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NINE LIVES, ONE DEBT


NINE LIVES, ONE Debt

— a Mira short

The rain in Starfall didn’t fall; it slanted. It sheeted in from the gulf and rattled every shutter in the tenements until the whole street hummed like a struck bowl. By the time the Matron yelled for buckets, the orphanage gutters were already vomiting brown water, and the back court was a shallow mirror full of floating onion skins and a single drifting sandal no one claimed.

“Cellar,” she said. “Plug the drain!”

“On it,” I said, which meant I’ll find a way, not that I had any real idea. I was twelve, small enough to slip behind the stove when collectors came asking about bread debt, fast enough to be useful when roof-tiles started to skate. Small and fast were currencies in Starfall. That night, so was courage, and I wasn’t sure who would pay for that.

The kitchen door stuck halfway open with swollen wood. I shouldered through and took the steps two at a time. The first breath smelled like wet iron and potatoes. The second smelled like river. On the third I heard it: a hollow gul-yulp as the cellar drain decided it wasn’t a drain anymore.

The lantern by the stairs threw a sick egg-yellow circle. Water already slicked the floor around the sacks of barley and rose in a low hump over the drain plate, trembling every time the alley sluice pushed more volume than the rusted grate could swallow. I skidded forward, grabbed the chain, and hauled. The grate didn’t budge.

“Anyone down here?” I called.

Something banged at the back wall. Not a sack. A crate. A small, frightened thump like a rabbit in a wicker basket. Then a voice, water-warped and thin: “Rin? Anyone?”

Not Rin. Hannik, the boy who had never learned to stay out of corners. He liked corners; they were places the world couldn’t sneak up on you.

“Hold,” I said. “Don’t try to swim.” Stupid advice in a cellar. But panic takes commands, not explanations.

The water from the alley got ambitious. It arched over the lip of the drain like a tongue and slopped onto the floor with a slap. My bare toes found the cold and my feet tried to get taller.

I pulled the chain again. Nothing. The grate had fused to the lip with a generation of rust and spilled honey and prayer-wax and everything else that sinks into iron and turns it into stubborn.

No time to find a lever. No time to run for help that might be busy bailing the lane. The water pushed across my ankles, my shins. The lantern’s reflection grew long and broke into ripples around my knees.

“Where?” I said.

“Back—behind the pickle casks—Matron said don’t—don’t climb the rack—” His voice hiccuped. It came from where the cellar narrowed into an unloved slot where the wall bowed and the shelves married the damp.

I could see the path in my head before the light made it plain: sacks, cask, cask, crate, a tumble of broken ladder against the far wall. If he’d gone there for quiet, he’d found it. Too much of it.

“Listen,” I said, and I put my palm to the wall so my voice had something to ride. “I’m coming. When I touch you, you breathe with me. Three counts in. Three counts out. Don’t kick.” I said it like I’d done this before. I hadn’t.

Above the steps a gust sucked at the door and the lantern flickered. Shadows ran like rats across the ceiling. I tied my hair up, stripped my skirt to my hips, and slid into the water. It grabbed me at once. Cold folded around my ribs like a fist—like it wanted to count my bones.

One breath: in. Two: out. Three: I went under.

The pickle-brine made the cellar taste like bitter coins. Something brushed my shoulder and then everything brushed my shoulder because my brain had opinions about what touched you in a dark place. I squeezed my eyes shut and opened my hands wider, feeling along the cask rims, the slick glass of jars, the splintered lip of a crate. Silt bit the lines of my palms. The world narrowed to touch and push and the memory of the cellar map.

My knee bumped wood that fought back. Ladder rungs. Good. I hooked my ankle and pulled, levering the ladder sideways to open a slot between it and the wall. Something small bumped my cheek. A toe. I kept my mouth closed and counted the beat of my own heart instead of the urge to suck air.

When my fingers found cloth, it flinched. I wrapped both hands around an arm too thin to be anyone but Hannik and pushed off the ladder to shove him toward the light. The water grabbed at us. It wanted us more than we wanted the stairs. The way a current can be greedy.

Three counts in my head had become six.

When we broke the surface I let myself make the noise I’d saved: “Up, up, up.” His cough didn’t sound like a cough; it sounded like a life changing its mind. He clung to me until his nails hurt and then he clung harder, and I was glad of it because his panic floated him and made him light and pushed us both a handspan toward where the lantern bled against the stair.

“I can’t,” he said. What he meant was I can, the way people mean the opposite when they’re scared. I put my teeth on the word for him: “You will.” I lodged his heel on the lowest step and shoved his knees until they bent, and he found the shape of the climb in his body even if his brain had left town. I wedged his foot to the next stair, and then his next.

The lantern’s flame leaned sideways and guttered back. We moved in that useless light and in the good dark where I didn’t have to look at the salt line on the wall that said how high worse nights had been. The water bit the new spill on my knuckles and wanted to keep a drop of me.

Hannik’s shoulder hit the stair lip and slid, and then his hand smacked wood and remembered it. I fought the urge to scream when he slipped because screaming spends air. I chose anger instead. “Up, you drowning brat,” I hissed, and he grinned around his chattering teeth like he always did when you called him something mean with love under it.

We made the fifth stair that way: his hands and my hands and my hip under his hip when his leg forgot itself. On the sixth he moved faster than I did. On the seventh I let him go.

“Matron!” I shouted. The door burst open under the Matron’s shoulder and two older boys who were big enough to lift sacks and small enough to think they were immortal. They hauled Hannik up and out in a spray of water and gratitude.

“Again,” I said, and only then realized I was talking to myself. The cellar didn’t care that we’d done a good thing. It kept doing what cellars do in rains like that: becoming a river that didn’t fit its clothing.

Two breaths. I ducked again.

I didn’t need a voice to find the rest of the trouble. Barley sacks drink like men. They swelled into dead weight that wanted to pin a girl who thought she was clever. A crate bobbed and fetched up against the jammed drain and made a wall of no where a hole should be. I went low to pull it away and the place taught me something—there are kinds of water that only pretend to be your friend when you’re small. This water was the other kind.

I got my foot under the crate and pushed. It was like trying to kick a stubborn memory out of your skull. Something moved on the other side—maybe a knife, maybe luck. The crate hit my shin and tore a curse out of me that the Matron would have washed, if the water hadn’t been doing that for her.

I pulled the crate, won an inch, lost it, won two. My lungs counted like drummers, slow at a festival so everyone knows the step. On the third beat I swam my hands under the crate and found the lip of the drain. A bead of air sighed out somewhere. I stuck my cheek next to the metal and stole it. Petty theft. My specialty.

Another shove, and the crate came away. The water found the grate again and went down like a throat that had been waiting for a drink. The whole cellar sighed with it. The pressure on my ribs gave back a rib. I felt the pull and let it take me halfway to the floor, where I caught the ladder and shoved up again.

I hit the air and laughed once, crazy and sharp. The Matron knelt at the stair and hauled me by the arm hard enough to leave finger marks. I never minded those. Finger marks meant you were someone worth holding.

“Count your toes,” she said.

“All of them,” I said, not because I’d checked but because I knew I’d check later and laugh when I was alone and it would feel like cheating to do it twice.

She pressed a piece of oiled cloth into my hands. My fingers shook like birds. The Matron tucked the cloth around my shoulders and pulled me into a clumsy hug that smelled like onion skins and sleep loss. She didn’t try to make a metaphor out of the night. She was better than that. She looked at the water line and then at me, and she nodded like a captain getting a ship over a bar.

“You stole a life back from the river,” she said. “It’ll try to steal it again, later. That’s what rivers do. Keep stealing.”

I could feel the vow slide into place the way a knife slides into a sheath it knows: People before profit. The words didn’t need altars. They needed practice.

Upstairs, the kitchen had become a council. Wet children huddled around the long table while Catty tried to make tea with water that didn’t want to behave. Hannik sat in a blanket like a sack of damp bread. His lips were blue and his eyes were busy. When he saw me he stood too fast and reeled into my side.

“I would’ve—” he said.

“I know.” And I did. Later he would be brave for someone else and I’d be intolerably proud.

A wind pushed through the broken pane, and the lanterns all remembered they had flames. The room jumped cheap shadows on the walls. The Matron swatted one of the older boys away from the cellar door with a spoon. “Hot brick,” she told me, pointing at the hearth.

I lay on the brick and let the warmth decide what parts of me belonged to me again. The skin on my knees started to sting where the crate had asked what kind of girl I was. The answer it got was stubborn.

Something clicked behind my eyes. It felt like a coin dropping into an unseen slot. Not a sound. A knowing.

[SYSTEM] Trait Gained: Breath Discipline (E) — hold steady under pressure.

It was just a thought, but it felt like a banner raised somewhere just out of sight. I didn’t tell anyone. It would’ve sounded mad. In Starfall you keep your little miracles private or someone taxes them.

By morning the rain found the decency to relent. The alley turned from a river back into a shirt you could wear—still damp and ill-fitting, but familiar. We emptied the cellar a bucket at a time while the city counted up what it had lost and tried to figure who to blame that wasn’t the sky.

Hannik came to stand next to me with two mugs of tea and a look that wanted to apologize but didn’t know the grammar. He handed me the better mug. The Matron’s doing, probably. She had a way of making the world make sense for five minutes so you believed it might do it again on its own.

“I can help,” he said.

“You already did,” I said, and he didn’t know what I meant and that was fine. He’d learn. Everyone does. Usually the hard way.

When the cellar was merely damp instead of murderous, I followed the river’s memory out into the street. The market had returned like a stubborn weed, all slick awnings and the smell of people earning their bread. I cut through the spice row and paused where the gutters coughed up what they hadn’t wanted. Among the soda caps and fish scales lay a coin that used to be a coin, all the letters coddled into softness by too many years in too much water.

I put it in my pocket for no reason at all.

A girl with new boots and a mean face tried to elbow past me without saying excuse me. I stepped aside the way you do when you know where the holes are without seeing them. She overbalanced, almost went down, swore at me like it was my fault her feet didn’t know the floor. I smiled at her—not nice, but not cruel. Just the kind of smile that says you’re going to be all right if you learn what your feet are for. She flipped me two fingers and stalked away, and I felt oddly charitable toward her. Maybe she’d need saving someday. Maybe she wouldn’t. It wasn’t my job to predict the ledger of fate. It was my job to keep a rope in my pocket and a breath left in my chest.

Back at the orphanage the Matron had lined up the youngest and was counting heads against the blanket pile. She didn’t ask me where I’d gone. She didn’t need to.

The cellar smelled like vinegar and river and triumph. I stood at the top step and put my hand on the wall again, like I had when I lied to the water to make it carry my voice. I pictured the room as it had been three hours earlier: brown, cold, hungry. Then I pictured it now: unhappy but alive.

I put the river back where it belonged in my head, and it put me back where I belonged in return.

That night, when the lanterns had been argued into going out, I lay in my attic cot under roofing that leaked in two polite places and listened to the last raindrops decide what kind of story they wanted to tell on the tiles. My body found the count again. In—two—three. Out—two—three. If I went quiet enough I could almost hear something else too, the way a cat hears a mouse thinking: a low pulse where my choices made a shape, where the world would sometimes answer back in little pings no one else felt.

[SYSTEM] Passive: Feline Balance — reduced mishaps from unstable footing.

I smiled in the dark and didn’t tell anyone that, either.

In the morning a debt man would come to argue about the bread-tally and the Matron would send me onto the roof to shoo him away with buckets I would swear I needed to place right then. In the afternoon I’d talk a grocer into trading bruised peaches for three favors he’d never remember to call in. In the evening I’d count steps on a rail until my feet remembered things I hadn’t taught them yet.

But for the space of three breaths on the night the river tried to play house in our cellar, I was only what I’d always be: small and fast and stubborn, a girl who kept her promises to the living.

People before profit. Always.

And if the river came back, well—so would I.


THE CATSPAW OATH


THE CATSPAW OATH

— a Mira short

Starfall keeps its best doors where no one would think to look—behind a dry fountain, under a laundry line, beneath a shadow that always arrives early. This one was all three. A red cord hung beside a cracked arch with a bell the size of a plum. A hand had polished the bell smooth; a thousand hands had resisted the urge to ring it.

I pulled the cord.

The bell made no sound. The stones did—something like a breath held and then released. The arch split along an old seam and a slice of darkness widened just enough to invite a mistake.

“Step,” said a voice inside, a woman’s, low. “If you’re sure.”

“I’m always sure,” I said, and my tail curled, which was my body’s way of telling me it knew I was lying.

The room beyond smelled like dust and cloth and a bit like cloves. Eyes watched without being eyes—the kind of attention that makes the hairs on your forearms decide they’re useful. No one clapped when I entered. Good. I don’t like clapping. It’s a thing people do when they want to borrow your courage.

A row of figures in gray sat along the wall, faces half-veiled. One, a man with a scar that had taught him to smile only with one side, lifted a finger. “Name?”

“Mira,” I said.

“Trades?”

“Climb, cut, not kill.” I meant it to sound like a joke. It didn’t.

He nodded like a merchant hearing a fair price. “Catspaw trials begin when you breathe out.” He flicked his hand toward a narrow door. “Three rooms. The coin if you walk out whole.”

[SYSTEM] Trial Accepted: Catspaw Tournament (E+).

I breathed out and the floor changed under my feet.

Room one was a corridor hung with threads. Not cords—threads. They dangled from the ceiling just low enough to brush a careless ear. Tiny bells slept along the strands like silver dew. The floor was old wood that knew forty songs for creak. Somewhere above, a chime waited to gossip me out of any legend I thought I was writing.

“Easy,” I told myself. “Be less than air.”

First step: slow, heel last. The wood exhaled but didn’t complain. Second: toe, roll, find the ankle softness. The threads kissed my hair and decided not to tattle. My ears flattened to save me a bell. My breath counted—one, two, three—each number something to lay my weight on instead of luck.

Halfway down the corridor, a knot of threads huddled like women gossiping. Too tight to move through without a bell tattle. Too low to duck. I slipped one hand into my pocket and found a chipped button I’d kept for no reason. Good thieves collect reasons in advance.

I tossed the button backward with a flick that would have pleased any alley cat that ever lived. It pattered across the first boards and went dead quiet. A heartbeat later, far behind me, a bell chimed once—the kind of pure sound that makes saints turn their heads.

Every thread around me trembled, wanting to tremble. Then they remembered they were threads and went still.

“See?” I whispered to no one. “You can be fooled.”

I went forward before the corridor remembered its job and stepped into a square of light.

[SYSTEM] Tactics +1 — Clean Glide.

Room two didn’t flirt. It bared its teeth.

Glass lay beneath a lattice of narrow stone paths. The glass wasn’t there to hold you. It was there to break. Under the glass, darkness with a shine to it—teeth or water or money. I didn’t check. The paths were laid at slightly different heights, so your sense of “level” became a wish and your ankles a conversation you could lose. Chalk marks dotted the first few spans where other fools had tried before me and decided against finishing.

No bells here. No clever decoys to throw. Just weight, and where to put it.

I tested with my toes, feeling the give in the stone that a mason would swear wasn’t there. My body knew better. The first two lengths were easy. The third had a wobble mid-center—tempting a step just close enough to a seam that a bold girl could go through. I stepped wide, felt the path want to slide, and held my breath through two counts until the stone decided I deserved mercy.

“Who builds this?” I asked the quiet.

“People who like watching people who like watching themselves,” said the woman’s voice from the first room, now in my ear and nowhere else. “Step or don’t step, Mira.”

I didn’t answer. I stepped.

A turn. A series of shorter, meaner spans where the stone had learned bad habits. A moment where my foot didn’t land where my eye said it would and my heart tried to hammer through the wrong part of my ribs. Then a long breath and a last glide and I was over, palms flat on the far threshold just to feel something that wouldn’t move.

[SYSTEM] Stamina −7%.
[SYSTEM] Trait Check: Feline Balance — pass.

I looked down into the glass, and in it my face was all angles and wet lip, older than it had any right to be. I nodded to her, the girl in the reflection who’d chosen this door. She nodded back. Good. We were agreed.

Room three didn’t wait for me to study it. It sent someone.

He was my age, or a year older, with a scar down his forearm and forethought in his eyes. Slim, the way a city will make you slim if you move for a living. A gray cloth tied at his bicep marked him as something between stranger and family. He smiled without showing teeth and looked past my shoulder to where an audience might be.

“Bridge,” he said, as if the word was a dare.

The bridge arced across a black void like a bow drawn and waiting. Not thick—just wide enough for two feet if those feet weren’t speaking. The glass underfoot wasn’t entirely glass; strands of catgut or spider-silk webs threaded through, catching enough light from the lanterns to promise they might catch us too.

The boy—man?—stepped first. Light and quick. He offered me his back with all the trust in the world and none of it, and when he reached the midpoint he turned sideways and opened his arms as if to embrace a mistake.

We closed.

I don’t like fighting beautiful. I like fighting true. There’s a difference. He went for the outside of my ankle where anyone who knows anything about balance will tell you to go. I let him have it and gave him the wrong weight, a soft weight he could throw, then added a finger of push where there should have been none. He corrected without thinking; his shoulder dipped. I slid to that side as if the world were tipping us into place and brought my knee up not to crack a rib but to convince his body that falling would happen if it didn’t do something else. That something else twisted his hips. His foot stepped to catch… and stepped where I wanted.

His heel found the slick knot near the bridge seam that I had seen and pretended not to. His balance became a question asked too late.

He windmilled. I caught his wrist—my body making a promise my mouth didn’t—and we hung there in a little dance that wasn’t kind and wasn’t cruel. He breathed a curse, and I breathed the count—one, two, three—and felt his arm answer back with a choice.

“Let me go,” he said without heat.

“There’s a difference between falling and being thrown,” I said. “Pick the first; it feels better.”

He laughed. Not much. Enough. Then he let himself fall the last thumb of distance and hit the netting below with a grunt that told me he’d be bruised and alive.

The bridge stilled under me like a cat deciding not to pounce. I walked the last five steps with my hands low and my ears high and my tail telling all parties that it would discuss the ethics of this later.

On the far side, the woman in gray who’d spoken before waited with a small lacquered box. Close up I could see her face had two stories in it, one about laughter lines and one about knives that hadn’t landed. The coin inside the box was tarnished and warm and stamped with a paw pad that made an old promise.

“Speak your cut,” she said.

“Cut the purse, not the throat,” I said. The words came out like something I’d rehearsed in my bones.

She tipped the coin into my palm. It weighed more than metal. It weighed like a hand on your shoulder when you’re about to do something you can’t undo.

“Catspaw recognizes Catspaw,” she said. “You carry bargains in that coin. You spend your own name if you break them.”

“Understood.”

“Your step,” she added, tilting her head the way a cat does when it hears something you don’t, “has an echo. Learn it.”

Something clicked in the air near my left heel. Not sound—intention. The next time I shifted my weight, I felt the step I hadn’t taken shimmer in the floor to my right, like a memory that could mislead.

[SYSTEM] Skill Unlocked: Feint Echo (E) — cast one false footfall to draw enemy aim (short cooldown).

I blinked and didn’t. Nothing in my face moved; everything inside me did. The man with the half-smile flicked two fingers, which meant something in that room but not out of it. It meant I had passed. It meant I had joined a quiet choir that only sings when it must.

“Your oath?” he asked.

“Don’t bleed the hungry,” I said. “Don’t sell the frightened. Don’t leave the small to drown.”

“Good,” he said simply, as if good were a word you could afford to spend only now and then.

He held out his palm. I pressed the Catspaw coin against it; he pressed back, a brief heat through metal. Not a brand. A recognition. If we ever met in an alley where we had reason to be enemies, this moment would pull on the leash of that fight and make it heel.

[SYSTEM] Token Acquired: Catspaw Coin — oath-bound bargains honored by the network.

Behind us the boy from the bridge climbed the net and swung over the edge with a grin that had forgiven itself for falling. He flexed his wrist and rolled his shoulder and gave me a look you save for someone who has both humiliated and spared you.

“You had me,” he said.

“You had you,” I said. “I just pointed.”

“What’s your price for the lesson?”

I held up the coin. “Already paid.”

He touched his forearm scar, not quite a salute. “Name’s Varo,” he said. “If you ever need a rope to look the other way.”

“I prefer ropes to look where I point,” I said. “But thanks.”

The woman’s chuckle was the exact sound of silk leaving a drawer. “Out,” she said. “More strays sniff the door when it rains.”

It wasn’t raining. It would, later.

The cracked arch opened for me the way a mouth opens to sigh, and Starfall’s light hit my eyes like an accusation and then like a friend. It had the salt of the gulf in it and the stall-sweet of figs and the iron of unpaid work waiting somewhere.

I tucked the coin in the small pocket I keep for things I have no intention of losing. It fitted there like it had been made for that pocket or that pocket had been made for the coin. I tested my step along the fountain rim—once normal, then once with the idea of stepping a finger to the left without lifting my foot. The air in the left place answered—yes, I’ll pretend you’re here—and a pigeon decided the stone was crowded and went elsewhere.

I smiled at a bird and the bird didn’t care. That’s how you know your smile is honest: it works even when it doesn’t change anything.

On the way back through the lanes, a butcher’s boy tried to show off by running the lip of a cart and slipped like a promise. I moved without thinking, shoulder under his hip, turn and set and let his bones remember being in a boy. He blinked at me and then at the ground and then at me again in the way of someone who will tell a story later that he won’t quite believe.

“Careful,” I said. “Floor’s a liar.”

“So’s sky,” he said, and scampered off.

Near the tenement, a woman I knew by sight but not name cried quietly over a spilled basket of bitter greens. I bent to help. She swatted at my hands without looking and then saw the coin flash and froze. I didn’t show her more; I didn’t hide it. I picked up the last of the greens and wiped them on my sleeve.

“Some days,” she said.

“Most,” I said.

She snorted. “True enough.”

At the orphanage, the Matron was mid-argument with a man who collected debts and not friends. I stacked wood along the side of the building, making enough noise to be a nuisance and not enough to be a problem. The collector’s face did the math and decided he had miscounted our helplessness. He went away with a flustered dignity that fooled no one.

The Matron didn’t ask why I was smiling. She trusted me to volunteer secrets or bury them properly.

Upstairs in the attic, I lay on my cot and spun the coin on my palm. It hummed the way metal hums when someone who knows metal makes it. It felt like a future I could touch. It felt like a promise I’d already kept.

The vow settled under my ribs where it would be safe: Cut the purse, not the throat. People before profit. Keep your step. Keep your breath.

And if the bridge comes, meet it in the middle with your hands open.


THE BRIDGE LEDGER


THE BRIDGE LEDGER

— a Mira short

The docks smell like salt and fruit rinds and men who got up too early to remember manners. By noon the sun polishes the water flat as a coin; by dusk the coin turns and shows you its other face.

“Ledger,” the dockhand whispered, eyes on his boots. “Not a tally-book. A writ-ledger. Fees that aren’t fees. Families paying twice for the same berth and a third time to make the trouble go away.”

“Whose?” I asked.

He didn’t say the name. He pressed a thumb to the scar at his throat where someone had once suggested he keep secrets. “A sponsor in good standing.” The way he said good meant dangerous.

I left him with a silver I couldn’t spare and a warning to keep his head down only if it was attached. Then I watched the sponsor’s steward stride from the pier to the counting house, shoulders square, eyes counting. Doors closed when he passed. That’s how you know where the rot is—it walks around like it owns the hinges.

I followed the shadow, not the man.

Counting houses think in straight lines: door, desk, safe, window. I was in the window before the ink dried on the day’s last lie. Rope on the rainpipe, fingers in cracked mortar, tail tucked so the gargoyle didn’t nip it out of jealousy. Inside, the back room held the kind of quiet that belongs to locked things. The lamp hissed. The safe listened to itself.

I put my ear to iron, coaxed the dial. Tumblers are vain; they love applause, even if it’s just from your fingertips. When the bolt slid, the room felt bigger, as if it had been holding its breath and didn’t have to anymore.

The ledger lay wrapped in blue cloth marked with a clean sigil. It didn’t look wicked. Wicked never does. When I opened it, the smell of fresh ink climbed into my head and tried to rearrange my opinions. Names. Berths. Duplicate receipts for the same week, reworded. A stamped writ tacked to a page like a fern: administrative surcharge. I knew a tax when I saw one. I knew theft when it wore a better hat.

Steal the book and it disappears in a different safe. That’s how you lose the truth: you hide it so well no one can find it, not even the people who need it. I needed copies. I needed witnesses.

I laid onion skin over the pages, rubbed charcoal until the letters bled through as ghost-ink. I pressed wax over the seal and took its impression into a tin. From the window I watched the lane and waited for Auntie Pella and Auntie Jor to pass on their evening walk, baskets on their arms and opinions on their tongues. They were better than guards; they had grand-nieces to relay scandal to. When their shawls pooled under the counting-house awning, I slid the shutter and dropped two witness tokens—copper discs stamped with a paw I’d won in a room that didn’t clap.

Pella looked up. I tapped the side of my nose against the glass. She squinted the way people do when they decide to be on the right side of a story.

On the ledger’s flyleaf, I sketched a map of the pier with chalk-marks where the double fees hit hardest. Chalk isn’t just for floors; it’s for memory. I rolled the onion-skin ghosts and slid them into the seam of my corset where even greedy fingers wouldn’t dare. The ledger went back in its bed with the careful spite of a jewel returned to the wrong crown.

I was at the window when the door opened.

“Stop,” said a voice with a clipped edge. Not the steward. Younger. Eager to be feared. He wore light plate polished to show you your poverty and a sash pinned with a hawk’s head—Bright Lance colors. The guild denies many things. Sponsorship isn’t one of them.

I smiled as if I’d been hoping to be caught. “I heard you were taking donations,” I said.

“From thieves?” His mouth wanted to spit the word. His eyes wanted a story to tell his master. He lifted a baton. Not a blade. They never use the tool you’ve trained for.

He came in high. I stepped backward through the window and let my body do the arithmetic. I didn’t run. I walked into the alley as if the cobbles were being written under my feet. A crowd was a slow river downstream; noise would be a blunt knife. I needed something sharper.

Two steps ahead, I dragged my chalk across the corner and left a mark anyone could follow, even a city crier. The junior saw the mark and grinned like a man who thinks he’s reading you. Good. Let him read the first chapter. The last would have new letters.

“Stop!” he called again, louder, to let the street know he was a hero. The street knew better. The street has seen too many parades of heroes.

I slipped into the market row. Lanterns made pools of gold that thought they were safe. Auntie Pella and Auntie Jor appeared exactly where I’d hoped, as reliable as saints and twice as useful.

“Child,” Jor said, seeing my face and not seeing it. I put a copper witness token in her palm and another in Pella’s and tapped the counting house with my thumb.

“If anyone asks,” I said, “you saw a junior in bright sash chase a girl from that door. Loud. Baton up.”

Pella’s lips pursed into a weapon. “Loud,” she repeated.

“And you will say,” Jor added, already composing the tale, “that he slipped on his own spit.”

I winked. “If the spit is there, certainly.”

Behind me, boots. Two sets now. The junior had fetched a friend. They angled to cut me from the lane, push me toward the bridge that arced above the fishmongers’ canal—a pretty thing built for festivals and ill-meant proposals. At night, the glass planks slicked with mist. Men in good boots made promises on that bridge; women in bad ones paid for them.

I could have run for the slums and lost them in a grammar of alleys they didn’t speak. But stories fade when they can’t be retold in daylight, and ledgers die in dark places. The bridge it was.

I put my chalk on the first plank and drew a simple line: a child’s arrow pointing forward. The junior’s friend laughed. “She thinks she’s clever.”

“I am,” I said, and walked high, left, low, right, letting my feet remember things I hadn’t taught them yet. Not magic. Practice. Breath Discipline did the rest; three counts in, three counts out, and the world’s noise fell off me like rain from oiled cloth.

Midspan, the planks turned meaner. The mist thickened underfoot to the kind of lie that doesn’t admit it knows your name. I kept my hands loose and my eyes on the corner of my next step, where truth and a fall argued quietly.

The juniors came on hard, clattering more bravado than sense, and the bridge decided to teach them humility. My heel stopped where I knew it should; their weight found the slick seam I’d sketched with my eyes when the day was bright. When the first one stuttered, wishing for a fourth leg, I let my Feint Echo bloom a step to my right—a soft, invisible suggestion. He bit the bait, lunged for where I wasn’t, and his baton described a very sincere circle before he sat down on his dignity and slid six planks toward the rail.

His friend grabbed his collar and saved him from learning to swim on a bad night in bad boots. Heroics have their place. Sometimes their place is comic relief.

“Stand down,” the second panted.

“Stand still,” I corrected. “The floor’s a liar.”

I took the last three spans with the calm of someone who throws up after, not during. On the far side, a brass-horn crier in yellow and blue cocked an ear at the racket.

“News?” he asked nobody in particular.

“Soon,” I said, and put a chalk X on the post beside him.

We went on like that: chalk-marks where a blind man could follow, street aunties with witness tokens tucked into their shawls, one sharp-tongued baker I conscripted by borrowing her bell and ringing it like a stolen kiss. People looked up. People always look up when a woman rings a bell and looks like she means it. They didn’t see me as much as they saw the story collecting around us like smoke.

I cut left into the shrine quarter where the Warm Hand kept its lamps low and its steps clean. I slid a copy of the onion-skin under the donation ledger and tucked a wax impression of the sponsor’s seal beneath the lamp base. A novice will gossip faster than a crier if the scandal involves money and the word unblessed.

I cut right into Guildway and palmed the second copy into the petition box at the hall’s side door, where it would be timestamped by a bored scribe who didn’t care whose life he was making difficult so long as he could go home on time.

The juniors trailed by sound and embarrassment. I left them one last chalk arrow at the corner of the food court and climbed the awning line over the fig stall to the roof where the city pretends it forgets you. Up there the wind remembered my name first. I crossed two flats, no rush, breath steady, and dropped to the street by the balladeer’s stone where the third copy went under the plinth. Balladeers like stories with villains; they live for names that rhyme with shame.

By the time I hit the fish quay again, the writ-ledger entries I’d ghosted were three places I wasn’t—shrine, guild, song—and the juniors had discovered the bridge doesn’t forgive men who don’t listen to girls.

They cornered me anyway. The baton tapped my chest, politely cruel. “You’re under guild censure,” the first said. His braid had come loose. He looked like a boy who had decided to be older and was learning the cost.

“For what?” I asked. “Breathing?”

“For theft.”

“What did I take? A walk?” I opened my hands. Palms empty, pockets innocent. The ledger slept in its safe like a bad conscience.

He didn’t like that the story had left the room. He swung, testing whether pain would make me clumsy. It might have. Somewhere else. I stepped inside, tipped the baton against the post so it hummed, and he dropped it before his fingers remembered their purpose. Not cruel. Not kind. Efficient.

“Mind your feet,” I told him. “They’re trying to have a conversation you’re not listening to.”

People had gathered with that careful distance crowds adopt when they smell trouble but also justice. Auntie Pella stood with arms folded; Auntie Jor had traded her basket to a neighbor and now had both hands free for emphasis. The brass-horn crier had drifted our way, bell tucked against his ribs like a lover.

“Say it,” she urged him.

He cleared his throat with false modesty. “Duplicate fees, stamped by a sponsor’s steward, witnessed by…” he peered at the copper disc I’d slipped him under the bridge post, “…by honest market women and a shrine novice.” He lifted the horn. “Hear now—”

The juniors flinched at honest. The word has teeth when it’s thrown by the right mouth. The second one grabbed his friend’s sleeve. “We go,” he hissed. “We did not see.”

“You did,” I said, and tapped the witness token where Pella had hooked it through her shawl. “And so did the street.”

They retreated with the dignity of cats abandoning a shelf they meant to jump to. The baton remained on the ground, embarrassed.

I picked it up and handed it to the crier. “For your collection,” I said. He grinned, showing the gap where a different story had taken a tooth.

By sundown, the story had three corners: shrine, guild, song. Stories with three corners don’t tip as easily. The sponsor’s name climbed the air like the smell of frying oil—impossible to ignore, deeply attached to everything.

I walked the long way to the water to let the last of my shaking find an exit. Near the pilings, the dockhand who’d told me simpered apologies with his hat in his hands as if apologies were the only coin he had.

“Keep it,” I told him, and pressed the wax impression of the seal into his palm. “If anyone says they didn’t know, show them this. Then send them to the shrine, the guild hall, or the balladeer’s stone. Wear clean clothes when you talk to them; it shouldn’t matter, but it does.”

He swallowed. “Why help us? There’s no purse in it.”

“There is,” I said. “You just can’t count it with silver.”

[SYSTEM] Reputation: Public Trust +minor — evidence shared openly.
[SYSTEM] Rivalry Flag: *Sponsor-Backed Bright Lances (hostile).

The lamplighters lit their way down the quay, a floating constellation of small suns. I sat on the edge of the pier with my tail curled around my ankle and watched the sky change its mind about evening. Somewhere, a scribe would blot his name from the sponsor’s ledger and pretend he’d never written it. Somewhere else, a novice would whisper the story to his friends and feel righteous for an hour. Auntie Pella would make herself an extra cup of sweet tea and add junior sat down on his pride to the telling because she understood how laughter oils justice.

I didn’t keep the ledger. People keep ledgers; ledgers don’t keep people. But I kept something better: a habit. Chalk, copies, witnesses. Proof you can put under a nose that doesn’t want to smell.

When I rose, the wind kissed my left heel. My step answered, an echo where I wasn’t. It made a stray cat on a piling look twice and decide she had imagined me.

“Good girl,” I told the cat.

She ignored me with the generosity of queens and licked her paw. I took that for a blessing and went home.


LAST ALLEY GAMBLE


LAST ALLEY GAMBLE

— a Mira short

Starfall keeps secrets on the rooftops. That’s where the Sand-Prince’s courier ran—light on the tiles, faster than a rumor. The jade rune-seal bobbed at his belt like a green eye that didn’t blink. Not much bigger than a plum, heavy with the kind of promise that makes men stupid.

I was not a man.

Three roofs back I’d matched his rhythm and started lying to it. Let him think he had a lead. Let him think the gap ahead—the one with the cracked skylight and the widow’s awning—would do my work for him. The city does favors, but never for free. Better to write my own.

He hit the skylight at a shallow angle; I hit it at a kinder one and let the glass kiss my soles without breaking.

“Forgive me,” I told the city, and then I forgave it first, because that’s how you ask a place to hold you.

Two guards in light plate pounded after, crossbows slung, too loud for the roof to love them. I slid along the ridge and took the drop by the laundry lines, hands on warm stone, tail countering the twist.

The courier looked back once, saw a girl with copper hair and cat’s eyes and made a decision he’d regret. He cut left onto a brittle row of bottle-glass windows that liked to pretend they were floors.

I let him go a heartbeat and then went where he went.

[SYSTEM] Tactics +1 — Clean Pursuit.

On the second span the glass began to speak in a language of cracks. I shortened my steps, rolling weight from outer edge to inner—small and fast buys time. He didn’t. He ran as if speed were worship and the roof a temple. Glass rewarded devotion by giving way in a neat oval. He barely cleared the hole, stumbled, kept the seal.

“Drop it,” I called, all innocence. “Save the ankles.”

“Thief!” he threw over his shoulder.

“Yes,” I said, friendly as bread. “But not today.”

He chose a leap he shouldn’t. The alley below was a throat; the far roof higher by a hand and a prayer. He pushed anyway, boots scraping for a god that didn’t answer. I went right instead, took the narrower span where the butcher smokes pigs on festival days, and cut him off at the corner after the corner he meant to take.

His knife came out. So did mine. I had two and he had one, and that is not why I won.

“Your Prince taxes grief,” I said, circling. “Seems messy to carry his seal in public.”

“Seems messier to be you,” he said, and feinted high.

I let Feint Echo drop a whisper of a step to his left. He bit and turned his wrist toward a ghost. I moved past his real blade with a breath to spare and flicked the belt thong with my off-hand. The jade seal popped free and landed in my palm with the weight of a story that wanted to be told badly.

He blinked. Then he shouted, not at me—at the street.

“Lances!” he bellowed. “Cutpurse! Sand-Prince property!”

Of course he would.

I bowed with the seal balanced on my knuckles. Then I ran.

[SYSTEM] Item Acquired: Jade Rune-Seal (unknown function).
[SYSTEM] Threat Escalation — Guild Response Likely.

The fastest way out is rarely down. I went up—chimney brace, knee, elbow—skittered across a row of tile seashells and found the catwalk over the dye guild. A gull tried to peck my ear and I told it a joke with my tail. We both lived.

The Catspaw Tavern sits under a slate roof stitched with old leaks and older promises. I slid down its rainpipe and ducked into the back room where the knife-game lives. It’s a circle of chalk with a pot in the center and as many liars around it as there are stools.

“Buy-in?” the fixer asked, wolf-calm, a lodestone ring winking on his finger like a secret.

“Half,” I said, and showed half the rune-seal—just a flash of jade, the suggestion of a glyph. Enough to prove I wasn’t wasting anyone’s breath.

“You’ll play?” he asked.

“I’ll cheat,” I said. “So will you.”

The room liked that. Honesty is exotic in some trades.

We each took a knife and a target scrap. The rule is simple: pin your scrap to the table without touching the chalk ring. The fixer went first; his ring tugged the blade a thumb’s width true and everyone pretended not to notice.

I threw with my left, missed prettily, and nobody saw my right palm drop a sliver of iron near his wrist. When he threw again, the lodestone kissed the wrong metal and pulled his blade that same thumb’s width the wrong way. He scowled, covered nicely, landed the hit.

“Careful,” I said. “The floor’s a liar.”

“So are girls with tails,” he said.

“Fair,” I said, and put my blade dead center on the scrap without touching a grain of chalk.

He laughed like a man who had meant to. Then the door swung in and the laugh died.

Two Bright Lance juniors stood there with a scribe in tow to make it official. Behind them, the courier’s guards. Behind them, a hush that knows how to listen.

“Stand,” the taller junior said, baton low.

My fixer’s smile chose another face. “Business is closed,” he announced to the room. To me he added, “Business elsewhere is open.”

“Keep the pot,” I said. “Consider it rent.”

He nodded, a cat willing to be bought by the right fish. The scribe wetted his pen as if ink ever saved anyone in the moment.

I lobbed a smoke pellet into the doorway. It popped like a polite apology. I stepped through the gray and past a cough and was on the sill before the first baton found where I had been.

[SYSTEM] Tactics Spent — Smoke Veil (hostile accuracy −50%, short).
[SYSTEM] Stamina −6%.

The Bird-Cage spire is a wrought-iron curl with a weathervane that thinks it’s a king. I climbed it because I could and because the Lances would not. From there the city looked arranged—market lanterns like a string of coins, shrine lights like a prayer you might answer.

“Stop,” a voice said behind me, calm as shaved ice. Not a junior. The enforcer. It took work to make light plate that quiet.

He had a hand-bow leveled at my heart, taken at his leisure. His other hand was bare and would be full of my neck if I let it.

“You’ve been busy,” he said, eyes on the seal.

“Just running errands,” I said. “You’ll have heard of me. Or you will by noon.”

“You think anyone will sing for you?” His smile was tidy. “You stole from a Prince.”

“Stole back,” I said. “Different verb. Better story.”

The bowstring creaked. Not much. Enough to say no more talk.

I had one move I trusted and it wasn’t a dodge. Dodges go where men put them. I put a coin in the air with my right hand and watched his eyes count it—a professional’s reflex, not a fool’s. While his bow weighed the coin’s arc, my left hand flicked a tiny hook over the vane’s shaft and drew it a little, just enough to drag its iron rooster’s beak toward his line.

He shot true. The vane took the bolt in its tin heart.

“Rude,” I told the rooster, and took the drop to the awning below before the enforcer picked a more elegant mistake.

Tiles, tiles, gap, tiles. I ran the roof-line like a sentence you can only speak once. The juniors jumped two roofs behind and discovered what glass does to good intentions. The scribe shouted footnotes no one would read.

I cut a corner into a courtyard and nearly ran through a sleeping dog. The dog opened one eye, decided I owed it a favor later, and rolled away. I thanked it under my breath and slipped out by a shutter I’d unlatched on a different day in case this day came.

By then the city had found a horn to blow. The sound bounced off the towers and turned the alleys into mouths that repeated the word pursuit. I changed roofs again. My lungs wanted a letter delivered to them. I told them to wait for the post.

On the last span, the whole world tilted for a beat. Not the city—the step. I knew it wasn’t failing; it just felt like failing. My heel chose caution; my Toe-Chalk pouch—just chalk, not yet a skill—chimed against my hip. I imagined a line drawn where weight would be a friend, not an argument. My toes found it and went glad.

The orphanage roof winked up ahead, crooked and beloved. A place where the Matron kept the cleanest ledger in Starfall: how many of us would eat, how many would grow up, how many would leave and bother to come back.

I crossed the last narrow to the hatch and dropped into the attic with the grace of a falling book. It was quiet. The kind of quiet that takes your pulse and promises to keep it if you earn it.

The matron’s cot was made like a sermon: tight corners, no waste. I put the jade rune-seal in the center of the pillow and tucked half under the fold like a tongue under a tooth. Then I took a scrap of paper from the ink box and wrote, for the roof, for the little ones. I signed nothing. Names are for conversations, and this was a kind of prayer.

The temptation was a physical thing. The seal weighed two months of rent and four debts I could pay in pride, and two skills I might buy if I made friends with the wrong bench. I put my palm on it anyway, to feel what I was not keeping.

“People before profit,” I said, very quietly, to the kind of god I believed in: my own better self.

Feet on the stair. The Matron’s. I left before she saw and made her choose between pretending and thanking. I’m not cruel.

Back on the hatch roof, the dawn was somewhere between idea and practice. I stood on the beam and let the city line up with the sky. My breath counted and my body answered. Three in, three out. The kind of control that buys time when time comes dear.

Something slid behind my eyes. Not a sound. A seal opening.

[SYSTEM] Skill Unlocked: Toe-Chalk Path (E) — visualize safe footing on unstable surfaces.

I took the chalk pouch in hand, dusted my toes, and drew a pale track on tile where the eye argued there was none. My foot went where the chalk said to and didn’t fall. The feeling was… not power. Permission. From the city. From myself.

Below, a junior in a wrinkled sash looked up and looked away and looked back. He had that new-hungry face—fighting for a master who’d never know his middle name. I saluted him with two fingers and took the long way off the roof to spare him a report he’d hate to write.

At the corner I bought a honey-bun with a coin I also couldn’t spare and took it to the back court where Hannik and two other urchins were playing a complicated game with bottle caps and hopes. I gave the bun to the smallest, who did not say thank you because hunger does not have manners. I pinched his ear, gentle.

“Learn where the floor lies,” I told him. “It lies.”

He nodded, solemn as church, then forgot the lesson as children must.

When the city properly opened its eyes, the horn calls had been filed away and the morning turned to salt and laundry and the soft thud of onions hitting baskets. I took the quiet alley toward the Catspaw and palmed the fixer a look when he glanced up from his eternal accounts. He tapped the side of his ring. I tapped the side of my nose. Debt settled.

On a high rail by the dye guild I let Feint Echo trick a pigeon into scolding a false step and laughed like I had made a friend. I hadn’t. Not yet.

By noon the Sand-Prince would wonder why his seal had grown a conscience and the Bright Lances would invent a reason they hadn’t caught me yet. By evening the Matron would find a question on her pillow and trade it for tiles that didn’t leak and a door that bit back.

Me? I’d run another roof and practice another breath and write invisible chalk where the city kept its lies. And when the floor tried to sell me a story, I’d buy only the part I could stand on.

People before profit. Always.

And if the Prince wanted to talk about it, he could send another courier.


NEEDLE & NIGHT


NEEDLE & NIGHT

— A Mira short

The guild broker kept his voice low, as if sound itself might grow claws. “Baron Khur’s sky-garden,” he said, rolling the words like dice he hoped were loaded. “Take his vault sigil from the balcony shrine and bring it here before dawn. Half now. Half when the seal sings in my hand.”

“What’s the cost you’re not saying?” I asked.

He glanced at the window. “Hawk-guards. A lift that groans. Wards that don’t like strangers.”

“Strangers don’t like wards either,” I said, and held out my palm.

The coin he dropped was light for the danger. The other thing he dropped—his eyes—told me why: he didn’t expect anyone to finish.

[SYSTEM] Quest Accepted: Needle & Night (E+).

I bought a fresh ribbon-spool for my latchline, a thumb of oil for a squeaky pulley, and a meat pie I would regret later. Then I climbed.

Baron Khur’s garden rode the city like a crown—perfume and silk, moonlight on glass, a hush that thought itself better than the kind on the street. The ribbon-lift that fed it rose along the wall in a narrow shaft: wood runners, iron teeth, a crankhouse at the top where a sleepy pair of watchmen argued boredom.

I slid into the lift’s shadow, greased a pulley with two quick strokes, and caught the rope underhand. The ascent shivered through my arms. Every clank felt loud enough to wake the moon.

Halfway up, something shifted below. A presence. A breath not mine.

“Share the rope,” a voice murmured from the dark—male, low, amused. The jackal-kin smell hit me a beat later: dust and spice and a hint of night fur.

“Plenty of rope,” I said.

He came up hand-over-hand with the lazy ease of a climber who trusts his body more than tomorrow. A cloth mask hid his grin; his ears were tipped back, listening to the lift’s complaints the way a smith listens to a cooled blade.

“Name?” I asked.

“Later,” he said. That was a name, of a sort.

We reached the veranda lip together and melted into shadow as two hawk-guards passed. They wore thorn-throwers at their hips and the smugness of men who think the sky belongs to them.

The garden itself was a dream with traps: glass walkways over dark pools, trellises woven like lattice pies, watcher-stones sunk in flower beds to smell for trespass. A mirror-maze roof hung above—panes that swiveled on quiet pivots to turn moonlight into hard white bars of heat.

“Pretty,” the jackal-kin said softly.

“Hungry,” I said.

We split. I took the roof.

You don’t defeat a mirror-maze. You hum to it and let it think you’ll play by its rules, then you step a thumb’s width to the left where vanity never looks. I tasted the air for heat and found it where the panes framed small rectangles of death. I chalked the safe lines as faint as a breath and threaded through.

At the far side lay the vault balcony, a little island wrapped in thorn-glyphs that would happily kiss your blood if you asked them to dance wrong. The sigil sat in a cradle like a coin made of light and stubbornness. I leaned in and let Toe-Chalk Path show me where pressure wouldn’t lie.

A soft click. The cradle loosened.

“Easy,” I told it, and meant myself too.

[SYSTEM] Tactics +1 — Clean Lift.

The air moved behind me the way a cat moves: announcing itself without sound. A hawk-guard’s shadow crossed the glass; his breath hitched when he realized the balcony wasn’t empty. I didn’t wait for the shout. I latch-cast at the balustrade lantern—too far for comfort, just near enough for nerve—and the hook kissed metal.

The first swing brought me up and out. The thorn-thrower buzzed where my ribs had been, thorns lodging in the wall with a muttered series of insults. The second swing brought my boots to the arch, and I let go, dropped, rolled the landing, and vanished into green smell.

In the palm of my left hand, the sigil warmed the skin like a secret. In the grass ahead, a statue breathed.

Not stone. Beast-kin. A woman with fox ears and a mess of necklaces, eyes open but wrong—pupils pinned, breath thin and even as a metronome. Beside her, a man with ram horns bowed in an agony he would remember when the collar let him.

The collars hummed. The garden’s hush was not generosity. It was slavery.

My vow knew what to do before I did.

People before profit.

I slid my knife under the fox-kin’s collar seam. It stung my wrist and tried to drink. I slid out and thought, Not silent. Not weak. I need a pin, not a cut.

“Nice of you to fetch tonight’s trouble,” said the jackal-kin from the pergola’s shadow, voice steady as a lazy river. He had three small tools in one hand and a length of silk cord in the other. “We could bicker or bargain.”

“Bargain,” I said immediately, and held up my Catspaw coin so it glinted once where the moon could see it. His eyes flicked to it and softened in that particular way the quiet network does when it recognizes one of its own.

“By the coin,” he said, touching his brow, “I’ll take the sigil if you take the collars.”

“By the coin,” I echoed, “we split the risk and take no gold for leaving a life in irons.”

Our palms touched the coin, warmth through metal. The oath entered the air like a scent a hound will not forget.

[SYSTEM] Party Formed — Temporary Duo (Mira / Jackal-kin).
[SYSTEM] Ethical Flag: Rescue Priority.

We worked.

There were six captives—two tiger-kin twin girls at the nectar pool, a lion-kin musician with callused fingers, the fox-kin woman, a slender owl-kin healer whose collar sat against the pulse, and an old hyena-kin whose laugh had been stolen by the hum.

The jackal-kin—“Kallik,” he said, at last—slipped toward the crankhouse to learn the lift’s secrets while I crouched by the fox-kin. I breathed in three counts and out three and let the ward’s rhythm try to teach me how it wanted to be undone. A latchline could do it if you threaded it through the right two eyelets and didn’t jerk. Gentle, Mira. Gentle like teasing a knot out of a child’s hair.

First pin: free. The hum pitched higher, offended. Second pin: fighting. I changed my angle, looped the line through a lantern ring ten paces away, and drew the pull sideways instead of up.

The collar sighed and opened like a clenched jaw.

[SYSTEM] Skill Upgrade: Latchline Fine-Cast (E→E+) — precise micro-throws at range.

The fox-kin sagged against me, eyes flooding with the chaos of choice. She didn’t thank me; she didn’t have to. She took my hand, squeezed once, and moved toward the shade where choice could survive the next three minutes.

I repeated the dance at the nectar pool, cursing the ward shocks under my breath. The twins hissed with the kind of anger that forgives everything but the collar; they grabbed each other’s hands and refused to look at the water. The owl-kin’s collar was blade-proof; I had to use the sigil’s reflected glow as counter-song, angle the latchline through a chime-stick and pull on the note the ward disliked.

[SYSTEM] Rescue: 1/6 → 3/6 → 6/6.

Kallik returned, breath measured but eyes bright. “Lift’s ours,” he said. “For a heartbeat.”

“How long’s a heartbeat?” I asked.

“In the poetry of tonight? Three breaths,” he said.

Hawk-guards spilled into the garden in a sweep pattern—one across the high bridge, two along the lily walk, a pair at the crankhouse door. I tossed a smoke veil to the walkway and the moon swallowed us and the guards coughed curses they’d been saving.

[SYSTEM] Tactics Spent — Smoke Veil (hostile accuracy −50%).
[SYSTEM] Stamina −5%.

We herded the rescued toward the ribbon-lift. The platform shuddered. The crankhouse squealed its hurt feelings. The guards recovered faster than pride usually allows and came in from both sides, thorn-throwers leveled, shock-wands ready for romance.

“Now?” Kallik asked.

“Now,” I said, and took the lever.

Ribbon Reversal is a rude idea: you pop the locking pin, flip the belt, and let gravity teach manners. The platform leapt, our six clung, the pursuing squad dropped with the belt as the counterweight yanked them down three stories on their faces. Their wands stuttered like embarrassed geese; a thorn stung my calf and bit, but not deep.

[SYSTEM] Tactics Spent — Ribbon Reversal (crit window vs. trailing foes).
[SYSTEM] HP −4. Stamina −8%.

We rose into clean air.

A last guard took the sky-bridge with a halberd he swung like he meant to write his name with it. I didn’t have time for names. I Fine-Cast the latchline to his knee, tugged a fraction, let his body argue with its habits. His foot answered wrong. He sat down on his pride, slid, and grew very interested in not learning to fly.

Kallik bared his teeth in a grin the moon liked. “Elegant.”

“I’ll take effective,” I said, breath even, Breath Discipline doing its quiet work.

The platform kissed the roofline at the crown. Wind braided our hair. Below, the city carried on making its thousand private mistakes.

The vault sigil sat in my palm like a lie I could choose.

“Price?” Kallik asked, neutral. His eyes were respectful. Not hungry. Curious.

I looked at the six figures we’d lifted out of a garden that pretended to be beautiful. Their collars lay like shed snakes. Their hands were shaking and their eyes were their own.

“I’m done with prices,” I said, and threw the sigil.

It arced into the canal, a small moon in a larger moon. It struck water and the garden’s wards blinked, staggered, and remembered mercy the way drunks remember kindness. Somewhere, a broker practiced a disappointed face.

“People before profit,” Kallik said softly, as if testing the taste of the words.

“Always,” I said.

He leaned on the rail, watching the water carry the evidence away where it would become someone else’s problem or a fish’s shiny home. “I have half a map to a vault in the desert,” he said after a moment. “It likes traps and liars. Interested?”

“Later,” I said, and meant it.

[SYSTEM] Quest Complete: Needle & Night (E+). XP +.
[SYSTEM] Skill Upgrade Confirmed: Latchline Fine-Cast (E+).
[SYSTEM] Faction Standing: Free Beast-Kin (friendly) — aid more likely.

We took the descent slow, not because the lift asked for it but because the six behind us did. At street level the rescued scattered into alleys that would swallow them and keep them safe because the alleys know their own. A fox-kin hand brushed mine in passing. The owl-kin raised two fingers in a healer’s silent blessing. The twins didn’t look back; they didn’t have to.

Kallik perched on the balustrade like a gargoyle auditioning for work and flicked his ears at the east. “Dawn doesn’t care,” he said.

“It never has,” I said.

We split without ceremony. By the time the broker realized he’d paid me half for nothing, I was already on a roof that didn’t creak, practicing throws at lantern rings until my fingers remembered they were clever.

The wind kissed my left heel. The step to my right echoed where I wasn’t. A pigeon scolded a ghost. I laughed and let the night end.

Somewhere above, Baron Khur would count losses and wonder when his garden had learned shame. Somewhere below, six collars cooled on a table and would soon be melted into something that couldn’t hurt anyone again.

Me? I went home by the long way so the city could talk about other people for once. When the Matron asked why I smelled like perfume and iron, I told her I’d bumped into a liar.

She nodded. “Did you steal anything worth keeping?”

“A habit,” I said. “Proof and people.”

She smiled without looking up from her ledger. “Expensive tastes.”

“Worth it,” I said, and meant it.
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