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 She pivoted, her leather coat slithering around. Behind her, a dizzying drop of three hundred feet 
waited. She faced off against five burly foes, their bronze face masks expressionless and glittering under the 
beam of light that slowly swept in a circle behind them, from the lighthouse chamber. 
 “There’s nowhere left to go,” one rasped, adjusting his grip on the lightning hook. The long pole 
extended to the right, cutting off a line of retreat, its curved hook crackling with electroplasmic energy. They 
stood on a slanted roof, an apron around the lighthouse chamber, maybe twenty feet from the chamber to 
the edge.  
 “We could take her in for questioning,” another bronze masked spirit warden growled. “Find out 
how she got up here in the first place. Why. Who her friends are.” 
 “I’d rather die,” the pale woman said, her voice clear.  
 The spirit wardens edged in closer, now only ten feet from the edge, hemming her in towards the 
inevitable drop.  
 “I hate bullies,” said a mild voice behind the wardens. Three of them awkwardly cranked around, but 
their reaction was too slow. A lean figure pounced, slashing with a cutlass, catching a warden in the chest and 
flinging him back. He pinwheeled, dropping his blade and losing his footing. The warden slammed down on 
the roof and slid off, whipping out over the nothingness, tumbling until his tether jerked him to an abrupt 
halt thirty feet down.  
 The warden with the hook thrust, sending a crackling shock through the woman at the edge. She 
convulsed, collapsing backwards off the roof.  
 The other three wardens squared off against the new attacker, who frowned.  
 “See what you’ve done?” the attacker said. “You’ve gone and ruined my rescue.” 
 
FIVE DAYS EARLIER 
 
 “We’re going after the crystal in the lighthouse of the Gallows Tower,” the slender man said. 
 “Wait,” blinked the androgynous dandy, leaned back in the chair, vis booted feet propped up on the 
table. “Did we all grow suddenly weary of the intolerable burden of life while I was out? Did I miss the 
overpowering wave of ennui that washed over everyone?” Vis forehead creased in something of a pout. “I 
feel left out.” 
 “No, Chel. It’s not ennui, or a lust for self-annihilation,” the slender man replied. “Our constellation 
of opportunities recently shifted.” 
 “So things didn’t go well with Utrecht.” The voice drifted up from under a mop of dark, curly hair 
that obscured the face of the woman who sat with her face on the table. “I don’t like what you’re about to tell 
us about our cut from the Freselle job.” 
 “There is no cut from the Freselle job,” the slender man said, crossing his arms. “We got something 
better. We’re free operators now, an independent crew. We don’t answer to the Crows any longer.” 
 The women lifted her head just enough to drop it down on the table with an audible thud. 
 “Cheer up, Kissel,” Chel said soothingly. “You’re hung over. It’s plausible for you that this is all a 
terrible dream and you’ll wake up and find that Terrik has not totally lost his mind, alienated the Crows, and 
chosen a suicide mission to ease the pain.” Chel looked to Terrik. “I however am not hung over, and I would 
appreciate it if you could make the walls waver and dance.” Ve paused, cocking vis head to the side. “Or 
maybe we could all be nude and reciting poetry. Something surreal.” Chel shrugged. “Dealer’s choice.” 
 “Roric’s dead,” Terrik said. “For all we know, Lyssa is the one who killed him. The leadership of the 
Crows is scrambling. All the crews in the Crow’s Foot neighborhood sense weakness, smell the blood in the 
water. The Crows are headed for a rocky patch.” He paused. “This is the time to make our move.” 
 “You didn’t speak for all of us, did you?” Chel asked. 
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 “Of course not,” Terrik said as he leaned back. “You can go to Utrecht right now and clarify things 
with him. Tell him you’re still on board, still loyal, still utterly disinterested in getting more than scraps from 
the feasts we’ve locked down for the Crows.”  
 “Those feasts paid for protection,” Kissel said, raising her head from the table. Her normally serene 
olive features were somewhat blotched, her eyes reddened. “Safe markets to fence goods. Prestige. You 
know. The sort of assurances you have apparently lost all interest in preserving.” She frowned. “How could 
you not consult with us on this?” 
 “Oh, he consulted,” Chel said with a sly shift in his tone. “With his sister. Not so much with us.” 
 Kissel turned to look at the silent figure at the far end of the table. “Erise? Really?” 
 Erise shifted. “We talked about it,” she confirmed, her voice low. 
 Kissel sat up straight. “Really, Terrik? Erise? You just, what, decided to cut us loose from the 
Crows?” 
 “Yes,” Terrik replied, looking her in the eye. 
 “This is your chance,” Erise added. “You decide. Are you with us? Are you ready to form an 
independent crew? Or do you want to stay with the Crows?” She paused. “Either way, this ends the 
discussion of it. We won’t keep looping conversations around to this point.” 
 Chel sighed. “Erise, you are the spookiest Whisper I’ve ever had the pleasure to assist. I’ve worked 
with adepts, and physikers, and even the occasional resurrectionist, but you?” Ve shrugged. “I’ve never even 
seen anything like you. I’d be a fool to give up a chance to see where this goes.” Vis smile was crooked, but 
sincere enough. 
 Kissel dropped her forehead back down to the table, but this time she had scooted back a little. She 
whispered to her lap. “What do you think, Barbarous?” 
 “Oh, don’t ask Barbarous,” Chel groaned. “You know he has a thing for Terrik. You have to own 
this one yourself.” 
 Kissel adjusted her arms, then hefted up a mass to slither on the table. The arboreal devilfish flexed 
knots of tendrils, pulling himself onto the table. His head sac fit in two cupped hands, his irises had the sheen 
of copper, and color oozed under his skin as he adjusted from Kissel’s lap to the table textures and hues. He 
shifted uneasily for a moment, then in the space between his eyes, a pale pattern emerged; it was an almost 
alien perspective of negative space and light, but the portrait was recognizably Terrik, rendered with thought 
in the devilfish’s color-shifting skin. 
 Kissel sighed. “I’m in,” she said. 
 Terrik’s smile was small and bleak. His hand dipped into his pocket, and he pulled out a small dead 
mouse. He tossed it on the table, and with a meaty flop, Barbarous’s tendril unfurled, the distressingly flexible 
tip plucking at the treat and coiling it back under the devilfish hood to where the beak waited. 
 “I do wish you’d stop feeding my pet,” Kissel said mildly. 
 “Apologies,” Terrik replied, almost sincere. 
 “And I wish you’d stop putting dead mice in your pocket,” Chel added, vis forehead creased. “I 
mean, I think through the steps that get you to that point, and I worry something might be wrong with you.” 
 At that moment, there was a faint skitter and rustle in the corner, by the scrollcases. With a 
distressing and languid ease, Barbarous lolled over to the side, dropping off the table with a barely audible 
thud, scurrying towards the corner on rolling and flexing tendrils. 
 “The Gallows Tower,” Terrik said. “Center of operations for the spirit wardens in Crow’s Foot. The 
tower is three hundred and twenty two feet tall. Around the base is an apron of support buildings.” He 
tugged a long sheet of parchment from a tube leaning against the wall, and unfurled it along the table. Chel 
sat forward, pinning down one corner with vis elbow. Kissel drew a heavy pistol and anchored the other 
corner. Terrik left the leather tube on the other end. All four rogues considered the diagram. 
 “Hang on,” Kissel said. “The Crows said the Gallows Tower is off limits.” 
 “It is, for them,” Terrik agreed. “But we’re not with them anymore. We can hit it if we want to.” 
 “And you’ve been itching to hit it,” Chel observed with a wide grin. 
 “Since we were kids,” Terrik said. He shrugged at a feeling. “I don’t like things that are off limits. 
Untouchable.” 
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 “And that burning in the sky has singed my dreams and made my skin tender since we were children 
living in that filthy tenement right near its base,” Erise added quietly. She shifted in her chair. “Besides. No 
love lost. You know what the spirit wardens would do to me. If they knew what I could do.” 
 Indeed. They all knew. 
 “Barracks here,” Chel pointed. “Mess hall, guest quarters, receiving pavilion, secure warehouse.” Ve 
shook vis head. “And a fifteen foot wall around the compound.” 
 “That’s all easy,” Kissel shrugged. “Here is one of several dealbreakers.” She pointed at the isometric 
diagram’s below-ground level. “A massive vault entry that requires four spirit warden dignitaries from the 
Bellweather Crematorium, complete with customized individual holy symbol relics as keys. It’s built into the 
floor and has a non-mechanized lift mechanism. They only open it, what, once a week? Those on duty below 
are isolated, completely.” 
 “Once a week during services,” Terrik agreed. “So there’s about a hundred spirit wardens and friends 
around for the changing of the guard, in full view of everyone. They turn it into a sort of a rebirth ritual.” 
 “What’s down there?” Chel asked, cocking an eyebrow. “And why the hell do you know so much 
about it, Kissel?” 
 Kissel shrugged. A squeak squeezed out of the corner as something died. 
 “Energy,” Erise said. “The underground area is not something we have a map for, but they take 
down massive supplies of electroplasm. The energy generator down in the underground sends the power up 
the center of the tower, so there is a fiercely hot electroplasmic torch in the tower. Then the crystal we’re 
after is part of the apparatus of lenses to help focus the beam. It is always energized, too hot to touch.” 
 “Simply yanking it out of place is out of the question anyway, as there is a good chance that would 
trigger an explosion,” Terrik added. 
 “Getting up there is an issue,” Chel observed. “There’s the apron of gallows platforms that give the 
tower its name, and along the back of it a holding cell area, but all that gets no more than sixty feet off the 
ground at the top gibbet level. After that, it’s a long way up with no handholds.” Ve sighed. “So tidy. A body 
must be incinerated within three days of death so it doesn’t shed a ghost. They host the executions, then 
torch the corpses. Full service.” 
 “What about going up the inside of the tower?” 
 “No good,” Terrik said with a shake of his head. “There are access points to get in to service the 
inner workings that transmit the power, but not enough room to climb up.” 
 “Okay, so is the top level unmanned?” Kissel asked, squinting at the diagram. “Doesn’t look 
unmanned.” 
 “Twelve guards,” Terrik agreed. “They stay in this pod under the lamp, and they have access to the 
ring of the building here, and can get out on the roof.” 
 “Those are grooves?” Kissel frowned at the diagram, touching the side of the tower on the diagram. 
 “Right. One segment of the ring can lower, and be pulled up. All manual, to prevent a handful of 
rogues from managing it. They trade out the compliment of wardens in the top ring, four a week.” 
 “So how do we get up there?” Chel asked. 
 “If we can swing it through our contacts, we get some spider potions,” Terrik shrugged. “Then we 
walk right up.” 
 “Oh, no, I think not,” Kissel said with a shake of her head. “So then the spirit wardens have some 
naughty people walk up their tower, and they are robbed and angry, so they start asking around—asking hard, 
mind you. And find out somebody just placed an order for four spider potions. Do you know anyone we 
trust enough to keep quiet about that?” 
 “A series of double-blind purchases,” Erise murmured. “We’ve done it before.” 
 “What alternative do we have?” Terrik asked Kissel. 
 “Maybe Barbarous could climb it, and bring along a string, put it through something. Then we tie the 
string to a rope,” Kissel said. 
 Terrik squinted, doing the math in his head. “It would get too heavy, by the time he got even 200 
feet up.” 
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 “Well, one buyer can’t get four potions without attracting attention,” Kissel said, subdued. “I’ll help. 
We can get two each. Give the impression they’re for orgies at some noble estate or something.” She looked 
away. 
 “Chel, I want you to get two,” Terrik said. “Erise, I’m sure there are countermeasures to prevent 
spiderwalking up. Can you study that out and map a safe route between the protections?” 
 “Of course,” Erise murmured. 
 “When are we thinking about carrying this madness to fruition?” Chel asked mildly. 
 “In six days, they begin preparation for a weeklong celebration based around the brightest day of the 
year.” He paused. “We hit them in five days.” 
 Silence settled around the table. 
 “We have a lot of planning to do,” Kissel observed. 
 
IN MEDIA RES 
 
 Wind roared past Erise as she plummeted from the rooftop, the entire city of Doskvol spread below 
her in lumps and shapes shaded by sullen smears of light and fog. The pain of the shock was subsiding, and 
she jammed her trembling fingers into her jacket, tugging loose a bottle covered in a complex rune it had 
taken her hours to etch into the glass. It was a ritual, prepared in advance, that must not fail. All was prepared 
but the final step, and it whistled up towards her inexorably. 
 She felt her consciousness waver with the pressure of the fall, and her entire mind lit up with 
uncontrollable flares of panic. Spreading her limbs, she felt the gush of air and felt the tugging flap of her 
leather coat. All was well, all would be well. She stubbornly held on to consciousness—getting shocked had 
not been part of the plan. But the fall? The fall absolutely was. The ground swelled up towards her at 
intolerable speed.  
 She flung the bottle down as she whipped past a rooftop, the ground a mere instant away, and it 
smashed just as she did— 
 
—plunging her through the Mirror. On one side of the Mirror, the waking living world. On the other side? 
The Ghost Field, as scholars would call it. Brimming with the energies of the dead, restless with its own 
strange tides, the reality behind the real. The taut womb of energy, raided by new science and ancient practice. 
 The fall had to be high enough to plunge her deep. She rocketed down through the earth, lost in the 
undisturbed darkness below the gushing tides of living energy that swirled through the streets of Doskvol. 
Free of strange mechanical conventions like a heartbeat or a voracious chemical engine turning food into 
power, Erise let herself drift for a moment, enjoying the feeling of being free beyond all recall. She was a 
shape lined out with energy, a thought giving form to the formless, taking its existence from nothing more 
than an organization of ideas. 
 Rousing herself, she opened her senses. A dull pulsing glow polluted the deep earth with energy, like 
a bonfire in heavy fog. She drifted in that direction, then pushed in that direction, as a constant welling of 
energy thwarted easy progress. 
 Erise found the back of the foundation. Plinths bolstered the standard stone construction of the 
walls, carved and sanctified with protective wards centuries ago. The wards were designed to keep out 
anything big, or masses of invaders. However, they were expensive, and spaced widely apart. Centuries of 
venting energy eroded them somewhat. One spirit, determined and strong, could find its way through. 
 Inside, she found a wavering mirror; it was the surface of water, touched only faintly by light. It was 
mirror enough for her to emerge. She forced herself through, and the body that was tethered to her mind 
reasserted itself into the world with a thrashing of water and a gust of steam. She hauled open the hatch, and 
muscled up against it, peeking out. 
 A long capsule-like enclosure had a number of spirit wardens sitting at stations looking out, their 
faces covered by bronze masks. The capsule was almost a quarter of the room, down the center. The larger 
chamber had two engines, and massive reserve tanks to feed them the electroplasm that converted to energy. 
Two giant water reservoirs were built in also, to flood the chamber in case a reaction got carried away and 
risked an explosion. She peered out of one of the reservoirs. 
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 Erise felt the slow curdle of her skin, exposed to the massive gush of unshielded electroplasmic 
energy. She frowned slightly, surveying the room. None of the spirit wardens were outside the capsule, but 
there was movement. A flicker here and there. 
 She felt the knot of pain at the base of her skull, as though a fist clenched the spine in her neck. 
Shock upon shock had left her weakened, but her senses were still keen. She reached into her coat and pulled 
out her spirit mask, ducking into the headband, adjusting it over her eyes; she felt some of the discomfort 
smoothed away as the focusing device synched up with her own inner rhythms and life energy. Her eyes 
flicked open, this time peering at both sides of the clouded Mirror. 
 Dozens of ghosts staggered around in the conflagration of runoff energy from the engines. Behind 
the Mirror, glyphs glowed like furnaces, burned into the engines. The glyphs were mirrored on the ghosts, 
branding their foreheads or chests. The ghosts were tied to the power core, and Erise felt herself contract 
with rage as she realized that these branded ghosts could likely be controlled, at least somewhat, by the spirit 
wardens in the capsule. Made to do things. Adjust the flow of energy. Approach, or withdraw. And in the 
meantime, burn unceasing in torment no physical body could long withstand, but no ethereal body could 
escape. 
 Sleek and soaked, Erise slithered out of the water tank, down to the ancient paving stones of the 
chamber floor. She was half concealed in the gusting mist of plasmic flesh, burned off and reformed endlessly 
in a vile stink of agony.  
 Erise could not separate the fury that she felt at the hypocrisy of the spirit wardens from the 
resentment and wrath of the spirits in the chamber. The spirit wardens were Doskvol’s defense against ghosts 
rising. They imprisoned people (or inflicted even worse punishment) for keeping ghosts active in secret, or 
preserving them from destruction, or interacting with them consensually. Yet here—this—the utility of it and 
the punishment of it twined, both inappropriate, both counter to what the spirit wardens represented. 
 Mist flared all around Erise, hissing against her, flaring her leather coat. She faced off with a massive 
ghost, squirming with stolen power of other ghosts it had consumed, its forehead marred by a glyph. 
 You, it resonated. You do not belong here. 
 Erise rose to her full height, regal and fearless. “Neither do you.” 
 

* 
 
 Four wardens squared off against Chel on the rooftop. Chel let a nasty smile crawl across vis face as 
ve heard the clatter of footsteps up the cramped spiral staircase from the rooms below up to the rooftop. “I’ll 
get these,” Chel said carelessly, “but you better shut the door.” 
 “You sure?” Kissel said from the other side of the roof. “I’ve got the pudgy one in my sights.” 
 The spirit wardens realized they faced two interlopers on the roof, one steadily holding a massive 
pistol in each hand as she stood in the shadow of the tower spire. 
 “Which one is the pudgy one?” Chel asked with academic interest. “They’ve all got that bulky leather 
on. So unflattering.” 
 Kissel rolled her eyes. “They’re all yours,” she said, ducking back around the tower, closing in on the 
small door in a race with the reinforcements. 
 “O Delight!” Chel said, gripping the cutlass with both hands as vis eyes lit up. “You first!” ve called 
out to the wardens. 
 Only one of the four wardens held back to unsheathe a pistol. The other three charged at Chel, 
moving gingerly as they were caught between enthusiasm and caution on the slanted roof near a fathomless 
drop. 
 Chel swept the cutlass in a wide arc, clanging against the lightning hook and driving it away as ve 
pivoted towards the spirit warden, snatching the top of the hapless warden’s cuirass and driving a head butt 
into the bronze mask. Another warden drove forward with an impaling strike, but Chel twisted out of the way 
in a single sinuous flex, and the blade jammed into Chel’s victim. A swift chop embedded the cutlass blade in 
a warden’s neck and collarbone, and Chel kicked the gurgling warden off the blade in time to retreat from a 
staggering advance from two others.  
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 The warden with a pistol lined up and fired, but Chel was already moving, slashing across one 
warden’s elbow, slitting through meat and sinew. The warden let out a hoarse scream, and Chel kicked him 
back to stagger out into the void, dropping. With a twist of the wrist, Chel sent the cutlass flying in a flat spin, 
thudding into the throat of the warden with the pistol. The warden went limp, dropping and sliding off the 
roof. 
 “Hah!” shouted the last warden still standing. Others groaned and shifted, and there was some 
tugging and swinging on the tethers, but now it was more or less one on one. 
 “Hah?” Chel said, confused. “Oh, you think I’m unarmed.” Chel grinned widely, dropping a short 
stiletto from vis sleeve into vis hand. “Should I throw this at you, or just—” 
 The warden lunged, Chel knocked the incoming blade up to miss ver, then jammed the stiletto into 
the warden’s torso until steel grated on bone. The warden let out a wet choking shudder, and sagged. 
 “You’re right,” Chel agreed, lowering the warden to the roof. “It’s better this way.” 
 Several shots blasted, banging bullets through the door to the stairwell. Kissel slid around the tower, 
eyes wide.  
 “Not blocking the door with my body,” she said. “They’ve got guns, and there’s no outside latch.” 
 “This is five,” Chel said, eyes roving the twitching cables holding dead or injured wardens dangling 
below. “So of the twelve compliment, that leaves seven.” 
 “Surrender!” a warden shouted gruffly. “Lay down arms and you may survive to live out your days in 
Ironhook Prison.” 
 “Pssh,” Chel replied with an airy hand wave. “Who attacks ‘the Gallows Tower’ expecting to go to 
jail? Don’t be silly. You’re supposed to hang us, sweetie.” 
 The pause was only momentary. “We’ll do it your way,” the warden sneered. 
 A warden peered cautiously around the central pillar, and Kissel shot him neatly in the bronze mask, 
jerking the whole body with the force of the blow. As the dead meat slid down the roof, Kissel spared a 
glance at Chel. 
 “Don’t you think it’s time for the Twins?” 
 Chel glanced to the side, coy, a mischievous smile touching vis lips. “Oh, I suppose,” ve said 
conspiratorially. Ve reached under vis cloak, to the blades strapped to vis ribs, and tugged out two balanced 
and inscribed knives. “Do we even know if they have rifles?” 
 “Best to be sure,” Kissel shrugged. “Can you get them to come out to us?” 
 “Oh yes. Go on around the other side.” 
 Kissel retreated with her pistols, circling the central tower. “I’m so bored out here,” Chel called to 
the wardens. “Come get me!” 
 “What are you even doing up here?” a warden yelled back. 
 “Oh, we’re robbing you,” Chel explained. 
 “There’s nothing up here worth a damn!” the warden retorted. “And if you do survive long enough 
to get up into that lighthouse, it’ll snap shut around you. If you survive that, you’ll be waiting when we let you 
out and, you know, kill you.” 
 “You must have a very low opinion of us,” Chel observed. 
 “That significantly understates the matter,” the warden agreed. 
 A sudden groan of metal resounded from the central shaft, and the beam of light swiveled to point 
straight up instead of sweeping across the city’s sky. Metal plates clashed in place all around the lamp 
chamber above the roof, isolating it completely. 
 “Well, that’s one of you left!” the warden called out. Several wardens crept out the door, oriented on 
Chel’s side of the roof. 
 Kissel opened fire from behind, knocking three of them dead before the rest scrambled down into 
the relative safety of the stairwell. 
 “I guess there were three of us,” Chel called out. “Easy mistake to make, though!” Ve glanced up at 
the iron bud sending a beam of light up into the night sky. “You okay in there?” 
 No answer was audible. 
 “I got three,” Kissel yelled. “That’s four left.” 



The Gallows Tower Heist 7 by Andrew Shields 

 Chel’s eyes darted upward for momentary calculations, vis lips twitching. Then Chel frowned. “O 
Hell,” ve muttered. Chel circled to within view of the door, and looked across at Kissel. 
 “Cover me.” 
 Kissel frowned, but stealthed forward, then leaned over the edge of the door, blasting a few shots 
down the tight stairwell. In the plume of Kissel’s gunsmoke, Chel dropped down the spiral stairs. 
 Close quarters gunfire. Slits and gurgles, a scream. Babbling. Wet piercing thuds. 
 Chel rose up out of the smoke, sprayed with arterial blood and wincing at the gunsmoke. “That’s 
that,” ve said. “And yes. They had rifles.” 
 “You know the plan,” Kissel said, hiding her relief as best she could. “Time for us to go, before the 
wardens get the whole neighborhood secured.” They rounded the tower to where they had piled packs. They 
shrugged the backpacks on, buckling them in place across their chest and legs, taking deep breaths. 
 “This is crazy,” Kissel whispered through nerveless lips.  
 “That’s why we’re doing it together,” Chel said reassuringly. Then she ran towards the edge, with 
Kissel’s arm locked in her grip. A moment later, both of them launched over the edge, falling, spinning away 
from each other. They pulled the release straps, and fabric unfurled out of the packs, snapping open anchored 
by their weight. They drifted over the city. 
 Kissel faintly heard Chel’s somewhat hysterical laughter. She gritted out through her teeth, “G-good 
thing—they don’t—have—rifles—” 
 The world tilted and swayed below, rising to greet them. 
 

* 
 
 A slither and a thump, and the arboreal devilfish was wedged under the iron counter. 
 “I know, and I’m sorry,” Terrik said. “But we knew this might happen. There are dozens of controls 
here, and statistically, maybe three quarters of them are part of a boobytrap.” 
 The devilfish released air as it compacted back into a dark space, but it sounded like a hiss. 
 “I’m not happy about it either,” Terrik muttered. He squinted at the blistering beam only fifteen feet 
away, glaring up into the sky, the whole mirror-polished and baroque room shining with the light.  
 The electroplasmic torch was a force-fed flame the size of a forearm, and the crystal behind it was 
roughly torso sized. It was heated too bright to look at directly, much less touch.  
 “Reinforcements are on the way,” Terrik said, more reassuring himself than the devilfish. He pulled 
his cloak over his head and sat with his back to the wall. “The others had to leave the roof. If we compound 
our errors by prodding their security, we’re likely to uncover more unpleasant surprises. No, we’ve got a 
better plan. We knew this was a possibility. I know what I’m doing.” 
 
SIX DAYS EARLIER 
 
 Terrik descended the stone steps into the noisome basement. There was a clatter of metal, as a big 
man tossed a hammer onto a cluttered workbench. “Ah, Terrik,” said the hairy man. “I expected you.” 
 Terrik hefted the chest up onto the bench. “Here it is. The take from the Freselle job. We got 
everything you asked for, Utrecht,” he added, almost wincing. “Everything.” 
 Utrecht flipped the chest open, picking up the folio of papers at the top. Thumbing through them, 
he smiled, a greasy stretch of his wide face. “Very good,” he said. “Very good indeed.” 
 “The Kellis family. They are… friends. Please.” Terrik stopped, biting at his lip. 
 Utrecht gave Terrik his complete attention. “Are you really telling me what to do with this?” he 
ground out. “Are you seriously asking for favors at a strategic level?” A smile pushed meat around on 
Utrecht’s face so his beady eyes were almost invisible. “You?” 
 “Look, there’s a lot of wealth here,” Terrik said, turning away, looking at the rolled up paintings and 
boxes of jewelry in the chest. “This—this already damages them. Pretty badly.” 
 “Yeah, and that’s why we sent you. Because you know the layout. You know the security. In and 
out.” Utrecht leaned back, and his smile got somehow uglier. “Nobody got hurt.” 
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 “But they will now,” Terrik said, more confirming than asking. “Now that you’ve got—those letters. 
Those documents.” His face flushed. 
 Utrecht’s smile thinned. “We gonna have a problem, Terrik?” 
 Terrik mastered himself. “No. Just give me our cut, and I’ll go.” 
 “That’s more like it,” Utrecht said. “Okay, lessee here, right, yeah.” He pawed through the chest. 
“Two hundred.” 
 Terrik blinked. “The blackmail, paintings, and the safe—two hundred?” 
 “Times are tight,” Utrecht replied, turning away from Terrik, examining one of the ingots. “We’ll call 
you when the next job comes up.” 
 “Don’t.” 
 Utrecht stopped, then turned, looking Terrik in the eye. 
 “What?” 
 “I’m taking this,” Terrik said, scooping up the folio of papers. “You can keep the rest. It’s your 
severance pay.”  
 Utrecht’s eyebrows climbed up towards his greasy scalp. “Severance? Heh. That’s what the employer 
offers the employee. You got this backwards, friend.” Terrik tensed; “friend” was one of those words that 
meant the opposite of its meaning, if Utrecht said it. 
 “It’s a question of who is in demand, Utrecht,” Terrik said as calmly as he could. “Roric’s dead. Lyssa 
has her hands full trying to finish the takeover. Crow’s Foot is restless. You have little stability to offer, and 
my crew? They’re sharp. Best I’ve ever had.” He paused. “Consider me and my crew independent.” He 
looked Utrecht in the eye. “You have enough troubles. This may be the wrong time to decide you want to 
make an example of someone.” 
 “Because we might miss,” Utrecht supplied the rest of the threat. 
 Terrik nodded. “Right.” 
 “Hnh.” Utrecht turned his back on Terrik, and took his time lighting a pipe. “You take that, and you 
go, then you’re gone. Course, you’ll be back. You’ll need to bring something. Pay your way back in. If they’ll 
even have you.” He shook out the flinder of wood he used to light the pipe. “These are the moments where 
you see who’s really loyal.” 
 “I’m walking away,” Terrik said, his grip tightening on the papers. 
 “So go,” Utrecht said tonelessly. 
 Terrik walked for six blocks before he dared to stop and catch his breath, his heart hammering in his 
chest. 
 “I know what I’m doing,” he whispered to himself. “I know what I’m doing.” 
 
IN MEDIA RES 
 
 The emergency hatch hissed and sprayed, clanging open. There was no particularly subtle way to 
sneak into the sealed capsule. The figure in the leather coat dropped down from the ceiling hatch, landing on 
the floor, kneeling. By the time she caught her breath and looked up, three wardens faced her, flames 
flickering on the tips of their incinerators. The firelight reflected from her peculiar mask. 
 “How did you get in here?” one demanded, trying to keep the panic out of his voice. 
 “I fell,” Erise said, her tone distant. She rose to her full height. “I fell so far.” She looked the warden 
in the eye. 
 “She’s corporeal and unmarked,” another warden said, fierce. “That’s not possible! It’s just not 
possible!” 
 “Unless she’s a Whisper!” the third hissed, low and intense. “Look at the mask!” They all three froze 
for a moment, and others ran to reinforce them from the main capsule. 
 “Hands out to the side! All the way! Fingers spread!” the first warden shouted. Erise complied, still 
looking him in the eye, observing that they had still not quite managed the nerve to rush her. 
 “I’m your only hope,” she said quietly. “If there’s a breach,” she nodded at one of the engines, 
“you’re stuck down here. You all die.” 
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 “We know the risks!” another warden shouted at her. “You can’t save us anyway, if something goes 
wrong.” 
 “Not that anything will go wrong,” the third warden hastily added. 
 “There is a way out,” she insisted. “I’m here, aren’t I?” 
 They paused, thinking. 
 “No one likes to build a death trap then stand in it,” she continued, slowly reaching for her jacket 
lapel pocket. “When the wardens built this place, they built a ghost door.” With two fingers, she pulled a holy 
symbol from her jacket, a jeweled and gaudy hand sized medallion. “This ghost key opens that ghost door. It 
leads to the beacon above.” 
 All eyes were on her as the wardens felt a danger they could not immediately name. Then her glance 
released them, flicking to the side. “I could save you,” she murmured. Then she looked the first warden 
directly in the eye once more. “But I won’t.” 
 Just then, the wardens realized both sides of the corridor were lined with ghosts, several rows deep. 
Ghosts, staring inside, to the place that their wards prevented them from going.  
 The fifth warden in line was the first to see it. His eyes widened, and the idea crashed into the back 
of his mouth so fast he couldn’t form it into words. He just let out an inarticulate cry. 
 Their wards had been erased. 
 Before the wardens could get to their lightning hooks and spiritbane charms, the ghosts flowed 
through the walls. The incinerators gusted briefly, but Erise leaped back out of the way, and managed to slip 
between the half-closed bulkhead and the greeting chamber where wardens entered and exited the 
underground level. A chorus of roars and screams rose behind her as she focused on the mosaic pattern on 
the floor, depicting a column up to the sky.  
 She touched the ghost key to her spirit mask, and felt its harmonics shift and attune to her own. 
Then she looked down, kneeling, and touched the key to the locked floor. The floor became insubstantial, 
and she fearlessly stepped into it. 
 A moment later, the light changed its tenor, thinning and crisping out, stinging her skin. She forced 
her eyes open to see the shining interior of the lighthouse torch chamber, its beam soaring into the sky, metal 
plates sealing them inside. 
 “So, what happened!” Terrik demanded from where he huddled against the wall. 
 “Hold on to something!” Erise replied, gripping the railing. 
 A moment later, the ghosts had their vengeance. The electroplasmic reserves detonated far below the 
tower, and a shudder raced up through its superstructure. The tower started tilting, just slightly. The 
electroplasmic torch burst, singing everything in the room, then gushed a massive bolt of light out, and went 
dark. The room was lit by the still-glowing crystal. 
 “Okay—that’s progress,” Terrik said in a small voice, brushing the singe and ash off his cloak. “The 
replica of the chief spirit warden’s holy symbol opened the ghost door, I take it.” 
 “Flawlessly,” Erise replied. “It was worth attending that service so I could tune it to the same energy 
as the original.” She shivered. “I could barely stand being in the same room as that man.” 
 “Well the replica worked for a ghost key, let’s use it to open the security room here,” Terrik said, 
rising and gesturing around. 
 “This looks like the right panel,” Erise agreed, looking over the complex control panel. She pushed 
the fake holy symbol in place, confident. The panel let out a dull, grinding sound. Then the fake holy symbol 
exploded in a gout of dust. The plates did not open. 
 “Huh,” Terrik said. 
 

* 
 
 Chel leaped from the last ten feet of drainpipe, landing on the cobbles safe and sound. Somewhere 
on the roof above, vis parachute had been stuffed in a cranny between one rooftop and the next. It was time 
to head home.  
 Ve glanced around, and spotted a little boy hiding in a crate. “You there. You’re going to help me,” 
Chel said. “Or I’ll kill you,” ve added with a pleasant smile.  
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 The boy crept out of the crate. “W-ww-wh-what—”  
 “Oh, it’s easy. Go out to the warden, and tell him you saw a ghost back here.” Chel smiled at the boy 
fondly. 
 The boy hesitated, blinking. 
 “Oh, I almost forgot!” Chel said. “Later on, they’ll ask you what I looked like.” Chel squatted in 
front of the boy, looking him in the eye. “It is very important that you respond honestly. And tell them I 
looked fabulous.” Chel grinned, and the little boy smiled too, then ran off down the alleyway yelling for the 
wardens. 
 Chel stretched, and sighed. “I hope I’m not the only one left,” ve said reflectively. “I just got this 
crew broken in. Starting over would be exhausting.”  
 Moments later, two wardens ran down the alley, spirit hooks crackling. Chel pounced from the 
shadows, stabbing one at the base of the skull. The other pivoted, too late, a knife blade plunging into his 
armpit as he tried to haul the unwieldy hook around. 
 Not many moments after that, Chel marched out to the streets, moving with purpose, wearing the 
warden’s mask and tunic and hefting the lightning hook. 
 No one noticed a lone spirit warden slipping out of the cordon and disappearing into the night. 
 

* 
 
 Kissel had a comprehensive view of the spirit wardens moving from the Bellweather Crematorium to 
Crow’s Foot, in force. A small army was moving to seal off the area of the Gallows Tower. Her long, winding 
descent allowed her to land at the very edge of the cordon.  
 She ripped the harness off, and balled up the parachute, jamming it into a rooftop chimney. Then she 
dropped to her knees, strapping a strange pale greave to her forearm. It had letters, numbers, yes and no 
painted on it. She pulled out a tiny three-sided planchette, and clicked it onto the greave. Then she focused, 
breathing out with a long unsteady breath, opening herself. 
 “Okay, Barbarous,” she whispered. “What’s up.” 
 Her fingers were light on the planchette, and it skimmed and wandered over the greave. T, R, A, P, 
P, E, D.  
 “Dammit,” she said with an explosive release of breath. Trying to steady herself, she focused again, 
trying to ignore the wardens closing in on the tilted tower, wreathed in smoke. 
 

* 
 
 The candle stub was pretty poor illumination in the stink of electroplasmic exhaust that coated the 
sealed metal room. The hole in the top for the beam to exit was not big enough for either Terrik or Erise. 
The crystal had cooled to the point where Terrik was prying at its housing, while Erise had the panel open 
and was trying to find a way to trigger the wall opening mechanism. 
 Terrik let out a victorious cry as the room reverberated with a screech. The crystal was loosened 
from its support structure. “We’ll be able to touch this soon, it’s cooling fast,” he said with a grin. “Then I 
think I can just pull it out.” 
 “Great,” Erise said through her teeth. She sat back, growling. “This was designed to prevent anyone 
from doing what I’m trying to do. There’s sheathing, and plating, and—it’s all protected in there. I can’t get at 
it.” 
 Terrik paused. “Is it just me, or is the tower still tilting? I mean, further?” 
 “Still tilting,” Erise confirmed. “The disruption broke the ground, and foundation, and sent 
superheated pulses up through the central conduit; the tower is in danger. If it tilts much further, then it may 
fall over.” 
 Terrik tried on a smile. “Well, maybe then we could just stroll away,” he said. He returned his 
attention to the crystal. “I wonder if this is sharp enough to cut through the metal.” 
 “It’s not,” Erise said quietly. “We may be out of moves.” 
 “Not yet,” Terrik objected. “Not even close.” He paused, thinking furiously. 
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 A dull groan reverberated through the superstructure as the tower tilted a couple more degrees. 
 Then a leathery quivering touch folded over Erise’s hand. She pulled her hand back with a startled 
gasp, to see Barbarous emerging into the cooling room from wherever he had been hiding. Her eyes lit up.  
 “Of course!” she said. “Kissel is the one who is good with tools, and maybe Barbarous can help out.” 
 “Kissel did teach Barbarous to open padlocks,” Terrik said reflectively. “She padlocked a glass case 
with a fish in it. Given time, Barbarous managed to wedge his tentacle tip in there and trip those tumblers. I 
think he actually pulled the lock off once, too. Stronger than he looks.” 
 Barbarous had rolled over to the open panel, and several tendrils quested down into the dark space. 
The devilfish shifted over the gap, and shivered, and twitched, then pulled some of its hood down into the 
gap. One eye followed, then part of the head sac, and finally the rest of the head sac and the last few 
tentacles. The devilfish had fit down into the space, muscles and skin and eyes and all. 
 “This feeling I have watching that,” Erise said with a vague gesture. “Is that how you all feel when 
you watch me dealing with ghosts? Like, it’s impressive, but so—alien. Impossible.” 
 “Very like,” Terrik agreed with a wry smile. He pulled the crystal loose, grimacing slightly at the heat. 
It fit in his arms, about the size of his torso, only a few inches thick. It was like a peculiar shimmering pane of 
thick glass. “I hope this works.” 
 There were dull squeaks, and clicks, and sounds of shifting, and leathery rasping, all coming from the 
hole in the countertop. Then, a dull crack, and an unhinged spring release. One of the wall panels shivered, 
and opened a few inches. 
 For a long second, they stared at it. Then they jumped into motion. Terrik ran over to peer out of the 
gap, while Erise clapped and called to the devilfish to come back out. 
 Terrik made it out on the balcony and started strapping a parachute pack on. “I’ll hold the crystal,” 
he said, “and you can take Barbarous. We’ll be a bit heavy, but we should be slowed down enough by the 
parachute that the fall doesn’t break us. If you’re worried, aim for a canal,” he added with a wry grin. He 
paused, seeing the exhaustion written across Erise’s features. “Actually, why don’t I take Barbarous too,” he 
said. “Up, boy.”  
 The devilfish languorously unfurled its tentacles and swung up Terrik’s back, draping tentacles over 
his shoulders and fashioning himself into something of a backpack. Meanwhile Terrik hefted the crystal, 
holding it to his chest, strapping it in place, adjusting for fit and feel. Erise started climbing into her parachute 
harness, grateful to breathe the cool night air after the stifling metal-shod chamber. 
 A roar, and a warden charged from around the tower, shoulder-checking Terrik, whose arms flailed 
as he lost his footing and slid off the roof. The warden’s face was bloody, his eyes staring, but he was still 
dangerous. He was also tethered to the central tower.  

He slashed at Erise with a shortsword, and she staggered back, half in the harness for the parachute. 
She groped for her knife, and the warden backhanded her; for a moment, she lost her balance, her feet 
tangled in the parachute, and she started to fall. Her eyes had a feral light as she twisted, landing on her 
unprotected ribs—but snatching the warden’s leg. Then her legs slid off the roof, and she followed, dragging 
the warden, who twirled loose of safety and fell to jounce at the end of his tether. 
 Terrik’s parachute opened in the background as Erise struggled to catch her breath, a cracked rib 
lancing pain through her chest with every attempt. The warden writhed, flexing and kicking at her as she 
clutched his calf to her torso. The parachute hung from her, dead weight that her muscles couldn’t support; 
she kicked it loose. The warden drew his knife and slashed at her, and in that moment, the knife was the 
difference between life and death for both of them. 
 The warden forced it towards her face, arm trembling, the rest of him slack as he focused all his will 
and muscle into that one drive. Erise screamed, gripping his wrist, trying to push up on the knife while 
holding the leg tight, her whole body taut with anguish. 
 Her eyes smoldered, and her scream became a shout as she shoved his wrist to the side and the knife 
slid into his leg. He let out a strangled grunt, and she clawed at the knife, wresting it from him, stabbing him 
in the shoulder, the neck, again, again, her whole world reduced to the slit and slop of the blade plunging over 
and over as her fear gushed out of her through the blade. 
 Then all was quiet. The warden hung at the end of his tether, his blood sluicing out of his many 
wounds and down off his still form, fading away to nothingness over the impossible drop, like a waterfall 
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fading to gossamer from a too-high cliff. Hunched on her elbows, Erise trembled violently, unable to bring 
herself back under control in her precarious perch. She saw the masses of wardens gathered below. She 
wondered if any others had survived up top, to come and see what was at the bottom of this tether, to cut her 
only lifeline.  
 Eventually she managed to drag herself up on the corpse to straddle the lifeline and harness, no 
longer relying on arm strength for survival. Still panting and shuddering, she reached out Behind the Mirror. 
There were no ghosts up here; the height, combined with the sepia burning of the prolonged electroplasmic 
torch had thinned out energy. She could not call any power to herself up here. Any scraps that might have 
been left were burned away by the still-raging electroplasmic fires deep under the earth, a space swallowing 
itself with a desperate nothingness that robbed the tower of its foundation breath by breath. 
 Erise had no hope for rescue; how could they return here? If they did, how would they escape? No, 
the only question now was whether the wardens would find her first, or she would fall, or the tower would 
tear loose and seek the earth with her riding along. Her jaw trembled as she clutched the thin tether, the 
endless gulf swirling below. 
 “So, now?” she asked the silence around her. “Now am I out of moves?” 
 There was no answer. 
 
SEVEN DAYS LATER 
 

The door opened, and Terrik was on his feet, wild-eyed. “Oh,” he said, his disappointment palpable. 
 “How long will you expect her to return?” Kissel asked, trying to keep the annoyance from her voice 
as she walked into the meeting room. “It’s been a week.” 
 “They didn’t find a body,” Terrik said through his teeth. “If she didn’t fall, and they didn’t catch 
her—people don’t just disappear,” he insisted. 
 “Whispers might,” Chel said, walking in after Kissel and closing the door. “We’ll never fully 
understand what Erise could do.” 
 “Can do,” Terrik corrected automatically, not looking at the others. “What Erise can do.” 
 Chel and Kissel exchanged a glance, and let it go. “So you found a buyer for the crystal?”Kissel 
asked. 
 “Oh yes,” Terrik said. “A very happy buyer, someone involved with the Forgotten Gods. It’s better if 
I’m the only one who knows who the customer is, and best they not ever find out we’re the sellers.” His smile 
was a touch sardonic. 
 “The spirit wardens are tearing Crow’s Foot up looking for whoever hit their tower,” Chel observed. 
“The official story is that there was an equipment malfunction and they’re closed for repairs.” Ve shook vis 
head. “I don’t think they’ll ever get that tower straight again, or restore the function. There is a whole cottage 
industry in making dick jokes and impotence jokes about wardens and Gallows Tower. In less funny and 
more disturbing news, there have been a number of other surprising power outages. Turns out the wardens 
were using that tower to support lots of other nearby operations.”  
 “I never thought they were that deeply embedded in Crow’s Foot,” Terrik murmured thoughtfully. 
Then he straightened, staring at the door as it creaked open. Chel and Kissel reached for their weapons. 
 Erise stood in the doorway. Her smile was tentative and bleak. “I’m back,” she murmured. 
 “Oh!” Terrik sprang across the room and threw his arms around her. He didn’t care about the 
burned reek of her hair and clothes, or the high heat her body emitted. “Oh, Erise, I knew you’d make it 
back!” 
 “How did you do it?” Chel asked, admiring, on vis feet. 
 Erise pushed Terrik back gently. “It wasn’t easy,” she murmured. “I used my blood to recreate the 
Mirror Plunge ritual, using the warden’s corpse.” Something twitched behind her eyes. 
 “That—that’s a very difficult ritual,” Terrik said hesitantly. 
 “I fell into the earth, behind the mirror, and it was—it was all burning,” she said, trying to smile, her 
cheeks pushing tears out of her staring eyes. “I think I need to rest.” She waved the others back, and 
stumbled over to the broken couch in the corner, stretching out. 
 “I’m just glad she’s back,” Terrik said in a subdued voice. 
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 “This may add to the legend that she’s impossible to kill,” Kissel observed. 
 “Speaking of which,” Chel said with a raised eyebrow. “People have been looking for us. The Red 
Sashes. Mylera wants a meeting. See where we stand. The Lampblacks are looking for a meeting too. And 
there are a few too many people who know where we live.” 
 “Let’s not dodge it then,” Terrik said, straightening, a load of worry sliding off him. He glanced over 
to the corner, where Erise was already asleep. “We need to plan out our next moves. Then we’ll meet with 
Mylera and her Red Sashes.” 
 “Fair enough,” Chel nodded with a crooked grin, leaning back in the chair, putting vis feet up on the 
table. “What did you have in mind?” 
 “Oh, you know,” Terrik said. “Diplomacy. Negotiation.” His smile widened. “Politics.” 
 Somewhere in the shadowed corner, something squeaked and died, and Barbarous slithered onward. 


