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*For those who ask difficult questions,*

*and pay the price.*
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# Chapter 1: The Assignment

The baker's wife was lying about the silverware.

Irik Vell stood in the narrow kitchen, rain dripping from his coat onto the floorboards, and watched her eyes. She kept looking at the cupboard above the washbasin. Third time in as many minutes.

"I told you," she said. "We sold it. Months ago."

"Show me the receipt."

"I don't - we didn't get one. It was a pawn shop."

"Which one."

She hesitated. Her husband sat at the table behind Irik, hands flat on the wood, silent. He knew better than to interrupt a collection. The guild had already been here twice - warnings delivered, grace periods extended, interest accumulating. This was the third visit. The final one.

Irik didn't reach for the cupboard. He didn't need to. He pulled a folded document from his inside pocket, opened it flat on the counter between them. The paper was thick, stamped with three separate seals: the Crow Market's black wings, the Merchants' Collective mark, and the city assessor's office.

"Inventory assessment," Irik said. "Filed two weeks ago, when your husband applied for extended terms. Line fourteen. Silver service set, six settings, Marcher-work. Assessed value: forty-two silver marks." He looked up at her. "Still listed as household property."

Her mouth thinned. Behind him, the baker's breathing changed.

Irik kept his voice level. "If it's gone, that's breach of collateral terms. The debt accelerates. Full amount, due immediately." He paused. "That's three hundred and eighteen marks. Today."

The wife's hand moved toward the cupboard, then stopped.

"Or," Irik continued, "the silverware is still here, and we settle the current installment. Twenty marks. You keep the rest for now. You get another month."

The silence stretched. Rain hammered the shuttered window. Somewhere in the building above them, a child cried, then went quiet.

The wife opened the cupboard.

The silver was wrapped in cheesecloth, tucked behind mismatched bowls. She pulled out the bundle with shaking hands, unwrapped it on the counter. Six settings, tarnished but intact. Marcher-work, recognizable by the falcon stamps on the handles.

Irik counted pieces, checked them against the inventory list, then nodded. "Twenty marks covers two forks and a knife. The rest stays."

He rewrapped three pieces, tucked them into the leather satchel at his side. The wife stared at the diminished set. The husband still hadn't moved.

Irik produced a receipt pad, wrote out the transaction in clear block letters, had them both sign. He gave them the carbon copy, filed the original in his satchel alongside the silver.

"Next installment due on the eighteenth," he said. "Same terms. If you miss it, I come back, and we finish this."

He left them standing in their kitchen, descended the narrow stairs to the street. The rain had thickened into gray sheets, turning the cobbles into a river. Irik pulled his hood up, turned toward the Oldgate Bridge.

The collection had taken eleven minutes.
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The Crow Market sat in the shadow of the old fortifications, three stories of black timber and slate wedged between the river and the memorial wall. No sign marked it. You knew where it was, or you didn't need to.

Irik crossed the bridge, water rushing brown and fast beneath him. The east bank was quieter this time of morning - shops shuttered, only the dockworkers and early tram crews moving through the wet. He took the alley beside the tannery, came up on the Market from the side.

The door was iron-strapped oak, no handle on the outside. He knocked twice, waited. A slot opened at eye level.

"Vell," he said.

The slot closed. Bolts drew back. The door opened just enough for him to slip through, then closed behind him with a heavy thud.

Inside, the air was warmer, dry. The entry hall stretched back into dimness, lit by oil lamps in caged sconces. The floor was old stone, worn smooth by decades of foot traffic. Doors lined both sides - offices, assessment rooms, the secure vault in the back.

The clerk at the front desk didn't look up. He was older, gray-haired, pen moving steadily across a ledger. Irik waited.

After a moment, the clerk finished his line, set the pen down, and raised his eyes. "Successful?"

"Partial collection. Twenty marks value in silver." Irik set the satchel on the desk, produced the signed receipt. "Baker's household on Tallow Street. Installment current."

The clerk took the receipt, scanned it, then nodded. He made a note in his ledger, checked a box, filed the receipt in a wooden tray. "Leave the silver. Assessment will process it by midday."

Irik removed the wrapped silver, placed it on the desk. The clerk barely glanced at it before sliding it into a locked drawer.

"You have another assignment," the clerk said. He reached under the desk, pulled out a sealed envelope, and set it in front of Irik. "Issued this morning."

That was fast. Irik usually had a day between jobs, sometimes two. He picked up the envelope, felt the weight of it. Heavier than usual - multiple pages inside.

"Who filed it?"

"Senior assessor's office." The clerk's expression didn't change, but something in his tone shifted. Careful. "Contract's in order. Terms are standard."

Irik broke the seal, unfolded the papers.

The first page was the contract itself: formal language, standard clauses. Debt owed to the Crafter's Union, originally filed eight months ago, now transferred to the Crow Market for enforcement. The debtor had missed three payment deadlines. Grace period exhausted. Collection authorized.

Debtor name: **Davren Isk.**

Irik paused. He didn't recognize the name, but that wasn't unusual. The city had seventy thousand people, and he only worked the east bank territories.

Amount owed: **One hundred and twelve marks, plus accumulated interest. Total due: one hundred forty-seven marks.**

Significant, but not extreme. Middle-tier debt. The kind that came from a failed business loan or unpaid craft commission.

Collateral listed: **Mixed property. See attached inventory.**

Irik flipped to the second page. The inventory was long - furniture, tools, personal effects. Third page: real property assessment. A building.

He looked up. "Debtor owns real estate?"

The clerk nodded. "Fourth Crescent, near the Archive quarter. Assessed value covers the debt twice over."

That was unusual. Most debtors who owned property settled before it reached the Crow Market. Banks handled those collections, or private brokers. The Market dealt with people who had nothing left, or people trying to hide what they had.

"Why's this one ours?"

"Debtor refused bank negotiation. Refused private settlement. Union escalated it." The clerk's fingers tapped the desk once, a brief staccation. "It's legitimate. Paperwork's clean."

Irik read the contract again, slower. Everything was in order - signatures, seals, dates. The debt was real, the claim legal. But something in the way the clerk said *legitimate* sat wrong.

"Has anyone else worked this contract?"

"No. Issued to you directly." The clerk pulled his ledger closer, a subtle gesture of conclusion. "Standard terms apply. Fourteen days for primary contact and settlement negotiation. After that, seizure and liquidation authorized."

Irik folded the papers, slid them into his coat. "I'll file initial contact within the week."

"Before you go." The clerk opened another drawer, removed a small wooden token, and placed it on the desk. It was stamped with the Crow Market seal on one side, a number on the other: **47.**

"Senior assessor wants a status report at seven days," the clerk said. "Even if contact hasn't been made. Bring the token."

Irik picked it up. Status reports weren't standard. They cost time, and time was billed to the client. The Union must be paying for close supervision.

Or someone wanted to make sure this job was done carefully.

He pocketed the token. "Understood."

The clerk had already returned to his ledger.
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Outside, the rain had slackened to a cold drizzle. Irik walked east, away from the river, into the tangled streets of the Crook. The buildings here leaned close, upper floors jutting out over the cobbles, turning the alleys into half-tunnels. Gutters overflowed, spilling water across his boots.

He had two stops to make before he looked into Davren Isk.

The first was a narrow shopfront wedged between a chandler and a boarding house. No sign, but the window display gave it away: keys, locks, small metal tools arranged in neat rows. Irik pushed the door open, heard the bell chime.

The woman behind the counter looked up from a disassembled padlock, wire pick still in her hand. "Vell."

"Sera."

Sera Kain was thin, dark-haired, with the kind of face that looked young until you saw her eyes. She set the pick down, wiped oil from her fingers with a rag. "You're early. Thought you'd be tied up with the baker until noon."

"Finished fast." Irik approached the counter, set two silver marks on the wood. "Payment for last week's information. The merchant on Fetter Lane."

She took the coins, weighed them briefly, then nodded. "He pay up?"

"Eventually. Your details were accurate."

"Always are." She tilted her head, studying him. "You need something, or you just being sociable?"

Irik pulled the contract from his coat, unfolded it on the counter. "Name. Davren Isk. Fourth Crescent address. Anything you know."

Sera scanned the paper, her expression unreadable. After a moment, she pushed it back toward him. "Don't know the name. But Fourth Crescent - that's Archive quarter. Quiet money. Scholars, retired brokers, guild clerks who made rank."

"Union debt," Irik said. "Crafter's Union. Hundred and forty-seven marks."

"For someone who owns property in Fourth Crescent?" Sera's eyebrow lifted. "That's pocket money. Why wouldn't they just pay it?"

"That's what I'm asking."

She considered, then shook her head. "I can dig, but it'll take time. Archive quarter's not my usual territory."

"How much time?"

"Two days. Maybe three." She paused. "You in a hurry?"

"I've got fourteen to make contact." Irik refolded the contract. "But something feels off."

"Off how?"

"Clerk at the Market was careful. Too careful." He met her eyes. "And they want a status report at seven days."

Sera's expression shifted, just slightly. "That's unusual."

"Yes."

"You want my advice?"

"That's why I pay you."

"Make contact early. Tomorrow, if you can. Don't give anyone time to move pieces around you." She leaned on the counter. "And if this Isk tries to settle fast, take it. Don't dig."

Irik nodded slowly. "I'll let you know when I need those details."

"Two marks," she said. "In advance."

He added two more coins to the counter. She swept them into her palm, then turned back to her padlock.

Irik left the shop, stepped back into the drizzle.

—-
[image: ]


The second stop was three streets over, a tavern called the Lamplighter. It didn't open until evening, but Irik went around back, knocked on the service door.

A voice from inside: "Closed."

"It's Vell."

The door cracked open. A man's face appeared - old, scarred, one eye milky and sightless. The other eye fixed on Irik with perfect clarity.

"You're making a habit of this," Old Renn said.

"I need five minutes."

Renn grunted, stepped aside. Irik entered the dim back room, smelling of old beer and wood smoke. Renn closed the door, leaned against it with his arms crossed.

"New job?" Renn asked.

"Yes. Debtor in Fourth Crescent. Name's Davren Isk."

Renn's good eye narrowed. "Isk."

Irik stopped. "You know it?"

"I know the name." Renn was silent for a moment, then shook his head. "Old family. Used to have weight, back before the river wars. Haven't heard it in years."

"What kind of weight?"

"Guild weight. Council seats, trade licenses, that kind of thing." Renn scratched at his jaw, thinking. "But they went quiet after the redistribution. Sold off holdings, stepped back. I thought the line was gone."

"This one's still here," Irik said. "And owes the Crafter's Union a hundred and forty-seven marks."

Renn's expression didn't change, but his posture did. Straighter. Alert. "Union debt."

"Yes."

"And they sent it to the Market."

"Yes."

Renn exhaled slowly through his nose. "That's a mistake or a message. Either way, you're in the middle of it."

"What kind of message?"

"The kind you don't want to deliver." Renn moved away from the door, crossed to a cabinet, pulled out a bottle and two cups. He poured, handed one to Irik. "The Isk family didn't just step back. They were stepped on. Power redistribution after the wars wasn't clean. A lot of old families lost claims, lost protections."

"Dormant contracts," Irik said quietly.

Renn's eye fixed on him. "Who told you that?"

"You just did."

Renn took a drink, said nothing.

Irik set his cup down, untouched. "If this debt is tied to old claims, I need to know now."

"I don't know if it is," Renn said. "But if the Isk name is back in circulation, and the Union is using the Market to collect..." He trailed off, shook his head. "Someone's testing something."

"Testing what?"

"Whether the old contracts still hold. Whether anyone still cares." Renn met his eye. "And they're using you to find out."

Irik stood in the dim back room, rain tapping against the shuttered window, and felt the shape of the job shift.

"If I walk away?"

"You lose your license. Market doesn't forgive dropped contracts."

"If I proceed?"

"You find out what happens when you pull threads on old deals." Renn picked up Irik's untouched cup, drank it himself. "Maybe nothing. Maybe the city eats you."

Irik was quiet for a long moment. Then he picked up the contract, folded it, and put it back in his coat.

"Thanks for the drink," he said.

Renn just nodded.
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By the time Irik reached his room - three flights up in a boarding house near the canal - the rain had stopped. The city looked clean for about an hour after rain, before the mud and coal smoke settled back in.

He lit the lamp, hung his wet coat on the peg, and spread the contract out on the small table beneath the window.

Davren Isk. Fourth Crescent. One hundred forty-seven marks.

Standard contract. Standard terms.

But nothing about this felt standard.

Irik pulled a blank notebook from the shelf, opened it to a fresh page, and began writing.

**Day 1. Assignment received. Debtor: Davren Isk. Debt: 147 marks (Union). Unusual elements: (1) debtor owns property, value exceeds debt; (2) refused prior settlement; (3) status report required at 7 days; (4) family name connected to pre-war guild politics.**

**Initial contacts: Sera Kain (information broker) - researching debtor background, est. 2-3 days. Old Renn (former enforcer) - confirms Isk family history, suggests dormant contract involvement.**

**Next action: direct contact with debtor, Fourth Crescent address. Planned for tomorrow morning.**

He closed the notebook, stared out the window at the rooftops.

Somewhere out there, Davren Isk was going about their day, probably aware a collector had been assigned. Probably expecting the knock on the door.

Or maybe they'd been expecting it for twenty years.

Irik extinguished the lamp, lay down on the narrow bed, and stared at the ceiling.

Tomorrow, he'd find out.
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# Chapter 2: Research

The Hall of Records smelled like old paper and resignation.

Irik waited in line behind a solicitor's clerk and a woman arguing with the attendant about property boundaries. The hall was three stories of filing cabinets and wooden desks, built during the prosperity years and now quietly decomposing. Water stains marked the ceiling. The floor tiles were cracked.

When his turn came, Irik placed two copper marks on the counter and a request slip: property records, Fourth Crescent, last twenty years.

The attendant - young, bored - glanced at the slip. "Name or address?"

"Both." Irik wrote them down: *Davren Isk, 4 Crescent Terrace.*

The attendant took the slip, disappeared into the stacks. Irik waited, listening to the clerk behind him shuffle through a briefcase. Outside the tall windows, the morning sun was already burning off into haze.

Ten minutes later, the attendant returned with a single folder. Thin.

"That's everything?" Irik asked.

"For that address, last twenty years." The attendant set it on the counter. "Three copper to copy."

Irik paid. The attendant took the folder to a desk, began transcribing onto official copy paper. Irik watched, counting pages. Five. Maybe six.

For a property in Fourth Crescent, that was nothing.

When the copies were ready, Irik folded them into his coat and left the hall. He walked two blocks to a coffeehouse, bought a cup of something bitter and black, and sat at a corner table.

The records were sparse.

**Property deed: 4 Crescent Terrace.** Transferred to Davren Isk eighteen years ago, from the estate of Meris Isk (deceased). No sale price listed - inheritance transfer. No mortgages, no liens, no encumbrances. Property taxes current.

**Residency registration.** Davren Isk, single occupant, listed trade as *independent scholar.* No dependents. No business licenses attached to the address.

**Municipal services.** Water, lamp oil, waste collection - all paid, all current.

That was it.

No disputes, no debts, no legal entanglements. No marriage records, no birth certificates for children. No business filings, no guild memberships beyond a basic registration with the Crafter's Union from nine years ago.

Davren Isk had lived in the same house for eighteen years and left almost no mark on the city's paperwork.

That wasn't normal. Even quiet people accumulated records - contracts, disputes, guild dues, medical payments. The city ran on paper. You couldn't avoid it.

Unless you were trying to.

Irik drank the coffee, bitter and cooling, and read through the records twice more. Nothing changed. He folded them, tucked them away, and left the coffeehouse.
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Fourth Crescent was a twenty-minute walk from the Crook, northwest toward the old Archive quarter. The streets widened as Irik climbed the slope, cobbles giving way to brick pavement. The buildings here were older, stone and timber instead of rotten wood and plaster. Trees lined the avenues - real trees, not the stunted things that grew in the lower wards.

Quiet money, like Sera had said.

Crescent Terrace curved along the top of the rise, overlooking the river valley. The houses were narrow but tall, three stories, with iron railings and slate roofs. Small courtyards behind locked gates. No street vendors, no beggars. A lamplighter was replacing oil in one of the posts, moving methodically.

Number 4 was halfway down the terrace, indistinguishable from its neighbors except for the number painted on the gate. Irik stopped across the street, studied it.

The windows were shuttered, but not neglected. The courtyard gate was closed but not locked. No smoke from the chimney, but it was mid-morning - no reason to burn coal yet.

Someone lived here. The place wasn't abandoned.

Irik crossed the street, pushed the gate open. It swung smoothly, hinges oiled. The courtyard was small, paved with old brick, a single tree in the center. No clutter, no tools, nothing left out.

He climbed the three steps to the front door, knocked.

Silence.

He waited, counted to thirty, knocked again.

More silence. But not the silence of an empty house. Something else. The silence of someone choosing not to answer.

Irik crouched, looked at the base of the door. No light from inside, but the gap was narrow. He pulled a thin metal tool from his pocket - not a lockpick, just a wire - and slid it under the door, moved it gently.

It caught on something. Paper.

He withdrew the wire, stood, knocked a third time.

"Davren Isk," he called through the door. "My name is Irik Vell. I'm a licensed collector with the Crow Market. I'm here regarding a debt filed by the Crafter's Union. I need to speak with you."

No response.

"I'm going to leave documentation under your door," Irik continued. "It includes the debt contract, my license credentials, and a schedule for settlement negotiation. You have seven days to respond before escalation. If you need to arrange terms, contact the Market office. My name is on the paperwork."

He pulled the notice from his coat - pre-written, formal - and slid it under the door. It disappeared into the gap.

He waited another thirty seconds, then turned and left the courtyard.

—-
[image: ]


Back on the street, Irik walked to the corner, turned into an alley, and stopped. From here, he had a partial view of number 4's upper windows.

He waited.

Five minutes later, one of the shutters on the second floor opened slightly, then closed.

Someone was home.

Irik made a note in his small notebook: *Initial contact attempted, 10:30 morning. Debtor present but unresponsive. Notice delivered. Next contact: three days.*

He left the Terrace, walked back down toward the Crook.
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Sera's shop was busier in the afternoon. Two customers stood at the counter - one examining a lockbox, the other haggling over a set of keys. Sera caught Irik's eye, nodded toward the back room.

He waited, browsing the display of tools and fasteners. Most of it was legitimate locksmith work. Some of it wasn't. Sera knew how to walk the line.

When the customers left, Sera gestured him through the back door.

The room behind the shop was half storage, half office. Shelves stacked with boxes, a workbench cluttered with disassembled locks, a small desk buried under ledgers and receipts. Sera closed the door, leaned against it.

"You made contact already?"

"Tried. No response." Irik pulled out his notebook. "Debtor was home but wouldn't answer. I left the notice."

"Fast work." Sera moved to the desk, pulled open a drawer, and produced a folded paper. "I asked around. Quietly."

Irik took the paper, unfolded it. Notes in Sera's tight handwriting.

**Davren Isk. Age unknown, likely 50s-60s. Inherited 4 Crescent Terrace from parent (Meris Isk, died 18 years ago). No known employment. No social presence. Pays bills on time, otherwise invisible.**

**Crafter's Union registration: filed 9 years ago, listed as 'independent scholar.' No active commissions, no guild standing. Registration kept current (minimal fees only).**

**Neighbors: describe Isk as 'quiet,' 'private,' 'polite but distant.' No complaints, no incidents. One neighbor (retired clerk, #7) mentioned Isk 'studies old contracts' - unknown if accurate.**

**Debt origin: filed 8 months ago by Union representative (name: Tovar Genn). No prior debts on record. Unusual for someone with Isk's assets.**

Irik read it twice, then looked up. "Studies old contracts?"

"That's what the neighbor said. Could be nothing - people make assumptions about scholars."

"Or it's accurate."

Sera shrugged. "If Isk is researching old guild agreements, that might explain the Union interest. Contracts are leverage."

"And if Isk found something the Union wants buried?"

"Then you're not collecting a debt. You're delivering a message." Sera crossed her arms. "Which is what I told you yesterday."

Irik folded the notes, pocketed them. "Who's Tovar Genn?"

"Union representative, mid-level. Handles contract disputes, licensing issues. Not an enforcer - more like a fixer." Sera tilted her head. "Why?"

"He filed the debt. I want to know why him specifically."

"That'll cost you another two marks."

Irik paid her. She made the coins disappear.

"Give me until tomorrow," she said. "I'll see what Genn's been working on."
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Irik spent the rest of the afternoon at the Crow Market, filing his initial contact report. The clerk who processed it was different from yesterday - younger, less careful. He stamped the report, filed it, barely looked at Irik.

No questions about the job. No instructions.

That should have been reassuring. It wasn't.

Irik left the Market, walked the long route back to his boarding house, checking for tails. No one obvious, but the feeling persisted - something watching from the edges.

He stopped at a street vendor, bought fried fish and flatbread, ate it standing in the rain that had started again. The city smelled like wet stone and coal smoke.

By the time he reached his room, it was evening. He lit the lamp, pulled out his notebook, and added to his notes.

**Day 2. Initial contact made, debtor unresponsive but confirmed present. Notice delivered. Research indicates debtor may be studying 'old contracts' - possible connection to family history (Isk family, pre-war guild politics). Debt filed by Tovar Genn (Union fixer). Awaiting further intel from Sera Kain.**

**Assessment: debtor is avoiding engagement deliberately. Property and financials suggest ability to pay. Refusal to settle = refusal to acknowledge debt legitimacy? Or protecting something else?**

**Next steps: (1) follow up with Sera re: Genn; (2) second contact attempt at 3 days; (3) if no response, escalate to formal seizure notice.**

He closed the notebook, stared at the rain streaming down the window.

Somewhere in Fourth Crescent, Davren Isk was reading the notice Irik had left. Maybe.

Or maybe they'd already known it was coming and had been waiting for eighteen years.

—-
[image: ]


The knocking came just after midnight.

Irik woke fast, hand already reaching for the knife under his pillow. The room was dark, lamp extinguished hours ago. The knocking came again - three measured taps on his door.

Not aggressive. Not urgent. Deliberate.

He stood, silent, moved to the side of the door. "Who is it?"

"Message for Vell."

The voice was young, male, unfamiliar. Irik waited, listening for movement in the hall. Nothing. Just the one person.

"Slide it under."

"Can't. You have to sign for it."

Irik considered. Messages that required signatures were guild business, or legal summons. Either way, ignoring them cost more than answering.

He opened the door, knife held low and out of sight.

The messenger was a boy, maybe sixteen, wearing a rain-soaked cloak and holding a sealed envelope. He looked tired, nervous. Behind him, the hallway was empty.

"Irik Vell?" the boy asked.

"Yes."

The boy held out the envelope and a small ledger. "Sign here."

Irik took the ledger, scanned the page. Official delivery log, Crow Market seal. He signed, handed it back, took the envelope.

The boy nodded, turned, and hurried down the stairs.

Irik closed the door, locked it, moved back to the table. He lit the lamp, examined the envelope.

Crow Market seal. Unbroken. His name written in formal script.

He opened it.

Inside: a single sheet of paper, brief message.

**Vell - **

**Status report moved forward to Day 5. Report in person, senior assessor's office, 9:00 morning. Bring all documentation.**

** - Market Administration**

Irik read it again. The deadline had been seven days. Now it was five.

Someone was in a hurry.

He looked at the calendar scratched into the wall beside his bed. Day 2 was ending. That gave him three days to make meaningful progress before the report.

Three days to figure out why Davren Isk wouldn't talk to him.

Three days to decide if this job was what it seemed.

He folded the message, added it to his growing file, and extinguished the lamp.

Outside, the rain continued.
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# Chapter 3: First Contact

Irik returned to Fourth Crescent on the morning of day three.

The weather had cleared overnight, leaving the city sharp and cold. Frost glazed the rooftops. His breath misted in the air as he climbed the slope toward the Terrace.

This time, he didn't wait across the street. He walked directly to number 4, through the courtyard gate, up the steps. Knocked.

The door opened.

The person standing in the doorway was not what Irik had expected.

Davren Isk was old - sixty, maybe older - with gray hair pulled back severely, wearing a plain scholar's robe in faded blue. Thin, but not frail. Hands marked with ink stains. Eyes clear and steady.

"Collector Vell," Isk said. Not a question. The voice was quiet, measured, neither hostile nor welcoming.

"Davren Isk?"

"Yes." Isk stepped back from the doorway. "You should come inside."

Irik hesitated. Invitations were unusual. Most debtors wanted collectors off their property as fast as possible.

But he stepped in.

The interior was dim, curtains drawn over the windows. The entry hall was narrow, floored with dark wood, walls lined with bookshelves. Hundreds of books - old bindings, mismatched sizes, stacked floor to ceiling.

Isk closed the door, gestured toward a room to the left. "The study."

Irik followed.

The study was small, dominated by a large desk buried under papers. More bookshelves, more books. A single chair faced the desk. Another chair sat behind it. A cold fireplace. No decorations, no personal items. Just books and paper.

Isk moved behind the desk, remained standing. "Sit, if you like."

Irik stayed on his feet. "You received my notice."

"I did."

"You didn't respond."

"I know." Isk's expression didn't change. "I was deciding whether there was anything useful to say."

"The debt is real," Irik said. "Filed by the Crafter's Union. One hundred forty-seven marks, due in full. You haven't disputed it."

"I haven't."

"You own this property. The assessed value exceeds the debt. You could settle this easily."

"I could."

Irik waited. Isk said nothing more.

"Then why am I here?" Irik asked.

Isk was silent for a moment, then moved to one of the bookshelves, ran a finger along the spines. "Do you know what I do, Collector Vell?"

"You're listed as an independent scholar."

"Yes. I study contracts. Old ones, primarily. Guild agreements, territorial claims, debt transfers from before the river wars." Isk pulled a book from the shelf - thin, leather-bound, very old - and set it on the desk. "This one is from the fourth reclamation. An agreement between the Weavers' Union and the Ironmongers' Collective regarding shared warehouse rights in the lower port."

Irik glanced at the book but didn't touch it. "What does that have to do with your debt?"

"Nothing. And everything." Isk opened the book, showed a page covered in dense handwriting and wax seals. "Contracts like this one still have force. Not legal force - most of the guilds involved are gone. But they establish precedent. They define relationships. They're the memory of the city's power structure."

"I don't collect precedent," Irik said. "I collect debts."

"Yes. But the debt you're collecting isn't a debt. It's a test."

Irik's hand moved slightly toward his coat, where the knife was. "Explain."

Isk closed the book, set it aside. "Eight months ago, a man named Tovar Genn came to see me. Union representative. He wanted access to my research - specifically, anything related to pre-war Crafter's Union territorial agreements."

"And?"

"I refused. My work isn't for sale, and the Union has no claim to it." Isk met Irik's eyes. "Three weeks later, the Union filed a debt against me. A debt I do not owe."

Irik pulled the contract from his coat, unfolded it on the desk. "This says you borrowed one hundred twelve marks for craft materials, nine months ago. You signed the loan agreement."

"I did not."

"Your signature is on the document."

"My signature is on many documents. Some of them I signed. Some were copied." Isk's tone remained calm. "The Union has access to my guild registration. They have samples of my handwriting. Forging this would not be difficult."

Irik studied
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