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To All My Family and Friends. Thank You For Making My Life A Good One
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01

‘...And your packet of Can-Fi Savory Biscuits, 49 coras, brings your total to...’ I pulled the lever on the adding machine, ‘279 coras.’ I wrote the total on the sales slip, looked across the counter, smiled, and waited...

‘I haven’t time to haggle. I have dinner to make,’ Mrs. Bin snapped, as she slipped the packet of biscuits into her shopping bag. ‘Let’s just settle on a simple ten percent discount, which makes it 251 coras.’ She was a wizard at math. She looked up at me, her black pearl eyes challenging me to dispute her claim.

‘Our loyal customer discount is five percent,’  I replied evenly, as she well knew.

‘Seven percent.’

I shook my head sadly. ‘Dad gave me strict instructions not to haggle while he was away. He feared that the Lang Mercantile would not survive should I try to match wits with sharp customers, like you, Mrs. Bin.’

‘None of your cheek, young man. Seven percent.’

I sighed. The game had to be played. ‘Please, Mrs. Bin. The Mercantile is already teetering on the brink of bankruptcy after only six weeks with me at the helm. My only ray of hope is that I received a letter from my folks yesterday saying that they were on Merkara Island, visiting Grandpa Lang. You can take this up with Dad in a few days. Assuming that I can keep the Mercantile open a little longer.’  

‘I haven’t time for your so-called wit, Young Lang. I’ve known you since you were dirtying diapers and sneaking candy from behind the counter, so let’s just settle on seven percent and be done with it. That makes my bill 259 coras.’

‘There is no need to get personal, Mrs. Bin,’ I said in mock outrage. ‘And the correct term is “shrinkage.” Plus, I was out of diapers by the time I was shrinking our candy supply.’

‘Who knows when you started? My point is that I’ve been a customer, and a good one, since your father first opened the doors...’

‘Yes, you are a very old...  Or, perhaps I should say, “very loyal,” customer, Mrs. Bin. But it’s still five percent. However, I’ll tell you what I’ll do, I’ll throw in one of those Cocoa Peaks that I know you’re very fond of, no charge,’ I added, reaching to the shelf behind me to grab the small, paper-wrapped chuck of chocolate.

She had opened her mouth to take me to task about my “very old” quip, but decided not to risk the Cocoa Peak. ‘Make it a Lava Peak, the one with the cherry on top,’ she said instead, pointing across the counter to it.

‘Lava it is,’ I said with my best professional smile, placing the candy on the counter. ‘I just hope I can still open these doors tomorrow. I’ve got to scrape together enough money to meet the week’s payroll.’

‘Five percent is a 14 coras discount, making it 265 coras total,’ she said, all business now, as she swept the Lava Peak into her bag and took out her coin purse to count out 265 coras, in fives and single coins.

As she started stacking up her coins on the counter, I made a slow show of dividing 279 by ten and then by two, before saying, ‘You’re right. 14 coras it is, which... ah, yes, you’re correct, 265 coras.’ I wrote the discount and new total on the sales slip, along with a “Lava Peak n/c.”

‘Tff!’ was her only comment.

I took my time counting her piles of coins as well, but I think that, given her attention to coras, she appreciated my thoroughness.

‘Thank you, Mrs. Bin,’ I beamed at her as I swept the coins into the cash drawer.

‘Good afternoon, Young Lang,’ she said with a nod, and headed for the door.

‘And a good afternoon to you, Mrs. Bin. Please come again, soon.’

She just “Tffed,” again, as she pushed through the screen door and out into the hot Lil Lon afternoon sun slanting under the canvas awning.

I smiled. We had been playing that game, off and on, for more than a decade. It was all in good fun.

Next, I turned my attention to the slim figure who I’d seen slip through the doorway, out of the corner of my eye, while I was attending to Mrs. Bin. She was well worth my full attention, from her elegant sandals, to a knee length, continental style, skirt in the cool blues and greens of an island style fabric, topped by a crisp white blouse and a scarf in colors to match her skirt. She wore a trim blue dyed straw hat, with a colorful band, daringly raked on the side of her head. Her black hair was neatly cut and curved in to just brush against the top of her collar. Large blue tinted spectacles hid her eyes. A wealthy continental tourist at first glance. Very continental. And yet...

I knew that taunting smile.

‘Well, well, if it isn’t young Taef Lang, boy storekeeper,’ she said, taking off her tinted spectacles and sadly shaking her head. ‘Who would have thought such a hardened candy thief would’ve risen so far?’

‘Sella!’ I exclaimed, nearly leaping over the counter to reach her and give her a hearty hug, with a peck on the cheek, to boot. I stepped back, and taking hold of her hands in mine, took her in. ‘It is wonderful to see you! We – the Meys and I – had begun to worry about you... and Lessie... when we didn’t hear anything more from you after your arrival on Casea Island. It’s been nearly six months. My, you look dashing!’ I added in my exuberance.

‘Worried? About us? Really?’ She asked archly.

‘Well... We were worried about how your grandfather would treat you upon your return.’

‘Really? Since when have we been unable to handle him?’

‘I stand corrected. So how did it go?’

‘Oh, about as well as we expected. I’m here, aren’t I?’ She smiled.

‘And Lessie?’ I had to ask, just to be polite, while dreading the answer.

‘Worried about her, are you?’ she said with a teasing smile.

‘Ah, yes. Of course....’ I lied. Well, sort of. I was far more worried about the prospect of meeting Lessie Raah than not. That inexplicable sense of impending doom, which her ever-so-tentative wave on our parting had sent through me, had never quite left me. It still haunted me whenever I thought of our future meeting.

‘Oh, she’s doing quite well, all things considered. Her letters sound quite cheerful.’

‘Letters?’

‘Ah...  You have another customer waiting on us,’ she said with a nod.

I glanced aside to see Mrs. Trou at the counter, glaring at us impatiently.

‘All set, are we, Mrs. Trou?’ I asked, as I slipped back around the counter.

‘And have been for some time.’

‘Sorry. A surprise visit from... an old university friend.’

‘So I see. I’ve got eyes,’ she hissed, giving Sella a sharp look, which she returned with a sweet smile.

I wrapped up and wrote down her purchase of a roll of fabric on her tab, and sent her on her way, glancing up at the clock over the door as she stalked out. It was nearly 5:40.

‘She didn’t seem to approve of me,’ laughed Sella, as she disappeared beyond the store window.

‘Don’t take it to heart. She disapproves of everyone. She’s one of the island’s preeminent sourpusses. Give me a second, and we can talk,’ I said, stepping into the aisle and calling for Ella. She guiltily peeked out from the end of the shelving in the dim depths of the Lang Mercantile. ‘Would you look after the front counter, Ella? I’m going to step out for a few minutes. An old friend has just shown up out of the blue sea,’ I added, lamely.

Ella smiled and told me to ‘Run along.’

‘Let’s not step out,’ said Sella softly. ‘I only stopped by to get your address from your father. I hadn’t expected to meet you in the flesh. And while I took precautions, it would be better if I wasn’t seen with you.’

‘Oh? On the run from grandfather, are we?’

‘I’m not on the run. I’m out to see the wide world. It’s you I’m worried about. I don’t believe that he knows your name, or your full connections here. But he does know that a naval officer from Lil Lon sailed with us to Redoubt Island. I wouldn’t want to give you away, should he have sent agents here to wait for me or look for you.’

‘The office, then. I have to make up the pay envelopes before we close, anyway. So if you will follow me...’ I said with a sweep of my arm to usher her down the long aisle lined with tall, dark wooden shelves filled mostly with products imported from the continents and major islands.

‘So this is the famous Lang Mercantile...’

‘It is indeed. One of the wonders of the islands. A treasure cave of sweets and treats. Your source of the finest spices, caf nuts, and cha leaves. Plus we offer the finest tinned foods and delicacies from kitchens of the continents, as well as your continental staples like wheat flour, fresh and dried fruits, and berries,’ I said, pointing each out as we walked down the aisle with a counter and shelves on the right and tall, dark wood shelves on the left.

‘And in the next aisle over,’ I continued as we neared the door to the back room, ‘you’ll find the finest tools, nails, screws, hardware, and fittings. Plus toys, and trinkets, plates, and cookware, modern stoves, and lamps – all from the finest factories of the southern continents.

‘But it is the third aisle that you must certainly visit while you’re here. For in that aisle you’ll find the most modern and up-to-date fashions from the fashion capitals of the world. And if you care to sew your own clothes, the finest fabrics from the islands and continents. All of which, I assure you, can be had for far less than a prince’s treasure cave.’

‘I am in awe. I’m beginning to believe that your true calling may, indeed, be storekeeper. The world may be poorer if you become an archaeologist,’ she said as I ushered her though the swinging half doors to the back storeroom, and then on to the small office in the corner.

‘Well, I know that my father would be greatly impoverished, if I stayed on as a storekeeper,’ I laughed. ‘Let me get the cash box out of the safe, and we can talk while I see if I have enough money to meet the payroll.’

Sella settled herself down on a corner of the old desk and waited while I unlocked the safe and placed the tin cash box on the desk. I then took out six envelopes and wrote the name of one of our employees’ names on each.

I then glanced up to her. ‘First off, let me put your mind to rest. I don’t think we need worry too much about Vente agents. Both the Fey Lon special constabulary and the political officers of the Aerlonian Navy keep a very close watch on who comes and goes in Fey Lon. These islands may be a backwater in the island wars, but intrigue runs deep in all the islands. All strangers are watched. And that especially goes for ones who don’t seem to have any business to conduct here. I’m sure that my former colleague, Lieutenant Kartha Vine, would’ve tipped me off if anyone had noted the arrival of a Vente boat. We’re rather familiar with Vente yachts these days.’

‘It could be only a single agent, and my concern is that if they identify you, they might also want to silence you.’

‘You told your grandfather I would keep your secrets, didn’t you?’

‘I’m sure Lessie did. However, Grandfather desperately wants to keep our secrets, well, secret. He doesn’t like the idea that those secrets are on the loose in the world, promises or not. He simply can’t, or won’t, trust us to keep them. So, I’d not be surprised if he has devoted significant resources to pull me in, and discover who you are, in order to do the same. And, well, I don’t know to what extent he would go to keep you quiet...’

I glanced up to her. ‘Really?’

She nodded. ‘As long as he’s just looking for a naval officer who was stationed here, you should be safe. But if an agent finds out just who you are, well... I don’t think you want to live constantly looking over your shoulder.’

‘No... But then, look how easily you found me...’

‘Which is why I had hoped that you’d be far away. So, why are you still here? I booked my passage through to Kanadara because I expected to find you there. Why aren’t you in Kanadara helping usher in a new age?’

I sighed. ‘It’s a long story. The short version is that we may have been a little too optimistic. Let me finish counting out the money and I’ll tell you my whole sad story. In the meanwhile, where’s Lessie and why are you only exchanging letters with her?’ I asked warily.  Forewarned is forearmed.

‘I’m touched by your concern for her. First, let me just say that we decided to live our lives a little more independently of each other... Not a falling out, mind you. Just the realization that we were all grown up, and that we should be pursuing our own lives, independently of each other. And I must tell you that I made a solemn promise to stay completely out of her, ah, shall we say, relationships? So if I seem to be unwilling to tell you much about Lessie, it is because of that promise... ‘

I just shook my head, and sighed.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said brightly, deliberately misinterpreting my reaction. ‘That I can say so little to you about her. Still, from her letters, she seems to be doing just fine. I can read her true feelings between the lines, and I feel that she is, indeed, as happy and content as she says she is. That unhappy chapter of her life – the one you know – is now a closed book... But enough! I keep my promises.’

‘Yes, keep them,’ I said. ‘I am happy that she has found contentment – without me,’ I added sharply. I was also happy that she was, apparently, far away.

As I finished filling the envelopes with the paper cora bills, I sighed and leaned back in the creaky chair. ‘Right. As to what happened to me – well it was mostly a lot of nothing.

‘Right after you sailed out of sight, I headed up the hill, stopping only to sneak into my room, change into a uniform, and hide Captain Dar’s recording thingy, since I did not know how I’d be received. I didn’t want it taken from me, should I find myself in the brig.

‘I then proceeded to wake up and make my report to Captain Char, telling her the whole story – or rather, as much as we agreed I could tell.’

‘Did you give Captain Char my letter?’ she broke in eagerly.

‘Yes, I did, eventually.’

‘And they didn’t shoot you. Oh, I’m so glad I thought to write that letter.’

‘Yes, Sella, it was thoughtful of you. Thank you,’ I said with a sigh. I was doing that  – sighing – a lot this afternoon, it seemed.

‘Did they believe you? But of course they had to believe you about the Redoubt and the Founders.’

‘Aye. The recording device didn’t give them any option.’

‘So what about Lessie and I? How did you explain getting involved with us?’

‘Actually, it turned out to be rather simple. It seems that my involvement with you and Lessie did not come as any great surprise. As I said, we keep a close eye on arriving boats and ships. Lieutenant Vine, who works shipping intelligence, had noted the Starsea’s arrival when you came to pick up Lessie and her crew. When I arrived, I noted the excitement of the Vente crew when they spied the Starsea, and so I took special note of it as well, even before I reported for duty. Indeed, I pointed it out to Captain Char as a possible Vente yacht as you sailed away.

‘The Starsea’s return was again noted when you came to collect the key, or me. However, since it only took you a few hours to identify and shanghai me...’

‘Oh, I only had to bring up a Vente sorceress and your name popped up like a cork.’

‘I was aboard the Starsea and on my way to Vente Island before Lieutenant Vine could report your arrival, on the following morning. Indeed, because of the Prince’s Birthday Holiday, its significance was not noted until two days afterwards, when I failed to report for duty. It didn’t take Katha, that is Lieutenant Vine, and Captain Char long to connect the appearance and subsequent disappearance of a suspected Vente yacht to one missing Lieutenant, L.T., Lang. However, by that time, there was nothing to be done.

‘Or nothing worth doing for a limited time lieutenant. Katha said that they decided that if they had come to kill me, my body would show up sooner or later. And when it didn’t, they were willing to wait and see, what, if anything, would come of my disappearance. They even told my parents that I was on a confidential mission. I don’t know if Captain Char ever expected me to return, but she didn’t seem too surprised when I did. In any event, it made explaining everything that had happened a whole lot easier.

‘I should add that they had also noted the appearance of your uncle’s steam yacht, which made my explanation of how I came to, ah, voluntarily continue onboard the Night Song with you, a bit easier to explain, as well.

‘In any event, I stoutly maintained that learning all I could of the Vente Islands, and then, whatever secret the Founders’ key might reveal, was far more important than collecting island shipping gossip. And that, as a political officer, I had the freedom, indeed, the duty, to grasp any opportunity to further our greater goals within the islands. In short, I argued that I sailed with you for the navy and country.’

‘And they bought that?’

‘Well, you have to remember, they haven’t seen you...and Lessie, so they reluctantly accepted my explanation that I did it solely out of duty.’

‘So, what happened next?’

‘As I said, a lot, and nothing at all. Over the following two months I must have told my story a hundred times...’ I replied with a shrug, and continued to relate in detail my series of interrogations as I moved up through the islands and the chain of command with Captain Dar’s recording device my only proof that I wasn’t crazy.

‘Eventually, I ended up on Florearta, an Aerlonian island just off the continent's coast, which serves as the Navy’s command and supply depot for its mischief amongst the Tropic Islands. I told my story to the Admiral commanding Tropic Island operations and turned the recording over to him, as ordered. After that, I waited for several weeks without any further word, before being ordered back to Fey Lon to resume my work – without explanation.’

‘They didn’t say anything about their plans going forward?’

‘Nope. They kept the recording. No doubt it, and transcripts of all my interviews, went further up the chain of command to the Admiralty and likely the Government Office in Kanadara. But apparently I was no longer needed for what they were planning to do, or not to do.’

She shrugged. ‘I guess that we were too naive about how our news would be accepted. We saw the Founders and their knowledge as a great opportunity, while those in power seem to see them as a challenge to their authority, their legitimacy, and the set order of things. I know that was Grandfather’s reaction.’

‘I gather that it was the same in Feldara. I wrote to the Meys after my return, outlining my experiences, and six weeks later, I received a letter from them in return. Even though they were much further up the chain of command than a mere Lieutenant, L.T., they too, quickly reached the same dead end that I had experienced. Indeed, they were so frustrated that they have decided to retire from the navy to take up academic posts in the National University of Feldara.

‘I have to believe that the continental rulers will eventually have to accept the new reality that the Redoubt and the Founders exist. But when? And will they need us?’ I shook my head. ‘I don’t know. But I don’t see any point in waiting on them to decide on how to deal with the Founders. We need to get on with our lives. Someday we may be able to do something on our own. The good thing is that there is no hurry. The Founders have been sleeping for 5,000 years. A few more years or even decades won’t matter to them.’

‘Still, they’ll have to come to us, eventually, if they want to meet the Founders.’

‘Will they? Have you forgotten our encounter with Captain Nevis of the Harrier in the Five Island Sea? The Aerlonian Navy knows where and when a certain Lieutenant, L.T., Lang was sailing on a yacht with two, ah, attractive young ladies. Even from the vague information I provided in my interrogations about Redoubt Island, they can probably work out that the island must be in the Five Island Sea, and from that, they could probably eliminate all but a few candidates. Of course, reaching that volcanic crater without a map might be next to impossible. But, as I said, I don’t think they’re in any hurry to find the Redoubt.’

Sella shrugged. ‘And if they do it on their own, I am certain that Captain Dar will be able to deal with them without us.’ She paused and then added, ‘So how did you end up here, minding the store?’

‘Well, as I said, I was sent back here, and returned to duty collecting shipping gossip. They seemed to have nothing better to do with me. But that didn’t last much more than a month. One morning, about two months ago now, Captain Char called me into her office when I reported in, and waved me to the chair before her desk. She slid a thin stack of papers across to me. The top one was my discharge paper.

‘“Sign it on the back,” she ordered, as I stared at it, with surprise, and a sinking feeling.

‘I looked up at her and asked, “Why? I still have six months left in my commission.”

‘She just shrugged. “The whys are above my pay scale. It appears that our superiors feel that you’ve earned your full citizenship,” she said, reaching over to flip the sheet over and tap her finger on the checked box on the form which affirmed that I had completed my full civil obligations.

‘‘‘Can I object to this? I believe I’m owed at least an explanation” I asked.

‘She
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