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Mine

 Act I, Scene i

The fog
sauntered and spiralled, rolling through the black void. It
obscured a figure who emerged from beyond the black depths. Each
step it took sent fog billowing around it. Its long beak poked
through the mist, tapering to a deadly point. The strange light
highlighted the feathers covering its body. They were all in shades
of orange, as if a pile of autumn leaves was granted an evil
sentience.

The Faded
Crow.

A massive wing
parted the fog before it, and revealed its large, twisted form. Its
head darted to the side as the large, human eyeball on the side of
its head focused on what was in front of it.

The Faded Crow
squawked into the distance, echoing for only a second before
inhuman voices roared back in response. It laughed. “Self-titled
Esterlock, you near the object of your desire. You will find what
you seek deep within the tunnels of the mountain, beyond the
wandering souls of Those Beneath.

“But take this
fair warning, Esterlock, they will not take kindly to interlopers,
particularly your kind. There is a special void in the Beneath
dedicated to souls such as yours, and your desires only make you
more guilty.

“The power you
seek is at the centre of these tunnels, where they all meet. At
that point, there is an orb. The marks on this brilliant orb form a
puzzle that you must solve to attain this power.”

The Crow
flapped its wings, beating back the slowly encroaching fog.

“This feeling
fog knows you approach. The longer you linger, the more time they
will have to know that you approach. If they discover your intent,
they will prepare a trap, and there will be no orb.

“You must
hurry, Esterlock, lest your journey be for nought. If anything can
truly be for nought; one, at least, will always benefit. Watch
those you surround yourself with, for power attracts the
opportunist, like a fly to a fresh corpse.”

It lifted its
wings above its head and snapped them down, sending itself shooting
back into the darkness. The fog spun in the Crow's absence, the
only indication that it had ever been there.



Act I, Scene ii

The orange glow
of the late afternoon sun shone through the open window, tinting
the documents piled on Landon’s desk. He ran a hand over his bald
head as he flicked through the papers.

He sighed, and
stared at the mountain of paperwork. At the peak of my
profession, I am consumed by documentation. The days of human
interaction are gone. He glanced out of his window at the
carriage-driver petting his horse across the street. The
conveniences of the world are double-edged blades. The invention of
the pulley allowed one man to do the work of six, but it also
turned a social job into a lonely one.

The door to
Landon's office creaked. He glanced up. A short African man stepped
inside.

Landon leaned
forward, his lip curled. It is not unusual to see various
foreigners in my profession. Even dark-skinned ones. Hard labour
needed every able-body willing to try, and the compensation made it
useful for a foreigner to earn coin before moving along.

But I no longer have
the pleasure of consistent human contact. And this man, strange and
dark, wears the clothing of a noble. Which begs the question: what
would lead such a man to enter this establishment.

Landon opened
his mouth, but the African man spoke first. “Viscount of Esterlock,
Lord Mine.” Landon leaped out of his chair. Decorum was the most
immediate necessity when dealing with genuine nobility, and the
Viscount, while in the lower middle of noble ranks, still wielded
much power.

Lord Mine
strode inside, his regal red cape trailing behind him. His beard
had begun to grey, though his hair had not. He patted the African
man's shoulder. “Thank you, Yared.” Their gazes both centred on
Landon, who bowed. “Mr Ewert, I presume.”

Landon nodded.
“Yes, my lord.”

“I trust you
received my letter?”

“Your letter?
Yes, my lord.” Landon brushed some papers from his desk aside and
grabbed a sheet of paper. “I have it, my lord.”

Lord Mine
mumbled to Yared, “He has it, Yared.”

Yared mumbled
back, “One wonders if he knows why.”

Landon placed
the paper down. “You wished to discuss a mining operation,
sir?”

Lord Mine
wandered closer. “Yes, I have permission from the owner of the land
to begin digging at Mount Ruin, to the South of your office. Are
you familiar with it?”

“Yes, sir. I
headed an operation only recently that took me past Mount Ruin. May
I inquire as to the purpose of this operation?”

Mine waved his
hand. “The Count of Esterlock has determined that there are seams
of gold beneath those rocks. For King and country, we must mine
deep into the Earth for this precious gold.”

“Of course, my
lord. Beg pardon, sir, but what of the owners of the land?”

“He is being
compensated, and his loyalty to the crown will not be forgotten.
Much as you shall be compensated for your work in this
endeavour.”

“Yes, my lord.”
Landon stumbled around his desk and floundered in front of Lord
Mine. “If I may, would you like to come with me, sir? I have
prepared some small demonstrative reports to secure your trust in
me for this operation.”

“Certainly, Mr
Ewert.” Lord Mine turned to Yared. “Ensure my affairs are in order
by the time I return home, Yared.”

Yared nodded.
“Yes, Lord Mine.”

***

Yared watched
Lord Mine follow Landon out of the office.

He glanced away
with a grimace. Lord Crispin Mine knew full well that everything
was in order before he left. He was simply playing the lord for Mr
Ewert. It wasn’t the deception that rankled Yared, so much as Lord
Mine’s insinuation to Mr Ewert that he would have left his job half
undone.

Yared shook his
head. He knew better. And he had his suspicions about the mining
operation. If things played out like he expected …

Of course, now is not
the time for such traitorous thoughts. I have not been so patient,
making my way through mutiny and court circles, to squander all
that time on a misplaced thought. I can wait just a little
longer.



Act I, Scene iii

Morning dew
sparkled as it trickled down the window to Lord Mine's office. The
streaks of dew cast shadows like prison bars across his desk,
though he was too lost in thought to even register the crawling
darkness. I will wait until the day’s letters arrived before
making any decisions – I learned long ago the hard lesson in making
decisions before knowing where one's obstacles lay. A cold lesson
learned from my experience with the subter-archy.

One had to be careful
when orchestrating the rise to, or maintenance of, nobility,
particularly in the case of assigned nobility without the template
of heredity. This was a unique attribute of the position of
Viscount, although even that was changing. Luck and persuasion put
me in a role that would otherwise have gone to my predecessor's
children.

Yared opened
the door to the office, holding it for the letter-bearer, who
darted inside. “Lord Mine, Mr Sweeney has your letters.”

Sweeney rubbed
his hands together as Yared shut the door. “G'morning, my lord.
It's a cold one today.”

Lord Mine rose
from his seat. “Indeed, Mr Sweeney. One must be careful of nature's
bite, for the seasons themselves can devour one whole, even before
the beasts have their share.”

“Yes, sir. I
have an important letter-”

“I presume it's
from the Count of Esterlock?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.” Lord
Mine waved his hand. “Then go on.”

“I, uh, also
have a second letter for you.”

“From
whom?”

“From your
wife, my lord.”

“Ah.” Lord Mine
stretched out his hand. “I shall take that.”

“Not a problem,
sir.” Sweeney handed it over. “Just doing my job.”

“And a
remarkable job you do. Now, as for the Count?”

“Oh, yes.”
Sweeney opened the letter and stared at it.

Lord Mine
clasped his hands together. “Mr Sweeney, it would be helpful if you
read it.”

“It's not a
good one.”

“I have never,
nor shall I ever, blame a messenger for carrying out his
duties.”

“Yes, my lord.
Thank you, my lord.” Sweeney took a deep breath. “The Count of
Esterlock requires an urgent meeting with the honoured Lord Mine.
He wishes to discuss recent developments made in the name of the
Crown and the future of the Viscount position. He requests an
immediate response as to where and when the meeting will take
place.” Sweeney closed the letter. “I said it was serious, my
lord.”

“Indeed.” Lord
Mine pointed at Yared. “Begin a letter to return, Yared.”

Yared dashed
over to his small desk and unrolled a length of paper. He readied a
quill. “When you are ready, sir.”

“To the Count
of Esterlock, I understand the urgency of the situation and am able
to schedule a meeting in a year’s time. The nature of this
administrative work has more than filled my time and I am unable to
meet with you any sooner. However, the location of the meeting I
leave to your discretion. My sincerest apologies, the Viscount of
Esterlock, Lord Mine.” Yared blew on the ink and prepared to seal
the letter.

Sweeney
furrowed his brow. “You are busy, my lord?”

“Do I not look
busy?”

“Um, I …”

Yared tapped
Sweeney's shoulder with the sealed letter. “One should stay to
one's station. You have a letter to deliver.”

“Of course,
sir. Yes.”

Yared opened
the door.

Sweeney turned
back, as though just remembering something important, said, “Bye,
sir. And, sir,” with a nod to Yared, before stumbling out of the
office.

Lord Mine sat
down in his chair and leaned back. “The Count is easily dealt
with.”

Yared shrugged.
“The Count seemed serious. He may make an abrupt appearance.”

“That is my
plan, Yared. I should have your trust by now.”

“Of course,
sir.”

Lord Mine
opened the letter from his wife. “Now, let us see what my … dearest
Kiera has to say.” He unrolled it. “Hmm …” He sighed. “That woman.
She won't just stay put like a good wife.”

“Is she not a
good wife, sir?”

“That depends
on the definition of a good one, Yared. If a good wife is obstinate
and contrary, then she is the best wife there is. Perhaps I should
have married you, Yared. You do as I say, do you not?”

“Yes, my Lord.
What you say, when you say it, in the order it is uttered.”

“She wishes me
to return home. I'm afraid I must stay here, in order to tend to
this mining operation. Send her a letter back, come up with
something about earning money and purchasing her gifts, maybe add
in some pride about service to the Crown and request her patience
in this matter. Oh, and don't forget some of that romantic rot
she's so fond of.”

“Of course,
sir.”

Lord Mine stood
up. “In the meantime, I must see to the affairs of the Count. As
someone must ensure the Crown's will is being done, and it
certainly won't be the Count.” He clasped on his cape and strode
out of the office.

***

Yared sat down
at his desk and began to write the letter. This is an
excellent opportunity, provided I take care. Problems at home place
a strain on the Viscount, and may be useful in their recorded
forms. However, I can't simply request that Lord Mine’s wife
continue her correspondence. That would be far too transparent,
surely, and the Viscount would easily discover me.

However, it is said
that absence makes the heart grow fonder. This letter could plead
that his wife stay at home, but between the words I could suggest a
romantic desire. One important skill I have learned from the
'honoured' Lord Mine was that sometimes the best way to deal with
someone is to say something, knowing that they will hear only what
they want to hear and ignore the rest.

And if I know what she
wants to hear, then I can not be blamed for her inevitable
actions.

Then Lord Mine will
find himself vulnerable.
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