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    Assassin Without a Name: Assassin with a penchant for fine wine.




    Jarek Blackwell: A mysterious gentleman.




    Mara Fairwind: An artist. Wife to Rolen.




    Rolen Fairwind: Wealthy aeropreneur.




    Russell Tollwood: Nameless Assassin alias.


  




  AUTHOR'S NOTE




  The Assassin’s Dilemma tells the story of the first job the Nameless Assassin performed for Mr. Rolen Fairwind, as referenced in The Chamber of Horrors from the second novel in the series, The Assassin’s Cunning. This story stands on its own, so you do not need to have read that other book first.




  However, in that other story, the reader learns that Rolen hired the Nameless Assassin to murder his wife. But did he? Read on to find out.




  

    The Assassin's Dilemma
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    “Iwant to hire you to kill my wife.”




    The request was not unusual, nor was it the first time I’d heard it. The reason for such a deed often varied, though it all too often came down to either money or jealousy. My prospective client, Mr. Rolen Fairwind, was beyond wealthy, a self-made success story tied intimately with Alchester’s burgeoning airship industry. As such, he commanded a vast shipbuilding empire with hundreds of employees and a network of business partners and associates that stretched across most of the Four Fiefdoms. A man like Mr. Fairwind didn’t want or need his wife dead because of money. But jealousy? I didn’t know him well enough to say, and while it wasn’t my place to know my clients’ reasons, most told me anyway out of some perverted need for justification. So I stood in silence and waited for him to enlighten me.




    “You should know that I do not ask this lightly,” Mr. Fairwind said from behind his desk, “but the situation has simply become untenable.” He took a quick drag from his cigar, leaned back in his chair, and blew smoke toward the low ceiling. We occupied a small, private meeting room, so even directed away from me, the odorous swirls of vapor soon found and assaulted me. The smoke I could tolerate, but before its odor had even dissipated, Mr. Fairwind insulted my sensibilities by drinking his wine with a cringe-inducing slurp.




    The vintage was a rare ’72, a year of plenty after our fiefdom had experienced years of drought and the associated hard times that came with such a thing. Back then, wine critics had extolled the burgundy as evolutionary and the brightest spot in the wine industry in over a decade. The wine was exquisite. I’d give the vintner that. But evolutionary? The ’72 burgundy, which Rolen had graciously served me so I could sample his ‘finest vintage,’ as he’d put it, palled in comparison to a ’64 Zalara with its rich, spicy flavor or a ’75 Rynar, which was dry and crisp and very unlike the ’72. Still, the wine marked Mr. Fairwind as a man of means, if not one with the right connections to secure what was, all other things aside, a very expensive vintage. But Mr. Fairwind’s brusque approach to imbuing the delicacy was a clear sign of disrespect toward the finer aspects of wine consumption. If such was a criterion for becoming a client of mine, then I would have already walked out. Instead, I took a small sip from my glass, enjoyed the delicate swirl lighting my tastebuds, and waited for Mr. Fairwind to continue.




    “My wife has made a damn mockery of everything I have built,” he said. “Where was she when I conceived the idea for my empire? Where was she when I toiled alongside the men in the shipyards?” Rolen slammed an open palm down hard on the surface of his desk. “Where was she when I risked everything on an effort many thought so hopeless that I was the only one brave enough to roll the dice, so to speak, and put forth the effort required to win those early contracts so crucial to my enterprise? The venture was a damn hopeless effort, many told me. A damn hopeless—” Mr. Fairwind looked to the room’s darkest corner. “Grom, what do you call that?”




    Rolen’s steward slithered from the shadows. “Call what, Mr. Fairwind?”




    “A damn hopeless effort!” Rolen huffed. “Pay attention, Grom!”




    Before Mr. Fairwind’s greasy-haired steward could respond, I said simply, “A forlorn hope.”




    Rolen shot up. “That’s it! A forlorn hope! You could learn a thing or two about paying attention from this man, Grom. Why, Mr....? Whatever am I to call you, anyway? If we’re to do business, I must call you something.”




    What he called me didn’t matter, so I wanted to shrug my shoulders. I almost did. But he fixed me with such an intense stare while waiting for my answer that I felt compelled to make one up on the spot. “Russell Tollwood.” The name was as good as any other. Certainly not my real one. I never gave that out, and besides, I hadn’t used it in some years anyway. For now, for this job, Tollwood would do just fine.




    “Mr. Tollwood,” Rolen said, placing his cigar between his teeth. He sucked on it, blew out more smoke, then leaned back in his chair. “My wife has simply gone too far.” He sneered. “Rumor has it she may have earned the attention of the king. Preposterous! How does someone of such menial skill earn such accolades?”




    Because of my profession, I did everything possible to avoid the king’s attention. But Mr. Fairwind, and by extension, his wife, were favored members of Alchester’s well-to-do, so I failed to see the detrimental aspect of earning the king’s interest. Glancing from Mr. Fairwind to Grom, I hoped one of them might provide the missing context.




    Noticing my confusion, Grom obliged me. “Mrs. Fairwind is an artist.”




    Rolen cackled. “More like a hack!”




    Grom went on unperturbed. “More specifically, she is a painter. Her work has garnered the attention of the city’s most esteemed artisans and even certain members of the city’s gentry.” As he spoke, I thought I detected the slightest hint of pride in the man’s otherwise dour monotone. “Their collective praise has reached King Classus’s ear, and speculation abounds that he may ask Mrs. Fairwind to host a private showing for himself and the royal family.”




    “Pfft,” Rolen said, scowling.




    I still didn’t understand, and though not relevant to the job, curiosity got the better of me, so I asked, “Surely this is a good thing?”




    Grom looked like he was about to answer, but his gaze went to his master and, seeing the disapproving scowl still writ across the other’s face, thought better of it and remained quiet. Rolen, who took another puff of his cigar, appeared even less likely to enlighten me, so I gave up that line of questioning, returning the subject to the task at hand and the reason for my late-night visit.




    “What details can you provide about the job?” I asked. “I need to know the timeframe and any specifics about how you’d like it done.”




    Most clients cared more about the when and less about the how, even going so far as to tell me they wanted to know as little as possible about how I ended the mark’s life. Knowing the person was dead was often enough. This proved the case with Mr. Fairwind, who said, “I don’t give a damn how it’s done. Only that you do it soon. I leave for business outside the city in the morning and will return in three days. When I get back, I wish to know she is gone from my life for good and that I’ll never have to gaze upon that loathsome woman’s face again.”
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