Night at Lady Maha’s

Author:  Wacky

The night was dead silent. 

There were no movements of crickets, of birds, of the rustling of leaves to make a sound. The moon lay sullenly in the sky, casting down a sickly glow that illuminated stonework and occasionally glinted off a well polished halberd. 

The Cherry trees were blossoming, but their beautiful flowers gave only a slight white glow. An occasional torch burned in the night, at regular intervals. It was not enough to cast into relief from the shadows the men standing to attention and casting their eyes out into the pitch dark beyond their posts, watching with eternal vigilance. 

So you should be, when you are guarding Lady Maha of Canara in her home. 

Her choice of house was one fitting for a ruler of a great UnMod territory- a castle, overlooking her capital city, an oasis of beauty and order in the otherwise wild and untamed badlands of UnMod. Here, there was water, and peace, and silence. The castle’s sturdy walls provided a barrier to all that, for Lady Maha was one who abhorred chaos. 

Silent as the night was, it was not peaceful. 

A dark figure lifted its head from the shadows, surveying the scene before it and noting each guard’s place. It abruptly sprung out of the shadows surrounding the castle, moving with fantastic speed from each pool of darkness, expertly timing every movement to stay in the shadows cast by flickering torch lights. There was a soft, muffled cry of alarm as one of the guards at his post felt a knife enter his back, and then nothing. 

Moments later, Swordmaster MB was inside the castle. 

*** 

In the shadows surrounding the castle, two people wait. And watch. 

“That’s a nasty piece of work,” one of them says, looking through a telescope. “You sure you want to infiltrate that place with *that* inside there?” the voice is soft, feminine, tinged with a hint of concern. 

“Why not?” The man says, smirking. “I’ve never let fear get in the way of a chance to pull a stunt or lose a contract. And hey, if I get caught I can demand a day in Court. This is Canara, nor NuMod, remember?” 

“You’re insane, Wacky.” 

“Hence the name, dear. Wait here.” The man emerges from the shadows, and he is dressed in the uniform of the Canaran Defence Force. “I’ll see you later.” 

“See you later,” his companion says. It would never do to say goodbye. 

As the mercenary wanders off onto the main road leading to the front gate, his partner wonders why she always felt such a knot in her stomach when he did crazy things like that. Theirs was purely a business relationship. 

*** 

A guard wonders through the corridors of Lady Maha’s home, intently watching out for any threats to his mistress. Luckily for him and his wife sleeping in his home in the town below, he does not look intently enough, and passes blithely unaware of the black clad man hanging above him in the rafters. 

When his receding footsteps fade into nothing, MB drops down from his point. He checks all his equipment. It is ready. 

Looking for his quarry, the swordmaster moves swiftly, homing in on his target. 

*** 

“Yes, Captain. I know it’s inconvenient at this time of night, but I MUST have an audience with Lady Maha and it’s important and urgent.” The spy looks politely, earnestly, at the Guard Captain even now considering whether to let him through the gates. 

“Oh, fine then, Centurion… what was it… Danar. I’ll escort you to her.” 

“Many thanks, Captain.” 

The locks on the gate open, and Wacky is through. He surreptitiously checks his many handfuls of tricks in his pockets. He is ready. He smiles obligingly at the Guard Captain, who smiles back. He starts walking with a practiced military clip, giving the impression of polite urgency. 

Being led to his quarry, the Spy for Hire moves swiftly, homing in on his target. 

*** 

The Swordmaster begins to run, sensing something in the air is telling him that he must be swift. Forces are working against him. He must get to Lady Maha first. 

*** 

Wacky hopes that he will reach Lady Maha in time. The Guild didn’t pay for contracts that had too many dead bodies attached. He must get to Lady Maha first. He moves slightly faster, slightly more urgently. The Guard Captain follows suit. 

*** 

MB notes only the Guard Captain standing to attention outside Lady Maha’s chambers. An important post, for sure. He notes the man’s proud bearing. He is a soldier, proud of his duty to his mistress. MB can appreciate and admire that. It is unfortunate that he cannot get inside without being noticed by the man. 

A few moments later, making sure that the man’s dying gurgling is soaked up by the floor, he gently prises open the door to his target’s chambers. The room is well appointed and lit, with lamps adorning the walls and carpet on the floors. A bed lays at the furthest corner of the room, a veil surrounding it. The sword master advances wearily into the room, flipping out a gladius from a holster in his back and keeping it up at the ready. He cannot see Lady Maha. 

Of course, that does not mean that Lady Maha cannot see him. 

Behind MB, the door shuts with a bang, and the sword master whirls around. He sees her now. 

Lady Maha is dressed only in her night gown, but an anger burns in her eyes that is as deep as any that can be felt by man. She has an elegant Jian in her right hand, the blade glinting off the warm light given out by the lamps. 

“I’ve heard some very bad things about you,” she says, her voice gentle, yet imbued with a power that, for once in many, many years, MB has finally reason to suspect. He tests this with a quick lunge from his gladius. 

The lithe female he is aiming at flicks the blade aside almost contemptuously and returns with a retort that almost skewers him. MB avoids the blade with something he has not felt in years- a sense of difficulty. 

Lady Maha goes on the offensive, the blade in her hand turning into a flickering blur that MB can only just block with every dirty trick in the book that he has ever been taught or learnt. His own attacks seem to go nowhere, the thin sliver of steel in his opponent’s hand seemingly having the capability to block and deflect the deadly weapon in his hand with a mere touch. The two master swordsmen clash at lightning speed; the black clad man thrusting desperately with quick thrusts and jabs, the scantily clad woman spinning and twirling in a dance of death, the sword in her hand seemingly having grown a life of its own. The reverberating crash of steel on steel rings throughout the room, although from the two people there are no sounds, no grunts, no cries of anger or battle rage. 

Wacky backs slowly out of the room, absolutely sure that although he has had a great deal of practice with a blade, he is out of his league. He’d fulfilled his contract to warn Lady Maha of the assassination plot against her, and he has no interest in testing his skill with a sword. As the spy leaves the room, He notices the body of the Guard Captain, and winces. He was unlucky. He reaches down, and rifles around the dead man’s pockets. He has found what he is looking for. 

He stands up and takes his leave, shouting an alarm as one last complimentary service to Lady Maha. After all, she has just made him and his partner very, very rich. 

MB hears the alarm and the sounds of tramping feet of an overwhelming number of guards, and he realizes he has very little time left. He considers that he cannot hope to win this contest soon, or if he can at all. He pushes his blade out far against Lady Maha’s, leaving an opening; but hopefully enough to buy him time. The sword clashes against sword and flies out of MB’s hand. Lady Maha cries out exultantly and lunges with a finishing blow, but she is a fraction of a second too slow. 

MB flips back, just avoiding the tip of Lady Maha’s Jian, and throws a ball which has appeared in his hand to the floor. A cloud of smoke and a large flash later, he is gone, leaving only an unmarked Gladius with innumerable notches in its blade caused by the Jian. 

There will always be another time. 

*** 

It is a few hours later. 

A bereft woman in the town below the castle of her Mistress mourns the death of her husband, a Guard Captain. Lady Maha was apologetic, had offered her the usual pension to widows of her men who had fallen in battle for her. It seems like such a trivial thing, a pension. It will not be enough to cover her children and herself. 

She hears a knock on her door. She wearily gets up from her seat and opens it, and finds no one there. She looks down, and there is a small bag, tied with a little bit of rope. She picks it up and opens it, and inside is the glow of many gold coins. 

A piece of paper is under the bag. 

“Please find several hundred crowns,” it says, written in a neat script. “It will not replace your husband, but it will provide for you into your old age, and for your children’s education until they make their way in the world.” 

She reads a little further. “It is the least we can do.” 

The woman looks around for someone who looks who might have given her this gift. She sees no one in the street, even now mostly empty and waiting for the business of the day to start up. If she had asked her neighbours, they would have told her about the two people in non descript clothing at her door for a minute or two; a man, and a woman, who seemed to wait in silence for a minute, their heads bowed as if in respect, and then melted into the early morning traffic, never to be seen again in the city. 

She closes the door and returns to her mourning.
