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The Tavern was loud. 

The strains of Lord Jared Hudson’s latest compositions floated through the air as raucous laughter bounced around the tables and chairs. The bar was making a roaring trade; ales and wines and other drinks are quickly being emptied and refilled, and the more drunk customers flirted outrageously with the buxom serving wenches; some didn’t even get slapped in return. 

A person enters the tavern. She is dressed in civilian clothes, but her bearing marks her out immediately as one of the Grand Prince’s men. She seems to search the room, focusing finally on a slight, dark haired man who is smiling as he chats amiably to the bartender over a mug of ale. He too has an air of the martial about him, although he wears it far more casually and with much greater ease than the female. 

The military woman strides over to the place where the smaller man is sitting, and she places a hand on the man’s shoulder. The slighter figure turns, a somewhat quizzical look on his face. 

“Excuse me, Ma’am,” the man says quietly, and then he notices who he is looking at. “Oh dear.” 

“That’s not a very nice way to greet old friends, Dew,” she says, and she smiles. It is not a pleasant smile. 

“I wouldn’t class you as an “old friend,”” Dew says, trying to squirm out of the woman’s grasp. “I don’t even know your name.” 

“You don’t need to. All you need is the Number. Remember?” She pivots and sits herself down on the stool next to Dew, making sure that she still has him in her grasp. “Anyway, I’m not looking for you, per se. I’m looking for someone you know.” 

“I assume the Grand Prince wants someone else to crucify and he wants you to get it out of me in pillow talk, right?” the man asks tiredly. “Well, you can tell him that I don’t know, I haven’t met anyone from the Independence Wars in ages, and I’m off to UnMod in a week or two and he can be rid of my sorry arse by then.” His brow then darkens, and an unpleasant grin forms on his face even as his hand casually grasps the hilt of his sword. “Or if he can’t wait to try and get rid of me…” 

“Nothing like that,” the woman says, her blonde hair loosening itself slightly from its usual severe knot. “He just needs… a document.” 

“Bah. Get another man of letters to write a copy. You don’t need me for that, you’ll want…” A sudden understanding came over his eyes. “Oh.” 

“Oh indeed,” the girl replies. “He’s disappeared into the woodwork, and he may be over the border to Gendisc. There are reports that he’s gone crazy, and none of the Guild of Letters contacts would talk. Pity they have legal immunity to torture. But the talk from the higher ups is that he found something that he wants to give to the King of Gendisc. It’s his right, of course; he swore no oath. But he did sign a contract with the Grand Prince himself. To break such an contract would be… unfortunate.” 

“I know Wacky,” Dew says. “And I do not think he would act in such an… unhinged manner unless it was important. He’s a mercenary investigator, not a nut.” 

“A spy.” 

“Whatever, 388. If Wacky doesn’t want to be found, he won’t be. Now, can I get back to my dri…” 

The next few moments are a blur. The woman in civilian clothes twists her arm in a grip, and the man in her grasp moves in response. There is the sound of breaking glass and splashing liquids as the two fighters grapple for position. 

At the end, Dew has his sword in front of him in a relaxed, ready pose, waiting patiently for the woman to make a move. She has a shorter blade in her left hand, with another small sword in her right. She flicks the blades casually in practiced motions as the bar staff and patrons quickly clear room for the two fighters. 

“What did I say about touching me, woman?” Dew spits out. “Now you’ve made a mess of the bar.” 

“You never said I couldn’t when you were bedding me, boy,” came the answer. “Not to mention, it is a capital offence to draw a weapon on one of the Grand Prince’s men.” 

“You are no man, sr388x,” Dew chuckles. “No man would bend over for me and squeal like a pig.” 

The two slivers of metal in the woman’s hands strike, and the point of no return is reached. The man blocks deftly with his blade, sending sparks flying, and returns with a quick set of strokes which the woman acrobatically avoids. 

“I’m so sorry!” Dew calls out to the now terrified bartender, and the quartet on the stage, as patrons begin to find cover and escape from the Tavern. “Here, 50 crowns for your trouble!” he cries, and throws a bag of coins over the counter to land in the bartender’s lap. He charges toward the woman, who expertly sweeps his feet out from under him, bringing him crashing into the hard wooden floor. 

The Prince’s operative slashes down with both knives, barely missing Dew’s chest as he knocks her slightly off balance with a punch to her shoulder. Kicking himself from the floor, the sword in his hand describes a glittering arc of red as it scores across the woman’s front. She shrieks with pain and anger and returns the favour, gashing the man across his cheek with a stroke that would have killed him had he not moved backward fast enough. He falls to the ground on his face, the breath knocked out of him. 

Sr388x, one of the Prince’s best killers, moves in for the kill. She gently tilts his head up, laying her knife almost lovingly across his throat. The pressure scores a soft red line of blood. She whispers in his ear. 

“Remember when I whispered like this to you at night?” She said. “Remember it well, boy. You are a mercenary, and mercenary scum aren’t fit to be in the service of the Grand Prince.” 

Dew spits. “I only sell my sword. Whore.” 

The woman laughs. “You really cared about me that much?” She moved back, looking at the prone man with something now approaching surprise. “You actually cared that I slept with you? You actually thought you meant anything to me?” 

The man’s silence is all the answer she needs. 

“My,” sr388x says, smirking. “I don’t think I can execute you. The humiliation will be punishment enough.” She pulls Dew up by his hair, his eyes looking into hers. “Get out of my country. Get out, and never come back or so help me, I will find your mother and father and sisters and kill them all in ways too painful to describe.” 

She slams his head into the floorboards, and she is gone. 

Dew thinks from his new view point as the bartender perches over him, concerned, with a cloth to tend to his wounds. Some of the customers drift out from cover, and the band starts up again, ever professional. 

As Dew nurses his cut cheek and ruefully considers his options, he thinks carefully. What to do from this sudden change in his career? 

More Beer would probably be a good start.
