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The Capital City of P’piar had seen better days. 

There was a time that the great ivory towers of Evercrayt gleamed in the early morning sun, and scholars and logicians all around the lands gathered in the great universities and colleges of learning, the best that could be found in all of OCR. That time had passed. The land was still a centre of learning, but the tiles on the roofs never shined as brightly as they had before the coup, and the debates shied away from more contentious subjects, like the morality of the governor over his subjects. 

No one ever referred to it as the coup. It was the handover of power. A distillation of the formidable powers of the state to protect itself and its citizens. The state was there to protect you from those who would pollute you with incorrect thought, from the crazy nutters who did spouted nonsense about the end of the world. There was no end of the world. And if people chose to argue with that, well, there were always the Guild agents or the Grand Prince’s operatives to make sure you were appropriately dealt with. 

No one in the Guild of Letters complained. It simply meant more contracts for surveillance. Business boomed. And so, for the Men and Women of Letters, P’piar became a popular destination to learn the trade. 

The Guild office in Evercrayt was the largest in OCR. An unadorned, unassuming building, the headquarters of the Guild of Letters grew rich and fat on the contracts and royalties paid by the coffers of P’piar, and within it, men and women manipulated webs of information spanning the entire width of the land. 

A man sat on a bench in the main hall of the building, scanning a local news broadsheet and sipping a cup of tea absentmindedly placed on the table next to him. Reading glasses perched on the bridge of his nose. He was not too tall, not too short, not to fat, not too thin. He was, as was perfect for one of his profession, completely unremarkable. In the hustle and bustle of the business being conducted in the hall, he would have been completely lost within it, a whisper within a torrent of activity. 

Another man sat down across the table from him. He looked slightly older, a jovial expression constantly etched into his face. He placed a bag full of scrolls onto the table with a dull thud and coughed. 

The other man did not look up. “What you got for me today, Arek, Old friend?” 

“The usual. Contracts for surveillance. I have one which may interest the both of us.” 

The other man looked up over the top of his glasses, his interest now piqued. “Yeah?” 

Arek chuckled, knowing how to get a response from his friend. “We have a competitive contract. The Grand Prince has multiple contracts out on the head of a man, addressed to the Guild and to his own operatives. He thinks a free market will get him his man quick.” 

“He thinks correctly,” the man responded. “So, gimme the details, and let’s see whether we can make us both rich men today.” 

“Always the money, isn’t it, Wacky,” Arek sighed, and reached into the bag. He pulled out a scroll and flattened it out on the table. “Man’s known only as CE. Wanted Criminal, known for engaging in Guerilla warfare against the Principality.” Arek looked down the scroll. “Armed and dangerous, he uses various black powder weapons and explosives to engage in apparently random property destruction.” 

“Fifteen thousand crowns for his apprehension.” 

“Take it,” Wacky said, without a moment’s hesitation. 

“I already did, old friend,” Arek replied, and smiled. “So, how do we bring him in?” 

The man with the reading glasses folded up the broadsheet and leaned back slightly on the bench, his brow creasing as he thought carefully. “I suspect I’d want to hang around the general area; pretend to want a bounty. I’m sure the usual local thief guilds will have some information for the right price.” 

“Good,” Arek said, and he pulled a sliver of paper from the bag. “I took the liberty of starting you on your way. Here’s a list of all the people who’ve witnessed CE’s attacks and their addresses. You have no idea how hard it was for me to get these.” 

“Why do you always anticipate my every move?” the man with glasses asked, a smile creasing his face. 

“I get a quarter cut of your contracts,” Arek replied matter of factly, and he stood up. “Good hunting, old friend.” 

“Good hunting, Arek,” Wacky said, nodding. “I’ll make you a rich man yet.” 

*** 

Completely unnoticed by the two men, in another part of that cavernous hall, a young woman sat at a table, idly sipping a cup of tea. Her hair is long and brown, and she has a smile that is wide and quirky, and more than capable of making men weep with desire. She looked up askance at the man with the proud, regal bearing who had proffered his hand in friendship to her. 

“You are Ally?” he asked, his voice cultured and educated. How odd, Ally thought, that this man of such an obviously martial bearing should have a voice so erudite and eloquent. 

“You have me at a disadvantage, sir,” she replied, her voice rich and sweet. 

“Dew, Ma’am,” the man says, bowing slightly. “You were recommended to me by a Guildmaster at the Swords. You are very good with surveillance, he said, and I need a good Letters agent to help me.” 

“Oh?” she asked, her eyebrows arching up in mock surprise. “And what would you have me look for, Dew of the Swords?” 

The man reached into the depths of his armour and gear and brought out a scroll. “A man by the name of CE. He has terrorized this land and is a wanted criminal, and most importantly, the bounty on him lies at fifteen thousand crowns. Please help me, and I shall split it down the middle with you.” 

A look of pure greed passed over Ally’s face. She took his hand and shook it, firmly. 

“Since you asked so nicely,” she said. 

*** 

Night fall in Evercrayt is a beautiful thing. The domes of the Ivory towers glow a burnished red with the coming down of the sun, and the hues the tiles give off coat the entire city in a warm, happy afterglow. 

Of course, at night, the less law abiding elements of society came out in force, and divulged secrets that hid themselves from the glare of sunlight and the day. 

In a well to do street in the commercial quarter of the city, a man walked back tiredly to his home. He wore the robes of a merchant, his face pinched and tired from a day spent guarding his wares and fortunes at his shop. His wife was probably asleep by now, and left him a cold stew on the kitchen table with a note telling him off. He was used to that by now. 

He was not alone in that street. 

A non descript man watched the merchant walk down the street to his house, making sure his footing was sure on the roof tiles he was crouching on. He had a telescope in his hand, a marvel from Canara, and he watched with growing concern the woman who had cunningly hidden in the pits of shadow in the alleys surrounding the townhouses in the street. She would have been invisible, passed over, by a person who was not trained in the ways of the Letters. 

Or of the way of Silence. 

Wacky tensed as the merchant put his key to the door of his home. 

When the woman sprang from her hiding place, there was no one on the roof. 

*** 

Hadriel the Alchemist was rather alarmed when from behind him, he heard the sounds of punches being landed. He whirled around, his hands raised in a defensive gesture. He saw a man and a woman grappling and rolling along the ground, the woman punching the man fairly hard several times in the face. 

The woman yelled something along the lines of denouncing the man’s immediate legitimacy of ancestry, and the man yelled something back about some Silence bitch was not going to deny him fifteen thousand crowns. The two continued to beat away at each other with reckless abandon, seemingly uncaring of the ruckus they were now causing. 

Hadriel ran over to the couple, hoping to pull them apart. The two assailants looked up at him. 

“YOU BUTT OUT!” they both yelled, and then the woman punched the man in the face. The man roared incomprehensibly, and the two were at it again. 

“What’s going on, Mr Hadriel?” came the concerned voice of one of his neighbours. Hadriel looked up, and saw one of the rich merchant bankers, fat from years of prosperity, with an old sword in his hand, a standard issue from long before the coup… no, the consolidation of the state. He was dressed in his night gown, and looked rather incongruous with the sword in his hand, which Hadriel knew from experience the old man had once known how to use. 

Hadriel shrugged. “They’re with me,” he said, sounding apologetic. “Lover’s tiff.” 

“WE’RE NOT LO…” the woman screamed in the alchemist’s general direction, but the man fortunately put his hand over the woman’s mouth. She bit hard into it, and the man screamed. She reached up with both hands and slapped him over the ears, the concussion waves knocking him out cold. The unconscious man flopped down, his forehead smacking down on her temple. The two fighters slumped, insensate, into the grime of the street. 

“Hmmph,” the banker grunted, and slid the sword back into its scabbard. “Lemme help you get them inside your house.” 

Hadriel’s wife would not be amused, he was sure of that. 

*** 

Wacky woke up with a terrible ringing sensation in his ears. He tried to get up, but the ringing began to extend into waves of nausea that threatened to pull him back under again. He groaned. 

Near him, the spy heard a woman moan in annoyance. 

“Now that the two of you are awake, I think you owe me and my wife some explanations.” 

Wacky turned to the sound of that voice, and he saw the alchemist, the one the slip of paper had named as Hadriel. He had a sword in his hands, pointed at him. A worried looking woman stood next to him, a bowl of smelling salts in her hands. 

“Point that thing at the woman,” Wacky said, nodding toward the girl now beginning to sit up slowly. “She’s the one trying to kill you.” 

Ally turned toward the spy. “I’m doing nothing of the sort!” she cried indignantly, which ended in a whimper as some part of her physically battered body spasmed in pain. “I’m from the Letters.” 

“I don’t care,” the alchemist said, and he put the sword back onto the rack above his fireplace. These two people were in no state to fight new born babies, let alone a fully grown man. “Now, would one of you care to tell me why I’m surprised by two maniacs who want to kill each other at night?” 

Wacky winced as another stabbing pain shot through him. “I wanted to talk… to you. About… CE.” 

The woman whirled on him “So did I! What is this? I got the contract!” 

Wacky laughed, a hollow sound. “Multiple contracts, dear. Grand Prince wants competition, and he’s willing to pay for it.” The man coughed, and spat out a gobbet of blood. “If it makes you feel any better, I’d assumed you were Silence because I was thinking I was the only Letters man on the job.” 

Hadriel’s interest was piqued by mention of CE. “CE? What did the two of you want to know about CE?” 

The woman spoke up. “Contract out on him. We know you’ve met the man. We want to know where he might be found.” 

The blonde, attractive woman at Hadriel’s side turned to him, a concerned look on her face. “One of the Grand Prince’s operatives came and asked me today about him. I said I didn’t know, and she left. She wanted me to tell you to contact her when you came back. She wouldn’t tell me her name.” 

Hadriel turned back to the two Guild agents. “CE makes use of my talents. He bleeds chemicals out of my business with threats of violence if I don’t give him explosives and makes me pay him for the privilege not to be denounced to the Grand Prince. I’d love to be rid of his sorry arse.” 

The alchemist tilted his head as he thought. “I make another shipment in three days. Come with me then, and you might be able to nab him.” He looked at both agents. “I want both of you to come, though,” he said. “You both heard of my idea, you both can scrap over the spoils. I don’t care, I just want CE out of my life.” 

The two guild agents looked at each other, and they were sure they were mistaken, but they thought they could have detected a hint of a smile in the stares of mutual hatred they gave each other. 

*** 

Dew looked deep into his mug of ale, was unimpressed by its emptiness, and motioned to the bartender for another. Smiling at the happy froth head, he took a gentle sip and found the beer to be very much to his liking. He’d found the bar he was in very much to his liking, as were the serving wenches, and the music, and the thought that in a few hours he, his Letters partner, and some other partner of hers (Strictly business, she’d told him) were going to net themselves a fifteen thousand crown bounty. 

“Why hello, gorgeous,” a voice said to his right. 

Dew turned, somewhat surprised, and his eyes widened in shock. He was not bad looking, by any means, as many young girls could attest to, but this woman… 

“And the same to you,” was all he could say in response. 

He looked over the woman sitting coquettishly on the bar stool next to him, admired the long, flowing blonde locks of hair, the face which radiated a certain elegant beauty, and her body… 

Dew’s pulse began to race, quite involuntarily. 

“What’s your name?” He asked. 

“That’s for me to know and for you to buy me drinks to find out,” she said, smirking in a completely winsome fashion. “But you can call me sr388x.” 

“An Operative?” Dew asked, intrigued by this woman. 

“Not right now,” she said. “I’m on break. Come on, gorgeous, surely you can show me how to impress a girl…?” 

As he downed his beer and motioned for another, Dew did not notice the tiny pill the blonde beauty put into his mug with the last dregs, which he swallowed happily. He was going to have a good time today, of that he was sure. 

The woman smiled. The warrior wasn’t bad looking, not at all. In fact, a certain feeling trilled her in the pit of her stomach that she found most appealing. It had been a while since a man had done that for her. And she could most certainly show him a good time in one of the cheap rented bedrooms upstairs, even if the truth chemical made him tell her everything he knew in their pillow talk and make him forget what he had done. 

You could always mix business with pleasure. 

*** 

Of the four people in the cart slowly making its way to a rendezvous point outside the gates of Evercrayt, only Hadriel wasn’t feeling terribly, terribly ill. 

“I can understand why the spy and I are sick,” Ally said to no one in particular. “But why you, Dew?” 

“Met a girl,” was the monotonic response. 

“Oh, and girls make you sound as if you have got brain numbingly bad hangovers, do they?” Ally asked mischievously. 

Dew’s moan of agreement echoed throughout the silent night air. 

“Cheer up, man,” the other guild agent said. “If you can’t remember what happened, it must have been awesomely good.” 

“I keep telling myself that,” Dew mumbled. 

The driver hissed them quiet. “Get your sword ready, Mr Dew,” Hadriel said. “CE usually takes delivery alone, but he’s an accomplished fighter.” Dew nodded, and his hand moved to the hilt of his sword, still in its scabbard at his waist. 

The cart stopped at a lonely section of the road. There were the still warm remains of a fireplace, and a horse stood munching at the grass a few metres away. 

“Odd,” Hadriel said. “The man’s usually here before I am.” He looked out at the horse. “And that’s his horse. I wonder where he is?” 

“We’ll wait for him,” Dew said. “He’ll come.” 

CE never came. 

*** 

sr388x let the night wind flow over her, letting the breeze lift up her hair and stream it out into the dark. She urged her horse on a little faster, enjoying the calm of the night and the gentle clopping of her horse’s hooves on the road. 

In her lap lay an unconscious man, bound and gagged and tied to the horse. Dew was right after all. She was pleased with him. And the Grand Prince would be most pleased with her. It was, after all, fifteen thousand crowns he did not have to pay. 

And she was not wrong about Dew's ability to please her in other ways, as well. 

Sr388x smiled. 

*** 

A few days later, a man and a woman met in the Guild Headquarters of the Guild of Letters. The man had a black eye, the woman winced slightly every now and then for reasons that only the man knew. After nodding at each other in greeting, the two sat down side by side at a bench and ordered a cup of tea each from the waiters who cruise the hall for all patrons. 

“We were set up,” Ally hissed. “Fifteen thousand crowns down the drain.” She pointed to a broadsheet newspaper on the table chronicling the capture of the dread terrorist CE. “Word from the Grapevine is that the Grand Prince didn’t pay anyone from the guilds or any independent the bounty.” 

“I’m just as unhappy as you are about it, Ally,” Wacky said morosely, gazing out into the general hubbub of activity in the hall, watching for any eavesdroppers. “But short of actually trying to work out who it was in the first place who set us up, we’ve got no leads.” 

The woman turned to the man, and the side of her mouth twitched up in a rueful smile. “We’re Letters agents, Wacky. We’re trained to find out this sort of thing.” She held out her hand. “What say we find out who robbed us both and Dew of fifteen thousand crowns.” 

Wacky looked down at her hand, considering the offer, and then up at her face, searching for any hint of duplicity in her eyes. He found none. And her face… 

Something in the pit of his stomach stirred, and Wacky felt slightly light headed. No. She’d tried to kill him when they’d first met. He wasn’t quite sure what the feeling was in his stomach, but his conscious mind pushed it back down into the recesses of his primal being. 

Ally tilted her head slightly, as if reading his mind. “Partnership, Wacky. Deal?” 

“Strictly business?” 

“Strictly business,” Ally said, nodding. 

Wacky took the woman’s hand in his own and shook it firmly. 

“Deal.”
