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The tavern stank of cheap wine and vomit and the merest undercurrent of magic. In one dim and filthy corner, a bundle of rags twitched and muttered to itself, a claw-like hand waving above it as though signaling an invitation to death. What little illumination the room had came mostly from a banked fire in the huge fireplace, which sent out a thin evil smoke to twine with other, more noxious vapors. Crudely built tables, scarred with centuries of tankard rings, and stocky benches were scattered about the room. 

A massive bar along one wall contained a few sputtering candles that glimmered off rows of bottles stacked with little attention to neatness behind it. To complete the decorations, a bar-keep, whose eyes operated independently of each other and whose face offered all the intellect and charm of a wharf rat, smeared a dirty rag idly along the corroded top; his miss-matched eyes seemed to survey all the inhabitants of the tavern, and none of them. 

Two surly men at the bar appeared to be having a minor difference of opinion which threatened at any moment to escalate into a major battle, while a group of drunken revelers clustered around one of the larger tables gave evidence of the potency of the house wine, if not its quality. 

In a dim corner a lone figure sat, wrapped in a black cloak and an air of palpable menace, no doubt caused by the naked sword which shared the table with a jug and glass.

“Charming,” said Marten as he eyed the tavern with no little dismay, then pulled his brown cloak tighter about him and moved fractionally closer to his larger companion. “Perhaps they let rooms as well, and we can stay the night.”

“I doubt your renowned wit will be appreciated here,” whispered his friend Firran. 

After a slight hesitation, Firran strode with ill-acted boldness toward the bar. Marten hurried after him, not anxious to be too far away from his larger companion. 

The barkeep noticed their presence by the simple expedient of wiping his dirty rag across the bar directly before them.

Firran leaned across and murmured in a low tone. The rag’s travel was suspended for a second, then began its journey again. The barkeep nodded once toward the lone figure in the corner, although his left eye regarded the door behind them and the other, lid shyly drooping, seemed to wash its hands of the entire affair.

“Two tankards of your finest wine!” cried Marten, banging with flair on the top of the bar—a gesture marred rather more than somewhat by the fact that the top of it hit him about mid-chest.

The barkeep drew the wine and set the tankards before them.

“Now to move casually to yonder table,” murmured the Marten, taking a sip and giving back a grimace. “Although we could doubtless move with a full complement of horse soldiers and a troop of Denobian dancing girls without drawing the attention of anyone in this crowd.”

“Your overdeveloped sense of the absurd could hardly be more out of place,” said Firran severely as they took their wine and began to move past the noisy revelers.

“Sorry,” said the Marten in contrition as he nimbly avoided a large drunk who was doubtless bent on answering the call of nature. “I seem to have less talent for intrigue than I hoped.”

They proceeded towards the table in the corner, two men whose clothing, if not rich, was noticeably finer than any in the room. Firran, a broad-shouldered man with a mop of unruly hair and an impressive nose, wore wine-colored breeches tucked into tall boots and a shabby vest over a loose shirt. Marten wore brown: brown boots, breeches and jerkin, with a paler tan shirt. Each had poignards in their boots as well as swords at their belts, though neither seemed quite sure what to do with them. Indeed, Marten had tripped over his own weapon more than once since he had first buckled it on earlier this evening.

The figure at the table was so shrouded in voluminous black that little could be seen save two hands. Loosely clasped, they were encased in fine leather gloves worked most cunningly with silver wire about the wrists; strips of the same metal ran up each finger, so that they were more gauntlets than gloves. 

One gloved finger flicked toward two chairs. Firran and Marten sat.

For a moment, the two did nothing more than sip the execrable wine. Marten felt observed from within the black hood opposite him, although he could see nothing but darkness within it. The dim firelight struck fragments of flame from the silver-encased gauntlets but ceased its illumination before it reached the hood.

Marten moved uneasily. His buoyant spirits could not stand inaction.

“Are you—?” he began in a soft whisper.

A raised hand enjoined silence. It flicked a silvery finger toward the bar.

Firran glanced over his shoulder. The two surly gentlemen’s disagreement had ripened to a loud and glorious argument. The barkeep watched with one eye while the other scanned the ceiling, and even the noisy revelers in the center of the room set their tankards down and seemed interested in the quarreling pair.

Firran turned back to their companion just as a gloved hand pushed back the hood.

Amber hair caught back in a heavy braid. Grey eyes glittering like old coins. High cheek bones in a bronzed face; a thin, sickle shaped scar, startlingly white against a brown forehead. One side of a thin mouth lifted in a faint mocking smile.

Firran smiled in return, looking ingenuous if not for the intelligence lurking in his eyes. 

“The description of you we had was most exact,” he murmured, taking a sip of wine.

“And what was that?” asked a husky voice.

“Gold hair and silver eyes,” interrupted Marten. “And all in black, with strange gloves,” he finished in a whisper.

The woman glanced at her clasped hands. A distant look came into her eyes—for a second she seemed to forget they were there. 

Then Marten broke the silence.

“And now that we have braved this hideous place and found you, we have an offer to make,” he said, somewhat puffed up with importance, though a slight chill struck him at the thought of disturbing her reverie.

The woman in black turned to him, recovering her mocking smile. 

“And that offer is?”

“We have someone we want you to kill,” said Firran as he looked from side to side.

The two men at the bar quarreled with ever increasing vigor.

“Everyone who seeks me out has someone who needs killing,” said the woman in her soft, husky voice. “That, after all, is the purpose of an assassin. And I am, if you’ll pardon my conceit, the finest assassin in this city.”

“This is no ordinary assassination,” explained Marten with a most serious look on his rather flat face. “This man truly deserves to die.”

“Spare me your altruism. At times, we all doubtless deserve to die. But I do not ply my trade as a public service; I am here to discuss a business deal, gentlemen, and on this level we will hold our discussion or not at all.” A flash of anger in the grey eyes died as quickly as it had been born.

“I’m sorry if we offended somehow,” said Firran with a glare for Marten.

“Yes, we try never to insult the delicate sensibilities of assassins,” interrupted Marten.

“Marten, please,” begged Firran, casting his eyes to the ceiling.

The assassin laughed aloud, a sound as sharp and cutting as broken glass.

“Allow me to begin, gentlemen,” she said. “You arrived in Zalarenth three days ago and immediately contacted the Thieves Guild. This proves that you are either members of that honorable association or are well acquainted with someone who is. Noarr— who is an excellent thief and a good friend of mine, by the way—agreed to find you a suitable assassin. For a price, of course. This evening, he told you to come to this filthy hole where you would find the object of your quest. And here you are, and here am I.”

“You are remarkably well-informed,” remarked Firran, trying to still the uncomfortable feeling in the pit of his stomach.

“It is in my interests to be so. There are some few who would be glad if I no longer plied my trade...as you must imagine. I make it a point to find out all I can of my prospective clients before ever I see them.”

“Where do you obtain your information?” asked Marten.

“Oh, here and there,” she answered vaguely. “Although I really know very little else about you. Let me see...” she ticked off the points on the fingers of one gloved hand. “The names you are using are Firran and Marten. Although charming, I doubt they are legitimate. No matter. My clients, provided they can pay, may call themselves what they will. The chief point is you are well provided with money. And you wish me to kill...?”

“The chief priest of the cult of Dargon said Marten promptly. Firran eyed the ceiling again, shaking his head in disbelief.

“The price is three gold pieces,” replied the assassin just as promptly.

Firran lost interest in the ceiling abruptly.

“Why so cheap?” asked Marten, his swarthy face gone even darker with suspicion.

“There are always too many priests. Price is paid upon completion. Do you have any preference as to my method?”

“Wait,” said Firran, eyes narrowed. “Don’t you want to know why?”

“Why...what?” she asked, her eyes puzzled.

He shook his head in exasperation. “Why we want him killed. Aren’t you curious at all?”

“Professional courtesy. We assassins pride ourselves on never inquiring into our clients’ reasons. You want someone dead. That is my business. Do you accept my price? And you have not mentioned any preferences yet as to my method. Sword? Knife? Poison? Strangling? Bludgeoning?” 

The assassin ticked off on long clever fingers the various choices, the silver on her gloves twinkling in the firelight. 

Marten gave an audible gulp. His face lost its swarthiness and acquired a paler, slight greenish tint.

“Couldn’t you just—kill him?” he squeaked. “And spare us the details?”

“Certainly.”

One of the noisy revelers at the large table chose this moment to break a jug over the head of another of their number. Lamentations and coarse laughter mingled with the smell of cheap wine, and both spread out in a cloud over the room. Marten and Firran both turned to inspect the disturbance. 

When they turned back, the assassin was gone.
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A SINGLE GONG NOTE floated across the incense filled room. The worshipers slowly came out of their piety-and-drug-induced stupor.

The High Priest of Dargon, unprepared for the end of the service, was caught napping. Literally. He jerked himself out of a light doze and brushed crumbs off the rich brocade of his holy vestments. His acolyte received a sharp blow and a muted curse for not awakening him in time for end-of-service prayers.

The worshipers shuffled out, leaving various offerings to the God Dargon in the massive bowl before his statue. A fairly new god in town, Dargon was developing into a prime moneymaker for his high priest. The rich hangings of the sanctuary and the heavy gold offering bowl were adequate proof of both the new god’s popularity and the priest’s ability to manipulate the populace. 

A society hungry for gods is always prey to an unscrupulous man.

Emptied of worshipers, the sanctuary took on an air of mystery that it never quite managed to acquire when used for its primary purpose. Final dissipating wisps of incense shrouded the hangings behind the statue of the god. Cushions and small stools for the convenience of the worshipers became strange growths in the steadily dimming light, as the abused acolyte snuffed
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