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Now
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The man waiting on the wharf was substantially overdressed for the conditions. Dark patches marked his light brown suit, where perspiration had soaked through. It was early morning, the sun had barely risen yet already it was hot and humid. He was unwilling to remove his jacket, the concealed gas gun in its leather harness would be revealed and he was unsure of the reaction that might attract from the local officialdom. A stranger in a strange land, the weapon was unlicensed, its possession by anyone not in uniform was against the laws of this particular state. 

The wharf and its sheds were perched on the edge of the jungles that covered the island. A dirt road, little more than a track, led away into the trees. Months of rain had made the vegetation fecund and helped to grow the valuable seeds and barks that gave the place its name and value. A large settlement was hidden among the trees, yet you would never guess its presence from a position on the wharf. That was the advantage the Islanders had in times of war. More time was spent searching for them than in actual engagement. The man knew this from bitter experience, yet now, at least for the present, they were all friends together.

Gazing out towards the ocean, the sweating watcher could see a large metal steamship, its white upperworks and rows of glass portholes reflecting the low sun as it approached the breakwaters. About time too, he thought. Another day in this place would be too much. He had spent the previous night in an airless room, sleeping under a thin net, designed to deter the local insect life. All his meals on shore had been one or another type of Khorri, with no ale to wash it down. It was worse than the last time he had been here, even though then he had been a young man fighting the inhabitants. He scowled, now they were supposed to be his allies, yet too many of his friends had never returned to allow him to think of them as such. Drawing his thoughts back to the ship, and its comforts, he saw that there was a white wave breaking from its bow, showing that it was not reducing speed to engage a harbour pilot.

The ship, the King Leopold, was one of a new breed of passenger-carrying vessels. Known as cruisers, they catered for the new middle classes of Norlandia, those who had been elevated in monetary status by the industry of the country. Ships like this departed Norlandian ports regularly, taking the wealthy on excursions to foreign climes such as this place, although the man wondered at the attraction. The purpose of his journey resided on board, they were not expecting him and he was apprehensive at the reception he would receive.

Norlandia was civilised, the climate temperate; apart from the heat and humidity, there was nothing here but dust, flies and an odour that was hard to describe, yet sufficiently obnoxious as to be unpleasant. He had arrived several days before, directly from Metropol City on a trading vessel. It was presently moored in a decrepit harbour on the opposite side of this island, he would be returning to it as soon as his mission was complete. Its purpose was to discharge manufactured goods and load exotic foodstuffs for their return journey. 

He would have liked to remain on board; at least it was crewed by people from his homeland. Any hopes of that had been dashed, it had been forced to divert from its usual berth, to allow for the arrival of this vessel. The cruiser had come from one of the Spice Islands on a more circular route, this was his only chance to catch up with it, there were people on board whose cooperation was required by their masters in Metropol City.

The vessel was less than two hundred yards away now, still coming at speed and showing no sign of altering its course. Its bow would hit the wharf almost directly in front of the man, yet he stood firm. The vessel was close enough that he plainly heard the shout of “hard to starboard, if you please, full pitch astern on both screws,” from the ship’s wheelhouse.

Slowly at first, then with increasing speed, the bow started to swing away from the wharf. Surely it was too late to avoid even a glancing blow with solid land? There was the rattle of chains as the offshore anchor was let go, the sound of a bell ringing. Smoke poured from the monster’s twin funnels. The ship’s stern dropped deeper as its propeller’s effect was reversed and the bronze blades bit into the water. Under its influence, and the drag of the anchor, the vessel turned its head away faster, its forward motion faltered.

There was the clanking sound of steam mobiles from the large wooden shed that framed the rear of the wharf. His attention distracted for a moment, the man watched as two mobiles appeared, one went to each end of the wharf, where large yellow boards were placed, one marked with the word Bow, the other, Gangway. Several men disembarked and stood, waiting. He could also hear the sound of approaching equines, the jangling of harnesses and the squeak of poorly greased axles. 

No doubt the locals were arriving to tempt the vessel’s passengers on excursions through the jungle and settlement in open carriages. And they would be selling trinkets at inflated prices, his foreign appearance had already made him a target of every purveyor of such things that he had met.  

He heard a cry of “stop engines” and looked back. He was surprised to see that the ship was motionless in the water, parallel to the wharf and twenty feet away. As he watched, light ropes were thrown to shore. The men heaved on them, dragging heavy mooring lines ashore, to be hooked over bollards. The ship’s winches must have been engaged; the hull was pulled sideways and was soon tight alongside. As a gangway was rigged, exactly in the position indicated by the board, the man looked up at the crowds lining the decks. Practised eyes spotted the two people he was looking for. At the same time, the female of them opened her mouth in shocked surprise. She waved and he saw her turn to her companion. After a moment, he too, waved a greeting.

The man walked to the bottom of the gangway, where he showed a slip of paper to the crewman. Allowed past, he climbed the steps and repeated the procedure at the top. Striding along the deck, he pushed his way through the throng towards his targets. Finally, he arrived in front of them. “I’m so pleased to see you both,” he said, “it’s been quite a journey to find you. Can we go somewhere private, we need to talk urgently.”

The male looked him straight in the eye. “Mr Fairview,” he said, “according to Langdon, we are supposed to be on a leave of absence, what can be so important?”

“It’s not just a leave of absence,” the woman added. Dark-haired and intense, she fixed the man with a steady gaze. “Have you forgotten? We are on our nuptials.”

“My apologies, Jessamine, Jackson,” the man replied, unflinching. “The safety of the Realm is at stake. You are required.”

The woman gasped, put one hand to her mouth and grabbed her man’s arm with the other. “Not again?” she exclaimed.

“I told you, Jessamine,” said the man, “there is more going on here than just a voyage to foreign parts.”
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In the days before their arrival in Balawengo, the voyage had been eventful, at least as far as one of the newlyweds was concerned. To Jackson, it had been a source of continual wonder; as much as the last few months had been, only more so. There were the continual challenges of adapting to his new life and the strange atmosphere on board. It was unlike his expectation in every way, but with Jessamine at his side, he had felt able to deal with whatever was occurring.

Freed from the threats that had so recently been hanging over them, they had been able to relax as they began to enjoy a new life together. The first few days of the voyage had been spent out of sight of land as they headed away from Norlandia and into the warmer waters of the tropical ocean. At first unnerving, the open seas had not been the empty waste that either of them had expected. There were great cetaceans to watch as they broke the water to breathe and a strange type of piscine that flew through the air when startled by the vessel’s approach. At night, the water glowed with some sort of green light, which they had been told was emitted by small beasts, swimming near the surface.

The ship was larger than the previous one that Jackson and Jessamine had voyaged on, the luxuriously named but very rusty Esperance, which had never been out of sight of land. During that voyage, they had both been too preoccupied with evading capture to fully appreciate the ocean. And that had been a working vessel, with passengers as an afterthought, while this one was designed for their conveyance and comfort. 

The King Leopold seemed to be as big as the orphanage inside, with wide alleyways, a huge eatery, a promenade deck and many other features that one would not have expected on a moving object. There was a modern Gymnazien, even a pool of water in which you might bathe.

Jackson’s amazement with the vessel had started when they had stepped out of the mobile onto the wharf, back in Metropol City.
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AT FIRST, HE HAD THOUGHT he was facing the wrong way, his view of the ocean was blocked by a wall of black and white painted steel with rows of rounded glass windows. Then, as he looked about, he realised that this was the side of his new home. The vessel stretched away in each direction, he could just make out mooring lines, a bow and a stern. Above his head was a row of small boats, at his level a small square hatch was open, through which boxes of provisions were being passed. Next to it, there was a wooden gangway, with a line of people ascending it. Compared to other vessels he had seen, this was a leviathan.

As he gaped, he felt Jessamine squeeze his hand. “It’s quite a sight, isn’t it,” she whispered.

To his surprise, their bags were almost forcibly removed by a uniformed man and whisked away. “These will be placed in your cabin,” they were told. “Please proceed to the gangway.”

At the head of the gangway, they were greeted by another uniformed man and, after their tickets had been inspected, they were taken by a stewardess to their cabin. “I am Marie,” she said in the soft lilt of an Islander, “if you need anything on your voyage, you only have to press the bell to call me.”  

When she opened their door and led them inside, their bags were already waiting for them. Marie started to open them and hang the clothes in an ample locker, built into the wall. “That will not be necessary,” said Jessamine, handing her a five Sol piece. “Can you get us some char?”

“Very well, ma’am,” she replied, as the coin disappeared. “It will be my pleasure. Meantime, sparkling wine and fresh fruits are laid out for you. I will bring the char presently. We will be sailing in an hour. Do not forget, there will be a meeting of all passengers at six tonight, in the grand reception room. After that, we will have an emergency drill, to familiarise you with the lifeboats.”

As soon as she was gone, Jessamine breathed a sigh. “That was close, I did not want her to see our belts and other things.”

“Are you not wearing your belt?” Jackson asked. He had lost it once and now wore it everywhere, except when bathing and sleeping.

“Not today,” she replied, “after all, we are on holiday. There is no danger here.”

“The maid, was she an Islander?” he asked. It was not the first native of the Isles that Jackson had seen, but the first in any position directly related to his life. Mostly they were employed in Norlandia as general labourers or in garden maintenance. In the orphanage, there had been tales of Islanders gaining trust and then attacking the unwary. All those living in Norlandia had been either imprisoned or closely watched during the conflict that had recently ended.

“I think she was, but probably not a warrior, although the fearlessness of both men and women is legendary and in no relation to their size.”

Jackson shot her a worried look. “Are we in danger then? Perhaps she holds a grudge from the last wars. She is bound to have been affected by the conflict in some way.” He had sudden visions of her holding them hostage while blaming them for the death of a loved one, which she must now avenge, to gain inner peace. In his head, it sounded like a piece of popular fiction.

“While she may,” said Jessamine, “I think it unlikely that the shipping company would employ her if there was any chance that she would go crazy and kill her charges. After all, it would be all too simple for her to do us harm, yet she seems too gentle to pose much of a threat.”

Jackson wondered just how much the recent wars had affected people like her, who worked for those who had become an enemy. And of the efforts of those like the Ladies who Lunch, who had striven so hard for peace.

Their cabin was large, as well as the bed-chamber, they had their own lounge with a private balcony and a sumptuous washroom. Fine polished wood panelling was everywhere, with enamelled fittings and what appeared to be statics-powered lighting. Jackson could see a red button by the door, with the word Call written underneath it. Looking around he saw another by the sliding glazed doors that led to a balcony. They were situated on the other side of the vessel to the gangway and could see across the harbour and to the city on the hill beyond. Jackson went and opened the doors, now the sound of music playing could be heard on the breeze.

The whole thing felt so large and stable, surely even in any rough weather they might encounter, this vessel was too large to roll or pitch.

Jessamine had started to take male clothing out of the bags and was hanging them in the wardrobe. Jackson looked at what appeared in a state of shock. There were so many suits for him, what was the need? He understood the purpose of smart attire, but this was surely excessive. He had not realised that he possessed so many clothes.

“What am I to do with all those different suits?” he asked.

Jessamine laughed. “They are for specific parts of shipboard life,” she said. “There is one for eating, one for tropical exploring, a bathing suit and some casual wear. I too have an outfit for each evening, it would never do to be seen in the same one twice.”

“And what is that?” he asked as she pulled a length of black cloth, with frilled edges, from the case.

“That,” she replied, “is a cummerbund. A piece of formal attire. I will show you how to wear it when the time comes.”

They felt a tremble in the vessel. “That is the engine starting, we must go outside for departure,” said Jessamine. “’Tis tradition to wave at those left behind.” 

Together they went out, following the crowd of people who were all headed in the same direction. They arrived on the upper promenade deck and watched the jetty. Every space on the rail was filled with passengers, waving at the crowds on shore. As the band played, coloured paper streamers were flung in both directions. Slowly at first, the ship moved away from the pier. With a tugboat assisting at either end, she swung around and pointed her bow towards the afternoon sun. The vessel seemed to pause for a moment, as if preparing herself to leap towards the horizon. Then, with a long blast on her whistle, the King Leopold began to move ahead. 

They stood and watched as the vessel passed between the breakwaters, saw the pilot depart in his small red boat and gazed back as the buildings of Metropol City dropped below the horizon. Soon all that remained was a smudge of smoke in the distance. With nothing else to see, they returned to their cabin and found that char was waiting for them, together with a selection of small comestibles.

Now they had unpacked and had char, there was nothing else for them to do. The sudden change, from having to do things to being able to do nothing, to be waited on hand and foot at the press of a button, felt slightly strange. Jackson sat and fidgeted, while Jessamine took out a women’s periodical and read.

“Did you not bring anything for entertainment?” she asked. “A book perhaps, or some other diversion?”

“I did not,” he replied. “I imagined that I would be too busy with the wonder of it all. Now I’m not quite sure when it will begin.”

“I expect there will be a library,” she said. “Now do not disturb me, this article is most intriguing.”

As she read, Jackson munched on a dainty cake. He thought for a moment; he would learn where the library was and discover all that he could about this new world.

At a little after five, a speaker mounted in the cabin ceiling crackled into life. “All passengers are to report to the grand lounge in a half-hour,” it said in a metallic voice. “Please dress in appropriate clothing for drinks. Ensure that you know your safety boat number before you attend, as an emergency drill will be performed directly after the meeting.”

Jackson was suddenly overcome with relief that they had something to do, mixed with trepidation at what was to come. “Must we go and meet other people now? And which safety boat is ours? What is appropriate clothing? This is so complicated.”

“Why certainly, we must mingle,” Jessamine replied. “Did you expect to spend the whole time in our cabin? The boat number is shown on the back of the doorway. I will be with you, don’t worry. Let’s lay out your morning suit, that should be appropriate.”

This was Jackson’s biggest source of concern, he had been uncomfortable about it since before they had boarded, suddenly it seemed that his idea of mixing with society as an equal would not be possible. One had to mingle, converse and take meals in polite company, with important people – those who were born to the task and educated in its niceties. 

He was afraid about being found out as an orphan, with no skills save the nefarious. Everyone else was sure to be so much more at ease with their situation than he.

Jessamine had already sensed his discomfort. “Fear not,” she said, “just keep to the story and you will be fine. After all, you managed to convince the man in Hammerham of your knowledge, think of these as the same. I will lead if you wish, you need to simply follow and join in.”

He and Jessamine had already decided to use the personae created for their journey to Hammerham in pursuit of Rodney Nethersole. Jackson was posing as a dealer in inducements for news sheets and his new wife was a journalist. It was an easy fiction and respectable employment. Out of touch with land, it was also a safe enough deception for casual conversation, besides which, Jackson had grasped the principles of the trade and could talk fluently on the subject. 

The lounge was sumptuously appointed, uniformed staff circulated with trays of small morsels of food and glasses of sparkling white wine. Jackson asked for a glass of water, it arrived with cubes of ice and a small piece of some citrus fruit floating in it. He took a sip and was surprised to find it effervescent; it almost made him sneeze. How was that done? He had never tasted the like before, ale and porter had bubbles from the yeast that made it, but never plain water. He would have to ask Jessamine in private.

The other passengers seemed like a selection of all the best of the city. There were the obviously wealthy and others that, while well-attired, were clearly not of the same ilk. Jackson felt himself start to relax, there were people like him here, not merely the elite. He might be able to carry this off, with luck and help from Jessamine, who seemed perfectly at home as she shared small talk, being careful to include him. 

In the event, it was a pleasant experience. As it happened, he had no need to worry, his presence on the vessel was taken to prove his breeding and status. He was not questioned, apart from in small talk.

Almost without noticing, he began to relax and exchanged greetings with businessmen and servants of the state. He found that he could talk and be accepted as an equal. Nobody seemed willing to say more than a brief few words, it was as if they were all waiting for the emergency drill to begin.

Promptly at six, a bell rang and all conversation ceased

They were addressed by a uniformed officer. “My name is Stanley Datchery,” he began, “I am the staff captain of the King Leopold.” 

What in Norlandia was a staff captain? Jackson found it hard to imagine that a vessel, even a large one, would require more than one captain. And this person was nothing like Captain Bludmonger, the only other holder of that rank he had met. Before he had the chance to ask Jessamine, the matter was explained.

“This means that I am in charge of the passenger services and the crew which perform them. As such, I report directly to the vessel’s master, Captain Tredmore.” The man continued, “Should you have any requests or issues with the accommodation or the service you receive, please let me know immediately.”

He went on to tell them of their itinerary, they would be sailing to the Spice Islands of  Palikmaja and Ternat. Thence to Balawengo in the Western Isles. 

“On the way to Palikmaja, we will be passing Drogan Island,” he said, “and if you are lucky, you may see some of the beasts. After Balawengo, we will journey to the Isle of Gish, to view the temples. Then we return directly to Metropol City. As you know, the voyage will take us the best part of a month.”

There were mutterings of excitement; to hear the places named gave Jackson a thrill, they sounded much more exotic than they looked when written on his ticket. 

“Now,” continued the staff captain, “in accordance with our legal requirements, we will sound the emergency alarm.” There was a pause, then a bell began to ring. “Whenever you hear this bell,” he said, “you should proceed to your emergency boat station, where you will be safe, and await instructions. It is important that you do not delay. Today, we merely muster for a practice evacuation. Please proceed calmly.”

The route to the boats was clearly marked and they joined the rest of the passengers on the way. Crewmen were stationed at every junction to assist them. Eventually, they came out on a wide deck, above the one they had recently lined for departure. There they found themselves facing a line of small boats, hanging from strangely shaped metal brackets. The number was painted in large letters on each and they soon found the correct one.

There was an officer, standing by a winch drum. “Good day,” he said, “can I have your names?” As they provided them, he ticked them off on a card. Eventually, there were forty or so passengers assembled. “Now that we are all assembled,” the officer said, “I have to tell you the drill for preparing to board this boat. You are not involved in the launching, all that is required is that you do as we order you. First, please collect a life preserver from the rack behind you. The crew will show you how to wear them.”

They did so, finding the life preserver to be a canvas jacket, filled with some material that weighed next to nothing. One crew member donned a preserver in front of them and they copied his actions. Meanwhile, there was a flurry of movement from other crewmen, shouts of “away gripes” and “trice in,” until the small open boat nestled alongside the ship’s hull.

“Were this the real thing,” said the officer, “you would now embark and be lowered to the water. However, you may now be dismissed, while we resecure the boat. Kindly remove your preserver and place it on the deck, thank you for your attention.”

Along with the others, they returned to their cabin, where Marie had laid out yet more char and cakes. “I shall struggle to fit into my clothes if food keeps appearing at this rate; we have barely left port,” said Jackson. 

“Then you will have to restrain your appetite,” said Jessamine, as she took a bite from a delicate cake. “That or increase your exercise to compensate. I’m sure that there will be a Gymnazien on this Leviathan somewhere. Failing that, I suppose that you could always run around the decks.” She looked at the clock face mounted on the bulkhead. “We will be eating dinner in an hour. No doubt there will be dancing afterwards.”

Jackson opened the wardrobe door and surveyed his array of clothing. “Which suit should I wear for dinner?” He stopped as he realised what Jessamine had just said. “Dancing? I cannot dance,” he said, his voice full of concern.

She laughed. “Did Patching not teach you any steps?”

Jackson thought of the old soldier. “No, he merely made me try to hit him, then knocked me down every time I did.”

“Then I will instruct you later,” she said. “Nobody will notice your lack of skills if I lead you and you follow me. It’s not difficult, just a simple pattern of footsteps, repeated. For dinner, the black suit, with the white shirt and bow tie.”

They took turns to use the bathroom, Jackson first. While Jessamine was bathing, he dressed in the black suit and fixed the tie, grateful for all the lessons he had received. Who from his past life would have believed that he, an orphan from Cobblebottom, would be on this mighty vessel, sailing the oceans of the world with his new bride? As for dancing, he had seen people dancing in the orphanage, it looked complicated. All he had wanted to do was be alone with Jessamine, the voyage was not turning out to be how he imagined it.

Jessamine came out of the bathroom dressed in a garment that Jackson had not seen before. Made of a dull grey, lacy fabric, it seemed to have been constructed especially for her, as it fitted her form perfectly. On closer inspection, he saw that it was stiffened with what appeared to be strips of bone. It had many pockets fitted to its front and sides, like a quip belt. “What is that?” he asked. 

“This is a garment of Oswald’s devising,” she said, “it has a continuous closure at the side. After our recent adventures, he decided that a female’s quip belt needed to be something a little different to that provided for the male. There is a lot more room in this one for pockets, it has the added advantage of being less obvious to a searcher. This is his first attempt. He calls it an enbrazzier, after a word of the language of the Isles. It means to embrace, as you can see it does that.” 

Jackson saw that it had changed her shape, pulled her waist in and pushed her shoulders back. It made her appear taller and even more rounded.

“It has another function,” he said taking her in his arms.

“What could that be?” she muttered, as they kissed.

“It makes you even more beautiful,” he replied.

“Never mind your flattery,” she laughed, “save it for later. The pockets are presently empty, it remains to be seen how it will feel when they are filled. You must wear your cummerbund.” She took the garment from its hanger and showed him how to fix it around his waist. 

“Is it worn in place of the quip belt?” he asked.

“It is a development of the belt, a replacement for ceremonial occasions,” she replied. “We need not take our belts into the saloon; we are not on duty.”

Jessamine pulled on a gown of deep ruby red that left her shoulders bare and tended to her hair for a moment, combing it into an extravagant pile atop her head, held by several long pins.

They could hear a gong being struck in the alleyway. Jessamine disengaged herself. “Come, that is the signal for dinner. ’Tis time to meet our fellow travellers.”
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There was a cluster of passengers standing at the entrance to the dining room. People were looking at a plan of the tables. “Who will we be seated with?” wondered Jackson. “Hopefully some good company.”

In the line with him, he saw men in uniform, from the army, navy and even from the flyers, as well as many suited men. All those not in uniform seemed to be attired in the same black as he. The women were adorned with a great deal of finery, jewels and precious metals. It occurred to him that, were he a thief, he might have made enough in one swoop of the room for a life of luxury. All he would need was a means of escape.

They found from the plan that they were seated at a table for eight, which meant that there would be six other people to converse with. The names were intriguing, there were two Ms Corribund, a Major Haws and three Deerings.

As they approached their table, they could see that the others were already seated. The males among them rose as they approached while a steward rushed to move Jessamine’s seat. 

“You must be the Thwaites,” said an older man, compact and precisely dressed in an Army dress uniform. There were two lines of medals glittering on his breast pocket. He was blessed with abundant whiskers and sported a glass eye. 

“Welcome,” he said, bowing slightly, “I am Major Sebastian Haws, retired. The seating plan has placed me at the table’s head and as such I am your host.”

Jackson bowed back, as he had been taught. “Thank you, sir,” he said, “and good evening. I am Jackson Thwaite and this is my wife, Jessamine.”

The major nodded, he bowed to Jessamine and kissed the back of her hand. There were groans from the two ladies sitting next to him. Jackson thought he heard one say “Over-familiar,” to the other. She replied, in an exaggerated whisper, “He does it with them all.” 

The major acted as if they hadn’t spoken, his manners were clearly better, if a little old-fashioned. “Then I’m delighted to make your acquaintance,” he said ignoring them. “May I introduce you to your dining companions?” Without waiting for an answer he turned to his left. “May I present the sisters Corribund. Despite appearances, they are far more up-to-date in modern etiquette than I.”

The two women were so alike as to be copies of each other. Stick thin, with short white hair and sporting gowns from the fashion of previous decades. They smiled and nodded greetings, “I am Vestinya,” said one. “And I am Vestanya,” said the other. “We are identical twins,” they uttered in unison, “and our lives have been devoted to each other. We are delighted to meet you.” 

That made five, Haws introduced the remaining three as a family group. The man announced himself as Wilberforce Deering, he informed them that he was a merchant in spice. He was accompanied by his wife, whose name was Alegrina, and Hepzibah, his daughter.

Formalities over, Jackson and Jessamine sat, the steward presented himself as Geremie and offered embossed cards with the selection of dishes available for the meal.

Jackson was surprised to see such a huge selection of food, each with a certain wine or spirit suggested to accompany it. The storerooms on the vessel must have been enormous; how did they keep all the food fresh for a month, for all these people? In the end, he allowed Jessamine to select first and merely added, “And the same for me.” Geremie made no notes, once all had ordered he departed.

“What brings you to the King Leopold, Mr Thwaite?” asked Deering. Jackson felt all eyes on him and he took a deep breath. “My wife and I,” he paused, “I’m afraid that I have to get used to that, we are only just wed.” Before he could say any more, all the others spoke together in a babble of words, “Congratulations,” “What a fine couple,” and “How wonderful,” were just a few of the comments he heard. Beside him, he felt Jessamine squeeze his hand. 

“Very well,” said the major, not waiting for any more words of explanation. That fact alone must have been sufficient justification for their presence. “Then we know why you are here. As for me, I make no secret of the fact that I am seeking the next Mrs. Haws.”

The twins blushed at the comment, they were smoking small cygars in brass holders which they waved around when conversing, as if to draw their words in the fragrant smoke. 

“We are rich, thanks to a doting but deceased father,” one of them said. “We never married, which has not been a cause of sorrow.” 

“We are spending his inheritance in travel,” added the other.

Deering then explained that he was on a business trip to his company’s plantations in the Spice Islands, to check on the year’s harvest. “My wife and daughter wished to accompany me this year,” he said, nodding to them. His wife smiled, the girl was clearly bored and fidgeted ceaselessly. Jackson saw that her seat was not the same as the others around the table, with a start he realised that hers was a clockwork invalid chair. The poor girl was crippled in some way. 

The conversation was halted by the return of Geremie, with a self-propelled clockwork serving cart, divided into sections. With a flourish, he produced food and drink, the correct selection to each person and served accompaniments and wines at a speed that seemed almost impossible.

Once he had departed, the conversation resumed, accompanied by the clicking of cutlery.

“And what is your vocation, Mrs Thwaite, when you are not on your nuptials?” asked Wilberforce Deering. 

“I am employed in my own right, as a journalist,” replied Jessamine, “engaged on the staff of my father’s publications.” 

“’Tis where we met,” added Jackson

“How lovely,” said one of the twins, “no doubt you will be leaving now that you are a kept woman.” Jackson could see the major nodding, he had a feeling that they might be shocked by his wife’s response.

“Oh no,” said Jessamine, “I am not kept, merely in partnership with my husband.”

“And what are your thoughts on the subject, sir?” asked the other twin. “Do you not see it as your duty to provide for your spouse?”

“I do,” replied Jackson, “but it is not my place to keep her. She is not a bird in a cage but a strong, independent woman. I also see it as my wife’s right to pursue whatever path she desires. I would hate for her to feel stifled by me, I believe that way leads only to resentment.”

“Well said,” replied Deering’s wife. “I am contented to be a partner with my husband, indeed, the Ladies Who Lunch encourages all women to emerge from the restraints of the last generation and embrace life as equals.”

“Miss Claringbold has some radical notions,” said the major, “they obviously interest some but pardon me, women cannot hope to be our equals when there are things they cannot do.”

Jessamine turned to him and smiled. “What things might they be?” she enquired.

“Well,” the major muttered to himself for a while, his neck turning red.  

“May I help,” she continued. She had the attention of the whole table now, they had all stopped eating and were poised on her next word. Jessamine looked around. “I can drive a mobile, even take the engine to pieces and know how it works. I understand politics, can shoot a gas gun as well as any man...”

“Enough,” said the major, throwing his arms up as if in surrender. “Your pardon. I meant no offence, as with the sisters, my ideas are from another age.”

“Of course,” she said. “I have met women who do far more than me and those who do less. The important thing is to feel free to do, or not do, without hindrance.”

“Well said,” replied Alegrina. “I can see that we will be friends.”

The girl piped up, “I might be stuck in this chair but I do not consider myself to be defined by it,” she said. “I merely modify my actions to embrace it, indeed, it even aids me in some of my pursuits.”

“I know, my dear.” Deering put his hand gently on hers. “I do not see you as any less for it. Tell me, Jackson, if you work at the publishing house, what is your function?”

“Inducement,” said Jackson. There were puzzled looks around the table, from all except Hepzibah and Deering.

“They are a new venture in publications,” he added, “and one that has the potential to be the biggest thing yet to aid sales and increase profits.” 

“They are not prospective customers, Jackson,” said Jessamine, “just tell the people without the flummery.”

“My apologies, I’m still not adjusted to being on holiday. At its simplest, inducement is the unsolicited offering of services. An offer that is made while the prospective customer is doing something else, in this case, reading a newssheet or periodical. Small pieces of information are carefully placed among the pages, extolling the virtues of a product or service. The inducements are crafted and sited to cater to the type of person who is reading that particular article.” 

“I understand you perfectly,” said Deering. “We use inducements for our products, in trade publications. They have enabled us to increase our business and reach customers we might never have found. Particularly in the hospitality and catering businesses.” 

“So you are involved in their production,” said Vestinya. “We use them as purchasers.” She waved her cygar around. “It’s how we found these, but we never knew what we read had such a name. Tell us, is there a lot of thought in the placement?”

“Oh yes,” said Jackson, “it is as much an art as a science, to find the right position on the page, the appropriate readership and even the wording. It all influences the effectiveness of the inducement.” Jackson picked up his glass of water, his throat felt dry from the effort of being what he was not. But he appeared to be convincing enough to pass muster.

“I never gave a thought to the process,” said Deering, “and you do this as an employee or as an agent?”

At the word agent, Jackson stiffened, he took a gulp of water. Had he said something he should not have, betrayed his real employment? He racked his brains as he could feel his face colour. He swallowed and coughed. “Excuse me,” he said, hoping that would explain his blushes, he turned away.

Jessamine came to the rescue, she leaned over and slapped him on the back. “Is that better? Perhaps you should not drink and talk? Let me explain, he is employed by my father.”

“That’s all very well,” said Deering, “but you could strike out on your own, make a separate business of this, acting as a broker, providing composition services and selling the results to your father-in-law or any publication.”

Jackson tried to focus, he looked around. Nobody seemed to have noticed his discomfort.

“That’s an interesting idea,” he said. “However, I feel that I owe my loyalty to Jessamine’s father, after all, without him I would be nothing.”

“It’s so admirable to see that attitude in the young,” said one of the twins. “Bravo, young man.”

“I admire your sentiments,” said Deering. “But this is business, not personal. I have seen someone among the passengers who I think you might like to meet, he could be a valuable ally.”

“Really, Jackson, that is enough about trade at dinner time,” said Jessamine. “I thought that we were supposed to be away from all that for a while.” There was polite laughter and Jackson, feeling
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