middle of the night dressed like a man, but saw little alternative.

Well, I’ll just have to live with it, she resolved, hurrying down the stairs and up the alley.  At least dressed like this, I could never be accused of whoring.


CHAPTER IV

––––––––
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––––––––

Deep beneath the Imperial Palace of Tsing, beneath the hustle and bustle of thousands of human feet, dwarfsong thrummed through the forging chamber like the heartbeat of an immense beast.  The rattle of chain and the ring of hammer were the accompaniments to their song, but those were the ones best suited to this music, for this was the song of their work.  This was the song of their life and the sound of the blood flowing through their veins.

The obelisks suspending their latest masterpiece had been moved away from the furnace to allow quicker cooling.  There was little else to do but wait, really, but dwarves believe that idle hands make only evil, so the entire crew was busy readying everything for the next step in the blade’s creation.  Glipsil was the center of this seemingly chaotic activity, working his orders and instructions and even his criticisms into the humming rhythm of the song.  But never did he stray far from the newly forged blade.  The radiant heat of its birth warmed his back, basking him in the greatness of its making.

That Glipsil could not take credit for the creation of their achievement in no way detracted from his pride.  He had helped to forge and enchant more than a dozen blades with the Master.  This was the culmination of that tenure.  Since spell was first laid upon metal, none had ever achieved a stable alloy of mithril and adamantine.  The two metals were so diametrically opposed that if you simply scattered filings of the two onto the floor together, they would realign themselves into striations of silver and black.  But the Master was a most persistent human, possessing more of his art than any other Glipsil had met.  He had intertwined spells into the very grains of the two metals, binding them together like the threads of a fine tapestry, interwoven and inviolate.  Once the lattice was set, it would remain stable forever.

Glipsil glanced over his broad shoulder once again, squinting at the suspended battle axe.  It had cooled to a lustrous grey, the hue of fine granite.  He briefly wondered what properties the alloy would exhibit.  The Master had assured them that the new alloy would exhibit properties better than either base metal, but since no experience with it had ever been recorded, who could truly know?  Suddenly a discordant note rang out, cutting through both Glipsil’s reverie and the communal dwarfsong.

“SHINDRAKK!” someone cried from the scaffolding, the word meaning “widow-maker”.  It was a warning of disaster, and all eyes darted to see what mayhem threatened.

A load of honing wheels being moved into position by an intricate block and tackle system had broken loose.  The load weighed tons, but it swung slowly into a wall only feet away, splintering the pallet and crashing harmlessly down onto a pile of scrap.  The broken block had been the transverse, or guide block. The free block swung in the opposite direction toward the center of the chamber where Glipsil stood; where the newly forged blade hung.

Something in the dwarf’s mind innately calculated the trajectory of the swinging block and he reacted instantly.  Glipsil vaulted up onto the great wheeled structure and dashed around the nearest pillar.  He threw himself at the head-sized pendulum of hardwood and cast iron as it swung directly at the suspended blade.  The fingers of the dwarf’s hand merely brushed the projectile, however, not enough to prevent it from impacting upon the lustrous grey metal that they had so painstakingly wrought.

The sound of the impact was like a goblet of the finest crystal being struck with a fork, the note pristine and unwavering.  As Glipsil rolled to his feet, the pure, clear note rang in his ears, and with it hope rose in him that the blade had not been damaged.  The block lay cloven at the base of the structure, the hardwood housing and cast iron wheels sheered in half, the wood blackened and smoking, the iron silvery where it had been parted.

He clamored up onto the structure, reached to touch the cleanly cut block, then peered at the edge of the newly wrought axe.  He could feel the vibrations of the impact shivering the air, but the knife-sharp edge looked untouched by the blow.  What a blade this was if it could cleave cast iron while still cooling and as yet bearing only the sharpness of its casting!  What a blade it would be once honed to a proper edge and enchanted with the spells of a true weapon of power.  Glipsil shook his head in wonder as he ran a thick thumbnail along the blade’s edge.  It was perfect; no blemish, notch or even a dull spot had resulted from the blow.

“Not a scratch!” he announced to his worried comrades, his shoulders squaring proudly.  “Not even dulled!” he added, picking up the split block for the others to see, enjoying their gaping mouths and stares of wonder.  “And it ain’t even sharpened yet!”

The roar of laughter and cheers drowned out the resonant note that yet reverberated through the blade.

––––––––

Deep within the lattice of the cooling alloy, in the exact center of the blade where the metal was still partly molten and the resonance of the impact was greatest, a single grain of metal shivered erratically with the vibration.  One grain, alone in the matrix of millions of its perfectly aligned brethren, was disrupted just enough to twist free of the magic that maintained its alloyed form.  The resonance finally dissipated, but the damage had been done.  Where only one grain had been, there now were two separate grains of metal—one of purest silver and one of jet black—each opposing the other with an intensity that set their still-alloyed neighbors shivering in opposition to the tenuous spells that held them intact.
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Katie entered the tavern squinting against the comparatively bright interior.  She headed toward the back even before her eyes adjusted, ignoring the few stares from both patrons and barmaids.  Her attire, black woolen trousers tucked into soft leather boots and a blousy shirt of dark rose, were the cause of most the stares.  The dagger on her belt and the pommel of another at the top of one boot drew a few more eyes.  There were more sharp items tucked away here and there on her person, and several other things of interest in the satchel over her shoulder, but the former were well hidden, and the latter were none of anyone’s damned business.  The stares faded as she ignored them, and she proceeded to the corner booth unmolested.

She slid into the high-backed seat and shrugged the bag into the corner. “Sorry I’m late,” she said to the diminutive figure seated stiffly across from her.  The stein of beer in front of the gnome was nearly as large as the person, and it was almost empty.

“It’s past midnight,” he scolded, his gravelly tenor matching his scrinched face and prodigious nose only too well.

“I had some business,” Katie explained halfheartedly, signaling a barmaid for a smaller version of her associate’s beverage.  She would sip it just for show, knowing she would need her reflexes sharp for later.  She was unworried about her friend’s condition, however, since gnomes weren’t much affected by alcohol.

“Ye been at it again, ‘aven’t ye?” he grumbled, pushing his beer aside to squint disapprovingly at Katie.

“At what?”

“Ye know perfectly well ‘what’,” he spat angrily, clenching his jaw in silence as the barmaid delivered Katie’s drink and left. “Ye should know better’n try ta fool this nose, Girl.  Ye smell like a big, hairy, unwashed oaf, and since ye ain’t one, the rest is obvious.”

“And of absolutely no concern to you,” she snapped back, taking too large a swallow and struggling not to cough.  “I follow your teaching to the letter, Torghen.  You can tell me how to walk and run and climb and dress and fight and anything else having to do with... our profession, but what I do with my own time is my business.”

“Not if it leaves ye tired and beat up, it ain’t,” he growled, indicating her battered cheek, which was darkening nicely.  “Yer taggin’ around is ruinin’ ye, Lass.  It’s makin’ an old woman of ye before yer time, and dullin’ yer edge fer the work we got ahead of us.”

“I need the money!” she hissed, hating more that she was always so unsuccessful at hiding anything from Torghen than his correct assessment.  She was tired, and she did smell like an unwashed oaf.  And whoring was indeed taking its toll on her, but more from her soul than her body.

“Then earn it, Lass!” Torghen snapped, pulling the tankard away from her trembling hands.  “Ye think I been teachin’ ye for me own enjoyment, Girl?  Use what ye’ve learned, dammit!  I told ye a thousand times, ye’ve got what it takes ta be a first rate lifter.  I realize a thief’s life might not be as glamorous as a prostitute’s, but it’s got a lot more dignity, at least.”

Katie stiffened at his rebuke, putting her hands in her lap to hide the trembling.  She knew he was right, but she simply did not have his optimism.  She had been under Torghen’s tutelage for more than a year and had learned most of his tricks and a good bit about his business, but she lacked the confidence to go about it on her own.  She could see opportunities, even plan the jobs, but she felt that her own judgment was flawed; she would be caught if she followed her own instincts.  Consequently, she only “worked” when Torghen planned the job and asked her along.  That was rarely more often than twice a month and yielded relatively little after his understandably larger cut.  So she always reverted to what she knew would earn her enough to live on without the risk of arrest by the constables.

Whoring might not have dignity, she thought, but they don’t cut your hands off for it either.

“Let’s go,” Torghen said, finishing his ale.  He knew by the set of her jaw that his words had scored, but also that he had little chance of changing her ways.  He hoped one day he could teach her enough to let her rely on herself.  Their infrequent jobs should have put enough coin in her pockets to keep her off the streets.  The reasons why she always returned to such a loathsome profession, and why she needed every copper she could earn were mysteries to him, but he had made a rule never to meddle in the private lives of his apprentices.  “We’ve got work ta do.”

He flipped a silver onto the table and slid out of the booth.  Katie followed him out of the tavern through a back room, ignoring the indignant glance from the bartender.


CHAPTER V

––––––––
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––––––––

The Imperial Archives occupied an entire wing of the royal palace.  Towering shelves of moldering tomes, scrolls and loosely stacked parchment vied for space with row upon row of portraits, sculptures, and depictions of various persons and events throughout the entire reign of Tsing.  This was not the blademage’s favorite place.  The close shelves felt like they were about to topple over on him and the dust wreaked havoc with his sinuses.  Unfortunately, a principal component of any soul blade’s construction was the spirit of a once-living person.  Without it, the culmination of his skill would be just another enchanted weapon.  Oh, it would be keen and well balanced to be sure, but it would not be a masterwork worthy of his genius.  But locating candidates suitable for union with the most powerful weapon in the Realm of Tsing was quickly becoming an even more formidable task than forging the blade itself.

He had poured over rosters and lists and death notices until his eyes burned, with little more to show for his hours of effort than a pounding headache.  At this point he was beginning to wonder if the three traits he sought—skill with the battle-axe, loyalty to the Emperor and, most importantly, a strong and stable psyche—were mutually exclusive.  The most renowned axe-wielding heroes of recent legend were notoriously short tempered and uncannily belligerent with regard to any figure of authority.  Several had been expelled from the knighthood or even banished for acts bordering on treason.

So far, he had found reference to only two persons who seemed skilled, devoted, and stable enough for the union, and one of those was a dwarf.  He doubted that any dwarf would submit to such a binding union, but he could not know the fellow’s answer if he did not ask.  And to ask, he had to not only locate them in the archives, but also locate their burial sites.

“If only I could find one such as you, Kaoin-ka,” he mumbled, letting his hand rest on her braided hilt as he strode through the isles searching for a reference.  The hilt grew warm in his hand as her decidedly lusty thoughts caressed his mind.  He smiled despite himself as his body reacted in a manner inconsistent with his years.  He knew he could break the mental contact simply by removing his hand from her hilt, but he let it rest there for a while, simply enjoying her company.  The union of Kaoin-ka with the blade had been the answer to a desperate dilemma a century earlier when he had been young, brash, and completely in love.

Then, as now, he had been employed by a powerful noble, but in another empire, on another continent, and what seemed several lifetimes ago.  Kaoin-ka had been a Teikoku no Bannin, an elite guardian of the Emperor’s royal daughter.  They met when the blademage was contracted to design and manufacture a personal weapon for the young Princess.  The assignment proved quite challenging in that the Princess had no weapon-skill whatsoever and abhorred violence.  The young blademage embraced this test of his skill, spending much time with the Princess, and so with her bodyguard Kaoin-ka.

As he came to know the Princess, and to fall in love with her sworn protector, he discovered that they were the closest of friends.  Strangely, while Kaoin-ka was a master of the katana, the Princess’ only true love was her dance.  She was renowned for the art form of Himo-odori, the ribbondance, and often entertained her father and visiting royalty with her grace, agility and rhythmic skill.  It was this love that the blademage focused on.

In the months that followed, he forged Silverwand, a two-foot rod of purest mithril that, upon the Princess’ command, trailed a ribbon of thin, razor sharp metal.  Both the Emperor and the Princess were pleased with his innovation, the former because his daughter seemed safe, the later because, with Silverwand, she could be so precise that its keen edge would never harm anyone more than was absolutely necessary for her protection.

Tragedy struck when the Princess was beguiled by a skilled sorcerer-assassin who killed and assumed the form of a servant boy that she had been seeing in secret.  At their meeting, the vile creature took her as would her lover, and in doing so weaved a subtle self-destructive spell into the Princess’ mind.  She stumbled back to her chambers, drawing the attention of a number of royal guards, since everyone thought her asleep in her bed.  Kaoin-ka was stunned at the deception and angrily questioned the Princess, but the Princess didn’t answer.  Something was amiss; even a dejected lover exhibits some kind of emotion, but the Princess’ face was a blank slate.  Then the girl took up Silverwand.  Kaoin-ka drew her blade and leapt as the long ribbon of razor-edged mithril snaked forth, but her desperate parry came too late.  Silverwand plunged straight through the enspelled Princess’ chest.  As Kaoin-ka’s sword struck in an effort to ward away the blade, the ribbon of silvery metal flexed, cutting her friend in half.  Kaoin-ka screamed out a cry so horrible that everyone thought it was she who had been struck dead.

Silverwand, bound by spells of devotion and protection and forced into betraying its mistress, self-destructed in a thrashing tornado of deadly metal.  Kaoin-ka was mortally wounded, but survived just long enough to tell her lover what had happened.

Never had the blademage been so enraged.  His creation, his work of art, had been used to murder the very one he had sworn to protect!  Immediately, he took up his dead lover’s sword, a katana of finest adamantine, and scrolled upon it the spells that would bind his love and the weapon forever.  His creation may have killed his love, but at least he could resurrect her soul.

They made a perfect team: the blademage, with his skill of magic and ability to speak with the dead, and the blade, with her skill of a warrior and his strong hand to wield her.  Together, they hunted down the sorcerer-assassin and forced him to reveal the identity of his employer before they took his head.  When the emperor learned what they had discovered, war broke out almost immediately.  As thanks for delivering his daughter’s murderer, the emperor insured the blademage safe passage from the warring nation.

“And you’ve been seducing me with your lecherous thoughts ever since,” he chuckled, flipping through a dozen dusty portraits.

*Ah, but you forget, Benoshi-san,* her sultry contralto sounded in his head, *I am but a sword.  That is all I can do to you.*

“Thank the gods for that, or I would have been dead fifty years ago.”  He finally let go of her hilt as the portrait he had been searching for caught his eye.  Yes, this is the one, he thought, letting his eyes take in the man’s thick features, stark green eyes contrasting his fiery hair and beard.  “Lord Kershann von Keenan,” he read beneath the bust, “Paladin of Emperor Tynean Tsing II.  Hmm, died T-II 64, about twenty years ago.”
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Katie carefully brought her weight to bear on the climbing spur, fitting the one on her right toe into the hole left by the one on her right hand only moments before, then glanced back at Torghen and the sixty foot drop behind.  She placed another spur and tested its hold, bringing her other hand to the ledge that was their goal.  She resisted the temptation to quickly chin up and over, knowing Torghen would scold her for her haste.  Sacrificing safety for speed was one thing if you were being chased, it was merely foolish if you were not.  There was no hurry, not yet.

She reached the top and levered herself over, careful to keep her profile low.  The spurs were off and stowed in her satchel by the time Torghen’s black-hooded cloak poked over the ledge.  She gave him a hand up, more for camaraderie than any need of help.  He was only slightly over three feet when he stood his tallest, but his muscles were denser than a human’s and he weighed as much as Katie.  He could chin himself one handed more times than she could with both, but he smiled thinly just the same and accepted her help.

“Yer gettin’ fast, Girl,” he complimented her in a whisper.  “Just watch that yer secure on no less than three points.  We’re in no hurry, ye know.”

“I know,” she smiled back, “and I was secure on three points all the way up.  How did you have time to watch me, anyway?  You had more holds to get than I did.”  She never passed up a chance to kid him about his height.

“I wasn’t watchin’ ye, Girl, I was listenin’ to ye.  Ye make more noise than a virgin prince in his daddy’s harem!  All that gruntin’ and groanin’...”

“I don’t grunt!” she hissed, following him across the flat rooftop while trying to silence her breathing.

They reached the other side and leapt the narrow gap of an alley over to the next roof.  It was no more than ten feet, but the drop to the street was several times that.  Fortunately, Torghen had long ago cured Katie of any aversion to heights.

This section of the city was named the Heights District in deference to the hills upon which it was perched.  During the city’s centuries-long expansion, the wealthy had made this district their home, lining every street with their towering town houses and gaudy, pillar-studded edifices.  Rich merchants, shipping magnates, and courtiers had transformed the Heights District into their own private playground, living in homes worth a king’s ransom and spending more gold in a day’s shopping than honest folk earned in a year.

And there, in the glittering light of a balcony across the way, some rich merchant entertained a crowd of overdressed friends in a room of polished marble and sparkling crystal.  Katie enjoyed stealing from these rich snobs.  They made fortunes on the blood and sweat of people like her and her mother, then had nothing better to do with it than buy jewels and fine silks.  She had lived too long with the lack of even the simplest luxuries; watching others flaunt useless wealth while poor wretches starved and died just across the river made her sick to her stomach.  Just once, she thought murderously, I’d like to see some rich countess keep her composure while a fat, drunken sailor grunted and huffed on top of her for half an hour...

“Ssst!” Torghen hissed, snapping her attention away from the spectacle and to the next alley.  This gap was wider, more than twenty feet with a ten-foot drop to the next roof.  Torghen drew a coil of light rope from his pack and handed it to her with a terse grin.

“See if ye can keep yer attention on what yer doin’ long enough to noose that chimney o’er there, Girl.”  His smile was intact, but Katie could tell by his tone that he was displeased with her lapse.

She clenched her jaw and took the thin line, carefully checking below before attempting the throw.  She had almost given them away once when she botched a toss like this and the falling rope nearly noosed a passing constable’s neck.  Such bungles were lessons never forgotten, but only if the bungler was lucky enough to live through the mistake.

This time there were no passers-by, so she lengthened the loop, took a careful swing and let it fly.  The deceptively strong line flew through the heavy night air like a serpent’s flickering tongue, cinching securely over the chimney on the first throw.  She handed the slack end to Torghen, smiling his own thin smile back at him.

“Eh, maybe ye was payin’ attention after all.”

Katie knew that was the only compliment she would get, so she concentrated on watching in all directions as he secured the line.  After cinching it tight, he applied a small lever sporting three hooks, bent the already taut line double, then secured the handle to the line itself.  A careful pluck told him the tension was adequate, then he simply nodded to her and traversed the dark expanse of night air like a spider on its web.  Once safely across he crouched and waited, then nodded once again.  Katie knew better than to hesitate.  She gripped the thin line, hooked a heel over it as she moved feet first out over the fifty-foot drop and shimmied across.  She breathed easier when her backside bumped the opposite ledge and she dismounted, crouching immediately to listen.  After a moment’s silence they turned to their work, leaving the line in place for the return trip.

They moved to an ornate stained-glass skylight of a type commonly used for ventilation in the warmer summer months.  Torghen smiled through the colored panes; his vision was far more sensitive than any human’s and he could easily see the room’s glittering interior, though it was pitch black to Katie.

“Just like he told me,” the gnome rasped.  “Remember Lass, a good caser is worth every copper of his percentage.  Without one, you’re just askin’ to get nipped by the caps.”

Torghen rummaged in his pack for another line and a tightly rolled tool pouch, handing the former to Katie, which she looped over her shoulder.  He unrolled the pouch on the rooftop and pointed to a thin drill bit and a tiny handle, then the ornate iron hinges at the crest of the skylight.  Katie knew already what he wanted, since he had drummed the procedure into her for hours the previous day.  She fit the bit into the chuck at the tip of the handle and tightened it carefully, then held it out while Torghen wrapped a braided wire around the grooved steel section near the tip.

Katie placed the bit’s point upon the pin of the hinge.  The pin was steel rather than iron like the hinge, and could be drilled. She held it steady as Torghen pulled the wire back and forth, spinning the rotating portion of the tool.  There was virtually no noise, and when the end of the pin was drilled out, he simply pulled it free with a plier.  The other two hinges went likewise, then the entire window was lifted out, flipped, and laid on the roof, the heavy latch inside still securely locked.  Torghen grinned at his accomplice and hopped through the gaping window, vanishing into the darkness within.

Katie cringed at his theatrics, knowing he was standing on the thick bars just inside.  She edged over more carefully, feeling for the bars with her feet, then crouched in the dark to let her eyes adjust.  She could see him working on the bars, fitting another device between them.  Her vision was still too poor to show her exactly what it was, but she knew already.  A slight groan of bending metal was the only sound as he worked the bar spreader.  In moments the gap was wide enough for them to slip through.

Suddenly Torghen jerked back from the aperture, bounding like a coiled spring out of the skylight housing and back onto the roof.  Katie gasped at what had startled the gnome, and scrabbled out of the confining space.  A grey, translucent hand, thick claws tipping craggy fingers with too many joints, groped after her retreating ankle.

After a moment gathering their wits and stilling their pounding hearts, and nothing pursuing them onto the rooftop, they risked a glance over the lintel into the darkness.  There, hanging beneath the bars, two dead-looking motes glimmered faintly from within a misty and monstrous head.  Hairs stiffened at the nape of Katie’s neck until the wispy form swirled away and vanished.  Katie, suddenly realizing that she could breathe again, sucked greedy gulps of air into her aching chest.

Torghen looked at her and drew one gloved finger across his throat.  His thin smile had turned grim and serious.  This was the security system they had been warned about.  Torghen’s informant had stressed how proud the jeweler was of his infallible sentinel.  “It not only keeps out the riff-raff,” the merchant had bragged, “I haven't been bothered by so much as a mosquito since I contracted its services.”  But the caser had also said that the spells binding the ghostly beast into service kept it inside the shop.  Torghen had assumed “inside the shop” meant on the other side of the bars.  Such assumptions killed thieves.

Torghen had to admit that using an ethereal devourer as a burglary deterrent was an ingenious idea.  The spirit would feast upon any living thing unfortunate or stupid enough to venture into the shop, be it animal, vegetable or even another spirit form. At night, it would keep the merchant’s precious jewels safe, then in the morning the light of day would banish the fiend back to the netherworld, and business could proceed as usual.

There were few ways to thwart creatures of the netherworld. They could be exorcised, but the spells were long and usually required more than one visit by a high-ranking priest.  They were affected by powerful magical weapons to a certain extent, but were also lightning fast and very difficult to see.  Only the light of day would drive them back to their ethereal origins, but a bright spell light could keep them at least partially at bay.  The problem in this instance was the stained-glass windows that stretched from floor to ceiling across the entire store front.  Any light they used would be easily seen from the street.  An alarm would be raised immediately, and the constabulary would arrive in moments.

Torghen had pondered this problem for days, when a childhood memory of watching a frog catch a large glowbug provided him with a solution.  For a brief instant the glowbug had flickered inside the frog, illuminating it from the inside.  What he needed here was something similar, but larger and brighter.  A sorcerous business acquaintance had supplied him with the necessary elements, for a price, of course.

The wily old gnome retrieved his secret weapon—a head-sized bundle of blackened sack cloth—from his pack.  He secured the draw strings to the end of Katie’s line, then simply let the bundle hang over the edge of the skylight until it was suspended several feet below the grating.

“Just like fishin’,” he whispered hopefully, paying out a bit more line and peeking over the edge.

“Yeah,” Katie agreed, peering over as well, “but this is one fish I hope you don’t reel in.”

Torghen opened his mouth to comment when there was a sudden jerk on the line and a bright but brief flash.  The silhouetted image of the devourer was burned briefly onto their retinas before the shop was plunged back into darkness.  Katie snapped her eyes shut, but it was too late, her night vision was momentarily ruined while the shape of the creature swam about on the inside of her eyelids.  The ploy had worked perfectly.  When the spirit consumed the giant dayglow beetle in the sack, the magical insect’s light had instantly diffused throughout the devourer’s wispy essence to banish the creature, for the time being anyway.

“Got ‘im!” Torghen hissed in triumph, snapping the line back up and hopping into the window well, his eyes apparently less effected than Katie’s by the flash.  “Come on, Girl!  We don’t know how long he’ll be banished!”

“My eyes are still swimming with spots!” she cursed, edging over the sill mostly by feel.  She paused while Torghen secured the line, listening for an alarm.  The flash could have been spotted by someone, but they probably would not have believed their eyes.  “I don’t hear anything.  Are you sure the thing’s gone?”

“Eh, I sure hope so, Girl,” he said with one bushy eyebrow raised as he dropped the rope inside, “or this is gonna be the shortest burglary in history!”

He fastened a clip to his belt and then to the rope, bent the line double to retard his descent, and dropped between the bars.  Katie heard the near-silent thump of her mentor encountering the floor some distance below and decided everything must be okay. She fastened her own clip and followed him down the line.

The skylight was in the center of the vast shop, forty feet above the polished marble floor.  Katie landed with a quiet thump and quickly got her bearings.  Her eyes were returning to normal and she had studied a map of the shop’s layout for hours; it all fell quickly into place.  Glass cases displaying glittering wares were arrayed like a wheel.  The second floor was simply a balcony ringing the large chamber.

Torghen was already lifting three pieces of exquisitely wrought emerald jewelry from a display case.  Her assignment lay on the other side of the room: a diamond brooch and two sapphire bracelets.  The lock on the case opened almost too easily, and she slipped the items into her bag, then moved to the next rack.  There lay a ruby-studded torque and a garnet ring that were also on her list.  Torghen always insisted they only stole items for which he already had a buyer.  He had been caught once with stolen goods, but the merchant had been persuaded by a very close (and very well paid) friend to drop the charges.  Now one of his rules was to never hold merchandise more than a day.

“Sssst!”

Katie whirled at the gnome’s insistent noise, her eyes flashing to where he pointed.  A soft glimmer shone in the air above them, started to brighten and take shape, then faded away again.

“He’s comin’ back!” Torghen snapped.  “Up the rope wi’ ye, Girl!”

“You go,” she said, dashing for the stair to the balcony.  “I’ll get the statue and be up in a second.”

She heard him grumble, but saw that he was already scrabbling up the thin line like a spider.  He knew what she was going after, and knew it was the most valuable item on their list. The glowing form of the devourer coalesced once again only feet away from the gnome, but vanished again a second later.

Katie was up the stairs and halfway around the curving walk when Torghen reached the skylight grating.  As he levered himself through, she knelt to work on the lock that secured an exquisite jade statuette of an elephant with emerald eyes and gold armor.  In mere seconds she had the lock and the cover came off.  A soft cloth wrapped the statue carefully and she thrust it into her bag.  But just as she sprinted back the way she’d come, something shimmered in front of her.

“Oh, Gods!” she cursed, sliding to a halt on the smooth marble as the devourer coalesced on the steps.  Her only way to reach the rope was now blocked.  The figure was still mostly transparent, but she did not know if it was insubstantial enough to actually pass through.

“Sssst!” came a hasty call from above, drawing her attention as she whirled and dashed away from the advancing ethereal form.  Torghen was leaning through the bars, grasping the line and swinging it in a long arc so that it almost reached the balcony.  Katie marked the spot where it would come closest and ran for it.  A quick glance told her the glow of the devourer was not far behind as she vaulted to perch on the ornate railing.  The beast seemed to be moving slowly, lethargic from its exposure to the light.  Unfortunately the rope was at the opposite end of its swing.  In an instant she knew that the ravenous spirit beast would reach her before the rope would return.

She snatched her climbers, grooved pieces of pitch-soaked leather for gripping the thin rope, and cinched their straps onto her hands.  Her mind clicked onto the notion that the line was already on its way back to her, and if she were to meet it partway, she just might evade of that thing’s glowing clutches.  The trouble was, she could not watch both the line and her advancing foe.  The latter seemed the more imminent danger, forcing her to time her jump accordingly.  But if something changed the line’s trajectory, she would fall twenty feet to the marble floor.  She mumbled a quick but ambiguous prayer and leapt into the air where she hoped the line would be.

Katie’s hasty calculations were perfect.  As her foot left the balcony railing, the claws of a wispy hand missed her ankle by inches.  The line materialized from the gloom at the apex of her leap, slapping into the secure hold of the climbers.  Then she was clamoring up, thoughts of those cold, lifeless eyes driving her on.  Something wisped past her face once, but she was swinging and thrashing so wildly that the devourer missed its grab.  Then something snatched her wrist like a vice, and the breath left her lungs with the chill of fear.

Torghen cursed as she thrashed, hauling her up through the grating even as she realized that the grip on her wrist was the familiarly substantial hand of her friend.  She gulped the night air as they scrabbled out of the window well, Torghen pausing to retrieve his bar bender and the line.  The clawed hands of the ethereal devourer snatched at his retreating ankles as he finally climbed clear.

“That was a good leap ye made there, Girl!”  Torghen smiled at her warmly, patting her shaking shoulder as she gulped air greedily.  “Ye ready ta go back across the span now, or would ye like a bit o’ rest.”

“No,” she managed between breaths, willing her shaking body to relax.  “Let’s get out of here.  That thing was glowing pretty brightly when it was after me.  If it attracted attention we’d best be gone quickly.”

“Jist what I was thinkin’, Girl.”  He grinned even more broadly as he helped her to rise.

Katie followed her mentor to the edge of the roof and quickly traversed the length of the taut line, the comforting weight of pilfered gold and jewels pulling at her pack straps all the way across.


CHAPTER VI

––––––––
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––––––––

The steps up to the flat seemed somehow higher as Katie trudged wearily up to her home.  Her satchel weighed on her shoulder as if it were full of bricks instead of the cheese and sausage she had stopped to buy.  As she reached the top landing, her weary eyes squinted into the scant streaks of crimson that painted the eastern sky.  She had just enough energy to smile at the incongruous beauty amid the squalor surrounding her.  There was no light in Mrs. Doughton’s window yet, so she decided not to ask how her mother had fared the night.  She’d know soon enough anyway.

She worked the latch and walked into the flat, a faint knot of apprehension gripping her stomach as it always did when she returned; night was the most dangerous time for her mother.  The healer had told her that as the disease progressed her mother bore greater and greater risk of simply expiring in her sleep.  The damage to her lungs had worsened to the point that she had to sleep partially sitting.  If she so much as rolled off the bolstering pillows, which was a distinct possibility in her drugged condition, the bloody congestion could settle and block her breathing totally.

Katie hung her satchel on the peg behind the meat locker and moved silently to the bedroom door.  The quick, steady rattle of her mother’s breathing was at least somewhat reassuring.  After checking to make sure the pillows had not slipped, she returned to the kitchen and stoked the coal fire to a roar.  She put water on, frowning again at the nearly empty barrel, and started preparing a hash of onions, potatoes, sausage and peppers.  When the pan was hot she placed it on to simmer and collapsed into a chair near the tiny table to loosen her boots.
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