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A PAIR OF GUARDS WALKED past on the wall, barely visible in the late night gloom as a form slipped through the shadows and up to the edge of the moat that surrounded the curtain wall. The intruder tentatively dipped a probing foot into the water and smiled to herself. The ducats she had spread around proved to be money well spent: there was indeed a hidden causeway submerged about a foot and a half or so below the scummy surface of the foul smelling water. Sarah grimaced as she eased out onto the underwater causeway carefully balancing on the narrow stone path. It was only about a few hand spans wide and covered in a thick layer of slippery algae. The water was surprisingly chilly in spite of the humid summer night air. She tried to not think about the fact that the keep's privies likely emptied into the moat or what might be living in the noisome water. Nobody said anything about the owner of the keep having monsters or man eating fish or anything like that. One nobleman she knew of kept sharks in his moat, huge carnivorous ocean fish big enough to take an arm or a leg off if they caught you. Another had snakes, big slimy poisonous ones as long as her arm. It was hard to tell which one was worse in her opinion. 

The tall, lithe woman bit back a cry of alarm when her foot suddenly slid out from under her. Arms pinwheeling, she managed to regain her balance with a minimum of splashing and, more importantly, she was not suddenly scrambling to try and get back on the causeway. She froze, breath hissing through clenched teeth once she was steady on her feet again straining her senses to their very limits. No shouts of warning. No barking dogs. More importantly no crossbow bolts or arrows flying her way. In her experience being shot at tended to spoil one's evening. The guards were far away but there was no telling what tricks of the wind might bring a stray sound their way. Sarah tiptoed the rest of the way across the causeway and looked up at the top of the wall some twenty feet over her head. 

Sarah tugged the drawstrings tight against her wrists on the supple light brown gloves she wore. After another quick glance at the top of the wall she held her hands in front of her mouth as if she were warming them on a cold night. The magic bound up in the silver and gold threads stitched into the supple doeskin flashed a dull light blue in the dark. The woman pressed her hand against the smooth stone and started up the curtain wall as easily as a spider.

The coast seemed clear at the top of the wall so Sarah hoisted one long leg over the edge then swung down onto the walkway. Crouching low she looked around then plopped down on her butt, scooted to the edge and dangled by her fingertips in the air for a moment. Sarah dropped onto the packed earth of the courtyard below and quickly hid in the deeper shadows behind a pillar supporting the catwalk overhead. 

She held her breath when a pair of what looked like servants appeared out of nowhere so close that she could have reached out and touched them. The two men stood there for what seemed like an age and a half, gossiping about the weather and the likelihood of a good harvest and Hezra knew what else... Her dexterous fingers wrapped around the hilt of one of the daggers sheathed at her sides. Don't turn around. the woman thought at the backs of the two men's heads. Just move on and please please don't turn around... Sarah rolled her dark blue eyes and sagged with a quiet, relieved sigh against the wooden pillar when the servants finally moved on heading for what she guessed to be the servant's quarters at the rear of the large tower house. 

Sarah counted to fifteen in her head to make sure the men had plenty of time to get out of the way. From her best guess gathered from a week of watching the keep she still had plenty of time before the men on the walls came back around again. She sprinted across the wide courtyard her footfalls muffled by the dirt packed as hard as stone by generations of horse hooves and boots. Sarah paused to catch her breath between a small tool shed and the outer wall of the tower house proper. 

Once the guards passed again Sarah took a few deep breaths and shook out her arms and legs steeling herself for the hardest part of the job. She started up the smooth marble as fast as she could trying to make it above eye level of the guards before they returned. Sarah glanced at the dim shadow of a moon visible behind the dark clouds overhead. Right on schedule. Sarah thought grimacing with effort as she scrambled up the side of the tower. If everything went according to plan she would have what she was being paid to acquire and be back down while the guards were changing shifts.

A gust of wind tugged at her long auburn hair once she was about thirty feet from the ground. A second one came up that almost certainly would have battered her against the rough stone if she were using more conventional means to scale the side of the tower. Sarah struggled onward toward the large window at the top as the wind picked up almost threatening to fling her away into space. Finally, at long last she struggled the last few dozen feet and dragged herself over the sill. 

Sarah leaned against the sill as she caught her breath staring into the gloomy chamber where she now found herself. She was alone which would have been awkward for all involved if the owner of the keep had been using his study at the moment. The room had four windows facing each of the four cardinal directions all of them opened wide to let the air blow down the staircase and into the keep. It was dark but Sarah could make out the fine furniture arranged tastefully around the large circular room. A small fortune in books and scrolls filled shelves and covered tables. Sarah gritted her teeth, her eyes rolling again as she tiptoed into the study. 

The client wanted a certain book and of course the place was a mess. Fuckin' hells! Sarah grumbled internally as she crept up to the nearest table and carefully started glancing at the titles printed on the books there. She paused to consider the massive brass telescope mounted on a tripod in the western window. The temptation to steal a glance through the insanely expensive instrument was hard to resist. The milled glass for the lenses alone had to cost a small fortune. All the while she kept an ear open in the chance that someone might come up to shutter the windows or what have you. According to what information she could gather the owner of the keep was on his way to Saulk Reldnak, some three hundred leagues away, so it was not likely that he would turn up wanting to burn the midnight oil. However it did not pay to be careless.

As Sarah moved to a nearby shelf straining her eyes to read the small print on the spines of the books something suddenly clicked into place. She smiled in the dark as she headed toward a shelf farthest from the window she had entered through. There actually was a system to the seeming anarchy of the material stored in piles and strewn around the tables. It was divided by subject and loosely organized by author. The woman's clever fingers found a small book a little bigger than the span of her outstretched fingers and several inches thick. She grinned after taking a closer look at the cover and stuffed the book into a satchel slung over her shoulder then started across the room. Her heart became a lump of ice in her chest when she heard footsteps at the bottom of the stairs. 

Two figures entered the chamber. One was an older gentleman in robes of a darker though indistinguishable color thanks to the dimness of the lighting though the odd glint of gold or silver thread shone dully. The other was younger, perhaps in his mid to late teens, and more simply dressed in a white tunic and dark colored trousers. The older man stopped at the top of the stairs scowling into the shadows stroking his beard. His companion paused after a few steps and turned. “Are you alright, my lord?” the young man asked. 

The old man snapped his fingers and torches flared to life in their sconces on the walls. The young man squinted in the yellow orange light and shaded his eyes for a moment. “My lord?” he asked taking a step or two toward the old man. The old man held out a hand silencing his companion with a gesture as he advanced into the middle of the chamber a look of concentration on his wizened face. The old man turned his head toward the domed ceiling and slowly opened his eyes.

“Um...hello...” a nervous titter escaped Sarah's lips as she and the old man stared at each other for a heartbeat or two from her perch in the rafters. Several things happened at once. The young woman swung down from the oaken timber and onto the top of the nearest bookshelf as a ball of greenish light shot through with blue lightning formed between the palms of the old man's hands. Sarah leaped from bookshelf to bookshelf tucking and rolling then springing up and diving out of the eastern window as the old man hurled the ball of magical energy at the woman missing her by inches. The spell shattered against the wall dissipating in a flurry of yellow and blue sparks. 

The young man sprinted to the window staring open mouthed into the darkness below. He had only caught a glimpse of a tall, gorgeous redhead in tight fitting dark blue clothing. “Guards! Intruder!” he shouted using his cupped hands to amplify his call all the while hoping not to see the girl splattered all over the courtyard below. Chester worked a quick spell concentrating on a point in the air below him and a bright red orb sprung to life. A relieved smile spread across his face when he spotted a form swinging to the ground below on a rope attached to the side of the tower in the flickering light at the edge of the area lit by his spell. 

A handful of men clad in chainshirts and carrying spears or crossbows hurried into view by the time the woman was already across the courtyard. The woman paused at the top of the wall and, somehow, Chester could sense the mocking grin on her face before she disappeared over the precipice. Strangely he could not help but be incredibly, instantly taken with whoever this girl was. He shook his head and turned back to face Master Alleyn. The old man scowled. “Well...I suppose we had better see if anything is missing...” the wizard sighed over his shoulder as he turned, frowning as he surveyed his study. Due to his long intimacy with the room he had an idea of where to start looking. 
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SARAH SANK INTO THE chair at the corner of the crowded common room feeling altogether bone tired and sodden. Her hair and skin were still damp and smelled like a dung heap from her swim in the moat which, in retrospect, actually aided in her disguise. She had changed into a ragged and patched pair of trousers along with a faded and threadbare shirt topping off the ensemble with a cloak so stained and filthy that it was hard to guess the garment's original color. The thief smudged some dirt on her face and hands to make herself look like one of the enumerable nameless vagrants that roamed the streets of Ainuri at all hours of the day and night. 

A lanky handsome dark haired young man joined her a few moments later flagging down a serving girl and ordering plates of food and a flagon of wine. He might have been a merchant's son or perhaps the scion of a noble house slumming it with the small folk in his faded fashionably tight dark blue trousers and scarlet waistcoat over a white tunic with the baggy sleeves that was currently in favor. A matched rapier and dagger hung from a wide tooled leather belt. “You're late.” the man stated just loud enough for the woman seated near him to hear. “That's not like you at all.”

Sarah scowled, nudging her satchel towards the man with the toe of her boot. “I'm not and you know it, Moris.” she spat doing her best to keep her voice down as well. The woman stared icily into Moris's warm green eyes. It took every ounce of willpower she had to not smack the smarmy little smirk off of the man's face. “Why didn't you tell me there were gods be damned wizards?” Her hand darted out and swiped the sack of coins Moris slid across the table.

Moris's eyebrows shot up momentarily. “Wizards? My informants told me the lord of the manor was over in the capital on business.” he smiled and thanked the young woman who dropped off wooden bowls of stew and a pair of pewter cups along with a huge pitcher of sour wine. Moris gently took the serving girl's wrist. “We can pour our own wine, darling.” He filled first Sarah's cup then his own after giving the girl a copper obal. 

Sarah dug ravenously into the stew which was long on gravy and potatoes and noticeably short on what she hoped was chicken. It was not hard to act like a starving street person as she had not eaten since having a light breakfast at dawn. A slice or two of oat bread and some cheese would not have gone amiss but she dismissed the thought with an internal shrug. Beggars and choosers and all that. “Well there were two.” Sarah muttered around a mouthful of hot under cooked potato “You're lucky I like you or I'd demand an extra fee for my troubles.”

Moris leaned back in his chair and smiled. “Just think of it this way, Sarah.” he took a long drink grimacing at the dry acidic flavor of the red wine. “You've broken into a wizard's den and lived to tell the tale. You'll be famous in certain circles.”

The woman nearly choked on her wine. “I'd rather not, thanks.” she said once she managed to not spew the deep red liquid all over the table. In her experience famous thieves tended to end up decorating a spike in the town square with their heads with startling regularity. Sarah picked up her bowl and scraped the last of her stew into her open mouth. It had not been particularly good but it was hot and she was absolutely famished. 

They made small talk while they finished their meals Sarah letting Moris have the lion's share of the wine. It tasted like bitter piss anyway and, as a rule, she generally avoided getting drunk. Drunks got sloppy and sloppy thieves got caught. She stood and made a show of kissing Moris's hand, thanking him profusely for the meal and the wine before exiting the pub and headed toward the inn where she had taken a room the week before huddling under her ragged cloak and adopting the oft kicked dog manner common among the street people. 

Sarah went into the alley next to The Golden Horn, a gaudily painted three story structure situated between the Merchant's and Noble's Quarters of the city. The inn was well within the price range of a lower middle income merchant so she could easily afford a private room with its running water and, most importantly at the moment, porcelain bathtub. The woman jumped up, caught the iron ladder bolted to the side of the building and scrambled up to her room on the second floor.

Before opening the window Sarah leaned out and carefully ran her fingertips along the windowsill nodding to herself when she discovered the tiny splinter of wood still wedged there was right where she had left it before setting out. She pushed the window open then climbed inside deftly rolling onto the carpet and springing to her feet. The woman barely avoiding crashing into the narrow bed and the small writing desk which took up most of the room. 

She crossed the room to the door, running the pad of an index finger along the gap between the door and the frame. The young woman nodded when she found the sliver of wood she had stuck there right where she left it. A brief check under the bed found her few belongings undisturbed. Satisfied, she gathered her filthy clothes in her cloak and chucked them out the window then went to the small private bath. Scrubbed clean and ready for a good long nap Sarah threw on a nightshirt and flopped onto the bed, snoring peaceably in moments. 

Chester trudged along scowling at the cobblestones under his feet, his hands jammed into his trouser pockets. He and Master Alleyn had spent the entire night first searching through his master's library trying to puzzle out what, if anything the intruder had made off with. Following that they searched the grounds with a fine toothed comb trying to discover any evidence she had left behind. After hours of practically crawling on hands and knees on the floor looking for any trace of the girl he stumbled upon a single strand of curly red hair caught on one of the timbers supporting the ceiling. Winding the hair around a fresh twig from an ash tree created the focus for a simple spell that would allow him to track the thief down. The enchanted twig would twitch or vibrate depending on how close or far his path took him from the source of the original owner of the source material used in the spell. He only had one hair to work with so the connection was weak at best. Naturally, given the head start she had on him, the twig had not so much as twitched the entire half mile hike into Ainuri. Luckily, the gates were open for the day by the time he arrived though he had no idea where to start looking. So he just ended up walking around the city waiting for the ensorcelled twig to tell him where to go.

Whatever she had swiped seemed to have Master Alleyn quite upset. Also, he could not help but find a knot of excitement growing in his stomach at the thought of getting a closer look at the girl. Somehow the thought that she might be a dangerous cutthroat never really occurred to him. If she had wanted to hurt anyone she had the chance before Master Alleyn spotted her, after all.

Finally and at long last, the twig was practically shaking its way right out of his hand in its effort to get to the woman.

He stood outside an inn called the Golden Horn, sucking on his teeth and rocking on his heels as he considered his next action. It was still reasonably early in the morning so it was entirely possible the girl might still be in bed or getting ready to come down for breakfast. The thought of catching her in her room asleep made him a little uncomfortable for some reason. Either way the ensorcelled twig insisted that she was inside the building. Finally, he gathered up his courage and started up the front steps of the inn steadying his shaky legs by using the railing. 

Chester slipped through the small restaurant at the front of the building. His stomach protested loudly as he ignored the smells of frying bacon and baking bread wafting from the kitchen. The apprentice's soft soled shoes made nearly no sound as he mounted the stairs in the rear of the dining room. The hall branched off to his right and left...the twig insisted that he go left. Chester rapped on the door with the number 17 stenciled on it his heart hammering away in his chest in time with the frantic vibrations of the little stick in his pocket. 

The apprentice's jaw dropped when the woman unlatched the door and opened it wide enough for him to get his first decent look at her. She was nearly as tall as his own six feet with a near perfect oval face framed by an unruly mass of auburn hair that hung down past her shoulders. A baggy plain nightshirt the color of a robin's egg did little to hide a figure that would put even the most beautiful woman in the king's court to shame. Her bleary cerulean eyes went wide with recognition. “I...I'm not here to hurt you.” Chester stammered holding his hands up, showing her his palms. He did his level best to pull what he hoped was a convincing face.

“Good to hear...” Sarah whispered. She spun and sprinted toward the window trying to make it before the wizard recovered his wits. The woman made it only a few paces before her muscles froze her in place her traitorous limbs unwilling to obey her brain's commands. She grunted, straining with the effort of trying to take another step. 

Chester swallowed nervously and stepped inside the room, shutting and bolting the door behind him. “I really am sorry about this.” he said quietly. He almost laughed at the sight of the woman frozen in mid stride then put a hand on her knee, pushing her knee down so she stood normally. The apprentice reached out and gently pushed her left hand down so that it hung somewhat more naturally at her side. “Look, I said I'm not here to hurt you. I'll release you from the enchantment if you promise not to run away, alright? Blink twice if you agree.”

Sarah blinked as the wizard asked and sighed in relief when her body fell back under her control. He was a tired looking beanpole of a young man now that she got a closer look at him and still wearing the same clothes he had been wearing the night before. “I don't suppose I can know your name?” she asked catching the man's dark brown eyes staring at her bare thighs. “I don't normally let strange men into my room you know.”

She stifled a smile when he turned red to the ears and looked away. “I-I'm Chester. Chester Cobblepot.” He cursed himself silently for the way the words stumbled drunkenly out of his mouth. Chester cleared his throat and squared his shoulders trying to appear more intimidating. However, when she looked at him there was an amused glint in her eye as if she were barely keeping from laughing in his face. “What's your name?”

Sarah crouched and started reaching for her bags under the bed. Chester put a foot on her leather garment bag before she could open it. “I'm Sarah Walker.” she frowned at the man's shoe and tried to pull her bag the rest of the way out from under the bed. “Alright Chester, wherever you want to take me I'm not leaving this room without at least a pair of trousers on.” She crossed her arms over her chest her frown growing into a full on scowl. Sarah blew a strand of hair away from her face and waved at her bags “Pick some clothes out for me yourself if you like.”  

“What? Oh! Um...” Chester muttered, reaching past the woman and grabbing the garment bag. He could not help but glance at her out of the corner of his eye since they were a scant few inches apart. The air around her smelled vaguely of cinnamon and cloves. Sarah stood slowly then plopped down into the chair resting her chin in the palm of her hand watching the man with a hint of amusement dancing around on her face. 

Chester opened the bag and stared at its contents for a half second. He practically threw the first garments he found at Sarah, his eyes nearly bulging out of his head when he stumbled upon some of her small clothes. She giggled as she stood up and slipped her legs into a pair of dark blue woolen trousers then turned her back and pulled her nightshirt over her head. Sarah stole a glance over her shoulder at the young man when she tossed the garment aside and picked up the grass colored shirt off of the desk. Chester's face was nearly as red as her hair. Poor man looks like he's going to have a stroke! Sarah thought with a mischievous little smirk.

Sarah turned stuffing her shirttail into her trousers then put on her boots. Her eyes started toward her belt with its sheathed daggers hanging on the bedpost a few feet away... “Um...no.” Chester ordered, motioning her away from the weapons. She picked up another belt, wider and with several pouches on it. Sarah gave him a questioning look then fastened it around her waist when he nodded. “Are you about ready?”

“Are you hungry?” Sarah asked as she tightened her belt after tucking her gloves into it. “I don't know about you, but I'm famished.” She waved toward the door and Chester opened it letting her out into the hall. “C'mon. It's on me, Chester. It's the least I can do.”

“No. Come on.” Chester grabbed the woman's arm pulling her toward the door. “Master Alleyn wants you back straight away.” Chester scowled as he tightened his grip on her arm and hustled her out into the hall. He got the idea that she was trying to pull some kind of trick on him and the sooner he delivered his prisoner the better. 

“Hey! Easy!” Sarah scowled and twisted her arm out of the man's grasp. She gave him a look that would curdle fresh milk as she straightened her shirt. “No need for that.” The young woman waved a hand towards the stairs “Let's get this over with, shall we?” 

Sarah's eyes played over the patrons eating their breakfast in the restaurant as they made the way towards the front door. “Well...where are you taking me?” she asked just loud enough for a couple of burly men who looked like day laborers could overhear her. One of them looked up as she walked past and she gave the man her best helpless damsel in distress look.

“You took something that doesn't belong to you.” Chester said in a sharp low voice as he hurried the woman towards the door. “It's up to Master Alleyn what happens.” His jaw clenched when Sarah slowed her pace and he caught her forearm to force her to move faster. Somehow he had a feeling that he was not going actually hurt her...or at least he hoped so. Sure, she was a thief but Sarah did not seem like a bad person...if that made any sense.

You'll forgive me if that doesn't fill me with confidence... Sarah thought as she tried to stall their progress for a few more moments. Thankfully the two day laborers looked to be discussing what was going on with a vehemence that she hoped meant one of them would be coming to her rescue. They were almost to the door when she heard heavy footfalls behind them. “Oi! Are you alright, miss?” a deep voice asked loudly. 

“There's no problem here, sir.” Chester said half turning to speak to the man before trying to urge Sarah through the front door. “Good day.” He speared Sarah with a look, urging her to move along. The other man was easily twice his size with biceps as big as the young man's head. The laborer looked like he could turn Chester inside out without breaking a sweat.

“Wasn't askin' you, shorty.” the man growled glaring down at the young wizard. “Do ye need help?” He spoke to Sarah but never took his eyes off Chester. Sarah opened her mouth to speak when something strange happened.

Chester concentrated and made an arcane gesture behind his back. “My friend and I have very important business.” he said with a small shrug. “She wanted to have breakfast but I'm afraid that we don't have time.” The apprentice turned to Sarah and frowned apologetically. “I'm sorry but it's a bite while we're walking.” Seemingly satisfied with this the big man nodded and went back to his table while Chester smiled and pushed open the door for Sarah. 

“Don't make me do that again.” he said in a low voice once they were outside the inn and down the street. Sarah was a little surprised by the genuine distress in the Chester's voice. “I don't like playing with people's minds like that.” 

Sarah nodded hooking her thumbs in her belt. She did not care at all for the implication that Chester might do the same to her if she put up too much of a fuss. “Fine. Well...let's get this over with.” she grumbled as they walked down the street. The woman glanced at the wizard. “I don't suppose you've got a horse? Maybe a carriage waiting? It's a long way to walk.”
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