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"National enmities have been always produced and encouraged by kingly and priestly policy. The wolf is the natural enemy of the lamb; the vulture of the dove. By instinct they are so…"   Piggot's Political Dictionary

I didn't quite sneer as the Helm strode by.  Trailing a flamboyantly conspicuous sword and  clangy metal bits, he didn’t impress anybody who impressed me..  Knights Templar, pheh.  Hand of the Dove.  Self-important dandies, all of them.  Fops with a sword.

The clatter of the man was deafening, almost enough to raise the dead.  The crowd parted ahead of him out of respect to his class, his role, his absolutely pointless steed.  They saw him coming but I seriously doubted that he even noticed them.

I, on the other hand, tend to notice everything.  

Speaking of which, my checkpoint complete, I stepped back and melted into the crowd, shouldering my way softly as I moved along.  Nobody respected a commoner like me.  We couldn't be more different even though we were both, technically, of the same Caducean Order.  

Somehow, I couldn't quite conjure images of us toasting each other at the monthly meetings.

Finally free of the congested river alley, I made my way to a small cafe' that I use for jobs like this and surveyed the scene.  My usual table was empty (as well it should be - I paid enough for it in coin and trade).  There was another table right near it where a fat merchant sat in his cups, singing a song that had never, to my knowledge, actually graced the silken throat of any bard in Kenatos.

I strode over and addressed him:

"Catechism Merci", I said.  "Beg pardon."

He reeled and craned his neck up at me, nearly falling out of the chair (and thereby nearly spoiling what I must do next).

"Hlloo", he slurred, and then said something that I think was meant to be an invitation although you'd never prove it under the geas of the Ring.

"You're in my chair," I announced to the room (which is really a misnomer because a) the cafe was outdoors, and b) because there were only two other occupied tables because the food here has a reputation for being pretty bad).

"Hlloo", he began but before he could manage another drunken invitation, I stiff-armed him out of his seat with my left arm, neatly cutting his purse as he went over with my right.  He toppled right over and landed with a multitude of thuds, something manageable only somebody who's carrying multiple items.  

I seated myself and kicked up my boots on the table, drawing the attention of the first table.

"A round of ale on me", I roared, drawing the attention of the second.  The bosomy mead-wench appeared on cue with two full trays and with practiced fanfare, proceeded to pass 'em around.

Impression accomplished - they might the merchant but they would be sure to remember me.  She served me a heaping plate of crayfish with a lumpy white sauce that had been prepared especially for just such an occasion.

This was vital for what I had to do next.

*   *   *
Precisely 20 minutes of what appeared to be heavy drinking and "dining" later, I suddenly spewed forth a truly stupendous mouthful of... well, I spewed.  Holding my mouth and dripping fluids, I doubled over and asked "Privy"?

While the members of the two tables obviously didn't know each other, they all pointed in unison toward the rear of the "establishment".  I lurched off passing the waitress who didn't give me a second glance.  

One could have gotten the impression that such reaction is not especially uncommon at this dive.  One would be right.

Reaching the back in one piece, I straightened up and was greeted by the proprietor.

"Here," he said, offering me a towel, which I accepted, passing him the small leather drawbag heavy in coin in return.  "It's really a shame that I had to do that.  The white sauce is especially good today," I whispered conspiratorially.

"I heard that", his wife whispered from the kitchen, appeared from within and wiping her hands on a worn but clean rag about her lovely waist.

She gave me a wink and rested her head on his back while he tossed the bag once in the air and then grinned.

"Anytime," he said.

I removed my boots and leg cottons and slung them over my shoulder, climbed silently through the back window facing the small pond, and faced the wall so that my toes caught the tiny shadowed ledge.  With arms spread wide for support, I inched my way around the building and reached the wood at the edge of the water, pausing only to don my footwear and pat various places to ensure that I was fully equipped.  These other tasks out of the way (and spurred on by the thought of an actual meal involving white sauce without herb from an apothecary), I vanished into the trees.

Pleasantries dispensed and alibi set, it was time to go to work.  
Time for someone to die.

*   *   *
I sometimes interview myself as I go about my work.

I entertain the question quietly, with prestige.  I am, after all, a professional.  

"How do you pick your target?"
Watching the flaccid-faced fellow pass by in the alley.  He stops and pays for an apple.  He does a thing where he flips it up, bounces it off his arm, and catches it.  Oh, hooray for you!  Look at your dazzling reflexes!  He passes a working girl and flashes her a grin that is friendly but not specifically interested.  I wondered to myself if he really thought he was fooling anybody, and then scoffed at myself for even asking the question.  The answer was “yes” and that’s exactly why I was here.  

The fact that he noticed her tells me that he likes girls but already has one somewhere else, someone who would not take to him taking interest in a clasper.  She smiled brightly in return and he nodded grandly, taking a magnificent bite from his apple in a show that although he wasn't in the market, he was more than capable.  She blushed and he strode on, fully enjoying his “conquest”, fully immersed in the moment.

Completely unaware of what was about to hit him.

"What goes through your mind as you prepare to strike?"

It can be many things.  Tonight, I consider the white sauce.  I wait for my target to pass and absently pat the ring in the hidden pocket at my waist.  Then I grunt to myself - I won't need it for this job.

Place a bay leaf, a blade of mace, 10 whole black peppercorns, a slice of onion, and some chopped parsley in a saucepan with the best goat's milk that you can scrounge. 

First walking down the midst of the narrow street, making way for the occasional wagon, then blending with the shadows as you close, we made our charade parade down the cobblestones away from the market.

(Bring the milk up slowly to simmering point, remove from the heat and leave it to infuse until the milk is cold.)
The quarry stops and (I swear) takes in a deep lungful of air.  

As it turns out, he'll need it, although neither of us knows it at the time.
(At this point, it is very important to ensure that the milk is absolutely cold, because if it isn't the sauce will go lumpy, so leave it to cool completely.)

I wait for the movement and am moving in harmony when it comes.  (Strain it back into the saucepan add half a fist of flour and a gouge of butter.)  Gouge.
My knife takes her from behind high and right, the force of the impact carrying her straight into the back of Mr. Happy and tumbles them both over into the creek.  
She's not blushing now.
I’ll have to retrieve my dagger, of course, but I briefly think that he’ll never be wiser and that I’ll have gotten in and out scott clean, deliberately ignoring the Third Principle, “There is no perfect job”, something that I flatly deny, which is probably intentional psychology on the part of my Order’s Elder rule-makers.
Of course, he doesn't know how to swim.  Wouldn't that be just peachy, saved from one death only to be consumed by another?
I’d like nothing more right now than to allow myself a heavy sigh but there’s no rest for the diligent.
Fortunately, I'm a good swimmer, and I kick off my boots for the second time that night, diving in with practiced grace of someone not from the city.  I grabbed his hair and firmly pulled him to the surface.  There will be whisking, of course, to beat out the lumps.  That's my job, too, in a way.

He's thrashing about, composure completely shattered, and seems to be considering wasting his breath with a yell, perhaps a scream.

"Stop it," I suggest.  
In the curious arithmetic of human reasoning, he seizes this opportunity to thrash about even harder.  It is only the copious quantities of dank creek water that keeps him from making an utter scene (and forcing my hand to something outside the scope of my contract).

In the midst of his thrashing, he grabs the neck of my tunic and pulls.  An old nick in the neck weakens and rips, exposing my right shoulder blade.  His eyes go wide at the sight of my tattoo and his hands start to flail in earnest.

I'm distracted now and almost forget the most important detail, to wit, simple fat content.  

"Attempting to blend hot liquid and flour without the presence of fat is what causes lumps", I verbalize, and grabbing his shirt like a terrier would grab a puppy's scruff, I shake him in the water like a rag doll.  He may be thick and I may be comparatively small, but I'm wiry for my size and it is my job to make people underestimate me, as he had underestimated the freelance gak.

Thus stunned, I grabbed a post at the closest bridge and drew myself up out of the water, dragging him with me, dumping him on dry land.

"How do you justify what you do?  How can a priest be an assassin, and vice-versa?"

Never say that word to me.  I'm not an assassin, I'm a cleaner. If you wind up on my list, you're already dead, and by Seitherell, I'm just cleaning up the mess.

"A mess or the mess?"  he sputters.

We're both dripping, I've just saved his life (twice), and now this.

I was apparently staring.

"What do you do again," I said.  "...a writer?"

He opened his mouth to speak but it wasn't his turn.

I was cold on the outside but hot on the inside.  I couldn't stay here forever and rose to start wringing myself dry enough to skirt away.  In the meantime, my sauce ruined, I wasn't going to waste a perfectly good audience.

I am a priest, after all.

"Well, Frostroth, you walk the same route to the market everyday.  You see the same claspers every day but it doesn't occur to you that this one has a bright, innocent smile.  This one is impressed with the big apple trick and is amazed at your prowess with fruit.  This one looks clean and kind and interested and had the decency to blush as you take this big bite outta life.  Didn't any of that ring a gong with you as being a little odd?"

"I thought you were trying to kill me," he muttered.

This earned my second stare of the conversation.

"It wasn't your turn tonight.  Tomorrow night's a new day.  Go ahead," I anticipated him, "do correct me".

Writers.

"Somebody noticed your habit-patterns.  Maybe they've noticed something else as well.  You'll never know who they went through to hire her, but I'll give you this much for free - she's not a member of the Bitch Brigade.”

He sat there looking blank.  I decided he meant something by it at the moment. “That’s Caducean short-hand for The Coven, freelance operators that don't typically stoop to assassination attempts but sometimes lose their pretty little heads when somebody female comes crying with hopped up stories of injustice.  They’re amateurs but they’re persistent.  One of them is bound to get lucky."

And then I turned and waded back into the water.

"Where are you going," he sputtered.

"To get my dagger back", I said, and I did.

He was sitting up when I was back on dry land.  I stalked up to him (an effect nullified somewhat by the squishing) and gestured at him with the point of the dagger.  His eyes widened and he raised his arms.

I walked over behind him, sheathed my knife, and dragged his sopping shirt off his body.  It was all blousy and cottony and covered with dirt.  
It would have to do.  Facing him, I drew off my ruined tunic, donned his shirt, and then fastened the tunic around my waist by knotting the sleeves.

"If I were you," I said, "I'd apologize to your woman or find another city to set up shop in."

"You don't think this was about my stories?  You don't think I've stepped on the toes of somebody important?"
This guy was priceless.  I couldn’t believe I was having this conversation so I just told him.
"How important is a woman's love?  I’ve got news for you, it's not your big feet, it's your eyes.”

I let him think about that for a moment and then I told him the rest.  “If this was a man offended, I would have done the job myself.  As it was, money wasn't the inducement.  The Coven has little use for such mundane things."

"You'd do well to gather yourself and debase yourself before your woman," I suggested.  "They won't stop until you're dead or she is appeased.  Best watch your step until you decide," I said, and turned to face Sir Rodrik.

Or, more precisely, Sir Rodrik's foaming horse.

"You," he said, and I'll be damned if I know how he ended up there on the other side of town.  His path would take him by the cafe', his sense of honor would require him to investigate the drugged, robbed merchant, his sense of investigation would tell him that I was in back in the process of being sick.

How he put two and two together, how he came to be riding a horse in the first place on that day of all days, and made it all the way across town without benefit of the ring in my possession, I'll never know.  Unless it he was given a Foreshadowing, and that would mean…
I lowered my head and stepped meekly to the side, and he rode forward, clattering now, into the small square where my writer friend sat, legs splayed out, without his shirt.  It wasn’t the only spell he employed that day.  He must have burned a regular gold-plated fistful of them that day, which meant that somebody truly important was after my head.  

Someday, I'll have to discover his spell of silence, because that is a neat trick that I must have.

He started to accost the man from his perch on the horse before he even dismounted and I wouldn’t have been surprised if I’d learned that he’d called for backup.  As it was, I’m sure it was all very humiliating for “the assassin” but I didn’t stick around long enough to confirm that suspicion as I had already stepped back and melted away into the night. 

There would be no white sauce for me tonight - I couldn't risk it.  I would send a message along to them eventually along with another purse for their trouble.  In the meantime, this man of the Hand of the Dove, this Sir Rodrik, was smart enough, I suppose, but not very cunning.  He had the right place but the wrong man (a neat trick that brought on the only shiver I would feel that night, a trick that would haunt me until I figured it out).   He was a buffoon but he was still far too close for comfort, something that transgressed any number of unwritten laws from my House.
I would have to Do Something About That.

In the meantime, I permitted myself a very small, brief grin.  Rodrik would check the writer's back but find it empty of what I possessed on mine, the dark tattoo of my house, the emblem of all who I called Brother in my wing of the Order:
The black Mark of the Vulture.
