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Introduction
At first light the harbor is a book of open pages: ripples printed in silver, gulls making
marginal notes in the air, masts like unruled lines where ink has yet to fall. Salt dries
to a frost on rail and rope. Somewhere aft, a chest thumps shut and a key turns. The
fleet—stout-bellied cogs and sleeker caravels—leans toward the channel as if toward a
sentence that begins with a wind and ends, if fortune allows, with home. Between
those two points lies an uncertain grammar of risk and reward, and a cargo of lives
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that know both better than most.

This story is told by three keepers of truth. One is a captain who reads the weather
with his face and the sea with his scars, a man who understands that a course is a
promise you make to the horizon and a compromise you make with the tide. Another
is an accountant who tallies not only sacks and coins but also favors, oaths, and the
unpaid interest of fear; his abacus beads clack like rain on deck, his pen sings of
margins thin as shrouds. The third is a tucked-away ledger, bound in tough hide and
patience, which speaks in smudges and cross-outs and the faint salt bloom of voyages
past. Between them, numbers, wind, and memory dispute what truly happened.

Together they thread the North Sea and the Mediterranean, stitching edges of the
known world into a fabric of exchange. From Bergen’s fish-reeking quays to the cloth
halls of Bruges; from Biscay’s long jaw to the slatted salt pans of Aveiro; from
Messina’s crowded roads to Venice where warehouses wear foreign tongues like
coats—these pages pass among skippers and stevedores, brokers and boatmen,
widows and factors whose hands are clean of poetry and stained by work. The routes
they sail are older than any one ship and younger than every storm.

Commerce here is no shadow to adventure; it is the adventure. Bills of exchange
travel quicker than hulls. A rumor about silver weights can fill or empty a hold as
surely as a gale. Bottomry loans buy time from an ocean that lends nothing. Convoys
promise safety until they don’t. Jettison is a prayer answered by arithmetic, shared
loss below the waterline of pride. Duties are levied, bribes neglected or paid, seals
inspected, sacks pierced, and always someone counts again. Profit is a word
pronounced in many accents and understood in only one.

Yet the true currency is human. Apprentices learn their letters from cargo marks, and
their grief from winter. A sailor’s song follows a ship longer than any wake. On
quaysides, tides measure absence; on decks, courage is rationed like water. For every
chest that creaks open to spill silver in a countinghouse, another opens in a cottage to
release a letter with a black edge. Stomachs turn to knots that numbers cannot untie.
Love finds purchase where it can—on a rope burn, a shared crust, a joke told to keep
the dark astern.

The ledger keeps both versions. In its black lines are sales and settlements, in its red,
losses and repairs. But in the ghost-gray spaces between, where the salt has lifted the
pigment and left the page fretted like a chart, lie the unrecorded: the taste of fear on
a cold watch, the tenderness of a captain who knows every name aboard, the quick
arithmetic of a choice that saves the ship but costs a friend. A book of accounts is a
mirror with a crack running through it, and sometimes a crack is the only way the light
gets in.

Salt and Silver is a fiction braided with the grain of fact. It promises storms and
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markets, knives and quills, courage in both decklight and candlelight. It will ask what a
life is worth when weighed against a cargo, and what a promise is worth when it can’t
be paid in coin. If you have never sailed, let the words do your sea-legs’ work; if you
have, forgive the liberties taken when wind and plot needed to tack.

Come aboard. The lines are cast off, the helmsman’s hand is steady, and the channel
is opening like a ledger to a fresh page. The wind smells of truth and trade. What we
carry is salt and silver. What we risk is everything else.

CHAPTER ONE: Salt on the Wind
The morning the Marianne left Hull, the tide was late. That was the first thing Willem
Alderman noticed — not the grey sky, not the stench of tidal mud, not the arguments
already breaking out among the stevedores over the weight of the salt casks. The tide
was late, and a late tide meant a man had to think, and Willem Alderman, clerk and
accountant of the Alderman & Vree merchant house, did not care for thinking before
breakfast.

He stood on the quay with his leather port Folger gripped under one arm and a wax
tablet in the other, watching the dockhands argue in that particular way English
dockhands had — loud, slow, and with the implicit understanding that no one actually
intended to strike anyone. The salt trade was a patient trade, but the men who loaded
it were not.

Willem had secured passage for himself and his ledgers aboard the Marianne by
promising the captain, a one-eyed Northman called Rolf Sigurdsson, that his
calculations could save the voyage three days of sailing. Rolf had laughed at this — a
sound like a timber splitting — and agreed anyway, because a man who laughs at an
accountant is a man who has never had to explain a loss to a factor in Bruges.

The salt they were loading came from Aveiro, a fishing town on the Portuguese coast
where the sun did the work that fire did elsewhere and the salt pans stretched like
broken mirrors along the tidal flats. The Marianne had already made the run twice that
year, and if she survived a third, Willem's house would have enough in the account to
justify sending a second cog next season. This was not romance. This was arithmetic.
Every sack of salt weighed roughly sixty pounds when properly dried, and roughly
ninety when slopped with seawater by a lazy loader. Willem had taken to weighing
each cask himself, and the dockhands did not care for this.

"You'll get your salt," he told the foreman, a thick-shouldered man with a neck like a
tree stump. "But I need the tally before the tide turns. Captain Sigurdsson does not

Purchased from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



sail on promises."

The foreman said something unprintable about accountants and then called over two
boys to help with the count. Willem ignored the insult. Insults were a kind of currency
on the docks, and he had learned years ago that if you let them accumulate in your
ledger, the books never balanced.

He was forty years old, Willem Alderman, though his face looked older and his
accounting looked younger than either should have allowed. He had hands like a
notary — ink-stained, precise, capable of multiplying three-figure sums in his head
while appearing to do nothing more than stare into the middle distance. This talent
had kept him employed by the Alderman & Vree house for eleven years, through two
bankruptcies, one shipwreck, and an unfortunate incident in Lübeck involving a
disputed invoice for beeswax and a man with a crossbow.

His port Folger was battered and salt-stained. It had survived longer than two of the
ships whose cargoes it recorded. Inside were the vellum-bound ledgers of the house,
the first begun in April 1441, the most recent started that March. The pages smelled of
tallow and seawater and something else — something Willem would have called duty,
if he had been given to poetry, which he was not.

He opened the ledger to the current month, found the column marked SALT,
OUTBOUND, AVEIRO, and began to write. Each sack had a mark — a scratched symbol
on the leather, the house sigil of the mine or estate that had produced it. Willem
recorded them all. He had once been told by a priest in Bruges that God kept a ledger
of men's souls, and Willem had asked whether God carried the entries in triplicate and
balanced monthly. The priest had not found this amusing. Willem had.

The tide arrived a half-hour later, sluggish and brown, smelling of river mud and the
North Sea's cold appetite. The dockhands cheered, or at least made enough noise to
stand in for cheering. The lighters — flat-bottomed barges that ferried cargo out to the
waiting ships — were already poling away from the quay, loaded low with salt casks.

Willem climbed aboard the Marianne just as the mooring ropes were being cast off.
The ship was a cog — a broad-beamed, bluff-bowed vessel built for cargo rather than
speed, with a single square sail and a high sterncastle that made her look, Willem had
once written to his brother, like a floating warehouse that had decided to try its luck at
sailing. She was forty years old, or nearly, and had been repaired so many times that
Willem suspected she was held together more by pitch and stubbornness than by
timber. She was also, he had learned, the most profitable ship in the Alderman & Vree
fleet, which told you something about the timber business and something else about
accounting.

Below deck, the salt was stowed in neat rows, separated by planks to keep the lower
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casks from the damp. Willem checked the arrangement himself. Moisture was the
enemy of good salt. A wet cargo could lose a third of its weight and still be ruined —
light enough to make the customs officers suspicious and heavy enough to mildew
everything it touched. He had seen a shipment of Aveiro salt arrive in Bruges so damp
that it had begun to ferment, and the smell alone had cost the house a sale. Smell, he
had learned, was an accounting category that no ledger properly accounted for.

Captain Rolf Sigurdsson appeared at the companionway — a tall man, broad through
the chest, with a scar running from his missing left eye down to his jaw like a sentence
that had lost its ending. He wore a fur-lined cloak over a woolen tunic and carried a
hand-and-a-half sword at his hip, though Willem had never seen him draw it. Rolf had
the kind of face that looked as comfortable in a storm as in a tavern, which was to say
it looked comfortable nowhere and did not care.

"Your tide's come and gone," Rolf said, by way of greeting.

"I know. I watched it go."

"Pity. You could have used it to wash the dock off your boots."

Willem looked down. The foreman's insult had materialized as a muddy boot print on
his left leather. He said nothing. This was, he had discovered, the most powerful
weapon the accountant possessed — silence, deployed at the precise moment when
the other party expected a response.

Rolf studied him for a moment, then grinned. It was not a friendly grin. It was the grin
of a man who had survived nineteen winters at sea and had decided, somewhere
around the twelfth, that fear was a poor companion and grinning was a reasonable
substitute.

"The crew's aboard. Fourteen sailors, two apprentices, a cook whose food is better
than his temper, and a priest who says he can navigate by the stars but who, I
suspect, has never seen them through anything thicker than cathedral glass."

"And the cargo?" Rolf asked.

"Sixty-one casks of salt, properly marked. Two casks short of the manifest. The
dockmaster says the remaining two will arrive by evening tide tomorrow. I told him
that if they did, we'd wait. If they didn't, I'd adjust the manifest and take the loss
against his account."

Rolf considered this. "Can he afford the loss?"

"Barely. His father owns the quay. The quay owns the man."
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"Then take the loss," Rolf said. "And let's sail with what we have."

Willem had expected this. Captains cared about the tide, not the tally. But he made a
note on his wax tablet, and the arithmetic of the decision — two casks times sixty
pounds times the Aveiro price of four pence per pound, minus the cost of the delay,
minus the risk of losing the convoy's weather window — resolved into a number he
could live with. He wrote it in the margin of the ledger and underlined it once.

The Marianne slipped down the River Hull with the evening light dying on the water
like a coin dropped into mud. The town watched from its wharves and tenements —
merchants, wives, children, dogs — the ordinary theater of departure that had been
played out a thousand times in as many harbors. No one cheered. Ships came and
went from Hull the way seasons turned: expected, noted, and quickly forgotten by
everyone except those who sailed in them.

Willem stood at the stern rail and watched the town shrink. He could see the church of
Holy Trinity, its spire sharp against the gray sky, and the countinghouse where he had
spent the last three months reconciling the debts of three merchants who had all,
independently and for different reasons, decided that honesty was a luxury they could
not afford. He had finished those accounts. He was confident the merchants would not.

The wind came from the southwest, fair for a passage through the Strait of Dover and
down the Flanders coast. Rolf set the course by the compass and by the look of the
clouds, which was how most men sailed and how Willem suspected God intended
them to, since the Almighty had provided both the clouds and the compass and had
given no one else a reliable alternative.

By nightfall, the Humber estuary had widened into the open sea, and the Marianne
was rolling gently on the first true swell of the North Sea. The crew settled into the
routines of the voyage — watches set, bilges checked, lamps trimmed. The cook, a
one-armed Flemishman called Bram, produced a meal of salt beef, ship's biscuit, and a
thin porridge that Willem chose not to analyze on the grounds that some ignorance
was essential to survival.

The apprentices — two boys named Tom and Jan, one English and one Flemish, both
plucked from their families with promises of adventure that Willem privately doubted
they would find — scrubbed the decks and learned, in the way all apprentices learned,
that the sea was less interested in their ambitions than in their ability to swab a plank
without complaint.

Willem retired to his berth with his ledger and a tallow candle. The cabin was small,
the bunk narrow, and the motion of the ship had not yet become familiar enough to
sleep with. He opened the book to the first page of the voyage and wrote:
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12th day of April, in the year of our Lord 1453. The cog Marianne, of Hull, master Rolf
Sigurdsson, departed the port of Hull with a cargo of sixty-one casks of salt from
Aveiro, bound for Bruges, with divers letters of credit and private accounts aboard.
The tide was late but the wind was fair. God willing, we shall return by June.

He set down his pen and listened to the creak of the ship and the distant murmur of
the sea. Somewhere in the darkness ahead of them lay the Strait of Dover, and
beyond that Flanders, and beyond that the whole wide world of markets, debts, and
the odd miracle that kept a cargo of salt worth more than its weight in common sense.

He closed the ledger and blew out the candle. The salt smell was already in the wood.
It would be there all the way to Aveiro and back.

That was the nature of salt. It went everywhere with you.

Dawn broke grey and indifferent, the kind of morning that made the North Sea look
like hammered lead. Willem emerged from his cabin to find the ship already alive with
the sounds of ropes being hauled, bells struck, and the cheerful abuse of the cook,
who had dropped a pot of porridge and was holding the one-armed Flemish universe
together through sheer obstinacy.

Rolf was at the helm, a massive tiller held loosely in one hand, his eyes on the horizon
line where the sea met the sky in a shade of gray that made precise observation
difficult. Willem had learned, on the crossing from Hull, that Rolf's method of
navigation involved a combination of compass readings, cloud formations, the
behavior of seabirds, and a sixth sense that Willem was not entirely convinced existed
but was not prepared to deny.

"How far to the Strait?" Willem asked, though he could have calculated it from the
day's run.

"Three days if the wind holds. Four if it doesn't. Five if it decides to blow from the east
and argue with us all the way." Rolf spat over the rail. "Wind from the east is a
dishonest wind. It lures you south and then robs you of progress."

Willem made a note of this observation. Winds, he had found, were like merchants —
they had their own interests, and they were not always yours.

Below deck, the salt was holding. Willem descended the ladder to check, pressing his
hand against the nearest cask. It was dry to the touch, a good sign. He counted them
once — fifty-eight visible, with three more stacked too deep to see without shifting the
upper row. He did not shift the upper row. Shifting upper rows was how men broke
their ankles in the hold, and Willem's ankles were essential to his work.
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The ship's boy, Tom, followed him down. "Master Alderman, the captain says I'm to
learn the compass first. Is that a good thing?"

"It's a necessary thing. Whether it's good depends on how much you enjoy being told
you're holding it wrong."

Tom grinned, a flash of gap-toothed youth in the dim light of the hold. He was thirteen,
thin as a ratline, and had the bright, hungry eyes of someone who had not yet learned
that the world's primary function was to disappoint him at regular intervals.

"Would you teach me the counting as well? The real counting, not the numbers on the
chalkboard at the church school."

Willem considered this. "The real counting involves making errors that cost real money
and then explaining those errors to men who do not appreciate explanations. Are you
certain?"

"I'm certain I'd rather learn it here than there." Tom gestured upward, toward the deck
and the uncertain future of fishing or farming that awaited most boys in Hull.

"Then sit," Willem said, and drew out his wax tablet.

That morning, he began Tom's education in the language of ledgers — debits and
credits, the careful art of the margin, the sacred practice of checking one's work
because the sea provided no second chances for arithmetic. Tom was quick, and
Willem was pleased, though he did not say so. Praise, he had found, was like salt:
necessary in small quantities, destructive in excess.

The Marianne sailed without incident for two days. On the third, the wind did what Rolf
had predicted — it shifted to the east and began to argue. The sails lost their shape,
the ship slowed, and the crew took to the rigging to coax the canvas into some
approximation of usefulness. Rolf stood at the bow, staring at the water with the
focused intensity of a man negotiating with a force that could not be bribed.

On the fourth day, they passed through the Strait. Willem recorded it in the ledger: 
16th day of April. Passed the Pillars of Hercules, being the Straits of Dover, between
England and France. A narrow and ill-natured piece of water. No customs trouble. God
be thanked.

He was not, in truth, particularly thankful to God. He was thankful to Rolf, who had a
more practical relationship with the divine and understood that gratitude was best
expressed through competence rather than prayer.
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The Channel was calm. Calais slipped past in a smear of stone and color. The French
coast, Willem reflected, looked much the way it always did from the sea — inviting
from a distance, tiresome up close. He had once spent three days in Calais attempting
to recover a debt from a wine merchant who had conveniently forgotten both the debt
and his own name. Willem had recovered neither the money nor the name, and had
taken instead a firm dislike to the town that he maintained in his personal ledger in
the margin beside the merchant's entry, annotated simply: never again.

By the time they rounded Cap Gris-Nez and turned north toward Flanders, the wind
had relented and the Marianne was making good time. The crew, released from the
tension of the strait, settled into the easy rhythms of fair weather sailing. Rolf allowed
himself a measure of relaxation — not much, for Rolf relaxed the way a warhorse
rested: still standing, still alert, always ready to move.

Willem spent his evenings in the cabin, the ledger open before him, the candle
guttering in the draft. He tallied provisions against days remaining, calculated the
probable port charges in Bruges, and estimated the sale price of the salt based on the
latest intelligence from their Bruges factor, a careful Walloon merchant named
Godfrey Marchand who communicated by letter and who had, on one memorable
occasion, complained about the quality of ink Willem used in his dispatches.

The salt would fetch between five and six pence per pound in Bruges, depending on
the quality — and Willem had ensured, through careful inspection, that every cask was
Grade One, properly dried and free of contamination. The purchase price in Aveiro had
been three pence. The transport cost — ship hire, crew wages, provisions, insurance
against loss, and the various tolls and tariffs that lined the sea-lanes like tollbooths on
a Roman road — came to roughly one penny per pound. That left a margin of one to
two pence per pound, which, multiplied across sixty thousand pounds of cargo,
represented a handsome profit.

A handsome profit on paper, which was where Willem lived. He understood that paper
and reality were cousins rather than twins, and that between Lederer and the
countinghouse lay a thousand chances for the sea to eat the margin and replace it
with loss.

He closed the book on the second night out of Calais, blew out the candle, and
listened to the ship breathe around him — the lap of water against the hull, the creak
of the mast, the murmur of men asleep. Somewhere in the cargo, nestled between the
salt casks, was a chest containing the letters of credit that would pay for the salt and
begin the cycle again. Credit, Willem thought, was the most remarkable invention of
the merchant class — the idea that a piece of paper could stand in for money, that
trust could be quantified and transferred across borders and oceans. It was also, he
reflected, the most dangerous, because trust, like salt, had a way of dissolving when
you needed it most.
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He slept, and the Marianne sailed on, carrying its cargo of white crystals toward the
markets of Flanders, where men would weigh it, argue about it, and hand over coins
for the privilege of selling it to someone else. That was the way of things. Salt went
from hand to hand, gaining value with each transfer, until it reached the table of a
housewife in Bruges or Ghent who would never know that it had crossed two seas and
passed through the ledgers of a man in Hull who believed, against all evidence, that
the numbers would always, in the end, balance out.
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