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It was proving to be a reasonably successful night for the bard, at least if success was measured by earning enough coin to pay for his paltry accommodation and not being robbed or stabbed. A victory was still a victory, no matter how small, Coel knew. Every day was both a blessing and a curse depending on one’s point of view. Coel had soon discovered those who did not learn fast had few days left to them, and survival was a deadly game with lousy odds. So far, he was winning, but only just. Life had been a severe teacher of late and lessons could be terminal. Bitterly, he thought the gods had a twisted sense of humour, and he hoped they were enjoying the spectacle.

The catcalls from his audience had been replaced by the rowdiness of inebriated men listening to songs of love and the conquest of wenches. He’d played to worse. More than once he’d had to grab his rebec and run for it on previous nights, and in previous venues. Coel had started this evening with songs known by all and now the sound of thirty or forty voices rose, if not in unison, then at least in merry and very loud enthusiasm. Some of the lyrics were of the more vulgar variety but Coel simply nodded and continued to play and sing, after all, he was a servant to the music, nothing more, and well he knew it. Magic, for such it was, went where it pleased and showed itself where it could in a land where magic was illegal. Many held talents beyond the norm and those who were lucky, or clever soon learned to disguise them. Those who were not lucky or clever rarely lived long enough to rue. 

The tavern girl, Elsa, who was adept at fending off wandering hands and immune to the lewd jokes, winked at him and brought a large dish of steaming meat stew. He was favoured – this was identifiable meat and not that saved for the less popular patrons and workers, labelled simply as ‘meat’. Once he’d made the mistake of asking its source. That night he’d been hungry through choice, but now Coel knew the desperate would eat almost anything to survive. In such a place, and such a life, choices were few. He’d even eaten rat and rotting vegetables when times were lean and coin sparse. Once he’d supped on fine meats, expensive wines, and the most exotic of fruits. That life was far away, and in the darkness and fear of his current existence, Coel wondered if it had ever really existed.

Painted women of negotiable affection mingled among the drinkers, hoping for their own variety of business. There would be a few warm beds that night. Coel grinned, these women were old hands in this place of ale and amusement and light-fingered with it. A few newcomers would find more than just their needs satisfied. Such patrons as these did not bother to report a theft here and there. It was an occupational hazard, and besides, they had their own secrets and their own burdens. Many simply returned the favour when the opportunity presented itself. 

Coel’s life now was surprisingly risky, after all, it was not as though he could just ask the Order of Witch-Hunters for support when he was robbed. The Witch-Hunters tended to ask more awkward questions than Coel was prepared to answer and the brutality of their ‘hospitality’ was well-known. Such was life in the city, among the shadows, the outlaws and the forgotten. Coel was grateful for the latter; once, a lifetime ago he would have been outraged at such an existence. Now Coel was thankful to live another day. People in this part of Varlek asked few questions and expected fewer answers. Lies and almost-truth were stock communication here. The great city of Varlek was a jaded old crone, not the beautiful courtesan she first appeared. But she looked after her own - the low and the lost, nestled in an ancient bosom. And for that too Coel thanked the gods.

Law in Erana was an iron fist clutching shackles and providing absolutely no mercy. Justice, he had heard spoken, could be bought and sold for those with the right contacts and enough coin. For most, the law was brought by the sword, and fed with fear and hatred. Innocence was a relative term. 

Sometimes Coel did not even get paid, he had been chased away on more than one occasion and travelling the roads of Erana had its own level of excitement from the thieves and bandits who made a living beyond the law. It had not been long ago when he would have found such men distasteful vagabonds and rogues who deserved a noose. One mistake had changed that. Now, he was among their number. Still, he woke in the small hours of the morning seeing the blood on his hands, and the corpse at his feet. It had been an accident, so he told himself, but the blade in the fellow’s guts had been Coel’s and accidents were hard to prove. Many an innocent man had visited Gallows Hill with a one-way ticket, and he’d seen the elven servant blamed, and swinging at the end of a rope. 

“It’s just an elf, let it hang.” Those were the words his father had said when Coel begged for his help. “You’ll destroy us all – your mother will die of shame and your sister? Remember she weds the Lord of Anway’s youngest next month. You think that will happen when news reaches him that her brother is a murderer. That elf saw you. Make it pay, it’s just an elf. Elves have no rights, you know that. My word against his. There will be no contest.” Coel’s father was a powerful man, a respected man and one who brooked no argument. “Of course, should you rather take its place....”

Fear had twisted Coel’s guts, then shame as they watched the elven man crying his innocence as the rope was put around his neck. Coel’s father there watching – making sure ‘justice’ was done. Hidden in shadow Coel had thrown up, trembling and wretched. His mistake paid for by another. Coel had fled that night, unable to face his father, unable to face himself. One mistake, one terrible mistake. In the dark of night, and in the cold of his soul the bard asked himself was the mistake the first death or the second, or both? He’d run, from his crime and his shame. 

He’d heard the widow now had a blond-haired son, but Coel dared not ask if the boy was his, he dared not return. 

Coel had resorted to thievery, in fact, he had soon found he was willing to do almost anything to eat and to live another day, although he knew his life was forfeit. He was now reasonably adept at being light-fingered, or perhaps he was just lucky. He was, after all, still alive. Drunks were the easiest target, and he rarely took more than a few coins, or small trinkets unlikely to be missed immediately. Heart pounding, the first time he had been forced to steal Coel had been sure the whole world heard as he slipped a trembling hand into the loose pockets of a rich merchant as he bustled past in the market. That theft had netted him enough coin to eat for almost a week and a new string and soft leather bag for his rebec. Given a choice, the profession which would not leave him at the end of a noose was preferable – his music. There was not always a choice. Coel now understood what it was to be hungry, cold and hunted. Life in Varlek was an unfeeling teacher. 

The bard had many advantages; he was handsome with blond hair which flowed down his back and eyes of jade green, although sometimes he wished he was plainer, less conspicuous. Once he’d seen his likeness on a ‘wanted notice’ affixed to a post in a town near his home. Perhaps there had been another witness. He’d not stayed to discover if it was really his face or another’s – maybe he’d imagined it. He did not blend in, although he’d learned to use the make-up to darken his skin and hair. A beard now covered his chin and he’d even tried the thin glass eye-lenses some used. That particular experience had left him barely able to see to play and with a headache, he couldn’t tolerate. Coel was a fast learner. At least in the crowded city, there were so many bodies a man could all but disappear. One man looked much like another, at least he hoped so. Thus far he still breathed.

Once Coel had been rich, with servants who washed his clothes, fed him and warmed his bed. Once he’d been a different man; reality had been a harsh lesson. Now he was, occasionally, the bed-warmer to rich and lonely patrons, stealing trinkets and playing for drunks on a rebec which had seen better days. One mistake, one lousy mistake and his life had changed beyond recognition. 


***
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THE ATTIC ROOM HE RENTED was cold and damp but, it had to be said, the Witch-Hunters usually ignored the Stuck Pig tavern; this alone was worth the dripping roof which arched above him and whatever it was which nibbled at him from the thin mattress. The barkeep had not enquired about his background or asked to see his papers and Coel had told him no more than a form of truth; he was a bard looking for work. The clientele was not overly discerning and, when he was not playing his music or singing, no one paid him much attention, being too busy at cards or dice or with the whores. Then there were those who sought salvation or oblivion at the bottom of a barrel or the bowl of the drug-filled pipes. Heaven and hell could both be bought for a few coins. Whether one awoke after was a different matter entirely. One night the barkeep had asked Coel for help with a large, rather heavy sack. It had ended in the river but Coel knew the weight of a man’s body when he felt it. At least this poor soul could not be laid at the bard’s door. Nothing more had been said about that night, but the barkeep had since become more generous with his victuals and his ale.

There were even elves and half-elves mixing with the humans, who paid no more notice to them than to any other patrons. As a human he had never considered it in his old life, it was simply how things were. Elves had brought the Plague; elves were not to be trusted. Elves were servants or slaves; property – they could be replaced. Elves had no rights, no recourse in law, as he well knew, but Coel was learning that truth had many sides. No one here asked him questions and so he held his silence in return, simply singing his songs and hoping for an opportunity to supplement his income among these elves, gamblers, whores and low-lives. 

That rich man was in attendance again, Coel noted as his finished his song. This was the third or fourth night in a row he’d been here. The fellow looked a little out of place, with his fine cloak, and well-made boots and, of course, his free use of coin. Yet at the same time, his air was comfortable and easy as though he owned the place. Coel had been watching him these last few evenings; silver coins flashed from his fingers and the glint of something more, a ring of black stone and emeralds showed as the man’s hand dealt and played, drank and dined in this den of sin. How long would it be before someone relieved this man of the burden of his purse or that pretty cat-shaped ring which he seemed to slip on and off a finger, almost absentmindedly? A slate grey cloak, with a cowl of black fur, hid the man’s face and Coel wondered, briefly, whether he too was on the run or perhaps simply enjoyed the risk. It was a pity Coel did not consider it more carefully. In such a place as this wealth was dangerous, but ignorance more so. 

Coel found it difficult to keep his eye on the stranger and pretend nothing was amiss as he played. In a place such as this who could say when a trinket disappeared? Perhaps dropped onto the floor or swept up with the coins by fellow gamblers. This ring had caught his attention, a trinket like that and he could find better lodgings, better work and better food. Perhaps he could even pay enough in the right direction to return home. Justice was a commodity as much as ale or slaves, to he who could afford it. That ring had enthralled him, though he did not know it. 

Beneath the hood, the stranger’s eyes watched the bard, watched him judging the target and his chances. The owner of the eyes grinned. Whatever chance the bard thought he had it would not be enough – but the game must end soon, one way or another. There was easier prey the cloaked man knew, but not quite as satisfying, or talented. So, he flashed the trinket, knowing its worth and its power and reeled in his fish whilst trying not to laugh. 

Had Coel been more cautious he might have seen the fluid movements as the man dealt cards, the stalk like a cat when he walked, the belt containing small phials of black-tinted glass and the glint of metal beneath the cloak; this man was armed. This man killed others for his living. One mistake –followed by another. That was Coel’s curse.

The rich man rose, swept up the coins, his own ring plus another won from someone who should have known with whom they played and unsteadily made his way out back, towards the privy. Moving to make his way upstairs back to his room, Coel stashed the rebec swiftly behind a sack and slipped out into the darkness via the small door from the kitchen. At least being resident here he had learned the layout well enough. Shadowplay had been a surprise skill, not acquired more discovered in that dark night which haunted his dreams; yet it had saved his life. Darkness had cloaked him, fear had made his feet fast and he had run pulling the shadows about him without realising that was what he was doing. He had no name for it, just gave thanks to whichever god was listening. Some questions were best not asked particularly in a world where such skills could bring death as well as life.

Coel was not yet, however, master of it and hoped the ale and the darkness of the night would serve him well. It was worth the risk to acquire such a trinket and find a better place than this, or to see his home again. To see her. If needs be he could simply jostle the man and be on his way. His cheap boots creaked and the few coins in his purse jingled before he shoved them deeper into the soft pocket and cursed under his breath, fortunately, the city of Varlek was noisy even at this hour. 

***
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STOPPING TO RELIEVE himself the man leant against the wooden wall of the privy and waited. Darius, the Thiefmaster, grinned again; he had made sure the bard had seen the ring, fallen beneath its spell, although it had taken longer than he had expected for the young fellow to take the bait. Was that caution or something else, the old thief wondered? His contacts had been quite forthcoming with information about this would-be thief and the talents he might hold. Now the trap was set. The privy was cramped - just a rough shed over a pit with a bench to park one’s arse upon, and three holes which dropped whatever was offered into the river. It was a good way of disposing of evidence as well as waste both the bard and the master of thieves knew.
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