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Chapter 1

For just a moment he stopped breathing.  His heart had found a new perch somewhere up in his throat.  By all rights the sight of a beautiful woman shouldn't have affected him so. Living above Mamma Chesca's there wasn’t a day that had gone by in the last fifteen twelve-moons that he wasn’t surrounded by the finest courtesans the city had to offer. Yet this... this vision of golden haired beauty, standing atop her carriage step across the crowded way, calling to some unknown lucky chap had stopped Cylus dead in his tracks.


“You don’t actually think you would have a chance with her?” The familiarly trill, boyish voice came out of the darkened alleyway behind Cylus, causing him to jump.

“How do you always manage to do that?!”


“I told you,” the halfling attached to the voice answered as he stepped into view, “you humans are always busy looking about so high.”  With that he held his hand up as high above his head as he could, trying to reach Cylus’ eye level.  “And besides,” he added, “an army of rabid orcs could have crept up on you for all the attention you were giving that noble lass.”


Cylus looked back in her direction again just in time to see the carriage door closing.  Apparently she had found who she was looking for and was on her way.  Cylus’ expression was a mural of disappointment.

“Ponto could tell you where she lives…” the halfling goaded, referring to himself in third person as he sometimes did.


“Yes but what does Ponto want?” Cylus asked, eyes still following the carriage as it parted the crowd, heading for the streets of Aachen’s Upper Ward.

“Who said I want anything?” It was Ponto’s turn to look injured.

“Ponto my dear friend…  I have known you for near a dozen twelve-moons and I can’t recall one time when you gave information away for free.”

“I am hurt by your accusations,” Ponto stated, his green eyes almost disappearing into his scrunched up expression.  “As sure as the hair on this head is curly, I was willing to offer you this information out of friendship.  But since you have displayed your lack of trust in Ponto, I shall instead be on my way.”


Ah yes, here was an infamous Ponto trap. Cylus just HAD to know more about the woman who had stolen his heart on first glance though.


Cylus let out a sigh and called after Ponto who had started back down the alley, “Ponto wait!  I trust you.  I’m sorry –“


“If you trust me so much then how come you haven’t shared this job with me?”  Ponto interrupted as he stepped back into view, trap sprung, his expression all accusatory now.


“Job?  Who said anything about a job?” Cylus asked but he knew darn well he was caught.


Ponto just tilted his head and looked back out of the alley onto the bustling street area between them and the Upper Docks.


“Cylus skulking about in an alley here.  Cylus who has no friends or places he visits in the Arena Docks let alone the Upper Docks.  The only time Cylus leaves the Lower Ward and her shipyard is when someone is paying for a special service you provide.  And I thought we were partners…”


Ponto was really pouring it on this time, but he was also right.  Cylus considered his situation for a moment.  Ponto was indeed a friend at times and even someone he’d pull the occasional job with but Cylus only called on him when it was really needed.  In Cylus’ line of work, one didn’t share a job unless it was absolutely necessary.  

Cylus reached into his pouch and pulled out a small green emerald.  “It was a simple job.  I didn’t want to bother you with it.”


Looking wide eyed at the gem, (oh how little Ponto loved gems!) Ponto reached out with a pudgy little hand.


‘Two could play at this game,’ Cylus thought. 

“Just a second, buddy.” Cylus said smoothly as he pulled the gem in toward his chest.  “This isn’t a keeper.  One of Mama Chesca’s regulars needed this stolen back for him.  He apparently lost it in a card game in which the other chap cheated.”  


“I’m sure,” was all Ponto replied.


“Either way, I need to return it and the gentleman is giving a small gold reward.”


“Mmmm… how small?” Ponto asked, looking suspicious.

“I’ll tell you what, I’ll give you half of the ten gold he’s giving me if you can tell me about the lady.”


“Five gold!?  That gem is worth at least forty!  You wouldn’t be lying to –“ 

“THERE!  THAT’S HIM!” a voice broke through the crowd out on the street.  Cylus’ “mark” with two armor clad Aachen guards at his side was pointing right at him.


“Shrikes!” was all Cylus got out as he took off down the alley.

About twenty quick strides brought Cylus to the back door of the gem owner’s house, which he had just exited not ten minutes before.  Cylus hadn’t been spotted during the pick up so the owner must have seen him holding the gem out before Ponto when he came out looking for who stole it.  Cylus made a mental note to never ignore the advice of the great Ashenbach again who had once told him to never take something from someone without having a cheap replica to replace it with.


‘Perhaps if I wasn’t busy explaining myself to Ponto…’ Cylus thought as he tried the door and found it still unlatched.


“Ponto,” he whispered, looking over his shoulder.  “This way.”


There was no response though.  Ponto had done what Ponto was best at and became invisible to the world around him.


Hearing the pounding footsteps of the mailed guards at the far end of the alley, Cylus wasted no time and slipped back into the house.  The back room was empty as it had been before, the slop sinks and fire pit cleaned out and awaiting use.  Cylus glanced at the spickets above the sinks again and marveled anew at the idea of running water.  No one in the Lower Ward had the privilege of feeding off the sky high aqueducts and the fresh water they brought in from the mountains miles to the west.  Cylus didn’t think anyone but the nobles with their red roofed estates perched overlooking the rest of the city from the western foothills had it either but apparently everyone in the Upper Ward got to avoid sharing a well.


Moving swiftly across the room, Cylus crossed through the swinging doors into the center hall.  He took his first step down the corridor, toward the front door when he heard the deep voice of another city guard approaching the door.


“Yes Misses Heller, all available men are looking.  Your husband is out by the dock with the lieutenant.”  The door latch was moving.


Cylus knew the room off to the right at the other end of the hallway was a library.  He had taken the gem off the mantle in that room.  He didn’t have time to get that far though so he took the closer opening a couple steps forward to his left.


The room was quite dim as it didn’t have any windows but Cylus was used to adjusting his eyes quickly.  In the center of the room was a long table.  Cabinets with dishes and fine glasses lined both the close and far wall.  On the wall facing the front of the house a glimmer of light shone from under a door.


Cylus knew enough not to stay in one place, especially when it had no exit to the outside.  Quickly he moved to the door and stopped at it, listening to hear where the guard and the lady of the house had moved to.  From the muffled sounds of their voices it seemed like the library.


‘Maybe I can slip back to the front door before they come out,’ Cylus mentally encouraged himself.


Gently he slid the pocket door aside and slipped into the next room.  It was very well lit, with a big bay window at the front of the house and two smaller windows on the wall to Cylus’ left.  The furniture in the room was rather lavish… two yeti skin white sofas, an ornate tea table, various sculptures of animals and yet more yeti skin covering the floor in white rugs. 

‘Gee, I wonder if they let the kids eat jam in here?” Cylus mused, smiling to himself as he moved forward and… for the second time this day, was stopped dead in his tracks.


On the wall directly to Cylus’ right, not four feet from where he stood was a large mural depicting a foul, slimy, scaly green snake.  It was coiled up; its head raised just enough for its beady painted eyes to pierce one’s soul while its flickering tongue digested your innards.  To say Cylus had an aversion to snakes would be to say the sea was a bit moist.  It didn’t matter if it was a real snake, a toy snake the foolish kids loved to toss around the bizarre or a giant painting depicting the meanest one Cylus could imagine.

Forgetting his predicament for a moment, Cylus backed away from the wall, slowly sidestepping across the other end of the room.  All the while he kept his eyes riveted on the mural as if the snake might spring out of it at any moment.

“AHHHHH!  Who is he?!”  The woman’s voice shrieked from the opening to the hallway.


‘Damn it!’ Cylus thought, his attention finally moving off the painting.  


Going for the front door was no longer an option.  The burly officer standing behind the lady was more than enough to block Cylus from getting to the door that was right behind him.


Doing the only thing a rational rogue could do in such a situation, Cylus turned and jumped through the side window.  When he hit the dirty cobbles he felt a sharp sting in his right thigh, probably the work of shattering glass.  He knew he was lucky if that was the worst of it, but he didn’t have time to check himself.  Getting up quickly, he darted across the street, dodged between two brick buildings and didn’t look back.

Cylus took the most random route he could, winding his way out of the Upper Ward, through the Arena Ward and finally got to the rooftops when he came into the closely entwined buildings of the Lower Ward.  It took nearly twenty minutes to cover that much ground and by the time he made it to the roof of Mama Chesca’s he was completely out of breath.

Huffing he crouched over a moment and had a quick look at his leg.  It had been bleeding pretty badly, his pant leg soaked through all the way down below the knee.

‘No time to enjoy the view,’ he lamented as he moved across the flat rooftop toward the door to the “penthouse” apartment that took up about a quarter of the roof’s surface.


Stopping at the wooden door, he reached up and adroitly undid the trap he always left set, just in case.  All was as it should be and so he entered the cluttered room and closed the door behind him, resetting the trap.

Inside his room he could smell the vestiges of the wonderful leg of lamb he’d had the previous night.  The plate was still next to his bed, atop one of the many piles of clothing and random trinkets that he’d collected in his fifteen twelve-moons here.

Briefly he thought about simply grabbing one of the older blouses and wrapping his leg but then thought better of it, knowing it would be wiser to wash it our properly first.
Weaving his way through his mess, he made his way to the floor hatch and the wooden stairs beyond that led to the back hall of Mama Chesca’s famed guest rooms.  It was a short walk from there to the kitchen.

#


“Thanks Rachele, I really appreciate you patching me up,” Cylus sat across the table from the younger of Mama Chesca’s two daughters.  He was relieved that she was the one in the kitchen when he had come downstairs.  Mama Chesca would have been worried sick about him and if it was her older daughter, Lissandra there she would no doubt have buried him in a disapproving lecture.

“No problem Lil’ C but are you going to tell me what happened?”


Cylus cringed just a little bit, not at the idea of telling his best friend Rachele what had transpired but at the nickname she’d given to him when they were both just kids.  Back then she used to goad him into chasing her with it, saying that one day he’d be as tall as her but when that day came a few twelve-moons later she still used it, saying that Mama Chesca was “Big C” and he was still “Lil’ C.”


“Well it’s kind of a long story…” Cylus shifted in his seat, pausing for some dramatic effect.  Before he could begin recounting the tale (in much more flattering terms, of course!) the window shutters between the bar and the kitchen where they were seated slammed open.

“Rachel, I need to get the coals going.  There’s already about a half dozen people here.  I think it’s going to be a busy one.”  Lissandra leaned over the counter into the kitchen, her blonde locks cascading over her shoulders.  “Oh hi Cylus,” she added a tad dryly.  “You’re little trouble maker friend is one of the customers out there.  Would you mind reminding him that knowing you doesn’t get him free drinks?!”


Cylus chuckled and rose from his chair gingerly.  “But Lissandra, I thought this was a family business and wouldn’t a friend of mine be just like family?”  He glanced over at Rachele and winked.  Her response was to stifle a chuckle of her own.


Lissandra just gave Cylus a severe look and then addressed her little sister once more.  “How about you go bat your blue eyes at some paying customers, sis.  We’ve got work to do.”


“I thought you wanted me to –“


“Yeah that first.  Let’s go.”  With that she slammed the shutters closed again.


Cylus shrugged and pushed his chair in.  “We could always put some briar leaf in that stuff she makes her hair blonde with,” Cylus offered jokingly.


“Go talk to Ponto,” Rachele replied, giving him a big smile as she headed off to the store room.


The main room had just a couple of the tables occupied, Ponto sitting at his favorite one in the front corner.  Cylus knew that within an hour or so one would be hard pressed to find a seat even at the bar.  Mama Chesca’s was by far the most popular stop in the Lower Ward and not just for the beautiful women.  Mama Chesca was an amazing cook and quite the deal maker as well, procuring some of the finest spirits in Aachen City through one of her many contacts.

“So,” Ponto began as Cylus pulled up a chair, “How about that twenty gold you owe me?”


Cylus tilted his head at Ponto and pursed his lips.  “First of all I haven’t met with the employer yet and second of all, I told you he was only paying ten gold.  I offered you five.  That’s five gold just to tell me more about that vision of beauty out near the pier.”


Ponto crossed his arms and considered things for a moment.  Not ready to settle the matter just yet, he changed the subject.  “Speaking of beauty, did Lissandra fetch my amber bubbly?”


Cylus looked back over his shoulder toward the bar where Lissandra was busy getting things prepared for the day’s rush.  Ponto was certainly right about her beauty.  Both sisters really were quite popular but Lissandra was the most sought after courtesan in Mama Chesca’s and perhaps in all of Aachen City.  Although they wouldn’t admit it, men traveled from much higher places to the Lower Ward to spend time in her company.  Cylus was pretty sure that more than a couple had offered her an upgrade in lifestyle and status as well but, say what he might about her stern demeanor towards him, Cylus knew Lissandra was loyal to the end.

“You know she’s not giving you any free drinks, Ponto!  I’ll tell you what.  I’ll give you eight gold for the info about the girl and I’ll buy your drink too.”  Cylus was actually getting paid twenty for the job so he didn’t mind giving up eight of it for something as important to him as this.


“Eight gold, buy my drink and tell Ponto how come Lissandra has yellow hair and Rachele’s is brown like Mama Chesca’s.”


Cylus grinned as he considered Ponto’s counter offer.  Ponto had had a crush on Lissandra for as long as he could remember and always wanted tidbits of information about her.  Cylus remembered when he had first been taken in by Mama Chesca, Lissandra was a few twelve-moons older and obsessed with royalty.  She wanted to have blonde hair just like the Aachenites instead of the brown of her Virensian heritage.   Mama argued with her for a time, telling her she should be proud of her roots and not look up to the people who had forcibly taken the Virensian homeland some two hundred twelve-moons past.  But like with many things, Lissandra’s mind could not be swayed.  As she grew older and began working with the customers it ended up being one of the many details about her that attracted so many to her.  She could be the Lower Ward courtesan that she was but have an air of aristocracy about her, all the while.


“Fine but if you tell her I said anything, it’ll be the last bit of information you get on her from me… ever!”


“Deal.”  Ponto reached out his tiny hand and shook on it.


“It’s dye Mama Chesca gets for her from one of the regulars.  I think it comes from overseas in Alantross.  Something about the Olmen natives harvesting the root or some such.  It’s not cheap.”  It was Cylus’ turn to press for information now.  “So who is the lady in the carriage?”

“Her name is Lady Deiderich.  She is the daughter of Hans Deiderich and she lives up on Fountain Hill.  When she was down at the dock she was… Uh oh!”  Ponto’s eyes went wide and he slid under the table.


Cylus quickly glanced over his shoulder toward the front door where two mailed guards and a constable, in his burgundy cape stood scanning the room.  Quickly he turned his face back away from the men and considered his options.  He was too far from the kitchen and too far from the side exit to the front desk and the rooms beyond to make a break without being seen.  Ponto might be able to slip under a table and make his way about knee level, but there was no way Cyrus was going to get away with that in a room this empty.  

‘Shrikes Cylus!  Think quick… think quick…’
Chapter 2


“Gentleman, gentleman… What can Mama Chesca do for you fine soldiers today?”  From across the room, Mama Chesca came bursting out of the kitchen, arms extended to welcome the three stoic guests.


Cylus didn’t have to think twice.  Mama had garnered their attention for the briefest of moments and he took advantage of it.  As nonchalantly as possible he slid out of his chair, keeping his back to the men.  Quickly he made for the side exit to the inn lobby beyond.  Within moments he was dashing up the stairs and on his way to his loft.

Ten minutes afterward there was a knocking at the hatch followed by Mama Chesca’s voice, “Cylus dear, let me in.”

Cylus sprung off his bed and went over to lift the hatch.  Doing the gentlemanly thing as Mama Chesca had always taught him, he offered his hand and helped her up the last step.


In the many twelve-moons since Mama Chesca had taken him in, Cylus had learned much from her.  He was just a boy at the time, having travelled from the western reaches of Aachen with his sick mother and his father who had brought his life savings in hopes of getting treatment for the Red Fever that plagued his wife.  She never made it to the great metropolis though, dying in the back of the carriage a mere two days from the city limits.


Cylus’ father, heartbroken buried her in a shallow grave not far from the roadside.  Cylus was only six at the time and didn’t understand all of what was happening but he knew well enough that he’d never see his mother again and that his father might never be the same.


For whatever reason, Cylus’ father decided to continue to Aachen City.  It was there that Cylus discovered the Red Fever was not just something his mother had contracted.  People had traveled from all over the land to seek treatment in one of the city’s noted facilities.  An entire trade in the cultivating and sale of leeches had in fact grown up for a brief time during those dark times.

The first few days father and son spent in the city were at one of the shanty common huts that had sprung up all around the docks.  Cylus’ dad didn’t say much and gave no indication of his plans nor did Cylus care to press the matter.  On the morning of their fourth day, winds gusting and causing the tin roof of the shanty to bang against the walls it sat on, Cylus awoke to find his father lying flat on his back in a cold sweat, his complexion turned beat red.  Cylus just sat and stared for a moment not knowing what to do.  Finally his father awoke and through his chattering teeth told his boy to fetch a nurse from “by that giant building they call the arena.” 

An hour later Kylee returned with help but when they got there his father was nowhere to be found.  Panicked, Cylus began crying, shedding the tears he hadn’t allowed himself when his mother passed away.  

Eventually with the help of the lovely nursemaid they did find his father who had been moved to one of the internment areas.  Barely able to get up the strength to speak, he told Cylus to return to the shanty and wait for him to come back.  Cylus saw how bad he was though and knew it was unlikely he’d ever see him again.  Wiping more tears that had now found yet another reason to take perch on his cheek, Cylus left the nurse with his dad and took the long walk back to the shanty.


As the days passed, Cylus wandered out in the city more and more.  He got food where and when he could but those opportunities became increasingly more difficult to come by as ever more people seeking treatments flooded into the city.  A couple weeks after he’d left his father, Cylus had wandered into the Lower Ward hoping to find something in a new area.  What he found was the most appetizing scent to ever make the journey across the winds to his nostrils.

Following his nose, he wove a couple of blocks until he came upon a large building sporting a sign with a single rose painted on it that said, “Mama Chesca’s.”  Without another thought he went straight up to the door and walked in.

The place wasn’t all that different back then, perhaps just a little less worn.  Mama Chesca, or Francesca as was her full proper name, looked pretty much the same too.  She was seated at a round table with a gentleman on either side of her, clad in an elegant white dress, dark brown locks cascading over her shoulders.  When Cylus entered the room she gave a curious glance over and then flashed the most welcoming smile that still disarmed many a patron to this day.

“Excuse me,” she said to her dining partners as she arose and came toward Cylus.  “Little boy, you are all dirty and you look so hungry.  Come with Mama Chesca and we’ll get you cleaned up and fed.”


“I want what they’re having,” the young Cylus said a bit impetuously as he pointed to the chicken wings lying on the plates of the men she had been sitting with.


“Ahhh… Smelled Mama’s famous chicken did ya’?”  She giggled a bit and added, “Sorry little one, only grownups can have that dish here.  But I have some stew that you’ll love just as much and it’ll fill that skinny little belly of yours.”  


That was fifteen twelve-moons, a goodly amount of helping out around the inn and many fond memories ago.  Oddly, Cylus noted, he didn’t know why Mama Chesca still wouldn’t let him have any of the chicken.


“So tell me what that was all about dear?” Mama asked as she navigated her way through his mess to an open chair.


“I’m sorry Mama, I didn’t mean to cause any trouble.”  Cylus gave his best sheepish look.  “Remember the other night Mr. Politani asked for me?”


Mama just nodded.


“He told me he had lost his wife’s emerald in a card game but that the man who took it from him was cheating…”


Cylus didn’t have to explain the rest.  Mama Chesca knew full well what particular set of skills her foster son had developed over the twelve-moons and she never gave him any trouble about it so long as he obeyed her basic rules about not hurting people and not “doing a job” that involved taking something from good, honest people.  Of course that judgment was always a subjective one, but Cylus did earnestly do his best to live by those rules.

“Well then dear,” Mama Chesca said as she reached out a hand, “Give me the gem if you would and I’ll make sure he gets it when he’s with one of the girls tonight.  I’ll leave his payment for you in your box.  Right now I think it would be best if you let Rachele cut your hair and maybe shave off that scruffy on your chin.”


“Aww, Mama!” Cylus objected.


“Well you shouldn’t have gotten yourself spotted by the watchmen.  I think I confused them sufficiently but you’ll need to shake up that appearance some until this all cools down.  Got it?”


“Okay Mama.  Thanks,” Cylus offered quietly as he dropped the gem into Chesca’s hand.

“Good.  I’ll have Rachele come right up.” 
#


“Yup, that does it Lil’ C,” Rachele said as she pulled back for a good look at Cylus’ now clean shaven face.


“Thanks,” he replied as his hand wandered up to his chin.  It felt weird to have no scruff.  Ever since he could grow facial hair in his mid-teens, he’d always had a short bit of black hair there.


“Don’t worry,” she added, “it looks good!  I think your hair looks better too.  You looked like a crazy barbarian with that ponytail halfway down your back.”  Rachele gave him one last once over then reached out and had a check on the smooth chin too.  


Cylus looked up at her and could not read the strange expression in her blue eyes.  “What’s wrong?” he asked.


“Oh nothing,” she said, snapping out of it.  “I just hope you’re more careful.  Those guards meant business.  Mama would be crushed if anything happened to you, you know?”

Cylus nodded then a grin came over his face.  “So only Mama would be upset…” 


Rachele responded by getting up and heading toward the hatch.  “Well yeah.  We all know Lissandra thinks you’re trouble and I have grown tired of you being unable to catch me.”  With that her saunter turned into an all out dash for the stairs.


“Oh no you don’t!” Cylus said as he sprang up after her. 
#


Cylus took a deep breath as he looked up the ten limestone steps to the magnificent oak double doors of the most famous tavern and theater in all of Aachen (and perhaps the entire dominion for that matter).  The life size lion statues on either side of him did nothing but add to his anxiety.  He felt foolish for being so nervous; after all, Ashenbach had spoken to him once before.  That was probably a fluke though, wasn’t it?  The world renowned bard-come-tavern-owner had caught site of Cylus one night when Cylus was working a job in the main theater room of the establishment.  Ashenbach was performing at the time but somehow still knew what Cylus was up to in his audience and approached Cylus later.  Cylus was mortified and thought for sure Ashenbach would have him arrested or worse, but the bard simply gave him a brief bit of advisory dialogue that included the bit about having a replacement for objects “procured.”

After he was done saying his piece he paid Cylus no further mind though, having moved to a conversation with one of his many adoring lady fans.  Now Cylus stood at the steps wondering if the bard would agree to speak with him at all, let alone give him any advice.

‘Only one way to find out,’ Cylus reminded himself for the umpteenth time since he had left Mama Chesca’s.


Glancing back over his shoulder at the giant wall of the arena only two blocks east, Cylus began up the steps. He wasn’t sure if the doors would be open this early but he would wait if he had to.  A tug on the giant brass ring of the right door gave no resistance.  

With a rush of cool air sailing across his newly shaved face (Cylus never understood how the bard’s tavern always had such crisp, cool air no matter the temperature outside), Cylus entered the main room.  The stage where so many a celebrated performance took place was about twenty feet ahead and to the right, its seashell shaped rear wall facing almost two score tables that were evenly distributed over the fine marble floor.  The theater bar to the back left of the room was awash in golden light from the lanterns that lined the entire mezzanine around the grand room.  Cylus was apparently the first person to enter the establishment today as he was the only person in the room.

“Hello?” he called out as he took a few steps in and let the door soundlessly close behind him.


His call was answered by a single lute note that seemed to emanate from all around the large room at once.

“Uhh… Sir Ashenbach?”


Suddenly, from above the bar one of the many sculptures along the façade of the mezzanine moved.  Cylus almost jumped back toward the doors then realized it was the bard’s legs dangling over the side from the floor of the balcony’s front row.


“I do believe that is the perfect note for a Second Trade,” the smooth voice came from above those legs.  

Following his statement, the bard put his lute down and swung under the railing, deftly landing one legged on a barstool.  


“You won’t tell Rosario I’ve put my booted foot on the fine cloth of our barstool now will you, Cylus?”


Cylus was shocked and a bit awed that Ashenbach remembered his name.  But had he given the bard his name?


“I shant sir, I promise you that.”


Ashenbach hopped down off the stool then and walked over to one of the tables, taking a seat.  He motioned Cylus to the chair across from him.  Cylus hurried over and sat down.

“First point of business young lad,” the bard began as he looked back over his shoulder toward the kitchen entrance.  “Graves!  Graves fetch us some juice and a couple of Rosario’s muffins would you?”

A muffled voice from behind the door replied, “Coming right up!”


Ashenbach turned his attention back to Cylus, giving him a look both casual and yet unnervingly piercing.


“Second point of business, I am not a sir.  I may be of fine stock and I may know my way around a horse - don’t dare think that joke lad! -  But I have never been knighted… Well except for that one time in Ensdorf but it didn’t really count because –“


“Your food sir,” Graves the old waiter interrupted as he put the tray upon the table then soundlessly turned on his heel and returned to the kitchen.


Cylus wasn’t sure if it was polite to grab his plate or if he should wait for Ashenbach to hand it to him.  The bard took his and then just looked at Cylus who took the cue and reached out for his own.

“He gets to call me sir because I pay him.  Now tell me why have you shown up here before the morning sun has even had its coffee?”


“Well si… I mean Ashenbach.  Can I call you Ashenbach?” Cylus asked nervously.


Ashenbach gave him an inquisitive look as he took the first bite of his muffin.  “Perhaps you should call me sir after all.”

“Yes sir,” Cylus continued after taking a bit of his own (and how exquisite the muffin tasted!  ‘Mama Chesca may have a rival,’ Cylus thought).  “This is a matter of the heart, sir.”

The bard made a rolling motion with his hand, indicating for Cylus to continue.

Cylus took a deep breath and decided to just dive into it. “Well sir, I was in the Arena Ward here, just a few blocks away actually, a few days ago and came upon the most stunning woman I have yet laid eyes on in my twenty four twelve-moons.”


Ashenbach nodded as he dabbed the corners of his mouth with a brightly colored linen he’d seemingly pulled out of thin air.


“The problem, sir is that she is a woman of some station.  She lives on Fountain Hill I am told and well… I am just a city boy from the Lower Ward.”  Cylus dipped his head a bit as he proclaimed his common status.


Ashenbach laid down the napkin and took on a thoughtful expression.  “Observe,” he said as he reached for the various cutlery and accoutrements on the table, arranging them into a strange pattern.

“You see?” he asked as he gestured toward the arrangement.


“Ummm… no sir, I’m sorry I don’t understand.”  Cylus looked quizzically at the seemingly random arrangement of items.


“Of course not, because this has nothing to do with it!” Ashenbach declared as he shoved the items aside with his forearm.  “But that new haircut and shave you are sporting does.”


Cylus balked, both impressed anew that Ashenbach noted such a thing and stymied by the meaning of the statement.


Unaffected by Cylus’ bewildered expression, Ashenbach continued. “Like myself, a lady from Fountain Hill must be of fine Aachenite stock, yes?  And you, lad, are clearly of Virensian heritage.  While I am not one who prescribes to a care of such things, I can assure you that the lady or at the very least, her father does.”

With that Ashenbach paused and gave Cylus a look as if he’d made the entire point.


Feeling stupid, Cylus pushed out the question, “What am I to do then?”


Ashenbach sighed and rose from his chair.  “If I had the time I’d sing you a song that should solve all your woes young Cylus.”  The bard was walking toward the kitchen entrance now and continued on, “But I have a ghost to placate and a play to write so…” Ashenbach’s voice trailed off as he crossed through the swinging doors.


Cylus sat there for a moment, unsure what to do.  Finally he assumed Ashenbach was done with him and dejectedly headed for the front doors.  When he pushed them open he was greeted by the morning sun and Graves who stood across from him on the top step.

“Your instructions sir,” The butler drawled as he handed Cylus a white envelope.


“Uhhh… thanks?” Cylus said as he took the letter.


Graves simply nodded and slipped through the doors before they had come closed again.  


Cylus paused a moment then opened the envelope.  Inside was a single sheet of paper, folded in half.  Atop the paper was Ashenbach’s crest and below a hand written note with a city address in a neighborhood of the Lower Ward Cylus had been to once or twice.  Above the address was a single statement in the same flowing handwriting: 


“To catch a noble, one must become a noble oneself.”

Chapter 3

Two hours later Cylus found himself standing inside a small, dimly lit shop. The address Ashenbach had given him lead several blocks into the Lower Ward where a greasy black haired, long finger nailed, clearly Virensian proprietor gave him a disinterested gaze.

“So what is it needs sewing?” the proprietor asked in his scratchy voice.


“I don’t – uhh…” Cylus was at a loss.  He couldn’t imagine Ashenbach’s wise advice was simply to have a nice outfit made and go wander into the noble district.  Cylus was almost as classically Virensian looking as the proprietor.  There was no way an outfit alone would do the trick.


“Well, I don’t have time to guess so how about you come back when you know what –“


“Ashenbach sent me,” Cylus blurted out.


The tailor’s dark eyes became slits as he studied Cylus more closely.  “Oh he did, did he?”


“Yes.  He gave me this.”  Cylus pulled the note out and handed it to the shopkeeper, hoping he’d recognize the writing.

The tailor pulled out a surprisingly expensive looking monocle and studied the sheet for a second or two.  Cylus let out a breath of relief when the tailor’s demeanor suddenly shifted.

“Ahhh, well then… You and I need to be going into the back and getting you properly made up then.  Would you put this in the window for me please?”


He handed Cylus a little square sign that read, ‘Back shortly.’


“Lock the door too if you could.”
#


The rest of the afternoon was spent transforming Cylus into quite a proper looking Aachenite gentile.  Nanzo, “My friends just call me ‘Rags’” was meticulous and spent a great deal of time showing Cylus how to prepare “the disguise” for each time he wished to adorn it.  He assured Cylus that once he got used to the process it would take no more than an hour.  The amount of strange powders, pastes and other assorted unknown sundries involved astonished Cylus but he studied closely and felt confident he could pull it off.  The finishing touch was a blonde wig that Nanzo assured him was made from the finest real Aachenite hair to which Cylus was unsure how he felt.  Something about festooning another person’s hair over his own just seemed rather morose to him.  Just the same though, when all was said and done, Cylus looked in the mirror and could barely recognize himself.

“Amazing…” he said almost involuntarily.


“I know,” Rags smiled, satisfied as he looked over his work one final time.  “Take that bag over on the table when you go.  It should have enough in there to give you twenty or so applications.”


“Thank you very much!” Cylus said as he sprang up out of the chair.  “I’m… uhh… how much do I –“


“Ashenbach sent you.  First time is on me.  When you need something else or more supplies, then we can talk price.” 
#


Excited about his new disguise, Cylus decided he would test its mettle by going into Mama Chesca’s and playing the part of a noble first time visitor.  If it could fool the girls he’d seen every day for the last many twelve moons, there was no doubt it would work on the nobles of Fountain Hill who’d never even met him.

Inside the place was quite crowded with the usual dinner rush.  Cylus scanned the room for an open table and saw two.  He chose the one near the fireplace, not wanting to be close to where Rachele was working at the moment.  As much as he was keyed up about testing his new persona, he wouldn’t feel right about duping Rachele or Mamma Chesca for that matter.  


As he made his way across the room, Cylus thought about just what the details of that persona should be.  He needed a proper Aachenite name, a decent background story that couldn’t be checked on easily and hopefully a few of the types of details that made him a compelling character to those he met.  By the time he ordered his first drink and found it resting on the table in front of him, the whole thing was pretty well sketched out.

“Good evening fine sir,” a smooth, sultry voice caressed his ear as a delicate touch ran over his left shoulder.


Cylus almost giggled, gleeful it was working thus far.  Then the beautiful woman attached to the voice and soft touch slid into the open chair across from him and Cylus almost spit out his mouthful of brandy.  Staring at him from not two feet away was Lissandra.  Her look belayed no sign of recognition though and Cylus quickly gathered his wits.


“My lady,” he drawled, using the best Aachenite accent he could muster.


“I’m Lissandra.  I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.” She extended a hand, palm down.

Cylus took it and gave her the obligatory peck, noticing the sweet hint of her perfume as he did.  “No m’lady, just traveled up from Ensdorf and my guide told me about this fine place off the beaten path that any gentleman just had to visit.”

Lissandra smiled demurely and Cylus thought, not for the first time, she certainly was expert at her craft.   


“You’ve not told me your name kind sir,” she queried.


“My apologies, how rude of me.  I am Konrad.  Konrad Bodmer, son of Lord Brendon Bodmer the third.”  Cylus dipped his head in a slight bow.


“Well Konrad, your guide has directed you well.  I believe after this evening you may even see it fit to give him a raise.”  Lissandra deftly turned up the sultry charm as she looked sharply into his eyes.  Cylus got butterflies in his stomach for a moment and then suddenly felt very wrong about the whole thing.  

Misreading his uncomfortable shift, Lissandra reached across the table and placed her hand over his.  


“It’s okay dear, we don’t bite here.”  With that she let out an impish little giggle and stood up.  


“I’ll just run over to the bar and get you a refill on that brandy.  Enjoy the ambience will you?” Her voice was smooth as silk.

Cylus just swallowed and nodded.  Watching her saunter over toward the bar, he shook his head for a moment then moved his gaze around the room.  He stopped cold when he made it directly across from himself to a table where Rachele was working.  Through the small crowd of people between them, he could see Rachele was studying him rather closely.

‘Uh oh,’ he thought.  ‘She knows something is up.’


Nonchalantly, Cylus leaned back in his chair, moving slightly to the left so his line of site to Rachele would be blocked by one of the customer’s heads.

For the moment she didn’t follow and Cylus got busy figuring out how he was going to get out of this little encounter with Lissandra.


Just then, a cacophony of noise burst forth from the kitchen.  Everyone in the room stopped what they were doing and looked back over in the direction of the bar.  It sounded as if an entire shelf of dishes had come crashing down.  Lissandra moved quickly around the end of the counter and went for the kitchen doors.  Rachele was only a few steps behind.


Cylus’ first reaction was to follow and see if everything was okay but then he caught himself, remembering who he was here as.  For the second time in as many days, he took an opportunity to duck into the lobby, through to the stairs. 
#


It turned out that removing the disguise was a much easier task than employing it and Cylus, as himself once more, was on his way down the stairs within ten minutes.

Bursting through the kitchen doors he found Mama, Rachele and a few of the help picking up the shattered pieces of dishes off the floor around the wash basins.  Cylus looked up to the shelf that housed the dishes and saw it was intact.


“Who put the shelf back up,” he asked as he joined in the effort.


“Oh hi dear,” Mama said, half forcing a smile.  “Everything is fine,” she added, seeing the concerned expression on his face.

Rachele stopped what she was doing and looked over at Cylus, squinting her eyes ever so slightly. She opened her mouth to say something but one of the other girls beat her to it.

“Yeah Mama, what knocked all the dishes over?”


“Oh Bela, don’t you worry about it now.  Everything is fine back here.  I think Cylus and I can pick up the rest.  You girls get back out there and tend to the customers.  We’re going to spoil a good busy night cleaning up in here.  Go.”  


She shooed the girls out with a wave of her hand.  Cylus made a big show of digging up some pieces behind one of the counters as Rachele came past him.  He wasn’t sure if she had figured out his Konrad disguise but he didn’t want to deal with that look she had given him just now.

“Mama,” he said as he came up with a handful of jagged white ceramic.  “What happened?  Is everything okay?”


“Everything is fine Cylus,” she replied firmly as she swept a small pile of pieces into a dust bin.  “The corner of the shelf popped is all and everything slid off.”


Cylus took a quick glance at the far shelf corner.  The bulk of the pieces of plates had flown too far across the room to be just a loose corner and some sliding plates.  He was about to press further but the look on Mama Chesca’s face stopped him.  It wasn’t a look Cylus had ever seen before and he couldn’t even say quite what it was.  Whatever she was thinking at the moment though, it was clear he should leave her to it.  

It took only another ten minutes to help clean up and with nothing else to say and no desire to go back in the main room and possibly face Rachele, Cylus decided to slip out the back and take a stroll around the docks in the cool night air.


The waterfront in the Lower Docks was unusually quiet which was fine by Cylus.  He wandered to the end of Tacito’s Pier and sat under the sign which simply read, “Pier 17,” the official Aachen city name for the pier that everyone in the Lower Ward still called by its unofficial name in honor of the legendary mute warrior who stood against the Aachenite incursion.  More than a few times some vandal had painted over the sign with the citizen’s preferred name but it never lasted there more than a day.

Gazing out over the moon’s reflection on the waves of The Shurishad, Cylus ran over the events of the day in his mind.  It had been quite an eventful one between the morning meeting with Ashenbach, Rags’ disguise, the uncomfortable encounter with Lissandra; and then that strange, unreadable mood of Mama Chesca’s.  Try as he might, Cylus could not hazard a guess as to what had sent the normally unflappable woman into such a strange way.

“I see Cylus has avoided the guards yet again.”


“Not all of us can disappear into the woodwork,” Cylus replied, turning his head in time to watch Ponto as the halfling plopped down next to him on the pier.


“You owe Ponto eight gold and a drink.”  Ponto extended a pudgy hand under Cylus’ chin. 


Cylus reached up and pushed the hand back toward its diminutive owner.  “I don’t think Ponto finished telling me the information we agreed to.”

Ponto let out a sound somewhere between a “hurumph” and a snort.  “You know all you need to know to find your beloved obsession.”


Ponto looked up at Cylus now, clearly holding on to something more and enjoying the moment of advantage.  Cylus wasn’t going to play into his game though and so just looked back out over the water in silence.

Ponto waited it out for a couple moments and then cracked.  “You must be wondering what had Mama Chesca so upset.”

Cylus whipped around and grabbed a hold of Ponto’s shoulder.  “Information for me is one thing Ponto, but if something is wrong with Mama you don’t sell me that!”


“Okay, okay!” Ponto squealed as shrugged away from Cylus’ grip.


Making a big show of brushing himself off, Ponto took an extra moment before beginning. 

“Well I think it was about sunset, or was it pastsun?” Ponto paused for dramatic effect, not willing to completely let go of making a show of it.  “No matter.  Ponto was bored and looking for a good smoke.  It just so happened I remembered where I stashed a box that one night on the run from those overzealous dock hands.  You know, the ones working the tobacco ship from where was it again?  Do you remember that night?”

Cylus tried to maintain some patience.  “Yes Ponto, I remember.”


“Well then you remember that coincidentally I put the box in that brick cubby in the alley behind Mama Chesca’s kitchen yes?  I say coincidentally because as the fates would have it I was sitting in that very back alley, having my good smoke when two of the most unkind, surly looking gentlemen came bursting out from Mama’s back entrance.”

Cylus sat up straight now and gave Ponto his undivided attention.  “Okay… Then what?”


“Well, Ponto wasn’t sure if he should follow them or go into the kitchen and see if maybe there might be some courtesy treats for a friendly regular there such as myself.”  Ponto stopped there, blinking at Cylus innocently as if that was all that need be said.

Cylus dipped his head ever so slightly and through gritted teeth asked, “What did they do to Mama Chesca?”


Ponto let out a long sigh and finally continued, “I can’t say but when I went to the door, Mama was there picking up quite a mess and since the lovely Lissandra came in to help just then, Ponto though it better he leave them to their mess, so Ponto followed the smelly humans.”

Ponto looked ready to try for another dramatic pause but he read Cylus’ expression and quickly finished his story.


“I followed them all the way up to the Arena Docks.  They went into some building there that looked like it had a small warehouse attached and the sign over the main door said, ‘Blackmore Trading.’”

Cylus looked back out over the water again as he considered this. He couldn’t recall anything about a Blackmore Trading company and certainly had no idea why a couple brutes from there would have visited Mama Chesca’s.  He needed more information.


“Ponto saw a window open on the top floor by the warehouse…”


Cylus sprung up onto his feet in one smooth motion.  “Let’s go.”
