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Ordiss was not famous for its taverns. 

Unlike the General Fuzzynuts, or the Broken Bow in Andiahavan, or even the Gearworks in Elssed, there was just no business for the kind of people who visit taverns in the Capital City of Jendisc. The result was a sheer lack of places to water one’s thirst. 

It also meant that the shady backroom deals that usually were brokered in such places moved to slightly more salubrious surroundings. 

Everyone called it the Teahouse. Anyone who was anyone in Ordiss was seen around this particular establishment in a hip and wealthy quarter of the city, where the finest teas from around OCR were brewed and served just the way the growers recommended it. The clientele that moved in and out from the small, quaint little building ran the gamut from the richly adorned nobles of Jendisc, their jewels sparkling, all the way through the prosperous merchants and professionals and then to the common citizenry of the Kingdom and children, who bought cups of tea laced with great amounts of sugar and little balls of starch. Lovers came together, furtively looking for people who might betray their trysts, and shared a forbidden cup together in the gardens around the back. Businessmen concluded deals and drank on it, sealing contracts on cups filled with tea leaves from the Republic, far far away. The Teahouse was the place to get tea, and to be seen. 

It was also the place to get your deals done. The hubbub of conversations and gentle laughter hid voices that perhaps did not want to be heard. Here and there, groups of people sat with each other and drank tea together, discussing deals that may not have been acceptable in the commerce halls or settlement rooms of the lawyers offices that dotted all of Jendisc. 

They could be spotted in the crowd, little islands of illicit activity that a person who knew how to see could spot in an instant. Past the Letters men hashing out a surveillance contract, a woman from the Swords getting payment for an infestation of rats in someone’s cellar, and a completely unassuming man and woman laughing and smiling at each other and calling each other names, a man found who he was looking for. 

The man sat himself down across the table from a figure sipping at a cup of tea, who looked up at him with a polite half smile. 

“I assume this is a social call, then?” said the figure, smiling at the man. 

“I’m afraid not, Old Man,” said the other, and the figure looked up with a sudden interest, an amused frown pursing his eyebrows. “Although I’ll be glad to buy you another pot, if you are not busy.” 

“Indeed, Mr Watkinzez. So who do you want silenced?” the Old Man said. “And yes, please stay for a drink. I have all the time in the world.” 

“Oh, not me. I can handle that myself. I have a benefactor, who has contracted me, and yes… he does not want the contract to be linked back to him.” Watkinzez leaned back on the chair and motioned to one of the passing waitresses for a new pot. She looked up and down his fighter’s physique with a quick flick of her gaze, and smiled appreciatively. He smiled back. 

“Ah. Yes, yes. You have any particular people you want me to contact?” 

“I don’t know,” the man said, and he reached inside his jacket, bringing out an envelope. “The details are in here. Come, take it, and make me a rich man for today.” 

Old Man Time grunted. He took the envelope and put it into a pocket on his shirt. “You owe me a pot or two,” he replied, his snowy white moustache quivering with mirth. 

“Aye. That I do.” With that, a pot of tea materialized on their table, courtesy of the serving wench. Watkinzez flipped her a crown and winked, earning a blush and a smirk in return. 

And so runs the facts of life in Jendisc. If you want something done, you go to the Teahouse. 

*** 

The assassin had been observing his quarry for a long time. 

It was not easy, as his targets seemed to be military men and set themselves a pace which was more akin to a march than a group of desperate bandits trying to get over the border to Unmod. 

His contact had come to him one day, at his usual haunt, and given him a letter. Twenty thousand crowns, Old Man Time had said, and that was enough for him to live the rest of his days in absolute luxury and to buy every whore from P’piar to Canara. 

Of course, no one gave out twenty thousand crown hits on easy marks. Patience and diligence was required, and study of the quarry. So it was that he watched, and planned while the group of four men ate, slept, pissed, and gradually made their way across the land. 

It was when the lush grasslands began to segue into dust and desert that the Lone Gunman made his move. 

*** 

The bullet missed Galin Fallel’s ear by about an inch. 

“What the hell?” he muttered, more surprised than anything else. Claude, DH and Ironknuckle immediately hit the ground and covered their heads, looking for cover. Reason suddenly hit Fallel, and he too dropped prone. 

*** 

The Lone Gunman slapped the new fangled gyrostabilizer on his prized musket, the supposedly steam powered clockwork thing guaranteed to ensure that the bullet was going to fly straight and true for at least one hundred metres. He was going to kill the idiot who sold him the stupid piece of junk… after he’d finished his job. Too bad he had not time to drop off to Canara… at least he could trust Geoform machinery implicitly. 

He snapped off the gyro stabilizer and fiddled with the innumerable knobs and added on pieces of machinery on his gun. It was time to dispense with subtlety. 

*** 

Four men cowered behind a large boulder as the harsher sun of Unmod began to soak through their cloaks. 

“How good you think he is?” muttered Claude, turning to the other three. 

“Want to test that?” replied DH. 

Claude flipped out a knife from one of the innumerable holsters he kept on him. He flicked it expertly to his side, straight and true and fast. 

Before the knife had gone a metre, the harsh bark of a musket sounded out across the desert sands. The knife broke into two as the bullet hit it dead centre. One of the shards hit the sands at Claude’s feet. Sunlight glinted off the sliver of metal. 

Claude turned back to his companions. “Ya. He’s good.” 

“Oh wonderful,” DH said. “We’re all gonna die.” 

“Well, maybe not.” 

The other three men looked at Ironknuckle. He was untying his cloak from his shoulders. 

“Your cloaks, gentlemen. Let me show you.” 

*** 

The Lone Gunman had waited for several hours. He knew how to wait. Now, impatience ran through him as he kept his eyes on the rock behind which his quarry hid. 

Could they have? No, it couldn’t be. He had not seen any dust clouds indicating that the men were moving, or had moved from the boulder. Were they waiting for him? Most likely. But then, he had more than a few tricks up his sleeve. 

The Lone Gunman flicked a few switches on his musket. Clockwork gears ground against each other as the mechanisms went to work. The master assassin silently padded over to the boulder. 

He put his ear to the rock and heard nothing. For a few minutes, he waited for the sounds of breathing. Also nothing. 

The Lone Gunman leapt out to the side, spraying a volley of bullets from his converted musket. The gun spat out round after round, the complex clockwork mechanism along the piece’s side loading bullets into the barrel faster than any mortal man possibly could. 

There was no one there, only sand and the sound of the wind rustling through a billion grains of sand. For some reason, there was the slight hint of blood seeping through the sand. 

The master assassin stood there, perplexed, until he noticed a knife sticking out of his chest. He looked down wonderingly at it, then at the man who had cast aside his cloak and flung the sand heaped on top of it into the air, sending it billowing into the air and clouding the assassin’s eyes. 

He dropped to his knees, then onto his face, feeling the sand peck at his face and eyes. Before the darkness consumed him, the Lone Gunman could only wonder what a truly brilliant trick that was. No wonder the bounty was twenty thousand. 

*** 

A man lay on the ground. His clothes are stained red, and his eyes dilate listlessly. Another man rips strips of cloth off his shirt and presses them into the man’s side, hoping to staunch the bleeding. 

“Fuck.” 

“That bad, DH?” 

“Look, Fallel’s gonna die if we don’t get him somewhere with a decent healer soon. And Unmod doesn’t have them in droves.” 

“Canara? It’s a day or two away.” 

“I can stop the bleeding. But that’s pretty much his only chance.” 

Claude looked down at the dead assassin, and turned him over with his boot. He bent down and retrieved his knife, wiping it off on the dead assassin’s sleeve. He reached for the musket, but Ironknuckle motioned him off. 

“I wouldn’t try. See all those gears? Severely customized. That thing’ll probably explode in your face if you tried to pick it up.” 

Claude shrugged, and began to rip the cloak from the assassin. 

“Do you steal everything from your dead enemies?” Ironknuckle started, almost with disgust. 

“Sling for Fallel,” Claude answered, and he flipped one of his knives out. He cut the cloak from its bindings and lifted it up. It would fit a man. “Might as well even the load.” 

*** 

Three men walk off into the Unmod desert, heading north. Galin Fallel lies in the impromptu hammock they have made for him, and begins to dream.
