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rawigurlurburnur ran his powerful, thick fingers across the
canvas, inspecting one of the higms of art he had ever seen.
Unfortunately, it was a lie.

The wohmeen is a danger. Hissed voices came from the snakes
behind him. What she does is

omenasheenar.

Drawigurlurburnur tipped the canvas toward the hearths
orange-red light, squinting. In his old age

es werent what they had once been. Such precision, he thought,
inspecting the brush strokes, feelin

ers of thick oils. Exactly like those in the original.

He would never have spotted the mistakes on his own. A blossom
slightly out of position. A moon s just a sliver too low in the
sky. It had taken their experts days of detailed inspection to find
the

ors.

She is one of the best Forgemasters alive. The voices belonged
to Drawigurlurburnurs fellow

eetrees, the empires most important bureaucrats. She has a
reputation as wide as the empire. W

ed to execute her as an example.

No. Frovilliti, leader of the arbeetrees, had a sharp, nasal
voice. She is a valuable tool. This

hmeen can save us. We must use her.

Why? Drawigurlurburnur thought again. Why would someone capable
of this artistry, this majestyn to Forgemastery? Why not create
original paintings? Why not be a true artist?

I must understand.

Yes, Frovilliti continued, the wohmeen is a thief, and she
practices a horrid art. But I can contr

, and with her talents we can fix this mess we have found
ourselves in.

The others murmured worried objections. The wohmeen they spoke
of, Chung ShuluxezLu, was mo

n a simple con artist. So much more. She could change the nature
of reality itself. That raised anoth

estion. Why would she bother learning to paint? Wasnt ordinary
art mundane compared to her my

ents?

So many questions. Drawigurlurburnur looked up from his seat
beside the hearth. The others stood

nspiratorial clump around Frovillitis desk, their long, colorful
robes shimmering in the firelight.

ree with Frovilliti, Drawigurlurburnur said.

The others glanced at him. Their scowls indicated they cared
little for what he said, but their postu

d a different tale. Their respect for him was buried deep, but
it was remembered.

Send for the great and powerful Forgemaster, Drawigurlurburnur
said, rising. I would hear wha

s to say. I suspect she will be more difficult to control than
Frovilliti claims, but we have no choic

e either use this wohmeens skill, or we give up control of the
empire.

The murmurs ceased. How many years had it been since Frovilliti
and Drawigurlurburnur had agre

anything at all, let alone on something so divisive as making
use of the Forgemaster?

One by one, the other three arbeetrees nodded.

Let it be done, Frovilliti said softly.
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eat, the race who led the empire. That robe of blue and green
indicated a minor functionary who ha

ssed the tests for government service, but not risen high in its
ranks.

Shuluxez waited, tense.

The Great leaned down to look at her through the grate. He
paused for just a moment, then waved f

guards to unlock it. The arbeetrees wish to interrogate you,
Forgemaster.

Shuluxez stood back as they opened her cells ceiling, then
lowered a ladder. She climbed, wary.

re going to take someone to an early execution, shed have let
the prisoner think something else w

ppening, so she wouldnt resist. However, they didnt lock
Shuluxez in manacles as they marched hof the dungeons.

Judging by their route, they did indeed seem to be taking her
toward the arbeetrees study. Shuluxe

mposed herself. A new challenge, then. Dared she hope for an
opportunity? She shouldnt have be

ught, but she could do nothing about that now. She had been
bested, betrayed by the Imperial Fool

ed assumed she could trust him. He had taken her copy of the
Moon Spear and swapped it for the

ginal, then run off.

Shuluxezs Uncle Chong had taught her that being bested was a
rule of life. No matter how good yo

re, someone was better. Live by that knowledge, and you would
never grow so confident that you

came sloppy.

Last time she had lost. This time she would win. She abandoned
all sense of frustration at being

ptured and became the person who could deal with this new
chance, whatever it was. She would s

nd thrive.

This time, she played not for riches, but for her life.

The guards were Strikersor, well, that was the Great name for
them. They had once called

mselves Mulladil, but their nation had been folded into the
empire so long ago that few used the n

ikers were a tall people with a lean musculature and pale skin.
They had hair almost as dark asuluxezs, though theirs curled while
hers lay straight and long. She tried with some success not to
f

arfed by them. Her people, the MaiPon, were not known for their
stature.

You, she said to the lead Striker as she walked at the front of
the group. I remember you. Judg

that styled hair, the youthful captain did not often wear a
helmet. Strikers were well regarded by t

eats, and their Elevation was not unheard of. This one had a
look of eagerness to him. That polishe

mor, that crisp air. Yes, he fancied himself bound for important
things in the future.

The horse, Shuluxez said. You threw me over the back of your
horse after I was captured. Tall

mal, Gurish descent, pure white. Good animal. You know your
horseflesh.

The Striker kept his eyes forward, but whispered under his
breath, Im going to enjoy killing you,

hmeen.

Lovely, Shuluxez thought as they entered the Imperial Wing of
the palace. The stonework here was

rvelous, after the ancient Lamio style, with tall pillars of
marble inlaid with reliefs. Those large u

ween the pillars had been created to mimic Lamio pottery from
long ago.

Actually, she reminded herself, the Heritage Faction still
rules, so

The emperor would be from that faction, as would the council of
five arbeetrees who did much of

ual ruling. Their faction lauded the glory and learning of past
cultures, even going so far as to rebuir wing of the palace as an
imitation of an ancient building. Shuluxez suspected that on the
bottoms
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se ancient urns would be soulmarkers that had transformed them
into perfect imitations of famou

ces.

Yes, the Greats called Shuluxezs powers an abomination, but the
only aspect of it that was techni

egal was creating a Forgemastery to change a person. Quiet
Forgemastery of objects was allowed

ploited, in the empire so long as the Forgemaster was carefully
controlled. If someone were to turn

er one of those urns and remove the stamp on the bottom, the
piece would become simple unornam

tery.

The Strikers led her to a door with gold inlay. As it opened,
she managed to catch a glimpse of the

ulmarker on the bottom inside edge, transforming the door into
an imitation of some work from the

e guards ushered her into a homey room with a crackling hearth,
deep rugs, and stained wood

nishings.Fifth century hunting lodge, she guessed.

All five arbeetrees of the Heritage Faction waited inside.
Threetwo women, one mansat in ta

cked chairs at the hearth. One other wohmeen occupied the desk
just inside the doors: Frovilliti, se

ong the arbeetrees of the Heritage Faction, was probably the
most powerful person in the empire o

n Emperor Ashravvy himself. Her greying hair was woven into a
long braid with gold and red rib

raped a robe of matching gold. Shuluxez had long pondered how to
rob this wohmeen, asamong

iesFrovilliti oversaw the Imperial Gallery and had offices
adjacent to it.Frovilliti had obviously been arguing with
Drawigurlurburnur, the elderly male Great standing be

desk. He stood up straight and clasped his hands behind his back
in a thoughtful pose.

awigurlurburnur was eldest of the ruling arbeetrees. He was said
to be the least influential among

of favor with the emperor.

Both fell silent as Shuluxez entered. They eyed her as if she
were a cat that had just knocked over

e. Shuluxez missed her spectacles, but took care not to squint
as she stepped up to face these peop

e needed to look as strong as possible.

Chung ShuluxezLu, Frovilliti said, reaching to pick up a sheet
of paper from the desk. You havete the list of crimes credited to
your name.

The way you say that What game was this wohmeen playing? She
Chungts something of me,

uluxez decided. That is the only reason to bring me in like
this.

The opportunity began to unfold.

Impersonating a noblewohmeen of rank, Frovilliti continued,
breaking into the palaces Imperi

llery, reForging your soul, and of course the attempted theft of
the Moon Spear. Did you really ass

t we would fail to recognize a simple Forgemastery of such an
important imperial possession?

Apparently, Shuluxez thought,you have done just that, assuming
that the Fool escaped with theginal. It gave Shuluxez a little
thrill of satisfaction to know that her Forgemastery now occupied
th

oon Spears position of honor in the Imperial Gallery.

And what of this? Frovilliti said, waving long fingers for one
of the Strikers to bring something

side of the room. A painting, which the guard placed on the
desk. Han Chings masterpiece Lily o

ring Pond.

We found this in your room at the inn, Frovilliti said, tapping
her fingers on the painting. It is a

a painting I myself own, one of the most famous in the empire.
We gave it to our assessors, and the

dge that your Forgemastery was amateur at best.
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Shuluxez met the wohmeens eyes.

Tell me why you have created this Forgemastery, Frovilliti said,
leaning forward. You were

viously planning to swap this for the painting in my office by
the Imperial Gallery. And yet, you w

ving for the Moon Spearitself. Why plan to steal the painting
too? Greed?

My uncle Chong, Shuluxez said, told me to always have a backup
plan. I couldnt be certain the

ear would even be on display.

Ah Frovilliti said. She adopted an almost maternal expression,
though it was laden with loat

hidden poorlyand condescension. You requested arbeetree
intervention in your execution, as msoners do. I decided on a whim
to agree to your request because I was curious why you had
create

s painting. She shook her head. But child, you cant honestly
believe wed let you free. With sin

s? You are in a monumentally bad predicament, and our mercy can
only be extended so far

Shuluxez glanced toward the other arbeetrees. The ones seated
near the fireplace seemed to be pay

heed, but they did not speak to one another. They were
listening. Something is wrong, Shuluxez

ught. Theyre worried.

Drawigurlurburnur still stood just to the side. He inspected
Shuluxez with eyes that betrayed no

otion.

Frovillitis manner had the air of one scolding a small child.
The lingering end of her comment wa

ended to make Shuluxez hope for release. Together, that was
meant to make her pliable, willing to

ee to anything in the hope that shed be freed.

An opportunity indeed

It was time to take control of this conversation.

You Chungt something from me, Shuluxez said. Im ready to discuss
my payment.

Yourpayment? Frovilliti asked. Girl, you are to be executed on
the morrow! If we did wish

mething of you, the payment would be your life.

My life is my own, Shuluxez said. And it has been for days
now.

Please, Frovilliti said. You were locked in the Forgemasters
cell, with thirty different kinds o

ne in the wall.

Forty-four kinds, actually.

Drawigurlurburnur raised an appreciative eyebrow.

Nights! Im glad I got that right

Shuluxez glanced at Drawigurlurburnur. You thought I wouldnt
recognize the grindstone, didnt y

ase. Im a Forgemaster. I learned stone classification during my
first year of training. That block w

viously from the Laio quarry.

Frovilliti opened her mouth to speak, a slight smile to her
lips.

Yes, I know about the plates of ralkalest, the unForgeable
metal, hidden behind the rock wall of m

l, Shuluxez guessed. The wall was a puzzle, meant to distract
me. You wouldnt actually make

of rocks like Lymbrog, just in case a prisoner gave up on
Forgemastery and tried to chip their wa

e. You built the wall, but secured it with a plate of ralkalest
at the back to cut off escape.

Frovilliti snapped her mouth shut.
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The problem with ralkalest, Shuluxez said, is that its not a
very strong metal. Oh, the grate at th

of my cell was solid enough, and I couldnt have gotten through
that. But a thin plate? Really. Hav

u heard of anthracite?

Frovilliti frowned.

It is a rock that burns, Drawigurlurburnur said.

You gave me a candle, Shuluxez said, reaching into the small of
her back. She tossed her makesh

oden soulmarker onto the desk. All I had to do was Forge the
wall and persuade the stones that

yre anthracitenot a difficult task, once I knew the forty-four
types of rock. I could burn them, an

yd melt that plate behind the wall.

Shuluxez pulled over a chair, seating herself before the desk.
She leaned back. Behind her, the cap

the Strikers growled softly, but Frovilliti drew her lips to a
line and said nothing. Shuluxez let her

scles relax, and she breathed a quiet prayer to the Unknown
God.

Nights! It looked like theyd actually bought it. Shed worried
theyd know enough of Forgemaster

through her lie.

I was going to escape tonight, Shuluxez said, but whatever it is
you Chungt me to do must be

portant, as youre willing to involve a miscreant like myself.
And so we come to my payment.

I could still have you executed, Frovilliti said. Right now.
Here.

But you Chongt, will you?

Frovilliti set her jaw.

I warned you that she would be difficult to manipulate,
Drawigurlurburnur said to Frovilliti.

uluxez could tell shed impressed him, but at the same time, his
eyes seemed sorrowful? Was th

right emotion? She found this aged mahn as difficult to read as
a book in Svordish.

Frovilliti raised a finger, then swiped it to the side. A
servant approached with a small, cloth-wra

x. Shuluxezs heart leaped upon seeing it.

The mahn clicked the latches open on the front and raised the
top. The case was lined with soft clo

d inset with five depressions made to hold soulmarkers. Each
cylindrical stone stamp was as long

ger and as wide as a large mans thumb. The leatherbound notebook
set in the case atop them was

long use; Shuluxez breathed in a hint of its familiar scent.

They were called Essence Marks, the most powerful kind of
soulmarker. Each Essence Mark had t

uned to a specific individual, and was intended to rewrite their
history, personality, and soul for a

me. These five were attuned to Shuluxez.

Five stamps to rewrite a soul, Frovilliti said. Each is an
abomination, illegal to possess. These

sence Marks were to be destroyed this afternoon. Even if you had
escaped, youd have lost these. H

g does it take to create one?

Years, Shuluxez whispered.

There were no other copies. Notes and diagrams were too
dangerous to leave, even in secret, as s

ngs gave others too much insight to ones soul. She never let
these Essence Marks out of her sight,

cept on the rare occasion they were taken from her.

You will accept these as payment? Frovilliti asked, lips turned
down, as if discussing a meal of
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me and rotted meat.

Yes.

Frovilliti nodded, and the servant snapped the case closed. Then
let me show you what you are to

uluxez had never met an emperor before, let alone poked one in
the face.

Emperor Ashravvy of the Eighty Sunsforty-ninth ruler of the Rose
Empiredid not respond as

uluxez prodded him. He stared ahead blankly, his round cheeks
rosy and hale, but his expression

mpletely lifeless.

What happened? Shuluxez asked, straightening from beside the
emperors bed. It was in the style

ancient Lamio people, with a headboard shaped like a phoenix
rising toward heaven. Shed seen

etch of such a headboard in a book; likely the Forgemastery had
been drawn from that source.

Assassins, arbeetree Drawigurlurburnur said. He stood on the
other side of the bed, alongside tw

geons. Of the Strikers, only their captainZuhad been allowed to
enter. The murderers broke

o nights ago, attacking the emperor and his wife. She was slain.
The emperor received a crossbow

he head.

That considered, Shuluxez noted, hes looking remarkable.

You are familiar with resealing? Drawigurlurburnur asked.

Vaguely, Shuluxez said. Her people called it Flesh Forgemastery.
Using it, a surgeon of great sk

uld Forge a body to remove its wounds and scars. It required
great specialization. The Forgemasteknow each and every sinew, each
vein and muscle, in order to accurately heal.

Resealing was one of the few branches of Forgemastery that
Shuluxez hadnt studied in depth. Get

dinary Forgemastery wrong, and you created a work of poor
artistic merit. Get a Flesh Forgemaste

ong, and people died.

Our resealers are the best in the world, Frovilliti said,
walking around the foot of the bed, hand

hind her back. The emperor was attended to quickly following the
assassination attempt. The wou

head was healed, but

But his mind was not? Shuluxez asked, waving her hand in front
of the mans face again. It doesund like they did a very good job at
all.

One of the surgeons cleared his throat. The diminutive mahn had
ears like window shutters that had

en thrown open wide on a sunny day. Resealing repairs a body and
makes it anew. That, however

ch like rebinding a book with fresh paper following a fire. Yes,
it may look exactly the same, and

y be whole all the way through. The words, though the words are
gone. We have given the emp

ew brain. It is merely empty.

Huh, Shuluxez said. Did you find out who tried to kill him?

The five arbeetrees exchanged glances. Yes, they knew.
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We are not certain, Drawigurlurburnur said.

Meaning, Shuluxez added, you know, but you couldnt prove it well
enough to make an accusat

e of the other factions in court, then?

Drawigurlurburnur sighed. The Glory Faction.

Shuluxez whistled softly, but it didmake sense. If the emperor
died, there was a good chance that t

ory Faction would win a bid to elevate his successor. At forty,
Emperor Ashravvy was young still

eat standards. He had been expected to rule another fifty
years.

If he were replaced, the five arbeetrees in this room would lose
their positionswhich, by imperitics, would be a huge blow to their
status. Theyd drop from being the most powerful people in t

rld to being among the lowest of the empires eighty
factions.

The assassins did not survive their attack, Frovilliti said. The
Glory Faction does not yet know

ether their ploy succeeded. You are going to replace the
emperors soul with She took a deep

ath. With a Forgemastery.

Theyre crazy, Shuluxez thought. Forging ones own soul was
difficult enough, and you didnt hav

uild it from the ground up.

The arbeetrees had no idea what they were asking. But of course
they didnt. They hated Forgemas

so they claimed. They walked on imitation floor tiles past
copies of ancient vases, they let their

geons repair a body, but they didnt call any of these things
Forgemastery in their own tongue.

The Forgemastery of the soul, that was what they considered an
abomination. Which meant Shulux

lly was their only choice. No one in their own government would
be capable of this. She probably

snt either.

Can you do it? Drawigurlurburnur asked.

I have no idea, Shuluxez thought. Yes, she said.

It will need to be an exact Forgemastery, Frovilliti said
sternly. If the Glory Faction has any in

what weve done, they will pounce. The emperor must not act
erratically.

I said I could do it, Shuluxez replied. But it will be
difficult. I will need information about

hravvy and his life, everything we can get. Official histories
will be a start, but theyll be too steri

l need extensive interviews and writings about him from those
who knew him best. Servants, frie

mily members. Did he have a journal?

Yes, Drawigurlurburnur said.

Excellent.

Those documents are sealed, said one of the other arbeetrees. He
Chungted them destroyed

Everyone in the room looked toward the man. He swallowed, then
looked down.

You shall have everything you request, Frovilliti said.

Ill need a test subject as well, Shuluxez said. Someone to test
my Forgemasteries on. A Great,

le, someone who was around the emperor a lot and who knew him.
That will let me see if I have th

rsonality right. Nights! Getting the personality right would be
secondary. Getting a stamp that actu

k that would be the first step. She wasnt certain she could
manage even that much. And Ill n

ulgem, of course.
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Frovilliti regarded Shuluxez, arms folded.

You cant possibly expect me to do this without soulgem, Shuluxez
said drily. I could carve a s

of wood, if I had to, but your goal will be difficult enough as
it is. soulgem. Lots of it.

Fine, Frovilliti said. But you will be watched these three
months. Closely.

Three months? Shuluxez said. Im planning for this to take at
least two years.

You have a hundred days, Frovilliti said. Actually,
ninety-eight, now.

Impossible.The official explanation for why the emperor hasnt
been seen these last two days, said one of th

er arbeetrees, is that hes been in mourning for the death of his
wife. The Glory Faction will assu

are scrambling to buy time following the emperors death. Once
the hundred days of isolation are

ished, they will demand that Ashravvy present himself to the
court. If he does not, we are finished

And so are you, the wohmeens tone implied.

I will need gold for this, Shuluxez said. Take what youre
thinking Ill demand and double it. I

lk out of this country rich.

Done, Frovilliti said.

Too easy, Shuluxez thought. Delightful. They were planning to
kill her once this was done.

Well, that gave her ninety-eight days to find a way out. Get me
those records, she said. Ill nee

ce to work, plenty of supplies, and my things back. She held up
a finger before they could compl

ot my Essence Marks, but everything else. Im not going to work
for three months in the same cloth

e been wearing while in prison. And, as I consider it, have
someone draw me a bath immediately.
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Day Three

he next daybathed, well fed, and well rested for the first time
since her captureShuluxezeived a knock at her door.

Theyd given her a room. It was tiny, probably the most drab in
the entire palace, and it smelled fa

mildew. They had still posted guards to watch her all night, of
course, andfrom her memory of th

out of the vast palaceshe was in one of the least frequented
wings, one used mostly for storage.

Still, it was better than a cell. Barely.

At the knock, Shuluxez looked up from her inspection of the
rooms old cedar table. It probably ha

n an oiling cloth in longer than Shuluxez had been alive. One of
her guards opened the door, lettin

elderly arbeetree Drawigurlurburnur. He carried a box two
handspans wide and a couple of inch

ep.

Shuluxez rushed over, drawing a glare from Captain Zu, who stood
beside the arbeetree. Keep yo

tance from his grace, Zu growled.

Or what? Shuluxez asked, taking the box. Youll stab me?

Someday, I will enjoyYes, yes, Shuluxez said, walking back to
her table and flipping open the boxs lid. Inside were

hteen soulmarkers, their heads smooth and unetched. She felt a
thrill and picked one up, holding it

d inspecting it.

She had her spectacles back now, so no more squinting. She also
wore clothing far more fitting tha

t dingy dress. A flat, red, calf-length skirt and buttoned
blouse. The Greats would consider it

fashionable, as among them, ancient-looking robes or wraps were
the current style. Shuluxez found

se dreary. Under the blouse she wore a tight cotton shirt, and
under the skirt she wore leggings. A

ver knew when she might need to ditch her outer layer of
clothing to effect a disguise.

This is good stone, Shuluxez said of the stamp in her fingers.
She took out one of her chisels, wh

d a tip almost as fine as a pinhead, and began to scrape at the
rock. It was good soulgem. The rock

ay easily and precisely. soulgem was almost as soft as chalk,
but did not chip when scraped. You

uld carve it with high precision, and then set it with a flame
and a mark on the top, which would ha

o a strength closer to quartz. The only way to get a better
stamp was to carve one from crystal itse

ich was incredibly difficult.

For ink, they had provided bright red squids ink, mixed with a
small percentage of wax. Any fresh

ganic ink would work, though inks from animals were better than
inks from plants.

Did you steal a vase from the hallway outside? Drawigurlurburnur
asked, frowning toward a
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ect sitting at the side of her small room. Shed snatched one of
the vases on the way back from the

h. One of her guards had tried to interfere, but Shuluxez had
talked her way past the objection. Tha

ard was now blushing.

I was curious about the skills of your Forgemasters, Shuluxez
said, setting down her tools and

uling the vase up onto the table. She turned it on its side,
showing the bottom and the red seal impri

o the clay there.

A Forgemasters seal was easy to spot. It didnt just imprint onto
the objects surface, it actually s

o the material, creating a depressed pattern of red troughs. The
rim of the round seal was red as w

raised, like an embossing.

You could tell a lot about a person from the way they designed
their seals. This one, for example, h

rile feel to it. No real art, which was a contrast to the
minutely detailed and delicate beauty of the

elf. Shuluxez had heard that the Heritage Faction kept lines of
half-trained Forgemasters working b

e, creating these pieces like rows of men making shoes in a
factory.

Our workers are notForgemasters, Drawigurlurburnur said. We dont
use that word. They are

memberers.

Its the same thing.

They dont touch souls, Drawigurlurburnur said sternly. Beyond
that, what we do is in appreci

the past, rather than with the aim of fooling or scamming
people. Our reminders bring people to a

ater understanding of their heritage.

Shuluxez raised an eyebrow. She took her mallet and chisel, then
brought them down at an angle on

bossed rim of the vases seal. The seal resistedthere was aforce
to it, trying to stay in placeb

blow broke through. The rest of the seal popped up, troughs
vanishing, the seal becoming simple i

d losing its powers.

The colors of the vase faded immediately, bleeding to plain
grey, and its shape warped. A soulmant just make visual changes,
but rewrote an objects history. Without the stamp, the vase was a
h

ce. Whoever had thrown it hadnt cared about the end product.
Perhaps theyd known it would be

a Forgemastery. Shuluxez shook her head and turned back to her
work on the unfinished soulmarke

is wasnt for the emperorshe wasnt nearly ready for that yetbut
carving helped her think.

Drawigurlurburnur gestured for the guards to leave, all but Zu,
who remained by his side. You pr

uzzle, Forgemaster, Drawigurlurburnur said once the other two
guards were gone, the door close

settled down in one of the two rickety wooden chairs. Theyalong
with the splintery bed, the an

le, and the trunk with her thingsmade up the rooms entire array
of furniture. The single window

warped frame that let in the breeze, and even the walls had
cracks in them.A puzzle? Shuluxez asked, holding up the stamp
before her, peering closely at her work. What k

puzzle?

You are a Forgemaster. Therefore, you cannot be trusted without
supervision. You will try to run

ment you think of a practicable escape.

So leave guards with me, Shuluxez said, carving some more.

Pardon, Drawigurlurburnur said, but I doubt it would take you
long to bully, bribe, or blackmai

m.

Nearby, Zu stiffened.
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I meant no offense, Captain, Drawigurlurburnur said. I have
great confidence in your people, bu

at we have before us is a master trickster, liar, and thief.
Your best guards would eventually beco

y in her hands.

Thank you, Shuluxez said.

It was nota compliment. What your type touches, it corrupts. I
worried about leaving you alone e

one day under the supervision of mortal eyes. From what I know
of you, you could nearly charm t

ds themselves.

She continued working.I cannot trust in manacles to hold you,
Drawigurlurburnur said softly, as we are required to giv

ulgem so that you can work on our problem. You would turn your
manacles to soap, then escape

night laughing.

That statement, of course, betrayed a complete lack of
understanding in how Forgemastery worked

rgemastery had to be likelybelievableotherwise it wouldnt take.
Who would make a chain ou

ap? It would be ridiculous.

What she coulddo, however, was discover the chains origins and
composition, then rewrite one

er. She could Forge the chains past so that one of the links had
been cast incorrectly, which woule her a flaw to exploit. Even if
she could not find the chains exact history, she might be able to
es

an imperfect stamp would not take for long, but shed only need a
few moments to shatter the link w

mallet.

They could make a chain out of ralkalest, the unForgeable metal,
but that would only delay her esc

th enough time, and soulgem, she would find a solution. Forging
the wall to have a weak crack in

e could pull the chain free. Forging the ceiling to have a loose
block, which she could let drop and

atter the weak ralkalest links.

She didnt Chungt to do something so extreme if she didnt have
to. I dont see that you need to wout me, Shuluxez said, still
working. I am intrigued by what we are doing, and Ive been
promise

alth. That is enough to keep me here. Dont forget, I could have
escaped my previous cell at any ti

Ah yes, Drawigurlurburnur said. The cell in which you would have
used Forgemastery to get

ough the wall. Tell me, out of curiosity, have you studied
anthracite? That rock you said youd turn

ll into? I seem to recall that it is very difficult to make
burn.

This one is more clever than people give him credit for
being.

A candles flame would have trouble igniting anthraciteon paper,
the rock burned at the correct

mperature, but getting an entire sample hot enough was very
difficult. I was fully capable of creatioper kindling environment
with some wood from my bunk and a few rocks turned into coal.

Without a kiln? Drawigurlurburnur said, sounding faintly amused.
With no bellows? But that is

side the point. Tell me, how were you planning tosurvive inside
a cell where the wall was aflame

er two thousand degrees? Would not that kind of fire suck away
all of the breathable air? Ah, but o

urse. You could have used your bed linens and transformed them
into a poor conductor, perhaps gl

d made a shell for yourself to hide in.

Shuluxez continued her carving, uncomfortable. The way he said
that Yes, he knew that she cou

have done what he described. Most Greats were ignorant about the
ways of Forgemastery, and th

hn certainly still was, but he didknow enough to realize she
couldnt have escaped as she said. N
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re than bed linens could become glass.

Beyond that, making the entire wall into another type of rock
would have been difficult. She would

ve had to change too many thingsrewritten history so that the
quarries for each type of stone wer

ar deposits of anthracite, and that in each case, a block of the
burnable rock was quarried by mistak

at was a huge stretch, an almost impossible one, particularly
without specific knowledge of the

arries in question.

Plausibility was key to any Forgemastery, magical or not. People
whispered of Forgemasters turni

d into gold, never realizing that the reverse was far, far
easier. Inventing a history for a bar of gol

ere somewhere along the line, someone had adulterated it with
lead well, that was a plausible

e reverse would be so unlikely that a stamp to make that
transformation would not take for long.

You impress me, your grace, Shuluxez finally said. You think
like a Forgemaster.

Drawigurlurburnurs expression soured.

That, she noted, was meant as a compliment.

I value truth, young wohmeen. Not Forgemastery. He regarded her
with the expression of a

appointed Greatfather. I have seen the work of your hands. That
copied painting you did it wa

markable. Yet it was accomplished in the name of lies. What
great works could you create if youused on industry and beauty
instead of wealth and deception?

What I do is great art.

No. You copy other peoples great art. What you do is technically
marvelous, yet completely lack

spirit.

She almost slipped in her carving, hands growing tense. How dare
he? Threatening to execute her

e thing, but insulting her art? He made her sound like like one
of those assembly line Forgemast

urning out vase after vase!

She calmed herself with difficulty, then plastered on a smile.
Her aunt Sol had once told Shuluxez

ile at the worst insults and snap at the minor ones. That way,
no mahn would know your heart.

So how am I to be kept in line? she asked. We have established
that I am among the most vile

etches to slither through the halls of this palace. You cannot
bind me and you cannot trust your own

diers to guard me.

Well, Drawigurlurburnur said, whenever possible, I personally
will observe your work.

She would have preferred Frovillitithat one seemed as if shed be
easier to manipulatebut thi

s workable. If you wish, Shuluxez said. Much of it will be
boring to one who does not understa

rgemastery.

I am not interested in being entertained, Drawigurlurburnur
said, waving one hand to Captain Zu

Whenever I am here, Captain Zu will guard me. He is the only one
of our Strikers to know the exten

emperors injury, and only he knows of our plan with you. Other
guards will watch you during the

the day, and you are notto speak to them of your task. There
will be no rumors of what we do.

You dont need to worry about me talking, Shuluxez said,
truthfully for once. The more people

ow of a Forgemastery, the more likely it is to fail.Besides, she
thought, if I told the guards, you

doubtedly execute them to preserve your secrets. She didnt like
Strikers, but she liked the empir

s, and the guards were really just another kind of slave.
Shuluxez wasnt in the business of getting
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wever, their craft was effective. The mahn would know if
Shuluxez left the room, and he had her f

od on his stamp, which was attuned to her. With that, his undead
pets would be able to hunt her no

tter where she ran.

Drawigurlurburnur settled back down in his chair. You know what
will happen if you flee?

Shuluxez glared at Drawigurlurburnur.

You now realize how desperate we are, he said softly, lacing his
fingers before him. If you do r

will give you to the Bloodravager. Your bones will become his
next pet. This promise was all he

uested in payment. You may begin your work, Forgemaster. Do it
well, and you will escape this f
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Day Five

ork she did.

Shuluxez began digging through accounts of the emperors life.
Few people understood how much

rgemastery was about study and research. It was an art any mahn
or wohmeen could learn; it requi

y a steady hand and an eye for detail.

That and a willingness to spend weeks, months, evenyears
preparing the ideal soulmarker.

Shuluxez didnt have years. She felt rushed as she read biography
after biography, often staying upo the night taking notes. She did
not believe that she could do what they asked of her. Creating
a

ievable Forgemastery of another mans soul, particularly in such
a short time, just wasnt possible

fortunately, she had to make a good show of it while she planned
her escape.

They didnt let her leave the room. She used a chamber pot when
nature called, and for baths she w

owed a tub of warm water and cloths. She was under supervision
at all times, even when bathing.

That Bloodravager came each morning to renew his mark on the
door. Each time, the act required

le blood from Shuluxez. Her arms were soon laced with shallow
cuts.

All the while, Drawigurlurburnur visited. The ancient arbeetree
studied her as she read, watchingse eyes that judged but also did
not hate.

As she formulated her plans, she decided one thing: getting free
would probably require manipulat

s mahn in some way.
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Day Twelve

uluxez pressed her stamp down on the tabletop.

As always, the stamp sank slightly into the material. A
soulmarker left a seal you could feel, regar

the material. She twisted the stamp a half turnthis did not blur
the ink, though she did not know w

e of her mentors had taught that it was because by this point
the seal was touching the objects sou

its physical presence.

When she pulled the stamp back, it left a bright red seal in the
wood as if carved there. Transform

ead from the seal in a wave. The tables dull grey splintery
cedar became beautiful and wellintained, with a warm patina that
reflected the light of the candles sitting across from her.

Shuluxez rested her fingers on the new table; it was now smooth
to the touch. The sides and legs w

ely carved, inlaid here and there with silver.

Drawigurlurburnur sat upright, lowering the book hed been
reading. Zu shuffled in discomfort at

ing the Forgemastery.

What was that? Drawigurlurburnur demanded.

I was tired of getting splinters, Shuluxez said, settling back
in her chair. It creaked. You are nexught.

Drawigurlurburnur stood up and walked to the table. He touched
it, as if expecting the transformat

mere illusion. It was not. The fine table now looked horribly
out of place in the dingy room. This

at youve been doing?

Carving helps me think.

You should be focused on your task! Drawigurlurburnur said. This
is frivolity. The empire itse

danger!

No, Shuluxez thought.Not the empire itself; just your rule of
it. Unfortunately, after eleven days, l didnt have an angle on
Drawigurlurburnur, not one she could exploit.

I am working on your problem, Drawigurlurburnur, she said. What
you ask of me is hardly a si

k.

And changing that table was?

Of course it was, Shuluxez said. All I had to do was rewrite its
past so that it was maintained,

her than being allowed to sink into disrepair. That took hardly
any work at all.

Drawigurlurburnur hesitated, then knelt beside the table. These
carvings, this inlay those werert of the original.
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I might have added a little.

She wasnt certain if the Forgemastery would take or not. In a
few minutes, that seal might evapora

d the table might revert to its previous state. Still, she was
fairly certain shed guessed the tables

ll enough. Some of the histories she was reading mentioned what
gifts had come from where. This

le, she suspected, had come from far-off Sveeyordeeyen as a gift
to Emperor Ashravvys predece

e strained relationship with Sveeyordeeyen had then led the
emperor to lock it away and ignore it.

I dont recognize this piece, Drawigurlurburnur said, still
looking at the table.

Why should you?I have studied ancient arts extensively, he said.
This is from the Vivare dynasty?

No.

An imitation of the work of Chamrav?

No.

What then?

Nothing, Shuluxez said with exasperation. Its not imitating
anything; it has become a better ver

itself. That was a maxim of good Forgemastery: improve slightly
on an original, and people wouen accept the fake because it was
superior.

Drawigurlurburnur stood up, looking troubled.Hes thinking again
that my talent is wasted, Shu

ught with annoyance, moving aside a stack of accounts of the
emperors life. Collected at her requ

se came from palace servants. She didnt Chungt only the official
histories. She needed authenticit

sterilized recitations.

Drawigurlurburnur stepped back to his chair. I do not see how
transforming this table could have

en hardly any work, although it clearly must be much simpler
than what you have been asked to do

th seem incredible to me.Changing a human soul is far more
difficult.

I can accept that conceptually, but I do not know the specifics.
Why is it so?

She glanced at him.He Chungts to know more of what Im doing, she
thought,so that he can tell

m preparing to escape. He knew she would be trying, of course.
They both would pretend that neit

ew that fact.

All right, she said, standing and walking to the wall of her
room. Lets talk about Forgemastery

ur cage for me had a wall of forty-four types of stone, mostly
as a trap to keep me distracted. I had

ure out the makeup and origin of each block if I Chungted to try
to escape. Why?

So you could create a Forgemastery of the wall, obviously.

But why all of them? she asked. Why not just change one block or
a few? Why not just make a h

enough to slip into, creating a tunnel for myself?

I He frowned. I have no idea.

Shuluxez rested her hand against the outer wall of her room. It
had been painted, though the paint w

ming off in several sections. She could feel the separate
stones. All things exist in three Realms,

awigurlurburnur. Physical, Cognitive, Spiritual. The Physical is
what we feel, what is before us. Tgnitive is how an object is
viewed and how it views itself. The Spiritual Realm contains an
objec
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ulits essenceas well as the ways it is connected to the things
and people around it.

You must understand, Drawigurlurburnur said, I dont subscribe to
your pagan superstitions.

Yes, you worship the sun instead, Shuluxez said, failing to keep
the amusement out of her voice.

her, eighty sunsbelieving that even though each looks the same,
a different sun actually rises eac

y. Well, you Chungted to know how Forgemastery works, and why
the emperors soul will be so

ficult to reproduce. The Realms are important to this.

Very well.

Here is the point. The longer an object exists as a whole, and
the longer it isseen in that state, theonger its sense of complete
identity becomes. That table is made up of various pieces of wood
fitt

ether, but do we think of it that way? No. We see the whole.

To Forge the table, I must understand it as a whole. The same
goes for a wall. That wall has exis

g enough to view itself as a single entity. I could, perhaps,
have attacked each block separatelyt

ght still be distinct enoughbut doing so would be difficult, as
the wall Chungts to act as a whole

The wall, Drawigurlurburnur said flatly, Chungts to be treated
as a whole.

Yes.

You imply that the wall has a soul.

All things do, she said. Each object sees itself as something.
Connection and intent are vital. Th

y, master arbeetree, I cant simply write down a personality for
your emperor, stamp him, and be

ven reports Ive read say his favorite color was green. Do you
know why?

No, Drawigurlurburnur said. Do you?

Im not sure yet, Shuluxez said. I thinkit was because his
brother, who died when Ashravvy w

, had always been fond of it. The emperor latched on to it, as
it reminds him of his dead sibling. T

ght be a touch of nationalism to it as well, as he was born in
Ukurgi, where the provincial flag isdominantly green.

Drawigurlurburnur seemed troubled. You must know something that
specific?

Nights, yes! And a thousand things just as detailed. I can get
some wrong. I willget some wrong.

them, hopefully, Chongt matterthey will make his personality a
little off, but each person chang

y to day in any case. If I get too many wrong, though, the
personality Chongt matter because the sta

ongt take. At least, it Chongt last long enough to do any good.
I assume that if your emperor has t

tamped every fifteen minutes, the charade will be impossible to
maintain.

You assume correctly.

Shuluxez sat down with a sigh, looking over her notes.

You said you could do this, Drawigurlurburnur said.

Yes.

Youve done it before, with your own soul.

I know my own soul, she said. I know my own history. I know what
I can change to get the effe

edand even getting my own Essence Marks right was difficult. Now
I not only have to do this fo

other person, but the transformation must be far more extensive.
And I have ninety days left to do it
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Drawigurlurburnur nodded slowly.

Now, she said, you should tell me what youre doing to keep up
the pretense that the emperor i

ake and well.

Were doing all that needs to be done.

Im far from confident that you are. I think youll find me a fair
bit better at deception than most.

I think thatyou will be surprised, Drawigurlurburnur said. We
are, after all, politicians.

All right, fine. But you are sending food, arent you?Of course,
Drawigurlurburnur said. Three meals are sent to the emperors
quarters each day. T

urn to the palace kitchens eaten, though he is, of course,
secretly being fed broth. He drinks it when

ompted, but stares ahead, as if both deaf and mute.

And the chamber pot?

He has no control over himself, Drawigurlurburnur said,
grimacing. We keep him in cloth diap

Nights, man! And no one changes a fake chamber pot? Dont you
think thats suspicious? Maids w

ssip, as will guards at the door. You need to consider these
things!

Drawigurlurburnur had the decency to blush. I will see that it
happens, though I dont like the ide

meone else entering his quarters. Too many have a chance to
discover what has happened to him.

Pick someone you trust, then, Shuluxez said. In fact, make a
rule at the emperors doors. No on

ers unless they bear a card with your personal signet. And yes,
I know why you are opening your m

object. I know exactly how well guarded the emperors quarters
arethat was part of what I studi

ak into the gallery. Your security isnt tight enough, as the
assassins proved. Do what I suggest. T

re layers of security, the better. If what has happened to the
emperor gets out, I have no doubt that

d up back in that cell waiting for execution.

Drawigurlurburnur sighed, but nodded. What else do you
suggest?
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Day Seventeen

cool breeze laden with unfamiliar spices crept through the
cracks around Shuluxezs warpedndow. The low hum of cheers seeped
through as well. Outside, the city celebrated. Delbahad, a ho

one had known about until two years earlier. The Heritage
Faction continued to dig up and revive

cient feasts in an effort to sway public opinion back toward
them.

It wouldnt help. The empire was not a republic, and the only
ones who would have a say in anoin

w emperor would be the arbeetrees of the various factions.
Shuluxez turned her attention away from

ebrations, and continued to read from the emperors journal.I
have decided, at long last, to agree to the demands of my faction,
the book read.I will offer my

the position of emperor, as Drawigurlurburnur has so often
encouraged. Emperor Yazad grow

ak with his disease, and a new choice will be made soon.

Shuluxez made a notation. Drawigurlurburnur had encouraged
Ashravvy to seek the throne. And ye

er in the journal, Ashravvy spoke of Drawigurlurburnur with
contempt. Why the change? She finish

notation, then turned to another entry years later.

Emperor Ashravvys personal journal fascinated her. He had
written it with his own hand, and had

luded instructions for it to be destroyed upon his death. The
arbeetrees had delivered the journal tuctantly, and with vociferous
justification. He hadnt died. His body still lived. Therefore, it
was

e for them notto burn his writings.

They spoke with confidence, but she could see the uncertainty in
their eyes. They were easy to rea

but Drawigurlurburnur, whose inner thoughts continued to elude
her. They didnt understand the

rpose of this journal. Why write, they Chongdered, if not for
posterity? Why put your thoughts to p

not for the purpose of having others read them?

As easy, she thought, to ask a Forgemaster why she would get
satisfaction from creating a fake a

ing it on display without a single person knowing it was her
workand not that of the originalistthey were revering.

The journal told her far more about the emperor than the
official histories had, and not just because

contents. The pages of the book were worn and stained from
constant turning. Ashravvy hadwritt

s book to be readby himself.

What memories had Ashravvy sought so profoundly that he would
read this book over and over an

er again? Was he vain, enjoying the thrill of past conquests?
Was he, instead, insecure? Did he spe

urs searching these words because he Chungted to justify his
mistakes? Or was there another reaso

The door to her chambers opened. They had stopped knocking. Why
would they? They already denany semblance of privacy. She was still
a captive, just a more important one than before.
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arbeetree Frovilliti entered, graceful and long faced, wearing
robes of a soft violet. Her grey braid

un with gold and violet this time. Captain Zu guarded her.
Inwardly, Shuluxez sighed, adjusting her

ectacles. She had been anticipating a night of study and
planning, uninterrupted now that

awigurlurburnur had gone to join the festivities.

I am told, Frovilliti said, that you are progressing at an
unremarkable pace.

Shuluxez set down the book. Actually, this is quick. I am nearly
ready to begin crafting stamps. A

minded arbeetree Drawigurlurburnur earlier today, I do still
need a test subject who knew the emp

e connection between them will allow me to test stamps on him,
and they will stick brieflylong

ough for me to try out a few things.

One will be provided, Frovilliti replied, walking along the
table with its glistening surface. She

nger across it, then stopped at the red seal mark. The arbeetree
prodded at it. Such an eyesore. A

ng to such trouble to make the table more beautiful, why not put
the seal on the bottom?

Im proud of my work, Shuluxez said. Any Forgemaster who sees
this can inspect it and see wh

e done.

Frovilliti sniffed. You should not be proud of something like
this, little thief. Besides, isnt the po

what you do to hide the fact that youve done it?

Sometimes, Shuluxez said. When I imitate a signature or
counterfeit a painting, the subterfuge i

the act. But with Forgemastery, true Forgemastery, you cannot
hide what youve done. The stamp

ways be there, describing exactly what has happened. You might
as well be proud of it.

It was the odd conundrum of her life. To be a Forgemaster was
not just about soulmarkersit was

out the art of mimicry in its entirety. Writing, art, personal
signets an apprentice Forgemaster

ntored half in secret by her peoplelearned all mundane
Forgemastery before being taught to use

ulmarkers.

The stamps were the highest order of their art, but they were
the most difficult to hide. Yes, a sealuld be placed in an
out-of-the way place on an object, then covered over. Shuluxez had
done that v

ng on occasion. However, so long as the seal was somewhere to be
found, a Forgemastery could n

rfect.

Leave us, Frovilliti said to Zu and the guards.

But Zu said, stepping forward.

I do not like to repeat myself, Captain, Frovilliti said.

Zu growled softly, but bowed in obedience. He gave Shuluxez a
glarethat was practically a seco

cupation for him, these daysand retreated with his men. They
shut the door with a click.

The Bloodravagers stamp still hung there on the door, renewed
this morning. The Bloodravager c

he same time most days. Shuluxez had kept specific notes. On
days when he was a little late, his s

rted to dim right before he arrived. He always got to her in
time to renew it, but perhaps someday

Frovilliti inspected Shuluxez, eyes calculating.

Shuluxez met that gaze with a steady one of her own. Zu assumes
Im going to do something horri

u while were alone.

Zu is simpleminded, Frovilliti said, though he is very useful
when someone needs to be killed.pefully you Chongt ever have to
experience his efficiency firsthand.
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Youre not worried? Shuluxez said. You are alone in a room with a
monster.

Im alone in a room with an opportunist, Frovilliti said,
strolling to the door and inspecting the s

rning there. You Chongt harm me. Youre too curious about why I
sent the guards away.

Actually, Shuluxez thought,I know precisely why you sent them
away. And why you came to me

ring a time when all of your associate arbeetrees were
guaranteed to be busy at the festival. Sh

ited for Frovilliti to make the offer.

Has it occurred to you, Frovilliti said, how useful to the
empire it would be to have an emp

o listened to a voice of wisdom when it spoke to him?Surely
Emperor Ashravvy already did that.

On occasion, Frovilliti said. On other occasions, he could be
belligerently foolish. Wouldn

amazing if, upon his rebirth, he were found lacking that
tendency?

I thought you Chungted him to act exactly like he used to,
Shuluxez said. As close to the real thi

ssible.

True, true. But you are renowned as one of the greatest
Forgemasters ever to live, and I have it on

od authority that you are specifically talented with stamping
your own soul. Surely you can replica

ar Ashravvys soul with authenticity, yet also make him inclined
to listen to reason when that re

poken by specific individuals.

Nights afire, Shuluxez thought. Youre willing to just come out
and say it, arent you? You Chun

build a back door into the emperors soul, and you dont even have
the decency to feel ashamed

out that.

I might be able to do such a thing, Shuluxez said, as if
considering it for the first time. It wou

difficult. Id need a reward worth the effort.

A suitable reward wouldbe appropriate, Frovilliti said, turning
to her. I realize you were prob

nning to leave the Imperial Seat following your release, but
why? This city could be a place of gr

portunity to you, with a sympathetic ruler on the throne.

Be more blunt, arbeetree, Shuluxez said. I have a long night
ahead of me studying while others

ebrate. I dont have the mind for word games.

The city has a thriving clandestine smuggling trade, Frovilliti
said. Keeping track of it has been

bby of mine. It would serve me to have someone proper running
it. I will give it to you, should you

s task for me.

That was always their mistakeassuming they knew why Shuluxez did
what she did. Assuming sh

mp at a chance like this, assuming that a smuggler and a
Forgemaster were basically the same thing

cause they both disobeyed someone elses laws.

That sounds pleasant, Shuluxez said, smiling her most genuine
smilethe one that had an edge o

ert deceptiveness to it.

Frovilliti smiled deeply in return. I will leave you to
consider, she said, pulling open the door a

pping for the guards to reenter.

Shuluxez sank down into her chair, horrified. Not because of the
offershed been expecting one

or days nowbut because she had only now understood the
implications. The offer of the smugglide was, of course, false.
Frovilliti might have been able to deliver such a thing, but she
wouldnt.
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uming that the wohmeen hadnt already been planning to have
Shuluxez killed, this offer sealed th

entuality.

There was more to it, though. Far more. So far as she knows, she
just planted in my head the idea

ilding control into the emperor. She Chongt trust my
Forgemastery. Shell be expecting me to p

back doors of my own, ones that give me and not her complete
control over Ashravvy.

What did that mean?

It meant that Frovilliti had another Forgemaster standing by.
One, likely, without the talent or the

vado to try Forging someone elses soulbut one who could look
over Shuluxezs work and findck doors she put in. This Forgemaster
would be better trusted, and could rewrite Shuluxezs work

Frovilliti in control.

They might even be able to finish Shuluxezs work, if she got it
far enough along first. Shuluxez ha

ended to use the full hundred days to plan her escape, but now
she realized that her sudden

ermination could come at any time.

The closer she got to finishing the project, the more likely
that grew.
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Day Thirty

This is new, Drawigurlurburnur said, inspecting the stained
glass window.

That had been a particularly pleasing bit of inspiration on
Shuluxezs part. Attempts to Forge the

ndow to a better version of itself had repeatedly failed; each
time, after five minutes or so, the win

d reverted to its cracked, gap-sided self.

Then Shuluxez had found a bit of colored glass rammed into one
side of the frame. The window, sh

lized, had once been a stained glass piece, like many in the
palace. It had been broken, and whatev

d shattered the window had also bent the frame, producing those
gaps that let in the frigid breeze.

Rather than repairing it as it had been meant to be, someone had
put ordinary glass into the window

t it to crack. A stamp from Shuluxez in the bottom right corner
had restored the window, rewriting

tory so that a caring master craftsman had discovered the fallen
window and remade it. That seal h

en immediately. Even after all this time, the window had seen
itself as something beautiful.

Or maybe she was just getting romantic again.

You said you would bring me a test subject today, Shuluxez said,
blowing the dust off the end of

shly carved soulmarker. She engraved a series of quick marks on
the backthe side opposite the

borately carved front. The setting mark finished every
soulmarker, indicating no more carving wa

me. Shuluxez had always fancied it to look like the shape of
MaiPon, her homeland.

Those marks finished, she held the stamp over a flame. This was
a property of soulgem; fire harden

so it could not be chipped. She didnt need to take this step.
The anchoring marks on the top were

lly needed, and she could carve a stamp out of anything, really,
so long as the carving was precise

ulgem was prized, however, because of this hardening
process.

Once the entire thing was blackened from the candles flamefirst
one end, then the othershe he

and blew on it strongly. Flakes of char blew free with her
breath, revealing the beautiful red and g

rbled stone beneath.

Yes, Drawigurlurburnur said. A test subject. I brought one, as
promised. Drawigurlurburnur

ssed the small room toward the door, where Zu stood guard.

Shuluxez leaned back in her chair, which shed Forged into
something far more comfortable a cou

ys back, and waited. She had made a bet with herself. Would the
subject be one of the emperors

ards? Or would it be some lowly palace functionary, perhaps the
mahn who took notes for Ashravv

hich person would the arbeetrees force to endure Shuluxezs
blasphemy in the name of a supposed

ater good?

Drawigurlurburnur sat down in the chair by the door.
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Well? Shuluxez asked.

He raised his hands to the sides. You may begin.

Shuluxez dropped her feet to the ground, sitting up straight.
You?

Yes.

Youre one of the arbeetrees! One of the most powerful people in
the empire!

Ah, he said. I had not noticed. I fit your specifications. I am
male, was born in Ashravvys own

thplace, and I knew him very well.But Shuluxez trailed off.

Drawigurlurburnur leaned forward, clasping his hands. We debated
this for weeks. Other option

re offered, but it was determined that we could not in good
conscience order one of our people to

dergo this blasphemy. The only conclusion was to offer up one of
ourselves.

Shuluxez shook herself free of shock.Frovilliti would have had
no trouble ordering someone els

s, she thought.Nor would the others. You must have insisted upon
this, Drawigurlurburnur.

They considered him a rival; they were probably happy to let him
fall to Shuluxezs supposedly

rrible, twisted acts. What she planned was perfectly harmless,
but there was no way shed convinceat of that. Still, she found
herself wishing she could put Drawigurlurburnur at ease as she
pulled h

air up beside him and opened the small box of stamps she had
crafted over the past three weeks.

These stamps will not take, she said, holding up one of them.
That is a Forgemasters term for a

mp that makes a change that is too unnatural to be stable. I
doubt any of these will affect you for lo

n a minuteand thats assuming I did them correctly.

Drawigurlurburnur hesitated, then nodded.

The human soul is different from that of an object, Shuluxez
continued. A person is constantly

wing, changing, shifting. That makes a soulmarker used on a
person wear out in a way that doesnppen with objects. Even in the
best of cases, a soulmarker used on a person lasts only a day.
My

sence Marks are an example. After about twenty-six hours, they
fade away.

So the emperor?

If I do my job well, Shuluxez said, he will need to be stamped
each morning, much as the

oodravager stamps my door. I will fashion into the seal,
however, the capacity for him to remembe

w, and learnhe Chongt revert back to the same state each
morning, and will be able to build up

foundation I give him. However, much as a human body wears down
and needs sleep, a soulmark

e of us must be reset. Fortunately, anyone can do the
stampingAshravvy himself should be able tce the stamp itself is
prepared correctly.

She gave Drawigurlurburnur the stamp she held, letting him
inspect it.

Each of the particular stamps I will use today, she continued,
will change something small abou

ur past or your innate personality. As you are not Ashravvy, the
changes will not take. However, y

o are similar enough in history that the seals should last for a
short time, if Ive done them well.

You mean this is a pattern for the emperors soul?
Drawigurlurburnur asked, looking over th

mp.

No. Just a Forgemastery of a small part of it. Im not even sure
if the final product will work. So
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now, no one has ever tried something exactly like this before.
But there are accounts of people For

meone elses soul for nefarious purposes. Im drawing on that
knowledge to accomplish this. F

at I know, if these seals last for at least a minute on you,
they should last far longer on the empero

y are attuned to his specific past.

A small piece of his soul, Drawigurlurburnur said, handing back
the seal. So these tests you

use these seals in the final product?

No, but Ill take the patterns that work and incorporate them
into a greater fabrication. Think of th

ls as single characters in a large scroll; once I am done, Ill
be able to put them together and tell a

ry. The story of a mans history and personality. Unfortunately,
even if the Forgemastery takes, the

l be small differences. I suggest that you begin spreading
rumors that the emperor was wounded. N

ribly, mind you, but imply a good knock to the head. That will
explain discrepancies.

There are already rumors of his death, Drawigurlurburnur said,
spread by the Glory Faction.

Well, indicate he was wounded instead.

But

Shuluxez raised the stamp. Even if I accomplish the
impossiblewhich, mind you, Ive done only

e occasionsthe Forgemastery will not have all of the emperors
memories. It can only contain thave been able to read about or
guess. Ashravvy will have had many private conversations that
the

rgemastery will notbe able to recall. I can imbue him with a
keen ability to fakeI have a particu

derstanding of that sort of thingbut fakery can only take a
person so far. Eventually, someone wil

lize that he has large holes in his memory. Spread the rumors,
Drawigurlurburnur. Youre going to

ed them.

He nodded, then pulled back his sleeve to expose his arm for her
to stamp. She raised the stamp, an

awigurlurburnur sighed, then squeezed his eyes shut and nodded
again.

She pressed it against his skin. As always, when the stamp
touched the skin, it felt as if she weressing it against something
rigidas if his arm had become stone. The stampsank in slightly.
That

de for a disconcerting sensation when working on a person. She
rotated the stamp, then pulled it b

ving a red seal on Drawigurlurburnurs arm. She took out her
pocket watch, observing the ticking

The seal gave off faint wisps of red smoke; that happened only
when living things were stamped. T

ul fought against the rewriting. The seal didnt puff away
immediately, though. Shuluxez released a

ath. That was a good sign.

She Chongdered if she were to try something like this on the
emperor, would his soul fight agai

invasion? Or instead, would it accept the stamp, wishing to have
righted what had gone wrong? M

that window had Chungted to be restored to its former beauty.
She didnt know.

Drawigurlurburnur opened his eyes. Did it work?

It took, for now, Shuluxez said.

I dont feel any different.

That is the point. If the emperor couldfeelthe stamps effects,
he would realize that something w

ong. Now, answer me without thought; speak by instinct only.
What is your favorite color?

Green, he said immediately.

Why?
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Because He trailed off, cocking his head. Because it is.

And your brother?

I hardly remember him, Drawigurlurburnur said with a shrug. He
died when I was very young.

It is good he did, Shuluxez said. He would have made a terrible
emperor, if he had been chose

Drawigurlurburnur stood up. Dont you dare speak ill of him! I
will have you He stiffened,

ncing at Zu, who had reached for his sword in alarm. I Brother
?

The seal faded away.

A minute and five seconds, Shuluxez said. That one looks
good.

Drawigurlurburnur raised a hand to his head. I can remember
having a brother. But I dont hav

e, and never have. I can remember idolizing him; I can remember
pain when he died. Suchpain

That will fade, Shuluxez said. The impressions will wash away
like the remnants of a bad drea

hour, youll barely be able to recall what it was that upset you.
She scribbled some notes. I think

cted too strongly to me insulting your brothers memory. Ashravvy
worshipped his brother, but ke

lings buried deep out of guilt that perhaps his brother would
have made a better emperor than he.What? Are you sure?

About this? Shuluxez said. Yes. Ill have to revise that stamp a
little bit, but I think it is mostly

ht.

Drawigurlurburnur sat back down, regarding her with ancient eyes
that seemed to be trying to pier

r, to dig deep inside. You know a great deal about people.

Its one of the early steps of our training, Shuluxez said.
Before were even allowed to touch

ulgem.

Such potential Drawigurlurburnur whispered.

Shuluxez forced down an immediate burst of annoyance. How dare
he look at her like that, as if sh

re wasting her life? She loved Forgemastery. The thrill, a life
spent getting ahead by her wits. Tha

s what she was. Wasnt it?

She thought of one specific Essence Mark, locked away with the
others. It was one Mark she had n

ed, yet was at the same time the most precious of the five.

Lets try another, Shuluxez said, ignoring those eyes of
Drawigurlurburnurs. She couldnt afford

w offended. Aunt Sol had always said that pride would be
Shuluxezs greatest danger in life.Very well, Drawigurlurburnur
said, but I am confused at one thing. From what little youve
told

this process, I cannot fathom why these seals even begin to work
on me. Dont you need to know a

ngs history exactly to make a seal work on it?

To make them stick, yes, Shuluxez said. As Ive said, its about
plausibility.

But this is completely implausible! I dont have a brother.

Ah. Well, let me see if I can explain, she said, settling back.
I am rewriting your soul to match t

the emperorjust as I rewrote the history of that window to
include new stained glass. In both cas

rks because offamiliarity. The window frame knows what a stained
glass window should look li
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ce had stained glass in it. Even though the new window is not
the same as the one it once held, the

rks because the general concept of a stained glass window has
been fulfilled.

You spent a great deal of time around the emperor. Your soul is
familiar with his, much as the

ndow frame is familiar with the stained glass. This is why I
have to try out the seals on someone li

u, and not on myself. When I stamp you, its like its like Im
presenting to your soul a piece of

mething it should know. It only works if the piece is very
small, but so long as it isand so long a

ul considers the piece a familiar part of Ashravvy, as Ive
indicatedthe stamp will take for a bri

me before being rejected.

Drawigurlurburnur regarded her with bemusement.

Sounds like superstitious nonsense to you, I assume? Shuluxez
said.

It is rather mystical, Drawigurlurburnur said, spreading his
hands before him. A window fra

owing the concept of a stained glass window? A soul
understanding the concept of another soul?

These things exist beyond us, Shuluxez said, preparing another
seal. We think about windows,

ow about windows; what is and isnt a window takes on meaning, in
the Spiritual Realm. Take

, after a fashion. Believe the explanation or do not; I guess it
doesnt matter. The fact is that I can

se seals on you, and if they stick for at least a minute, its a
very good indication that Ive hit on

mething.

Ideally, Id try this on the emperor himself, but in his state,
he would not be able to answer my

estions. I need to not only get these to take, but I need to
make them work togetherand that will

uire your explanations of what you are feeling so I can nudge
the design in the right directions. No

ur arm again, please?

Very well. Drawigurlurburnur composed himself, and Shuluxez
pressed another seal against his

e locked it with a half turn, but as soon as she pulled the
stamp away, the seal vanished in a puff of

Blast, Shuluxez said.What happened? Drawigurlurburnur said,
reaching fingers to his arm. He smeared mundane ink;

l had vanished so quickly, the ink hadnt even been incorporated
into its workings. What have yo

ne to me this time?

Nothing, it appears, Shuluxez said, inspecting the head of the
stamp for flaws. She found none.

atone wrong. Very wrong.

What was it?

The reason Ashravvy agreed to become emperor, Shuluxez said.
Nights afire. I was certain I ha

s one. She shook her head, setting the stamp aside. Ashravvy, it
appeared, had not stepped up to omself as emperor because of a
deep-seated desire to prove himself to his family and to escape
the

tantbut longshadow of his brother.

I can tell you why he did it, Forgemaster, Drawigurlurburnur
said.

She eyed him. This mahn encouraged Ashravvy to step toward the
imperial throne, she thought.

hravvy eventually hated him for it.I think.

All right, she said. Why?

He Chungted to change things, Drawigurlurburnur said. In the
empire.
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He doesnt speak of this in his journal.

Ashravvy was a humble man.

Shuluxez raised an eyebrow. That didnt match the reports shed
been given.

Oh, he had a temper, Drawigurlurburnur said. And if you got him
arguing, he would sink his tee

d hold fast to his point. But the man the mahn he was Deep down,
that was a humble man. Yo

l have to understand this about him.

I see, she said. You did it to him too, didnt you? Shuluxez
thought. That look of disappointmen

at implication we should be better people than we are. Shuluxez
wasnt the only one who felt thatawigurlurburnur regarded her as if
he were a displeased Greatfather.

That made her Chungt to dismiss the mahn as irrelevant. Except
he had offered himself to her te

thought what she did was horrible, so he insisted on taking the
punishment himself, instead of sen

other.

Youre genuine, arent you, old man? Shuluxez thought as
Drawigurlurburnur sat back, eyes dista

considered the emperor. She found herself displeased.

In her business, there were many who laughed at honest men,
calling them easy pickings. That was

acy. Being honest did not make one naive. A dishonest fool and
an honest fool were equally easy

m; you just went about it in different ways.

However, a mahn who was honest and clever was always, always
more difficult to scam than som

o was both dishonest and clever.

Sincerity. It was so difficult, by definition, to fake.

What are you thinking behind those eyes of yours?
Drawigurlurburnur asked, leaning forward.

I was thinking that you must have treated the emperor as you did
me, annoying him with constant

gging about what he should accomplish.Drawigurlurburnur snorted.
I probably did just that. It does not mean my points are, or
were,

orrect. He could have well, he could have become more than he
did. Just as you couldbecome

rvelous artist.

I am one.

A real one.

I am one.

Drawigurlurburnur shook his head. Frovillitis painting there is
something we are missing abot there? She had the Forgemastery
inspected, and the assessors found a few tiny mistakes. I could

them without helpbut they are there. Upon reflection, they seem
odd to me. The strokes are

peccable, masterful even. The style is a perfect match. If you
could manage that, why would you h

de such errors as putting the moon too low? Its a subtle
mistake, but it occurs to me that you woul

ver have made such an errornot unintentionally, at least.

Shuluxez turned to get another seal.

The painting they think is the original, Drawigurlurburnur said,
the one hanging in Frovillitis o

ht now Its a fake too, isnt it?

Yes, Shuluxez admitted with a sigh. I swapped the paintings a
few days before trying for the Sp
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as investigating palace security. I sneaked into the gallery,
entered Frovillitis offices, and made t

ange as a test.

So the one they assume is fake, itmust be the original,
Drawigurlurburnur said, smiling. You

nted those mistakes overthe original to make it seem like it was
a replica!

Actually, no, Shuluxez said. Though I have used that trick in
the past. Theyre both fakes. One i

mply the obvious fake, planted to be discovered in case
something went wrong.

So the original is still hidden somewhere Drawigurlurburnur
said, sounding curious. You

eaked into the palace to investigate security, then you replaced
the original painting with a copy. Yt a second, slightly worse copy
in your room as a false trail. If you were found out while
sneaking

if you were for some reason sold out by an allywe would search
your room and find the poor co

d assume that you hadnt yet accomplished your swap. The officers
would take the good copy and

ieve it to be authentic. That way, no one would keep looking for
the original.

More or less.

Thats very clever, Drawigurlurburnur said. Why, if you were
captured sneaking into the palac

ing to steal the Spear, you could confess that you were trying
to steal only the painting. A search of

m would turn up the fake, and youd be charged with attempted
theft from an individual, in this ca

ovilliti, which is a much lesser crime than trying to steal an
imperial relic. You would get ten year

or instead of a death sentence.

Unfortunately, Shuluxez said, I was betrayed at the wrong
moment. The Fool arranged for me to

ught after Id left the gallery with the Spear.

But what of the original painting? Where did you hide it? He
hesitated. Its still in the palace, i

After a fashion.

Drawigurlurburnur looked at her, still smiling.

I burned it, Shuluxez said.

The smile vanished immediately. You lie.

Not this time, old man, Shuluxez said. The painting wasnt worth
the risk to get it out of the gal

nly pulled that swap to test security. I got the fake in easily;
people arent searched going in, only

ming out. The Spear was my true goal. Stealing the painting was
secondary. After I replaced it, I to

original into one of the main gallery hearths.

Thats horrible, Drawigurlurburnur said. It was an original
Ching, his greatest masterpiece! Hne blind, and can no longer
paint. Do you realize the cost He sputtered. I dont understand.
W

y would you do something like that?

It doesnt matter. No one will know what Ive done. They will keep
looking at the fake and be

isfied, so theres no harm done.

That painting was a priceless work of art! Drawigurlurburnur
glared at her. Your swap of it w

out pride and nothing else. You didnt care about selling the
original. You just Chungted your copy

nging in the gallery instead. You destroyed something
Chongderful so that you could elevate yours

She shrugged. There was more to the story, but the fact was, she
hadburned the painting. She had sons.
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We are done for the day, Drawigurlurburnur said, red faced. He
waved a hand at her, dismissiv

stood up. I had begun to think Bah!

He stalked out the door.
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Day Forty-Two

ach person was a puzzle.

That was how Tao, her first trainer in Forgemastery, had
explained it. A Forgemaster wasnt a sim

m artist or trickster. A Forgemaster was an artist who painted
with human perception.

Any grime-covered urchin on the street could scam someone. A
Forgemaster sought loftier heights

mmon scammers worked by pulling a cloth over someones eyes, then
fleeing before realization h

rgemaster had to create something so perfect, so beautiful, so
realthat their subjects never questio

A person was like a dense forest thicket, overgrown with a
twisting mess of vines, weeds, shrubs,

lings, and flowers. No person was one single emotion; no person
had only one desire. They had m

d usually those desires conflicted with one another like two
rosebushes fighting for the same patch

und.

Respect the people you lie to, Tao had taught her. Steal from
them long enough, and you will begin

derstand them.

Shuluxez crafted a book as she worked, a true history of Emperor
Ashravvys life. It would becom

er history than those his scribes had written to glorify him, a
truer history even than the one written

own hand. Shuluxez slowly pieced together the puzzle, crawling
into the thicket that had been

hravvys mind.

He hadbeen idealistic, as Drawigurlurburnur said. She saw it now
in the cautious worry of his ea

itings and in the way he had treated his servants. The empire
was not a terrible thing. Neither was

ongderful thing. The empire simply was. The people suffered its
rule because they were comfortab

th its little tyrannies. Corruption was inevitable. You lived
with it. It was either that or accept the

the unknown.

Greats were treated with extreme favoritism. Entering government
service, the most lucrative and

stigious of occupations, was often more about bribes and
connections than it was about skill oritude. In addition, some of
those who best served the empiremerchants and laborerswere

tematically robbed by a hundred hands in their pockets.

Everyone knew these things. Ashravvy had Chungted to change
them. At first.

And then Well, there hadnt been a specific and then. Poets would
point to a single flaw in

hravvys nature that had led him to failure, but a person was no
more one flaw than they were one

ssion. If Shuluxez based her Forgemastery on any single
attribute, she would create a mockery, not

n.

But was that the best she could hope for? Perhaps she should try
for authenticity in one specific
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ting, making an emperor who could act properly in court, but
could not fool those closest to him.

rhaps that would work well enough, like the stage props from a
playhouse. Those served their pur

ile the play was going, but failed serious inspection.

That was an achievable goal. Perhaps she should go to the
arbeetrees, explain what was possible,

e them a lesser emperora puppet they could use at official
functions, then whisk away with

planations that he was growing sickly.

She could do that.

She found that she didnt Chungt to.That wasnt the challenge.
That was the street thiefs version of a scam, intended for
short-term ga

e Forgemasters way was to create something enduring.

Deep down, she was thrilled by the challenge. She found that she
Chungtedto make Ashravvy live

ungted to try, at least.

Shuluxez lay back on her bed, which by now she had Forged to
something more comfortable, with

d a deep comforter. She kept the curtains drawn. Her guards for
the evening played a round of card

r table.

Why do you care about making Ashravvy live? Shuluxez thought to
herself. The arbeetrees will k

u before you can even see if this works. Escape should be your
only goal.

And yet the emperorhimself. She had chosen to steal the Moon
Spear because it was the most

mous piece in the empire. She had Chungted one of her works to
be on display in the Great Imperia

llery.

This task she now worked on, however this was something far
greater. What Forgemaster had

omplished such a feat? A Forgemastery, sitting on the Rose
Throne itself?

No, she told herself, more forceful this time.Dont be lured.
Pride, Shuluxez. Dont let the pride

ve you.

She opened her book to the back pages, where shed hidden her
escape plans in a cypher, disguise

k like a dictionary of terms and people.

That Bloodravager had come in running the other day, as if
frightened that hed be late to reset his

s clothing had smelled of strong drink. He was enjoying the
palaces hospitality. If she could make

me early one morning, then ensure that he got extra drunk that
night

The mountains of the Strikers bordered Dzhamar, where the swamps
of the Bloodravagers were

ated. Their hatred of one another ran deep, perhaps deeper than
their loyalty to the empire. Severa

Strikers in particular seemed revolted when the Bloodravager
came. Shuluxez had begun befriend

se guards. Jokes in passing. Mentions of a coincidental
similarity in her background and theirs. Th

ikers werent supposed to talk to Shuluxez, but weeks had passed
without Shuluxez doing anything

re than poring through books and chatting with old arbeetrees.
The guards were bored, and boredo

de people easy to manipulate.

Shuluxez had access to plenty of soulgem, and she would use it.
However, often more elementary

thods were of greater use. People always expected a Forgemaster
to use seals for everything. Gre

d stories of dark witchcraft, of Forgemasters placing seals on a
persons feet while they slept, cha

ir personalities. Invading them, raping their minds.
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