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Notch waited in the dim light of the Water Rat’s basement with a sigh. Permission to enter was taking a lot longer than usual. If nothing else, it gave him time to once more admire the swordfish carving in the door – a copper bastardisation of the royal crest that gleamed under the lamplight.

A clear jab at the king and a welcome one, too.

“I heard that sigh.” The voice echoed from beyond the door. Muffled sounds from within, impossible to decipher.

Notch chuckled. “Then let me in, Seto.”

“Patience.”

Footsteps approached, followed by the cold rasp of a bolt being slid free. The door swung in on silent hinges to reveal a thin, black-clad man with sunken eyes. His hair was closer to grey than white and he bore a steely look, though it softened as a single eyebrow rose. “I see you haven’t chosen to shave for our meeting, Notch. Even your armour fails to be aesthetically pleasing. You still can’t find more than two pieces that match?”

“How would anyone know I’m a mercenary otherwise?”

Now the Water Rat smiled as he stepped back. “Ah.”

The room was bare save for table and lamp – one chair only, typical of Seto. The old man took the seat then leant his elbows on the tabletop. “I want you to make sure Flir is with you this time. And I’ll be sending Luik too.”

Notch nodded; working with his friends, good. “What’s this urgent task you have for us, then?”

“Urgent might be an exaggeration but I do want this handled quickly and discreetly.”

“I shouldn’t be your first thought for ‘discreet’, Seto. Flir either, for that matter.”

“Nor are you; the rest of my men are otherwise engaged and this opportunity came as something of a surprise even to me.”

Interesting; few things slipped Seto’s notice. “What do you need?”

“I want you to intercept a delivery coming from the west – Jin-Dakiv silks for the king.”

“Done.”

The old man grinned. “No more questions then?”

“Yes, but if we’re going to thwart Otonos then I want to be a part of that, even if it’s just a way to inconvenience him.” If killing the bastard wasn’t possible then preventing a luxury item from reaching the king would have to do. 

For now.

“He will be inconvenienced at the least, though I don’t want my brother to know I am responsible.”

Notch nodded. “I assume my usual fee will bring no objections?”

“A safe assumption.”

“Then what else do I need to know?”

Seto paused, tapping his finger on the tabletop a moment. “I trust you’ve kept aware of the current political situation in the far west?”

“The broken treaty?”

“Do you recall the specifics?”

“Not truly,” Notch said. The war – and the river of ale that followed – had washed a lot of it from memory, though the most important parts remained. “Jin-Dakiv abandoned the three-nation treaty, leaving Anaskar with only her former colony as an ally in case of war."
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