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It had been the best part of two years since Alidinia had been ‘rescued’ by Employer, and for much of that time, it hadn’t felt much like rescuing at all. Instead, at fourteen years old, he was left to his own devices, much like some poor wild animal that had been picked up off the street and kept as a pet. Only he wasn’t a pet, because owners had at least some feelings for a pet. Employer’s feelings towards him seemed to consist of ambivalence, and not much else.

Ali walked along the back-town streets of Maegwyn and kicked at a stone which was just in front of his foot and which also happened to be lower on the social hierarchy than him. There wasn’t much lower than him on the social hierarchy, but that stone was one such entity. He got some lift, and the well-rounded pebble struck an open shutter, pinging off the half rotten wood and slapping some poor woman on the behind.

“Eh!” The woman stood up from her labours – she had been scrubbing at some cloth in a tin tub – and rubbed her lower back. “What you playing at?”

Ali threw his hands up in some sort of apology. “I’m sorry, madam.”

“You mocking me, boy?”

“No!”

“Kris. Kris, dear! There’s a boy out here mocking me!”

“No no no.”

A large unit of a man rounded the frame of an open door, all heavy arms and wiry hair. Kris’s beard was a thing to behold, but the menace in the man’s eyes was not. Sticking around and investigating relative position to Kris on the social hierarchy did not seem a productive course, so Ali spun on his heel and ran. He had dreamed once that being brought under Employer’s umbrella would remove the need for running. This turned out to be very far from the truth.

Having rounded a couple of corners, it was quite obvious that Kris was not the chasing sort, so Ali eased into a walk and caught what breath had got away from him – which was not a lot. He jammed hands into the pockets of his dirty grey linen trousers and continued his stalking around town. The shadows of the tall buildings loomed large, bathing him in an unpleasant sweaty heat. The shadows were always long and sticky in the overcrowded city of Maegwyn because the houses were tall – most of them five storeys – and the roads between were narrow, and this created the perfect conditions for unpleasantness. It was a rotting city at the heart of a rotten empire.

There was precious little in the way of sophisticated paving or drainage either, which meant that Ali’s feet squelched on a firm but sludgy surface which was unnervingly cool. He stepped around the wettest patches, but often the state of the floor was not clear. At one point, what looked like firm-packed earth was actually a static puddle with a grainy sheen, and his foot dunked right in. That foot squeaked for the rest of the walk home, a constant reminder of the rankness now filling his shoes.

Home. Ali stared at a back-end tavern which hung over the sludgy street, a creaky sign hanging on rusty chains. It seemed quite likely that the part-rotted wooden sign would crash down at any moment, but alas it didn’t. Not that the sign did much good. The paintwork had been weather-worn to almost nothing, and all that was left of the Shivering Quiver – the name of the establishment – were a few red flecks which had once been imperial fletching. It was a sad sign and a sad establishment, but this was where he had ended up. He trudged through the open door and into the common room.

“Ali dearest! Why the long face?”

He looked up from his feet and straight at the woman who had greeted him – the innkeeper of the Shivering Quiver.

“Hello Scarlet.” He trudged over to the bar, one foot still squelching and leaving a trail of soggy footprints behind him. At the bar, he leaned up on the counter and rested his head on folded arms. Scarlet stroked his hair and rubbed his earlobe. He liked that. It sent a spark of sensation up his neck.

“What’s the matter with my little north-boy?”

He shrugged, not even lifting his head.

“Come now – you’re bringing the whole place down.”

At that, Ali lifted himself from the bar and blustered. “I don’t know what I’m doing here, Scarlet. Employer said he’d take me under his wing, but all he’s done is left me rotting in this place. I’m rudderless. No-one likes me here, and I have a lot of time to dwell on that. It hurts.”

She picked up his chin with her left hand and smiled at him, her heavily powdered face cracking under the strain. “I like you.”

“You like everyone who walks in here.”

“Ah!” She stepped back and walked to the further end of the bar, picking up a tankard and drying it with a cloth that clearly wasn’t dry itself. “Not so clever, are you? I smile at everyone who comes in here, but that’s different.”

Ali shrugged. “What’s different?”

“Well, what do most people do who come in here?”

“Err...” He looked around at the sad collection of old men who constituted the clientele of the place. “They drink.”

“And...” She finished spreading moisture over the tankard and hung it from a hook at the ceiling, then went for a second tankard.

“And they drink some more.”

She rolled her eyes and picked up the second tankard. “Really not so smart, are you? What do I get in return for their drinking?”

“Err... Money.”

She clicked her finger and thumb and replicated the sound with her mouth. “Exactly. I smile at that lot because they pay me,” she shouted this and the punters grumbled back at her. Then she walked back over to Ali. “But you don’t pay me nothing. Not even board.” She stroked his chin once more, but then resumed her wiping of the tankard. There was still froth at the rim of this tankard – not even clean! – but that didn’t seem to bother her. It didn’t seem to bother the customers either.

“Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me. Just get over it.”

“How?”

“That’s easy. Find something to do.”

“But I don’t know what to do. Employer won’t give me work.”

There was an almighty bout of laughter from the far end of the room, and he turned to it – only now spying his fellow ‘assets’ who were slouched around a table in the shadows with night-ladies on their laps. The four assassins pointed their arms right at him, slapping thighs and wiping spittle from their mouths where they had been laughing so hard. The poor ladies got a face full of that spit, but they just wiped it daintily away and chuckled along. He supposed they must be paid well.

Ali thumped a fist on the bar – a small sound in all honesty – and turned back to Scarlet. “See what I mean? All I’m good for is a joke – preferably to my face.”

“Oh, Ali dearest.” She had a glass this time, and this definitely wasn’t clean. She was making it dirtier with her cloth. “I know the man you call Employer – very well if you must know,” she winked at him, “and he is not the sort to take someone on a whim. What did he tell you when you were first employed by him?”

“He just said that I had a talent and I also had the initiative to use it. He said that I could nurture it under the wing of his protection.”

“Right!” Scarlet tipped her head and stared at the ceiling. “And what was this talent?”

“Well...” He didn’t like to say that he had just stuck an arrow in his suspected stepfather from about a hundred and fifty paces. He also didn’t like to say that he had been a finger-width from doing the same to the emperor. He gulped down those haunting realities and offered the watered-down version instead. “I had just done good with a bow.”

“Good. Well, that must be the talent that you should be nurturing.”

“That’s what I said to Employer, but he said he wanted me doing sharps work. I don’t like sharps work.” With this, he dropped his head. What he hadn’t confessed was that a fog came over him when blood leaked out of other peoples’ bodies, but there were plenty of other ways to kill. Employer didn’t seem to see it that way, though.

There was an almighty clamour from upstairs, and a patchwork door at the back of the common room slapped open, banging against the open stonework
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