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			To Giordie; my little spitfire,

			and Jack; my little gemstone.

			Without you kids, I wouldn’t have this book.

			But I may have written something similar decades ago.



	

 

			There have always been Heroes.

			In every nation, in every culture, they are there: ready and willing to answer the call. And whenever we have needed them they have strode forth.

			They are the bright and shining ones who are there when the difficult things need to be done. They are the ones who, when trouble comes, stand up to be counted rather than lie down to be mounted. They never shirk from duty and responsibility. Right from the start of all things, they have been there. Time and time again they have appeared in the annals of history just where and when they are needed. Fighting the good fight. Saving the kingdom. Averting disaster.

			Defeating the titan when the city is threatened.

			Slaying the dragons that have stolen the maidens.

			Conquering the blackmailing Medusa.

			Thwarting the ambition of the tyrannical dictator.

			Freeing the people from the rule of the evil witch.

			Dispatching the dark lord and his undead minions. 

			And they come in a myriad of forms: the knight in shining armour, the unfettered barbarian with a sharp sword and a true heart, the amazon warrior who fights for the downtrodden, the peasant leader who revolts against the corrupt overlords, the pious young lass who leads the troops to victory against the ruthless invaders from across the seas, the cynical yet noble woodsman who robs from the rich and gives to the poor. They are glory and strength and valour personified in human form. They are the best of us and all that we can hope to ever be.

			They bestride the world as legends. Putting right to wrongs. Freeing the oppressed. Overthrowing evil. Smiting the villains of the world as they commit their dark and foul misdeeds. They have won wars and created peace. Wherever there is a country, a creed or a community in peril, they shall be there to defend it. They will be there to protect us and fight for us.

			And in return they ask for very little. Nothing but honour and glory. And fortune; they’re always happy to take a heap of gold, or jewels, titles, huge tracts of land and any unmarried heirs that the head of state can spare. Good looks preferable, but not important.

			However, if you have a problem but cannot afford these prices, or you are somewhat lower down on the social scale and do not own or run your own kingdom or fiefdom or theocracy or all-powerful mobile castle; or if you have very few unmarried heirs – or none at all, for that matter; or, if your problem is something a bit smaller than world ending: then there are other people who can help you. Even if your problem is something more selfish or even criminal in nature, these others can and will be there for you. And they will be there for a much more reasonable fee. If you know where to look or who to ask. Other people, who are just as happy to do a job and get paid.

			Any job. Anywhere. Any time.

			Within reason, of course.

			And they are just as reliable, if not as socially prominent or acceptable. 

			They are very dependable. They will get the job done and more often than not, and get it done within an acceptable or pre-arranged timeframe. They are competent, professional and above all, discreet. And their rates are low: reasonable, but not negotiable. Also, they do not judge and they never ask questions. At least, they don’t ask them within earshot. And, as stated above, if you know where to look or the right questions to ask, they are not hard to find.

			In fact, look: here come two of them now…
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			The wooden door to the rooftop burst open with a crash. Two desperate figures came running out onto the tiles of a narrow walkway.

			They ran fast.

			This was not how they had expected their night to be going. They had in fact been expecting a very simple and straightforward evening. A ‘slide in, grab the loot and exit slick and quick’ kind of evening. Straight and smooth and to the point. Yet this evening had turned out to be anything other than how they had planned things, and something had gone horribly wrong. The frantic expressions on their faces gave this fact away.

			Flinging the exit door aside, the first one through swore as he raced onto the roof. Cursing louder, and far more imaginatively, his friend and partner in crime, sprint for dear life right behind him. And at their heels, racing up the stairs, following as-fast-as-they-possibly-can a few paces behind, were an angry bunch of guardsmen with swords and crossbows. And the grim determination to earn the pay that they were receiving for this night’s job: by catching the thieves that they had been set for. Most of these guards were new at this job. Energetic and enthusiastic, with a dash of self-delusion, but new. The money they got for their work was incentive enough, but the option of “Dispose Of Them As You See Fit” when they caught their quarry was what made them keen.

			And their quarry was not going to make that capture easy for them.

			The first one out the door was the smaller of the pair, and also the younger looking. His hair is a dark blonde and shaggy. it usually hung around his jawline and shoulders but was now streaming out behind him as he ran. An old, rust coloured overcoat does the same, flapping around his back and thighs. Various pouches on a baldric across his chest jostled about, as he raced away from his pursuers. A leather satchel slapped against his hip. On his narrow, high cheek-boned face was a look of grim determination and focus. The light is too low to see this, but his eyes are of two different colours. 

			A pair of long, pointed ears stick out from between the strands of hair; the beanie that he uses to hide them lost somewhere on the staircase behind him. If he had both the time and the breath he would be cursing its loss and the need to procure another one. His feet are bare, but sure, as he races away. His name is J’meriquel Hawkwing. His friends call him Jem.

			Jem’s one and only friend was right behind him and also running just as fast as he can. This man, however, does not look as serene and focused. He appears to be having more of an “OhShyteOhShyteOhFuckenShyte!” moment while doing his best to flee. And judging by the distance that he was putting between himself and the men just behind – the four men struggling against each other to open and get through the door – the men who were trying to kill him, this strategy was working. His hair, a deep, rich auburn in colour, was longer than his friends and tied back in a lose ponytail. Also, unlike his friend dashing away in front of him, he has facial hair, in the form of a short beard. He is wearing a long leather vest over a shirt with slightly puffy sleeves. Soft leather boots reach up to just above his knees. Like his companion he also wears a baldric, but this one only holds a rapier and a couple of short bladed knives. The overall effect is that of someone who dresses like a casual pirate. To his friends he was known as Raeth Quickfinger. To many others he was known as “Stop! Thief!” or “Give me back my money, you bastard!” or “Hey! Stop kissing my wife!”

			Their escaping feet slapped on the blue tiled rooftop as they ran. Around them, in the short and long distance, the roofs of the city were mired in the gloam of deep evening. The smell of wood and coal smoke mingled with the diffusing scent of dinners already cooked and consumed. They were far above the stink of the street and the salt smell of the harbour was way off in the distance. Beneath them were the sounds of nighttime traffic and the faint cries of revelry. Behind them was the sound of deadly intended pursuit.

			The edge of the rooftop was coming upon them quickly. There was a wall of buildings opposite this one, but there looked like a pretty substantial gap between that and the one they were on. Jem wasn’t worried about himself; he had the ability to clear the distance. This was one of the little tricks that he knew. But Raeth did not.

			It looked like a very decent jump. Probably at the far limit of what Raeth could do when at his best. However, Jem was well aware that his friend had sustained a nasty blow to the ribs when the unexpected security detail had jumped them in that darkened room downstairs. It had only been Raeth’s circus taught reflexes that had turned a potential disembowelling into a possibly cracked rib. And the pair had been running at full speed ever since then.

			A crossbow bolt streaked past his head with a low thrum. The security guards, having reached the rooftop, were taking up positions to fire at the fleeing burglars. Due to the size of the doorway and the bulk of the gear and the armour they were wearing, they could only fire two at a time. An outraged voice reached the ears of our fleeing pair, cursing a comrade for not stepping aside to fire; so that they all could.

			Jem dropped back. Still moving forward, moving away from the men with the ranged weapons. He drew level with his friend. He knew that there is only one solution to this situation. One where it doesn’t end with their death or capture. The partition on the rooftop is just wide enough for them to race momentarily side by side. 

			“You jump first. I got this,” the one with pointy ears flicked his blonde head to the side briefly and flashed a quick, reassuring grin as he spoke. Raeth sped up and kept running, getting ahead of his friend. The roof was coming to a very abrupt end. 

			Raeth nodded in agreement and muttered, “Fuck!” to himself. Against all common sense he sprinted towards where the building ends and a bone smashing fall to the ground below begins. At the very edge, he leaped out into the air. As far as he could reach. Springing as high as he can. Arms pinwheeling as he soared. His stomach plummeted. His face dissolved into a rictus of disbelief as his brain catches up with what his body has just done – the two will be having words about this later. The flagstones pass below. He flies out over a double laned alleyway. The couple who were leaning together, nowpushed each other against the wall, oblivious to anything above. Raeth passed over them, and a semi-laden, night delivery cart some six, life ending stories below. To the driver and his young assistant unloading from it he was unobserved. Raeth’s arms reached out to grab anything that might show up in front of him. His mouth opened involuntarily to give a vocal release to the fear and horror that is suddenly coursing through him.

			Heavy, barbed crossbow bolts whizzed past him like elongated, bloodthirsty insects. The gang of security mercenaries had finally got their act together. They were firing in unison: two shooting while the other pair reloaded. Efficient. They had also worked out that if they staggered themselves then they would have a greater field of fire. They had also come up with a name for themselves. “The Crew” was the name they were toying with. A name which showed a detail to accuracy, an appreciation of the obvious, a determination to duty and a total lack of imagination. This also gave away the fact that this was, quite literally, their first ever mercenary job. They had been discussing this downstairs in the dark of the room they had been hired to guard; just before Raeth and Jem had stumbled upon them. In tight precision they now wielded their weapons as they had drilled. Another pair of the deadly missiles leaped through the air. 

			Raeth’s scream only stopped because his chest hit the lip of the roof opposite and smashed every breath of wind out of him. Pain exploded on his right side as his injured ribs took part of the impact. For an instantaneous moment the world went white. Then black. Then a sick, negative version of itself with all the colours reversed before resolving. His hands scrambled for a grip on the eaves, but he started to fall away. A crossbow bolt punched into the woodwork a few centimetres away from where his falling head had been.

			It is amazing how stressful situations can heighten an individual’s senses. Raeth’s on-the-verge-of-heart-stopping-panic awareness noticed the bolt in the wall and his highly trained reflexes took over. 

			In his youth Raeth had run away from the farm where he was born and raised, and joined the circus. For over half a decade he had trained and performed with the other tumblers and acrobats, making a place and a bit of a name for himself before he had left for other horizons and adventures. The way he reached out as he fell, casually grabbed the bolt as it lodged in the roof, then just hung there, half a dozen floors above horizontal, broken death, gave that part of his history away. 

			Across the gap Raeth had just travelled, crossbow bolts flying inaccurately by him on either side, Jem reached the end of the roof. Pushing down with is left leg he sprang and lifted up over the road. His feet broke contact with the tiles and he seemed to slide through the air. He stays at the same speed and the same trajectory, neither slowing nor deviating off course. He doesn’t fly, but he also does not fall.

			The night delivery driver finished his unloading. He accepted payment and climbed back onto his cart. Across the way, the romantic couple were getting frisky in the shadow of a doorway. He pointed this out to his assistant as he flicked the horses with the reigns. The assistant was young, so he gawked and sniggered. The driver was old and – for the most part– happily married, so he merely smirked and shook his head. Reaching under his seat, he grabbed a badly scuffed, old, metal flask. He brought it to his lips and took a swig of the bitter liquor it contained as he thought about his dinner and, glancing again at the furtive couple, what he might do to his own wife later on. If she was up for it. He grinned at the thought and raised the flask again. He sputtered out a curse as the horses lurch forward and the movement causes the rim of the flask to clip him just above his teeth. 

			A tile from above clattered to the flagstones. It went unnoticed by the cart and its occupants. Finished for the day they had no other thoughts but to get home. Behind them, ignored as well, a crossbow bolt ricocheted down to fall next to the broken roof tile. The couple against the wall paid no attention to anything but each other and continued on until they finished. High up above, Raeth wriggled and flipped and began scrambling up onto the rooftop. Even in his predicament he can’t stop glancing at his friend. Raeth had seen this before, many times, but was still amazed at what the other could do.

			It was not true flight. And Jem did not glide. But looking at the way he was moving through the air you knew that Jem would eventually reach the ground and touch down safely. Halfway across the space between the buildings, still moving, Jem turned in the air. A swift pirouette. The tails of his coat flaring out around his legs. He turned as casual and as graceful as someone dancing. Moving across the gap at the same speed as when he had leapt, but he was now facing the other way. He was facing the mercenaries as they closed the distance and moved towards the space between the buildings.

			In mid-air, Jem smiled a very unfriendly smile and raised his right hand. The wind whipped around him. He splayed his fingers out in a fan, pointed at their pursuers as they readied their crossbows.

			Raeth had frantically levered himself up onto the roof behind to his friend. Feet dangling over the edge, he looked across to the mercenaries frantically reloading their weapons and taking aim. He looked up at his fiend doing his uncanny, aerial parkour movement. 

			Sailing backwards through the air, Jem raised his hand, fingers splayed out in a fan. Raeth looked up. Realisation filling his eyes.

			And the auburn-haired man’s smile became just as evil…
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			#24601n76:ACORA:supersecret.file//Libraoperative.0036

			Recorded.verbatim.eidetic.recall//Subject:Dal.Otrega//only.survivor//Location:GoldenDogTavernSouthbank//NB:subject.emotionally.distressed.and.has.been.drinking=heavily.

			“I am fucken telling you, mate, I’m telling you: fucken Fire came out of the cunt’s fingertips! Fire! Red and fucken hot. Fuck me! [drinks] I’m telling you- [Belches. Drinks again] the bolts we shot at ‘im turned into fucken cinders. For fuck’s sake. What’s that all about? Disintegrated [Subject waves hands] Pffft! Gone… I didn’t shoot. I was at the back. I just stood there, like a spare cock. Pointing my x-bow at the freak…”

			[Subject suddenly agitated and aggressive]

			“HE FUCKEN THREW FIRE AT US! HIS… FINGERS… FUCK! Fuck… They… They were my mates…” 

			[Subject sobs. Drinks. Sobs some more. Operative waits. Several drinks later; Subject continues]

			“Bevan went down first. His x-bow caught it full on. The flames, I mean. He was the closest and his x-bow just turned to tinder. And exploded. All sparks and shit! Red, hot metal of the curve just fucken blew everywhere. Shrapnel sliced half his face off and he just crumbled. I saw it all… He loved that x-bow. Saved up for it special…”

			[Again Subject drinks and sobs. Subject orders another round. Operative declines. After several minutes of pleading and sobbing from Subject, Operative acquiesces to silence Subject]

			“I don’t know who the fuck those two blokes were… We was only hired for the job that arvo. Simple job. Well, was supposed to be… We was told to stand and guard the place. And if anyone showed up to rob the place, then deal with them. With as much extreme prejudice as we liked. Kill them. If we could… The bloke who hired us had some pricey stuff about his place. Statues and art and expensive shit like that. Apparently, he’d heard it through street-rumour that this pair had been planning a burglary; so he went and got us lot involved. Wish we’d told him to fuck off. But the money was good…”

			[Subject drinks. Refills tankard from jug. Operative sips politely at the sour ale]

			“Bill and Creek…? Well, Creek got hit with the fire. Not like Bevan, but still as bad. Creek got to scream though, so that’s something… Bill dodged it. He always was a lucky cunt like that. But Creek panicked and ran around. He slipped and crashed into Bill and took the both of them over the edge. The roof was slippery. It had rained earlier in the night. And-” [Subject slams tankard on table for emphasis] “The roof was fucken slanted! On both sides! With this thin, fucken, walkway runnin’ down the middle. Y’know; in that North Empire style. And that walkway was at best one and a half men wide. Seriously? Who the fuck would build a house with a roof like that in South Bank? Where y’don’t get any snow. Ever… Stupid fucken roof…” [Subject drains tankard] “Then that freak just walked backwards, out onto the air and onto the rooftops yonder. After the flames and the screams and my mates going splat, I look across and see that pointy eared freak just step down out of the air. Like he told gravity to fuck off. All casual. Like he was stepping down off the patio and onto a lawn…”

			[Subject still and silent for a moment]

			“Fucken wizards. They ought to be sanctioned”

			[Operative questions Subject regarding “Pointy Ears.” Subject confirms visual sighting]

			“Yeah. I could see them all the time: sticking up outa his hair. As soon as Bev knocked that beanie he was wearing off his head, they kinda sprang out. 

			[Refer to previous reports: Libra86293, L10765, L26397]

			“Also – and this I shit you not – I swear there was something odd about his eyes.”

			[Operative requested definition of “Odd”]

			“They were two different colours.”

			[Conclusion: Observation/Speculation: Unknown Subject “Jem.” Confirm pointed ears and magical ability // Refer to previous report L27309]

			[Unsub = possible elf (?)]
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			“IT isn’t jusT Bad Luck: we were set up, you pointy eared freak,” Raeth swigged from the bottle and passed it to his friend.

			“Hmmm,” replied Jem, taking a tentative sip. The liquor within was inferior, back street distilled, but sweet enough to palate. He’d drank worse.

			“There’s no other explanation,” continued Raeth as he dug around in his pockets for something, “The job was sound. The line of sight was fucken clear. The owners were out of town. We fucken cased the place for over a week, like we always do, and found out what we needed to know to go ahead. But then these fucken beetles with x-bows turn up outa nowhere, and we’re fucken running!”

			With a slight “Ah ha!” of triumph, the auburn-haired man withdrew from his pockets what he had been searching for. Clamping the end of the wooden pipe between his teeth, he went patting about his person for something else. “Somebody must have tipped them off,” he growled around the pipestem.

			“Who?” Jem took a longer pull at the bottle. “And why?”

			Raeth had found the second thing he had been searching himself for: a small bundle of matches. He was about to light his pipe from one when his friend’s question caused him to halt. He turned a hard gaze at his friend. Hazel eyes looked at a pair that were oddly matched: one a deep, sea green and the other a rich purple and eerily faceted as a cut amethyst. This eye did not look like it should peer out from a human face. The pointy ears jutting out of Jem’s tousled hair also belied an alien heritage. 

			In the silence before Raeth answered there was no sound but that of millions of decalitres of water flowing from the river behind them to the bay below, pouring over the edifice known as The Great Weir.

			It was the first thing that a visitor to Cynnabah would see upon sailing into the bay from the open ocean; an enormous, chalk-white edifice, glimmering in the sun as it straddled the view between the South and North Banks of the city.

			The Weir looked like it was carved out of one big piece of marble, but no one with any wisdom or authority could tell what the Weir was made of. And no one knew for certain who had built it or why exactly they put it there. It had been in place since long before the coming of man to these lands, and held the fresh water of the river Umbra some two hundred metres above the level of the sea. No one knew how it did this without drowning the city. But the system worked, the mechanics of it all were functional and the city never flooded, even in the worst and wettest of years. And so the people just went on and enjoyed the fresh running water and a very efficient sewerage system. And they built a roadway upon top of it to act as a bridge between the halves of the split city. 

			The bridge on top of The Weir was the only means of crossing between the north and the south of the city. Other than by boat or ferry. No other bridges existed between the two landforms. It was nearly a kilometre long. A broad, six laned boulevard that raised in a gentle incline from south to north. At each end the road split into three thoroughfares that then moved away and joined the network of its half of the city. Along the edges of the bridge, where the edge of the Water met the top of the Weir, were built a series of tower looking structures that served a purpose more decorative than defensive. They had spires on top of them and looked really nice when decorated with flags and streamers for one of the many holiday festivals or other celebration.

			If a person was nimble enough, they could climb up to some platform a metre and a half in radius. More than enough room to lie back and look at the stars that shine above this sundered metropolis. To the north the stars shone upon the clearly lit, terraced stone of the rich side; the orderly, affluent streets of North Bank. To the south they twinkled above the dimly lit tenements of the poor and the yellow candlelight of the merchants districts. Jem and Raeth were denizens of South Bank, yet they had aspirations to move across the bridge, to be one of the influential and wealthy. Where the streets are clean and people’s lives matter.

			High above, the stars were a bright, perforated streak against the black. Only one moon was up tonight, and it stood halfway between the horizon andits zenith. Small and always full, this satellite was commonly called the Clock Moon. Mostly because if you knew its patterns – and all but the most stupid of people did – you could tell what time of night it was. Its current position showed that it was midway through the evening, a few hours away from midnight.

			Upon the platform, high above the cascading river, Raeth ignited a second match and lit his pipe. He blew out a stream of sweet, spicy smoke as he leaned back on his elbows. Swapping the lit pipe for the bottle he swigged.

			“Buggered if I know,” Raeth eventually admitted, “About either…”

			The pair lapsed into a thoughtful silence. The sound of the river beneath them masking all but the loudest of night sounds from the city in the distance.

			Jem shrugged, blew out the smoke and took a couple more tokes on the pipe. He crouched on the balls of his feet and exhaled twin plumes of smoke from his nostrils, like the dragons of legend. Raeth looked up sideways at his friend and partner in crime. The pointy-eared fellow was alert and ready for action. It was as if Jem was always on guard when they were out of the house. There he could lounge about like a cat. But when they were out and about – even in a moment of downtime like right now – his friend was ready for something to happen. Jem had an amazing ability to remain vigil that the auburn-haired man frankly found exhausting. His friend reminded him of a hound at point, or a stalking cat: watching and unable to relax. Hells, he hardly even slept, if Raeth was being honest. It had at first weirded him out that his friend only seemed to sleep properly one night in every three or four. That was just one of the many things Jem must have inherited from the part of him that was not human. Because it was obvious to anyone who met Jem that there was something more than usual about his ancestry. And not just his mismatched eyes and the ears he usually kept hidden when out and about.

			Raeth thought about this as he accepted the pipe back. Not that it bothered him. Jem was a good person and a loyal friend, and Raeth trusted him with his life. His musings were interrupted by his friend thinking out loud.

			“We’re all paid up, where we’re supposed to be,” Jem said to the night, “We’re square with the Tin Lizard Syndicate after that misunderstanding the other month. That grift last week went off with perfect precision, with absolutely no trail back to us. And I – heh heh – finished things with Xeno the Hook… We’re into no one for nothing and no one is owed by us.” Jem chased the words away from this mouth with a sip from the bottle.

			Raeth raised a concerned eyebrow at the malicious “heh heh” as he offered the pipe back to Jem. Anyone who had heard the tone would have been a little bit worried at the implications that it held. Jem shook his head, refusing any more smoke, but passed the bottle anyway.

			“So… what was different?” Raeth put the bottle to his lips and drew deeply. He winced as the raw liquor stung his throat.

			The half-elf frowned as he considered the question. “They were not justsome house guard reacting to a robbery,” he finally replied.

			“Yeah; they were a team”

			“All with matching tunics: very impressive.”

			“Therefore, they were paid for. Hired.”

			“Hmmm…” Jem took the bottle back. He too winced at the alcohol burn. The bottle was cheap.

			Raeth stirred a little flame into the dottle of his pipe. After exhaling he asked, “How much were we going to earn tonight?”

			Jem thought about this for a moment. “Was a silver and opal necklace that bloke wants for his missus tonight, right? With a pair of matching earrings?”

			Raeth nodded. “That’s the one.”

			Jem quoted a number.

			“Right. And that’s not a bad little earner for one night’s work.” Raeth took another puff, “But, and think about this before you answer: how much do you think a mercenary crew like that lot would cost to hire?”

			Jem sat down and crossed his legs. “Ah,” was all he said in reply, yet his tone was one of dawning realization.

			“Exactly. Now, think on this, J’meriquel my lad: Who in the name of Sweet Fuck Almighty would spend that much to protect so little…?”
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			THEY MAKE AN odd pair, these two miscreants.

			Good friends. The best of friends, closer than most brothers. Brilliant business partners. Exceptional thieves. But they did look odd together. Jem with his beardless chin and alien edged facial features; his pointed ears poking up and his eyes of two different colours. And Raeth with auburn hair spilling down to his broad shoulders and his swagger; an ever-present grin on his bearded face. One brooding and ever watchful. The other warm and engaging. It was a seemingly strange friendship, but one that had weathered years of hardship and tribulation, interspersed with a fair amount of triumph. As a pairing they looked out of place; but as a partnership they were a functioning machine.

			Look at them now, sitting atop the flat roofed tower, halfway along the bridge between the halves of the city. A cheap bottle of spirits to share, and their big dreams of affluence to guide them. On one side the freshwater of the river swells between the islands that make up Cynnabah. Under them the water falls in a series of geometric cataracts over the white stone of the Weir, which shines even in the dim light of the small moon. Even in the brightest light of day it gleams but never dazzles the eye. And another one of its mysteries is that it never becomes discoloured by algal growth and never needs cleaning. And the water pours don into the brackish pools at its base that empty into the bay that is the true harbour to the city. The bay itself swells to several kilometres in diameter before making its exit between a pair of rugged stone headlands and into the open ocean. And it was always was full of boats; from small, one manned skiffs to local fishing boats to the huge, double triple masted hulks that sail far and wide to trade with the foreign lands beyond the sea. The second moon has risen over the water, and the view was truly magic. Its swollen-just-past-half shape sending light down to skip and dance across the rippled water of the bay. Jem stared in fascinated wonder as the larger satellite slowly slid upwards into the sky. Raeth was lying fully back now, looking up at the stars; a smile and a song starting to form on his lips.

			“And I’m strolling along/ Until the night is gone/ On these Cynnabah streets,” the auburn-haired man’s melodic voice floated softly in the nighttime air, “I drink my wine/And the night is fine/ The cobblestones ‘neath my feet…”

			Letting the lyrics his friend sung drift over him and away, Jem tried to unwind, but his mind kept circling back to that question his friend had asked. Who would pay to guard an item that was worth less than the expense of the guards? It was endlessly perplexing.

			“And this ain’t the first time we’ve run into buggers like that,” Raeth had said, “Remember the job last week, and the one before that? Both those times, just like tonight, when we though the place was empty, it turned out to have a pack of guards conveniently waiting for us.” 

			It certainly made you wonder. The pair had gained a certain notoriety as they had built up their business over the last few years. But in the grand scheme of things they were small-time operators, mere background players on the grand stage of illegal enterprise. 

			Jem looked around at the wide panorama of the harbour and the city under the moonlit night. To anyone else the world would appear like a patchwork of light and shadow, deep contrast coloured with black and white and shaded with blue-grey hues. To Jem it looked like the sun had only just set and the sky was full of early twilight, the colours of the land subdued but still apparent. And yet it had been many hours since the sun had sunk behind the rugged mountains in the western distance. It had always been this way for him; his night vision so acute that it would make a cat envious. 

			His head swam in a mixture of cheap alcohol and the moon-leaf they had shared. The world around the edges of his vision seemed to waver and wobble. A feeling of euphoria swirled around inside of him, lapping against a core of existential overthinking. Jem knew that he was different from every single person he had ever encountered. And not just because of his pale, pinkish white skin. There was a part of him that wasn’t human.

			His mother had been human. He remembered her well, even though she had died when he was very young. In reflections he saw her eyes – sea green just like one of his own. His father – whom he had never known, never met, and from whom he assumed he had received his amethyst eye – was obviously, well, ‘Not Human.’

			Elf.

			He had heard the word before. It had been spat at him on many occasions with a vehemence he could never quite understand. As if he was responsible for whatever it was that mysterious and unseen race of people had done in the long-lost history of the world. 

			No one would believe it, save for the fact that Jem existed. It wasn’t supposed to be feasible. He knew deep down that he just wasn’t supposed to be. His existence was against all the natural laws of biology. Humans and elves may share some strikingly parallel similarities in the way that they looked, in their overall design and body shape; but they were two very distinct and separate species of animal. And no matter how hard you tried; it was impossible to interbreed two separate species. An elf and a human should be no more capable of producing a child than a fellow getting intimate and frisky with a horse should be capable of producing a centaur. It was impossible. He was impossible.

			And yet, here he was. Half one thing and half of another.

			“… and for a night of drinking wine/ she’d be your true love, until dawn…” Raeth continued to sing softly. The moons rose a little higher. Somewhere in the distance a bell tolled.

			“Why are we here?” the half-elf asked the night sky rhetorically.

			Raeth broke off from his song to answer. “Because I was too pissed off wit what happened tonight to go to a pub. I would have punched some poor fucker who probably didn’t deserve it.”

			“No, I mean: why are we born? Why do we live?”

			“Oh for fuck’s sake: not this again.”

			“I shouldn’t be alive.”

			“Lad, none of us should be alive. No one is meant to be. It’s all just random chance. And, wit some of the stupid and dangerous shyte that I’ve done in my time, I’m fucken surprised that I still am.”

			“I don’t mean like that. I mean-”

			“I know like what you mean, laddie. We’ve had this talk before. And I’ve got no better answer now than I did then. Maybe the wizards in North Bank could answer; maybe some of those learned folk at the university could as well. But not this simple, country bumpkin from a farm in the Orien Islands. I’m a burglar, not a philosopher.” 

			“Yeah. But-”

			“Look. It doesn’t fucken matter Why you’re alive; all that matters is that you Are,” Raeth’s voice was soothing, despite his frustration at the resurgence of this esoteric topic. It tended to come up every so often. And to the auburn-haired man, it was utterly irrelevant. “Maybe you’re just a cosmic mistake. Maybe you’re here for a greater purpose. In the end it doesn’t matter; because there are a lot of folk who don’t get a chance at either.”

			“At least you know where you come from,” the half-elf muttered.

			“Yeah. From me Mam’s tummy and me Father’s nut sack. And if you had met me father, you would understand how much I’d rather be ignorant like you.”

			“You don’t know what it’s like to stand between worlds, never fitting in, never quite belonging to anywhere. Always on the outside.”

			“Oh really? You wanna talk about being on the outside? I was the only son in a family full of sisters.”

			“At least you had a family.”

			Raeth shut his mouth with an audible snap. There was nothing he could say when his friend was in this mood. Silence welled up between the pair at this. From Jem it came across as sullen. 

			After a while Jem looked at him and asked, “Where did you get that leaf we were smoking?”

			“From Old Conroy? Why?”

			“Ah,” Jem’s smile was lopsided, “His shit always makes me think too much.”

			“Well that’s fucked,” Raeth returned the smile, “Because you already think too much to begin wit.”

			“Hmmm,” replied Jem.

			“That’s probably why your ears are all fucked up like that. Thought toxins leaking from your brain.”

			The swashbuckler heard the half-elf chuckle in the darkness at that image. He smiled in relief that the existential crisis had passed. For now.

			“Right. Fuck this deep talking and misbegotten philosophising: I’m hungry.” Raeth stood up. Picking up the bottle from where it sat, he threw it away. It arced up and out over the river, disappearing from sight. It was, in the end, rather anticlimactic because neither of them heard the bottle break or splash into the water. They stared at each other with a strange mixture of surprise and disappointment. Raeth looked away first.

			“That was all we had,” Jem stated the obvious. No anger or recrimination tinged his words.

			“We can buy another on the way home, laddie. One that don’t taste like it were brewed in a pig’s arse,” Raeth said as he moved to the bridge side of the platform. He stepped forward, spun quickly in midair and caught himself as he fell. It was then just a short drop to the next shelf and from there the intricate stonework offered a multitude of hand and footholds all the way down to the paving of the bridge itself. It was almost balletic to watch Raeth make his way down the edifice like the acrobat that he was. 

			Jem noticed this as he stepped of the platform and floated gently down to the surface of the bridge, like a feather falling in still air. Gently, his feet touched down upon the stone causeway. When he got there, Raeth was retying his cloak and adjusting his sword. A mist had started to rise from the river. Unseen beneath them, like ethereal fingers, it fell in streams over the Great Weir.

			“And this is why people don’t fucken like you.”

			Jem blinked at his friend’s sudden statement. 

			“’Cause you’re a fucken show-off, you,” a warm, playful grin unevenly split Raeth’s bearded face.

			Jem smiled right back.

			They started walking down the slope of the bridge, back the way they had come. Away from the glitter of the city’s North Bank and towards the dusky lit streets of South Bank. For a while they didn’t talk, and the silence was comfortable. Even together their footsteps weren’t loud and they could hear the growing night noises of the city as they approached, replacing the sound of the falling river. 

			“You like me,” said Jem suddenly.

			“I do,” the reply was just as fast, “But not so much that I want to cuddle your wee bottom and give it kisses.” 

			“And Nugget likes me.”

			“Pretty sure. As much as you can tell with that gruff bugger.”

			“And Helena from the Cat’s Cradle likes me.”

			Raeth was silent for a semi-second too long before he answered, “Yes… But… Well, she likes Everyone, Jem. It’s kinda how she makes her money.”

			“And the Professor likes me.”

			“I cannae answer that one, laddie, as I’ve never met the woman. I’ve never even set foot over there in where the wizards pick away at the fabric of reality and meddle wit things that man is not supposed to go fucken about with.” Like the majority of people Raeth was not overly comfortable with those who practiced magic, despite what his friend could do. “But the fact that she encourages you to visit and tutors your sorcerous arse, then I would probably hazard a big yes.”

			“Well then,” Jem said boldly, “Fuck what everyone else thinks of me.”

			Raeth was silent for a bit though he couldn’t help but smile broadly at this statement. He wrapped his cloak a little tighter around himself against the chill that had sprung up. The mist was getting well along into the thickness of rain. It wouldn’t get that bad, however – there were no clouds in the sky. But this close to the river it could still get very moist.

			“That, my little friend, is a good philosophy to have.” Raeth checked his pouch for coin. It clinked in compliance as he asked his friend, “Where shall we dine?”

			They thought about this as they left the bridge proper and started walking down into the slovenly yet enthusiastic embrace of Southbank. Descending a wide flight of stairs they moved into a crowd of people well within their night’s revels: labourers and warehouse workers out for a few hours fun before returning home, shopkeepers seeking some respite and somewhere to spend their earnings, sailors enjoying their time ashore, mercenaries drinking or gambling away their pay. The simple, working-class people of South Bank. Music, laughter and raucous conversation spilled out of the taverns and cafes. A multitude of smells, most of them bordering upon edible, swelled up to greet the pair.

			“Somewhere at least half decent,” answered Jem.

			They both laughed.

			Raeth clinked his coin pouch again. “Best be somewhere cheap.”

			“Fair enough,” said Jem with the indifference of someone who knows that there’s always a pocket to pick or a purse to cut when short on funds 

			“I fancy eating somewhere where they cook the food with enough spice to hide the bad stuff and set your mouth on fire,” claimed Raeth, “And where they serve a good enough ale to make the spice your best friend.”

			“I want pancakes,” said Jem.

			“Pancakes? For dinner?”

			“Yes.”

			“What? Are you seven years old?”

			“I can have pancakes for dinner,” said Jem defiantly.

			“Yeah,” mocked his friend, “if you’re seven.”

			“Hmmm.”

			“You want cweam and bewwies wit your pancakes.”

			“Mate, you are reading my fucken mind,” Jem grinned, “Even if you are doing it in a stupid voice.”

			“C’mon. Let’s have a curry.”

			“Pancakes,”

			“Gods save us. Fucken pancakes for dinner.”

			And they walked on together into the crowded night. Teasing each other playfully in the way that good friends do. Both happy with things for the moment, despite the disaster of early on. This was a very simple quest. It was easy to find food and drink in South Bank. 

			An odd pair indeed. Soon they and their conversation was swallowed up by the city.

			



	

5

			A ONCE FAMOUS bard once said, “Bold deeds are planned in daylight: foul deeds are plotted in the dark!” But then, bards are known for saying a lot of pretty sounding nonsense. Especially when someone else is paying for the drinks.

			However, in this case the unnamed bard was accurate. In a dark room, in a dark building, in a dark suburb, somewhere in South Bank, three men met to plot by the light of a flickering candle. Two of them were in their middle age, having seen close on one hundred summers combined between them; one looked mean and had a moustache, the other was red faced and a touch pompous, and both dressed in a way that spoke of wealth. The third man was young and brash and his clothing spoke of the street.

			Drinks were pored and drunk before business began. There was no idle chit-chat, and the silence that grew was not companionable. Finally the younger man spoke first.

			“This is a really stupid fucken place to meet,” he said with a sniff.

			The two older gentlemen spluttered at his vulgar discourtesy. “I beg your pardon,” the thinner one eventually spat out.

			“I know you’re not deaf, so I’ll assume that’s some North Bank figure of speech and repeat myself: this is a fucking dangerous place to meet.”

			“And why, do tell, is that?” asked the more heavyset gentleman.

			The younger man took a long sip at his drink. “’Cause it’s a public house. And to get here you would have been seen by a shit-load of shit-bag street-folk, who know that fine gents such as your good selves would never be caught dead in a place like this. Except for some dodgy reason.”

			The two gentlemen shared a look. They had taken all precaution and travelled in unmarked carriages and cloaked themselves against any scrutiny with dull coloured, hooded robes.

			“We took precautions,” the taller one’s voice was cold.

			“Yeah, but you didn’t change your shoes,” the younger man’s gaze flickered down to two pairs of highly polished and bejewelled buckled footwear. He grinned with malice and crossed his own scuffed and worn boots on the table for comparison.

			“I did say just as much when we got here,” said the chubby one to his companion.

			“And your point is?” snapped the thin one, ignoring the mild rebuke.

			“People around here make a living looking out for unusual things. They sell that information on to other people who may find it interesting and useful and do something about it.”

			Full of outrage the thinner gent snarled through gritted teeth, “But we were extremely circumspect.”

			The younger man leaned conspiratorially forward. His caramel blonde hair glowing solemnly in the candlelight. He spoke softly and held up his right hand, the fingers in a V, “I had two rumour mongers offer to sell me information about a pair of cashed up toffs who were staying in an establishment somewhere hereabouts. A couple of silver coins would buy me the location. And that was while I was walking over here.” 

			He grinned into the embarrassed silence that suddenly bloomed over the table.

			“Ah,” said the thinner gentleman looking a smidgeon chastened.

			“Yeah…” said the younger man with a cheeky tone.

			There was another awkward silence. The heavier set gentleman filled it by topping up their glasses.

			“So then; I didn’t come here to fuck spiders. Why are we here?” asked the younger of the three with the kind of warm smile that a shark gives a sinking swimmer.

			“What the fuck do you mean ‘Why are we here’?” asked the thin, mean one. The angles of his face accentuated in the gloom, the meagre glow of the candle giving it harsh angles. 

			“Well, some places charge a hefty membership fee to meet strange men in the dark, but this ain’t one,” the smile was youthful yet full of sharp malice. “So why did you call me here?”

			The thinner gentleman blinked in incensed astonishment. This was not the way the working classes spoke to him. He was a leader of industry, respected among the Mercantile. He owned factories; people in this town only lived because of what he had established. And by extension he owned the lives of scum like this.

			A sudden rage made him slap the table in anger. Springing to his feet the thinner gentleman hissed, “I think that I have had just about enough of your insubordination. Do you have any idea who you’re speaking with?”

			The younger man’s eyes became cold. The light of humanity suddenly switched off. He slowly stood up and stared into the thin man’s eyes. The thin man from North Bank felt his indignation crumble and an oily swirl fill his stomach and struggled to keep control of his face.

			“Oh yeah, I do,” the blonde man said slowly, his voice full of threat and menace. “I know exactly who it is that I am talking to. Do you think I’m stupid enough to go into business with someone without learning all about them? I’m not some arrogant cunt from North Bank; happy to know fuck-all about the people they’re getting involved with. I always research people before I approach them to be involved in any venture.”

			Both of the gentleman were cowed by his frigid and ominous anger. The thin one gracefully lowered himself back into his chair and tried to make it not look like a retreat. 

			The blonde man sat down, at the same speed as he had stood up. “Yeah, mate, I know all about you,” he continued, “I know what businesses you’re involved in, what enterprises you represent, and which of the Great Houses you are allied with. I know where you live and I know what you’re worth. I know what your membership status is with the guilds and your position within their organisation.

			“I know who your mistress is married to, and where she gets her hair done,” he told the thinner gentleman, and when he went to deny the accusation the younger man told him, “And I know where you foster the bastard child that you got her up the duff with.”

			The moustached man’s face paled and he groped for his drink. The young, blonde man smiled and turned to the red-faced gentleman.

			“And I know all about the Groomsmen sandwich you like to get stuck into whenever your wife leaves town for a weekend visit to her sister’s chateau in the country.”

			The tubby gentlemen’s face went purple and he spluttered in offense, “What? That’s a… lie. Outrageous! Complete bullshit.”

			“Oh for fuck’s sake… Everyone knows and nobody cares,” murmured his thin companion as he drained his glass, “What consenting adults do in privacy is their own business.”

			“That’s true,” said the younger man leaning back, his eyes and smile beginning to thaw, “Anyone who found that out would be like, ‘None of My Business.’ Except for a few; who’d be like, ‘Got Room For One More?’.”

			The silence this time was short and filled with them all agreeing to this point.

			“But,” the younger man went on after a while, his grin turned with an evil tint, “I don’t think that your missus would be happy to hear about it.”

			Another outraged splutter. “So it’s blackmail then!”

			The blonde man made himself even more comfortable in his seat. He chuckled, “Why the fuck would I milk you for beer money? When we can run the city this side of The Water.”

			“Exactly,” interjected the thin gentleman, a weary look of surprising defeat in his eyes, “Anyway, there’s bigger perverts than you out there, my friend. Now be a top bloke and open that other bottle and top us all up.”

			A muted pop later and the bottle was open. Glasses were filled all around and a hesitant toast was made before taking the first sip.

			The blonde man wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “So,” he said, “if we’ve finished playing Who Has the Biggest Dick – it’s Me, by the way – then why don’t you pair tell me why you summoned me here…?”

			The two gentlemen from North Bank shared a quick look between themselves. 

			“We’d like, an update,” stated the thin gentleman, trying to regain a regal composure. It wavered.

			“I won’t insult you by asking ‘What?’, said the man from South Bank, “But I will ask you ‘Why?’.”

			The thinner gentleman shrugged as if the answer was obvious. “We are heavily invested in this business you brought to us. We are, in fact, the primary financial backers in this enterprise we three are upon. Haven’t seen much coin from your end. But that doesn’t matter: yours is the Doing end of this venture. And what that means we are paying for all of this. Which means you work for us. And we expect to be kept updated.”

			With a smug smirk upon his round face, the other gentleman spouted, “And as your employers, it is you who should report to us. Not wait until we call. In fact, we will be scheduling regular meetings.”

			The South Bank man looked at them long and evenly, before saying in a tone that suggested they drop this line of intention, “Yeah-nah… It’s not going to happen like that…”

			The silence came around for another visit and sat over the table, uncomfortably. 

			“So…” ventured the first North Bankman. He was cut off by the South Bankman.

			“The reason I haven’t reported to you is because there is nothing really to report,” he said matter-of-factly and took a sip of his drink, “We’ve started strong and locked things down. All the gangs and syndicates are in a hostile cease-fire. That is: if anyone does something wrong it’ll set all of the others off. A South Bank wide, very uncivil, all-in gang war. And no one wants that. 

			“It wasn’t easy to organise, either. Thanks for the help with all that,” he raised his glass in salute. It was returned in double.

			“Anyway,” the blonde man continued, “There’s still one thing that needs sorting out before we can make any definite move against the Old Man and his cronies. More of a mere annoyance, really, that needs to be
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