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1. We Just Need to Find the Right Person
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“Quite a satisfactory quarter, if not as good as the last.” The remark was made by one leaning back from a desk where neat stacks of documents surrounded a single sheet of paper in the centre. This showed two rows of figures, each summing to a total in bold black ink.

“Indeed. This current quarter also looks to go well. Or would look to do so if the Merllan matter can be resolved.”

“You do know how to dampen the mood,” remarked the first speaker with an ironic twist of the lips. This was acknowledged with an apologetic spread of the hands.

“We cannot just ignore it. They have accepted one delay but will not wear a second. We do not want them coming to collect.” 

The first gave a small theatrical shudder. “No, we do not want that. Yet the problem remains. Bank drafts are out of the question, unless you fancy the pillory and a subsequent life in sack-cloth.”

The other glanced down at the velvet of his own gown, dyed in the richest of greens and belted with a cord of golden silk, and then across at the other, resplendent in a dull crimson of the finest wool.

“Specie?” he suggested.

“Ten per cent at least, and a captain and crew we can trust to keep their mouths shut forever,” came the rejoinder. There was a considering silence, ending in frowns and small shakes of the head. One moved papers around on the desk, paused, tapped a fingernail on the polished wood, gnawed on a thumb. The other sat pensive, expressions flickering across his visage as one scheme after another came to mind and was discarded.

Green Gown made a noise, a satisfied quack of the kind a duck might make on finding a large worm. Red Gown was startled from his reverie.

“What?”

“Would they accept something of equivalent value? What about if we offered to return that thing. You know, that thing.” Green Gown tilted his head towards a section of wall, apparently blank. “A third use would be stretching Pleriano’s hand too far, given what happened last time.”

The other grimaced. “Who could have thought those wretched girls could be so ignorant? Or the Guardian Avengers so persistent? Bloody-minded bitches,” he added.

Red Gown gave the proposal serious consideration. “They would probably accept; it’s easily worth the sum and more, and I’m sure it’s something they can use in their affairs. It made us a tidy sum, and they are as capable as we. I’m sure they won’t have any trouble finding ah, disposables. And disposing of them after. How do we get it there?”

“It’s small. We can’t use the Association – a scan would land us in trouble. However, we could send a courier on our own account. They need not even know what they carry – a sealed pouch, a good story, a healthy sea voyage, a free trip to exciting foreign parts... who could refuse?”

“Some people have families; some people know of the risks of sea-travel; some people will not go into the Wild.” 

Green Gown waved this away. “Young, single, silly... I am sure we can find someone. If I send a message tonight we can have an answer in a week or so.”

Red Gown nodded assent then, covering all the angles, went on “What if our courier meets with misfortune on the way? We would still be liable and it’s not as if we can insure the thing – they would want to look at it, for a start.”

Green Gown turned this over, then brightened. “We include a bill for Mer Ammery. We draw it on, oh, Iron Casket and insure against its loss through the trust.” He added “I hate that smug peacock.”

“And when our messenger does not return?”

Green Gown spread his hands. “We express our sorrow, rue that the world is sometimes dangerous and claim a loss against tax.”

Red Gown smiled. “Can’t lose, can we? I’ll send the message.”

* * * *
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Gherrit held a finger on one figure on the page while his other flicked the stones in his counting frame. “Add fourteen thousand three hundred and seven, tulips to beech-marks, rate one point zero four seven, commission three point four,” muttered under his breath. He gave a final flick, tapped the frame, watched the stones change colour as the calculation flooded through, wrote the result down in a neat hand and took up another page. Just another – he gauged the pile with a practiced eye – twenty or so to go and then he could go to lunch. Perhaps he would try that new stall in Tailor’s Lane. Heini said their vegetable soup was good and the bread excellent. As his finger located the relevant figure a cough made him look up. The head clerk, a forbidding figure in fusty brown, seals and stamps heavy at his waist, loomed over the table. Around, Gherrit’s colleagues bent over, eyes averted and industrious at their tasks. No-one wanted to attract Messer Jurd’s attention.

“Gherrit! You are wanted on the third floor.”

The floor of the partners, the floor of reprimands, fines, dismissals. Rarely, the floor of commendations, more rarely still, promotion or reward. Gherrit did not think he had done anything to deserve punishment. On the other hand, he had also done nothing to deserve reward. As far as he could judge his performance was reliably competent but not outstanding. Messer Jurd had never complimented him, but then Messer Jurd never complimented anyone. Gherrit drew a deep breath, squared his shoulders, composed his face to stoic calm and crossed the floor. His path drew a few glances of sympathetic concern, a few of relief. Under Messer Jurd’s stern eye no-one offered a word and the cadence of calculation barely faltered.

Gherrit pushed open the worn wooden door, passed through the antechamber with its rows of tarnished brass coat-hooks and out to the landing of the broad stair. To the right these descended in bare wood to the street, to lunch and the crowded streets of Daruz Alman and his single rented room above the pancake stall. To the left they rose in carpeted luxury to the third floor, the offices of the partners and to his immediate fate. The rent was due in two days and he had enough put by for that. He would have to find a new position quickly if he was to meet the month after, though. Gherrit turned right and climbed the stair, worn shoes soundless on the pile.

He expected to have to wait, brooding over his fate, on one of the hard chairs in the outer office. Instead the dragon who guarded the partners directed him straight into Messer Pranik’s office. Within Messer Pranik indicated a chair in front of his desk, said “Please give me a moment” in a distracted tone and made some notes in tiny writing on the margins of a document. He laid it aside and looked up. This was the one Jurd had recommended as diligent and reliable, if lacking in  initiative, and without family or connections. He looked fit enough (no point sending some invalid) and very ordinary. A nondescript face, typical of Daruz Alman in features, hair a bland brown, downcast eyes an ordinary brown, skin tanned from exposure. Really, he looked more like a dockworker than a clerk, thought Pranik with an internal sniff. That might be to advantage. He cleared his throat.

“Gherrit. Thank you for coming up here. Messer Jurd gives good reports of you, and my partner and I are always keen to hear which of our people show promise.” This was news to Gherrit; the partners were more known for parsimony, arbitrary rulings and vindictiveness. He kept his face blank and listened. 

Messer Pranik went on. “So when a special and rewarding task came up, we thought of  you. But before I outline the task, can I confirm some details?” Gherrit gave a cautious assent.

“I understand you have some Merllan?” Pranik asked.

“Yes. My grandfather was from the Archipelago and I grew up in Dockside, so I can speak it quite well. I can get by in Haghar too, and I have a few words of Brahnak.”

“Very good. This task might take you out of the city for a time? Are there any dependants or family we should look after?”

The question reminded Gherrit that he was now alone in the world. “No, Messer. My parents are dead and I have no siblings, ” he said sadly. Internally Gherrit glumly reflected that he had few friends either. Long hours, low pay and no connections made for a solitary life.

Pranik made appropriate noises and then moved on to business. “We have an unusual situation in regard to one of our Merllan counter-parties, a minor House in Freizeian Canton. They insist that, under Merllan law, certain of our agreements are not valid unless confirmed with physical documents, duly attested and sealed, and then returned with counter-seals witnessed in person. These will be letters of understanding, not letters of credit or anything of value to anyone else. The simplest and least expensive way of meeting these requirements is for us to send someone duly authorised to carry the documents and act as witness. It does of course mean a sea voyage and a short stay in the Archipelago. We would pay the fares and all reasonable expenses, as well as your wage for the period. Messer Jurd vouches for your reliability and good character, you have the language. What say you?”

This was not what Gherrit expected. He looked across at Messer Pranik, sitting there in his fine green gown, his hair in the three braids of a senior merchant, his jowled face set in a questioning frown. Pranik was not known for generosity. He was known to take refusal or even disagreement poorly. If the choice was between a trip abroad and being turned on to the streets without a reference then Gherrit would pack his single bag and walk up the gangway.

“I would be honoured to accept, Messer.” Was that a flicker of relief on Pranik’s countenance? Did he think that Gherrit might refuse?

“Good, good. I expected no less of you,” enthused Pranik. “I expect to have everything ready within a few days, no more than a week. Messer Jurd will keep you informed. And now we both have work to do, no?”

Gherrit could take a hint. He bowed himself out and returned downstairs. Messer Jurd pointed a stern and silent finger at his station and he bent to his figuring. As soon as they reached the street for the short midday meal break Gherrit’s work-mates crowded around. His news caused a puzzled silence, then a flurry of speculation. Might there be other such opportunities coming up? Who would do Gherrit’s work while he was away? Gherrit disengaged himself and walked briskly to Tailor’s Lane. Heini and Fhen came with him but were thankfully silent about the trip. The vegetable soup was good and the bread as promised. 

Heini was half way through her bowl when she came back to the topic. She was persistent that way, although mostly tactful. Heini had a long single braid and was a qualified accountant, not just a lowly frame-jockey like Gherrit.

“A free trip? My first thought was that protested bill from Pomos had come over your desk. They’ve bounced that twice and the taker can’t be happy. Then you came back alive and I supposed they must be in a good mood. They just closed out the last of the options on Hirrese silk at a good profit. But a good mood does not get you a free trip, not from Pranik it doesn’t.”

“’Cause I speak Merllan? And I am cheaper than a registered courier?”

Heini wrinkled her lips. “Cheaper I can understand. Registered couriers cost but they have weapons and ether-craft and travel in pairs. You have what? A belt-knife and a head for figures.”

“I’m reasonably fit,” protested Gherrit. “I’ve been doing a half-day on the docks every week for these last few months to earn a bit more. That’s hard work.”

Heini looked him over. “I thought you’d lost weight,” she teased. “No, really, you do look in good shape but you are still no venturer.”

Gherrit shrugged. “Messer Pranik said the documents had no value to anyone else. Why spend money if I will do?”

Heini tilted her head. “You could be right. At least this offer has put a sparkle in your eye.” They finished their soup and returned to work.

* * * *
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Six days later Gherrit stood at the foot of the East Wharf. Cable-drawn carts rumbled past, winches squealed, luggage bobbed along under lift-poles hauled in the wake of passengers arriving and departing. His room was vacated, his  friends farewelled, his instructions from Messer Pranik clear, his berth booked, an unheard-of advance of wages secure in his money-belt. He shouldered his bag, picked up a small chest and set off along the bleached timbers.

The East Wharf was reserved for deep sea craft, ships bound for all the ports of the Green Sea and beyond. Coasters had the West Wharf and fishing craft the Small Harbour. Gherrit passed two bluff-bowed three-masters from Hadawa, a Dravish spice clipper, a Fire Islander with its sea-dragon watchful in the oversize crows-nest. He turned on to a finger wharf, crossed to the other side and scanned a notice posted on a battered wooden frame. It announced the Seeking Forgiveness on the Waters, sailing this day for Dnangh, Dtlag, Brahnker, Mer Ammery and the Western Strand. This was his ship.

Gherrit had never left Daruz Alman but he had been around ships since he could walk, had sat on his grandfather’s knee and heard of distant ports and vicious storms and the whims of Selm of the Waters. A seaman’s life had appealed for a time and been reluctantly abandoned when it was clear the skills in craft he had were with numbers rather than wind and wave. He still mused at night about entering as a purser or supercargo, tallying cargo and costs while seeing far shores. It had remained a dream; the closest he had come to realising it was work as a wharf-labourer.

Now he appraised the Seeking Forgiveness with a more knowledgeable eye than most landsmen could bring. Ship-rigged, about six hundred tons burden, with the long aftercastle typical of Brahnak ships, as far as he could judge in reasonable order. The last of the cargo had been loaded and now the crew were battening hatches, sending sails aloft and clearing away the deck clutter of harbourside. Gherrit walked briskly along to the broad gangway and hailed the officer standing at the entry port. Once on deck a steward guided him below to the tiny cabin he would share for the trip. Gherrit was relieved and a little surprised at the accommodation. He had half expected to be sleeping in a hammock and taking his meals on deck. The partners were being, by their standards, very generous.

The contents of the bag were soon stowed in his allotted cupboard and drawer. The chest would fit under the lower bunk. Gherrit hesitated; the chest contained the documents that were the purpose of this mission and also a small bag that held the seals needed to validate the transactions. They were without intrinsic value but a thief was more likely to take a bag than an envelope of papers. After a moment Gherrit took out the bag and added it to a pocket on his money-belt. His tunic was loose enough that the bulge was not noticeable and he thought this more secure. He locked the chest, pushed it under the bunk and went up on deck. Here he found a spot out of the way and watched as the last passengers boarded and the gang-way hoisted in. The mooring ropes were cast off and the ship kedged out into the harbour to await the turn of the tide. A little after noon the captain gave the order, pipes shrilled, hands raced aloft, sails were let fall and sheeted home and the vessel came alive. Gherrit had sailed before, short trips down the coast or out for a day on his grandfather’s fishing boat; this moment, when the planks underfoot took on the motion of the sea, the deck heeled and the whole complexity of wood and rope and cloth and human skill entered its element, this never failed to thrill. The Seeking Forgiveness gathered way, cleared the harbour mouth, dipped a pennant to the temples high on Dar Hill and set course down the gulf.

Gherrit watched the land recede with unmixed elation. He was free of the overbearing Jurd and his nit-pickery, free of worry about rent, free of counting coppers, free of exchange rates and commissions. Three years of tight supervision and tight budgets fell from him like a constricting garment. He rolled his shoulders and stretched his neck and only just refrained from bursting into song. Instead Gherrit huffed great lung-fulls of salt air and let his stomach anticipate a meal of more than a single dish.

Second class passengers were served dinner in the wardroom at the start of the evening watch. Gherrit pondered his wardrobe and decided to dress his best for this first occasion. He dug out the white pantaloons, loose above and tied at the ankle, the striped shirt and green sleeveless jerkin, clipped on the silver ear-fob that had come to him from his father and gave a shine to his boots. When the steward struck the gong Gherrit made his way along the companion-way to find his place at the long table. He was relieved to see his choice of clothes was appropriate, for the rest of the company was also in their best. The company was ten altogether, although three were absent this evening, taken to their bunks. Gherrit found this a trifle odd – surely there was nothing to upset even the most delicate stomach in this easy breeze and moderate chop?

Introductions over a glass of wine made known Gherrit to Chrysanthemum and Aitonala, the one a magician and the other a Mistress of the Select Services, to two Haghar merchants returning to Dnangh (both in straight gowns, one red and the other purple) and to a pair of sharp-faced men who declared themselves to be assurance specialists. When Aitonala asked what they assured the reply was “Banks. We assure banks that frauds or other misconduct will not be repeated.” Gherrit introduced himself as a clerk who by lucky chance was able to visit family in the Merllan Archipelago. The magician Chrysanthemum gave him a sharp glance, but only inquired where his family resided. She had, she said, been a student in Mer Ammery. Gherrit replied truthfully that his family came from the western Archipelago.

A steward placed a large tureen of soup on the table and the talk continued over their bowls. Chrysanthemum and Aitonala were returning from a sojourn on the Rai Steppes, the one to her home south of Toul, the other to Dtlag. Aitonala offered a few anecdotes of life on the steppes and was quizzed by one of the merchants on the latest tribal alliances and enmities. On this Aitonala professed ignorance but Chrysanthemum provided a shrewd and obviously informed summary. Over sea-pie and braised leeks the talk went on to the current turmoil in the Brahnzhever, the effects on trade and the encouragement afforded to piracy. Gherrit was able to contribute a few remarks on exchange rates but was otherwise out of his depth and, as befitted the junior of the company, was content to listen and learn.

The meal finished with nuts and fruit. Gherrit took his mug of herbal tea up on deck and admired the sunset on the water. While there he mulled over his companions of the voyage. The merchants were plainly what they appeared, typical Haghar in speech, dress and manners, much concerned with affairs of commerce. Of the others he was less certain. The assurance specialists spoke Pallo with a slight accent, one different from the other, and were of no readily discernible origin; they made Gherrit uncomfortable. Aitonala was typically Haghar in accent and appearance, and her Pallo was good but not wholly fluent. She had several times asked Chrysanthemum for a word. The way she moved, her air of relaxed alertness, her rank in the Select Services, all suggested competence of a high order. Had Gherrit been a maiden in distress he would instantly have placed himself under her protection.

Then there was Chrysanthemum. Clearly a magician of considerable skill, a close friend of Aitonala, her speech that of the country gentry (an accent Gherrit had most often heard caricatured in plays), yet her manners, complexion, features and dress were very far from the pale and haughty aristocrats Gherrit had seen in the streets of Daruz Alman. She had been politely friendly apart from that one questioning glance. Well, perhaps he would learn more or perhaps he would not. His friends had warned him to be wary but none of these people seemed like a threat to him. 

Gherrit finished his tea and retired to his cabin. There he found the lower bunk occupied by a gently-snoring heap, only a wisp of grey beard visible under the blankets. Here was one of the missing diners. Gherrit made ready for bed as quietly as he could, climbed into the upper bunk and was soon asleep, rocked by the motion of the ship as it whispered through the night.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2. A Theological Issue
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In the morning the blanketed heap introduced himself as Saensei Saore, Mage Esoteric. Gherrit was not sure what the descriptor signified and did not feel it proper to ask. The Mage Esoteric was a stocky man, skin the dark brown of waxed oak, seamed and wrinkled, blunt features framed by a neat hedge of grey beard. The conversation was brief, punctuated by grabs at fittings as the ship lurched about. They had changed course late in the night and were now cutting across the swell as they made for the island passage below Dnangh. Gherrit struggled one-handed into tunic and hose, made his ablutions in the washroom along the passage, and was ready for breakfast. The Mage declined to accompany him.

The Mage did appear on deck mid-morning, soon after they entered the passage. Gherrit and the other passengers were admiring the scenery, cliffs of pale stone falling sheer to deep waters, spotted with greenery, pocked with ledges and tiny caves, each with its beard of white below from droppings. Birds circled in their wake and, as Gherrit watched, a sea-bat launched from the cliffs, glided over the surface and plucked a small fish from a wave. The Seeking Forgiveness on the Waters glided on, the cliffs went past in their varied splendour and it was time for lunch. In these calmer waters the Mage felt able to partake, and joined the company in the wardroom.

Gherrit ate salad with anchovies and listened as Chrysanthemum and the Mage Esoteric cautiously explored each other’s area of expertise, checking the potential for exchange. As far as Gherrit could understand Chrysanthemum’s area of expertise was in drawing raw etheric power into objects. The Mage was more interested in living creatures. When he mentioned biological transformation Chrysanthemum reacted with disfavour.

“I had an unpleasant experience in that line. I was nearly used as an subject in a mix-and-match with another person. And he was not my type. Or I his, come to think on it,” she added. “Leaving the personal experience to one side, I am strongly of the view that experiments of this kind are unethical.”

In Daruz Alman this would be very near a direct challenge. Gherrit looked around for the safest place but the Mage hastened to assure Chrysanthemum that his own views fell in with hers. “Dear colleague, I too think experiment upon humans is unethical, and would never do such a thing. My research is concerned with the correlation between ether-flows in the animal body and those in the natural world. I am convinced there is an innate correspondence. Consider the embodiment pattern of the Hissing Vulture, and compare with that to be found on the margins of Earth-Spirit domains. As anyone can see ...”

The talk became deeply technical on the Mage’s part. Chrysanthemum contributed little more than an occasional “I see,” and “You could be right.” Gherrit turned to his right and entered into talk with one of the merchants, rapidly finding they had little to say to each other. They knew different parts of Daruz Alman the city, moved in different social circles and had no interests in common. As befitted his youth and station in life, Gherrit asked to be informed of Dnangh and was given many interesting facts about the head city of the Haghar League. When the meal ended he made his way back to the deck and whiled away the afternoon watching their progress. The sea was studded with spires of rock rising from the water, with here and there islands large enough to support a fisher-village or a country manse. Fishing craft plied the gulf, mingling with coasters, pleasure craft, barges and a swift naval caravel. Gherrit could put names to a dozen rigs and saw as many unknown to him. The sun was lowering behind the green hills when the white stones and black tiles of Dnangh came in sight and it was by its last light they crept to their berth.

Gherrit’s funds did not allow a sojourn on shore so he dined alone, then lay in his bunk listening to shouts, thumps and the creak of tackle as cargo was shifted. Breakfast was another lone meal. Gherrit took his tea on deck and watched as casks, bales and bundles were swung aboard and lowered into the hold. After a time Gherrit ventured on a short stroll through the lower town. Here was all the clutter of a major port – chandlers, victuallers, instrument and chart sellers, sail lofts and rope-walks, intermixed with the usual sailors’ haunts of grog-shops, cheap restaurants and gambling houses. Gherrit was attracted by some smells, repelled by others, approached with offers of accommodation, food, sexual company and entertainment. His conscience had been shaped by a year as a temple novitiate and his appetites by poverty, so he awkwardly refused and retreated to the safety of the ship.

He came back to the wharf in time to see a large cage being lowered on to a midships hatch. From the deck a restless grey-green form was visible through close-set bars. Great black-nailed fingers poked through a gap and then curled around the heavy iron, withdrew when it failed to yield. A dark eye caught the light as the creature shifted to and fro.
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