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Prologue

 


In life are
friendships made and friendships lost, alliances forged and
alliances betrayed, hearts won and hearts broken, and in the long,
long lives of Wizzens are these all multiplied many times over.
–Anon.

 


“It was
strange… in the middle of the battle, fire flying in all
directions, a sudden cold chill filled me. It was like… like
stepping out from the warm interior of the cottage at home, into
brisk midwinter dawn, snow or frost all around, the air clear and
almost burning the lungs, a feeling that you could see for miles
and hear everything for miles around…”

“Well, I don’t
feel like that, Yamyam. I’m bloody worried.”

“I know.”

 


oOo










1.
Reunion

 


“Fark me
sideways, Yamyam! You set fire to The Golden Parrot!”

“I twudfunklin’
did not!”

“I’ve just come
from there! I’ve seen the burnt table! The busted banister and the
hole in the wall up there where room eighteen used to be!”

“Look,
Tiresian… that wasn’t my fault…”

“Lad’s right,”
Rabby nodded, and took another pull on his tankard. “Three o’ Bruud
Hawgarth’s scum started it all.”

“Hell’s Brood
Hawgarth?” Tiresian frowned.

“Bruud, sounds
like brute but with a d on the end.”

“That’s what I
said! Besides, I wasn’t asking you, Yamyam.”

Rabby put his
pewter tankard down on the rickety table, and with the index
fingers of each hand, squashed his nose to one side and folded one
ear in half in that universal gesture which spoke volumes.

“Never heard of
‘im,” Tiresian sighed. “Fark did you do to piss off a Thellesene
gangster, Yamyam? Oh wait, never mind, I’d almost forgotten your
magicky powers of pissing people off.”

“Oh, teehee…” I
took a sip of beer, and drew in a breath, marshalling my
thoughts…

The three of us
were sitting in Rabby’s tiny home in Thellesene, not far from the
docks or from The Golden Parrot where I’d been attacked by three
goons in the employ of that notorious thugmaster, Bruud
Hawgarth.

The ancient
mariner, Rabby, long since retired, had given me sanctuary after
I’d legged it from the scene of the calamity at the Parrot, and
here I’d been in his little cottage ever since. It’d been Rabby
who’d seen the Idalina put in to Thellesene’s harbour, and had
somehow contrived to get Tiresian here. From the look on Tiresian’s
face when he first saw me, mention of my name hadn’t figured in
Rabby’s contrivance…

Tiresian
huffed. “Well? Are you going to say something or are you asleep
with your eyes open?”

“Look… I didn’t
know it was three goons sent by some Thellesene gangster, did I?
There I was, right, sitting quietly in my room, minding my own
business and listening to the music from downstairs, when someone
tried my door. When the door suddenly burst apart and sent
splinters and chunks of wood flying everywhere, I thought it was a
Wizzen sent for me by the Beldane Council…”

“Why?”

“Eh?”

“Why would you
think it was a Wizzen sent by the council?”

“Oh. I’d
managed to send a message to them up on the Isle, they knew I was
in Thellesene and had ordered me to stay here. Fat chance o’ me
doing that. You know why, T’resian.”

“Aye, that I
do.”

“So… anyway,
the door burst into pieces… I raised a shield, thinking it was a
Wizzen who’d blown the door apart, but it was three goons who came
crashing into the room. Big bar stewards, too. The one at the front
who’d shattered the door and most of its frame tripped and fell on
a bit of wreckage, but the other two got the full force of my
stick. You remember what I did to Brenka’s crew back at The Pier
Eight?”

Tiresian
sniffed. “Aye, go on.”

“So then, the
two brutes went flying, crashed right through the railing on the
landing outside. The banisters gave way under their weight, they
went sailing down into the public bar below, and crashed onto one
of those long tables, knocking it over…”

“Oil lamps went
up,” Rabby chuckled. “Blokes them two landed on weren’t none too
‘appy neither, started a big punch-up…”

“The one who’d
tripped and fallen stood up, knife in hand, and said we’re goin’
fer a long walk off a short pier, gimpy! I don’t think he
realised his two mates had been sent flying and weren’t behind him
any more. Up yours, says me, and whacked him with my
Bombast, and he went through the wall.”

“The
wall?”

“Well…” I felt
uncharacteristically sheepish. “I didn’t realise the walls in that
place were such shite, all lath and plaster, nothing solid about
them. He staggered, arms flailing, and then fell backwards through
the hole his mates had made in the banisters and landed on the men
brawling below.”

“Heh,” Rabby
chuckled. “Big long mess-table afire, half the blokes tryin’ to
douse the flames with their beer, other half layin’ in to each
other, wenches a-running out of it… best show in the Parrot in a
long, long time!”

“Discretion
being the better part of valour, I grabbed my gear, and hopped it
out of the window and down into the street. I started heading for
the docks, thinking to grab a berth aboard any ship leaving the
harbour, when a voice called oy gimp from behind me. A
fourth goon. It dawned on me then that it was common thugs who’d
crashed into my room, not Wizzens. I dealt with the chudfundlin’
berk who came after me, and then took to my heels.”

“Found ‘im
later down the docks,” Rabby sniffed. “Weren’t no ships leaving,
and tide was low anyway. Put ‘im up here, keep ‘im out o’ sight o’
Bruud Hawgarth and his scum ‘til it was safe fer ‘im to go.”

Tiresian took a
pull on a bottle of beer, and eyed me, expression deadpan.

“And the hell
am I doing here? I thought I’d seen the last of you at Arpane.
Borby told me you’d got the message about the Izenjaws there, and
you’d done a runner.”

“I did get the
message, thank you, captain. And yes, I did do a runner, and yes,
that chudfundlin’ goit Maharis of Arpane will doubtless find
himself sorry for pissing off the Beldane Council, who now know of
his wretched deeds concerning the hunting of Wizzens with Izenjaws.
He’s on my list too.”

“You still
haven’t told me why I’m here.”

“You haven’t
told me why you’re here either. What happened at Arpane
after you unloaded that cargo of wool? What happened with Brenka
and the Threllbane? Did you sink him? Rabby said the Idalina looked
sound as a bell coming in to port this morning.”

Tiresian’s
immense shoulders shifted in the slightest of shrugs; probably took
a lot of effort to move them at all, given his size.

“Haven’t
sighted Brenka or his scow since we left Dorcane. Remember those
squalls that caught us between Jakarla and Troon, and we couldn’t
put in to either port to avoid them? Well, Brenka was likely close
to Troon when those squalls came up, and being gutless where storms
are concerned, he likely put in to Troon harbour and waited for
fairer weather. He’s likely lost us now, he wouldn’t have expected
me to head here to Thellesene after offloading the wool.”

“Neither did I,
come to that. Our deal was for you to get me to Thellesene. You’d
no need to come here, Tiresian, though I’m bloody glad you
did.”

“Why?”

“That’s what
I’m wondering too… why did you come to Thellesene? Rabby
said you had no cargo to offload here.”

Tiresian
sniffed again, and shrugged again. “I told Borby we might meet you
here, didn’t I? He gave you that message in Arpane, didn’t he?”

“He did.
Doesn’t answer my question though. We didn’t make a deal for
you to meet me here.”

“It was almost
a deal, Yamyam. Besides, it occurred to me that Brenka had been
delayed by the storms, especially since I know how chicken-hearted
he is in rough weather.”

“He’s a big
bloke, and Harper told me Brenka was a good captain, almost as good
as you. Chicken-hearted doesn’t sound like him.”

“He lost a ship
once, and half his crew, a long time ago. Ever since then, a storm
blows up, he runs for the nearest safe harbour rather than try to
ride it out. Storms at sea make something happen in his head.” And
Tiresian tapped his temple with a finger.

“Well, at least
Idalina and the crew are safe from the bar steward for the time
being. I don’t think I can say as much for me though, not while I’m
stuck in Thellesene.”

“Oh now
I see! You’ve got Wizzens and goons looking for you and you expect
me to take you back aboard my ship and get you
out of here!”

“I can
pay…”

“No farkin’
way, Yamyam!” Tiresian banged his bottle on the table, rather
emphatically. “You think Sylvee would let me live if I gave you her
cabin again? You think the crew would put up with you in
their quarters, knowing you might set the bloody ship afire if they
surprised you with so much as a fart while they’re asleep in their
hammocks? Oh no, no no no, we’ve got no deal binding us now,
Yamyam. You’re off my ship, and that’s just fine by me and my crew!
I put in here as much for them as for any hope of shaking Brenka.
The men have been jabbering about nothing except a run ashore at
the Parrot ever since I made that deal with you in The Pier Eight.
They’ve put up with a lot lately and deserve a decent night
out.”

“I can
pay…”

“Pfft. Like I’d
trust any coin o’ yours.”

“There’s the
forward hold, that sail locker or whatever you call it. Or the hold
where all those heavy… things… are stowed. I could sling a
hammock in there.” The things were heavy weapons of course,
ballistas and their ammunition, but I didn’t know if such were
common knowledge and didn’t want to upset Tiresian by mentioning
them in front of old Rabby.

“Lad can’t stay
‘ere, skipper,” Rabby sniffed, and emptied his bottle into his
tankard. “Bruud’s got men scouring the city lookin’ for ‘im. Wants
‘im bad, ain’t heard why yet, though.”

“Probably
sicced on me by the bloody Beldane Council. Or some Wizzen in
league with Evrard.”

“Hell’s Evrard?
Another gangster?”

“The Wizzen who
killed my stepfather.”

“Oh. You know
his name now?”

“I found his
scent and followed it to his house. He’s long gone, upped and
disappeared in the night, shipped out at the end of March and went
to Arpane, killed a Wizzen named Pulgar there before continuing on
south and murdering my stepdad. The only clue I have about his
possible whereabouts is a name.”

“What
name?”

“Ranquin Dutt,
of Farakand.”

Tiresian’s
eyebrows shot up. “Ranquin Dutt!”

“D’you know
him, then?”

“Aye, once
carried a cargo for one of his concerns.”

“Not the one
for Sooliman Denn? The one that got shorted?”

“No, not that
one. Ranquin Dutt… he’s got his fingers in a lot of pies, but he’s
mostly respectable, at least that’s his reputation. Still, being in
Farakand, east coast, well, there’s respectable and then there’s
respectable… and before you get yer hopes up, Yamyam, I
ain’t taking you on as a passenger to Farakand! Fact of life.”

“Make a lot of
money with those woolpacks in Arpane then, did you?”

“None of your
business.”

“Take that as a
no then, shall I?”

“Like I said,
Yamyam, none o’ your business.”

“Only, I can’t
imagine you having taken on a load of cargo in Arpane for delivery
here in Thellesene. This place is all bureaucracy, they’ll have
regular sailing barges and contracts with city-approved suppliers
plying their trade back and forth between here and Arpane. With
such regulation of trade as there must be in a city like this, I
doubt a free trader like you would get much of a look-in.”

The hulking
captain’s eyes narrowed. Well, I’d learned a bit about Thellesene
from Rabby during my stay here. Old folk do like to talk, after
all.

“I mean,” I
continued, and thought I was doing well to hide my desperation. “I
learned in my time aboard the Idalina that sailing empty costs
money and makes none, and the crew expect to be paid. Just how much
of a good time might the crew get at the Parrot on what you made
from a cargo of wool?”

Tiresian said
nothing. Rabby hid a gap-toothed chuckle behind his tankard.

Desperate? Yes,
I bloody well was. Bruud Hawgarth had been described to me as a
particularly nasty thugmaster of the kind who’d lend money to
drunken sailors so they could afford a good time in places like the
Parrot, and then break their legs if (or more likely when) they
couldn’t pay back the capital and the extortionate interest he
charged. For fun.

There could be
little doubt that there was no coincidence between Kurster of the
Beldane Council on the Isle of Sinnock telling me to remain in
Thellesene, and the sudden arrival of three of Hawgarth’s goons
battering their way through that door at The Golden Parrot to get
to me. And… well there were five Wizzens, masters of the
Permanentus, here in Thellesene, and any one or all of them might
be friends or allies of Evrard The Bastard who’d killed my stepdad
Albionus.

The hefty purse
taken out from under my shirt dropped with a satisfying
thunk on the table. Desperate times call for desperate
measures.

“Harper and the
lads could have a heck of a time at the Parrot with twenty gold,
and that’d still leave five more for bag and board on the Idalina
for me. Think of the kind of food you could all eat from here to
Farakand with five gold to spend on stocking the food locker.”

I had him the
moment the purse had hit the table. I knew it, Tiresian knew it,
and of course old Rabby knew it too. Well, I’d carried a big bag of
broom handle bits in my pack all the way from Dulluston and had
needed to occupy myself somehow while Rabby was down at the docks;
the old fellow had been watching the ships come and go and was
still trying to find out why Bruud Hawgarth’s goons were after me.
I had mastered the making of Permanentus golds, even if they did
have Albionus’ head on them.

“No way,
Yamyam. You don’t get Sylvee’s cabin. Never again.”

“Sail locker, a
hammock, and a commode. Plus board. Which, before you even think
about it, includes water, ale, and anything else Harper serves up.
And all the other privileges a paying passenger would expect, like
courtesy, for example. I get to walk the deck for exercise and will
be entirely at liberty…”

“All right all
right, you don’t need to go on… sake.”

“Actually I do.
I know you and your deals, Tiresian, and I well remember you
gouging me for meals and trying it on again for water, the first
time I took up with you.”

“Son of a… you
really are pushing your luck!”

“Twenty-five
gold buys a lot of luck-pushing.”

“And how do I
know this lot won’t change into a bag o’ coppers by this time
tomorrow?”

Shrug.
“It won’t. Still, if you don’t believe me, you can always take it
to a money-changer, get them to convert it to silvers or something.
With the number of ships and barges coming and going in Thellesene,
there’d be no way for the money-changers to know which coins came
from which ship, and Rabby tells me it’s quite common for ship’s
captains to change large denominations into smaller ones to pay
their crew.”

“I have a
reputation…”

“I know. And
believe you me, I have no intention of doing anything to damage it
for you. Trust me or not, but that gold’s real, and stays
real.”

“Change it at
Malko Kran’s place,” Rabby suggested. “He’ll try to diddle ye on
the rates but if ye give ‘im yer name, he’ll become fair enough
right quick.”

“Aye, I’ve used
the man before. On West Berthway?”

“Aye, skipper,
that’s the place.”

“If this gold
goes up in smoke, Yamyam…”

“It won’t.”

“Asides o’
which,” Rabby chuckled. “If’n it ever did, couldn’t ‘appen to a
nicer penny-pinchin’ bastid than Malko Kran.”

“Bag and board,
in the sail locker.” Tiresian stared at me ominously.

“With board
including water and ale and anything else Harper serves up at
mealtimes. Plus a hammock and commode, liberty to exercise, and
courtesy. And you can tell that little turd Regan if he can’t be
courteous towards me, he can keep his bloody mouth shut. Or I
really will knock his block off and use his headless body for an
umbrella stand.”

“And this gold
is real? Because if it isn’t, I’ll sail straight back here
and hand you over to this Brute Hawgarth myself.”

“Bruud. And
yes, it’s real, and always will be.”

“Deal.”
Tiresian announced, and held out his massive hand.

I shook it, but
couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d missed something from my list
of contracted requirements.

“I’ll come for
you after dark and escort you to the ship. If there’s any goons
watching the docks, they might take you for one of my men.”

“When are you
planning on sailing?”

“Oh, I think
the lads deserve a good run ashore, don’t you?” Tiresian smiled
while he stuffed the heavy purse into his shirt. “It’ll mean you’ll
have to stay below in the daytime to avoid being seen by any of
Hawgarth’s men, but I’m sure you’ll find a way to cope until we’re
out at sea.”

With a smile
which rather unsettled me, the hulking captain stood, scraping his
chair. He nodded at Rabby, and took his leave, presumably to go
directly to the money-changer with those gold Albionus coins.
Twenty-five gold was a lot of money, possibly enough to have
persuaded any captain berthed in Thellesene to have taken me clear
to the Isle of Sinnock. But for now, that was the last place I
wanted to go. There was something going on in Carpidia, something
dark, and the members of Beldane Council were in it up to their
necks.

“Carp…”

“Eh?” Rabby
asked, surprised.

“I just
realised. It’s bloody Tiresian I’ve done a deal with. I should’ve
made sure I mentioned candles in the deal. It’s bloody dark in that
sail locker and knowing him, he’ll want the hatch kept closed while
I’m below.”

 


oOo


2. Old
Friends

(A memory)

 


“Y’know,
Yarmian, you should always keep yer friends on yer side. Be nice to
‘em, ‘specially if they’re Gorms.” Albionus belched, and took
another swig from the bottle. “Gorms don’t last f’rever, y’know.
Like… wossamacallits… flutterbyes…”


“Butterflies.”

“Aye! That’s
them! Heh. Was I sayin’?”

“Keeping
friends on yer side.”

“Oh! Yes…”
another belch. “Pardon me fer bein’ rude, ‘twas not me it was my
food! It just popped up to say hello! An’ now it’s gone back down
below…” and after a short and jolly laugh, he gave a hiccup, and
clapped his hand over his mouth, looking distinctly sheepish. “Oh
funklebuttocks, think I’m bit tipsy…”

“More than a
bit, master Albionus.”

“No, no… just
wee bit…”

“Whenever you
start forgetting to use the indefinite article, you’re more than
A wee bit tipsy.”

“Bloody
didn’t.”

“Did too.”

“Buggrit.
Anyway. Friends… old old friends… Yarmian. Look after ‘em. Never
know when you might need ‘em again. ‘Specially Gorms. Gorms don’t
last long. Gorms don’t last long. Sometimes I ‘member ‘em. Like old
Chalky Whyte. Good bloke, old Chalky Whyte… best mate when I were
boy. Gone now. Long gone. Best mate when I were boy and gone, gone,
gone… just like ‘em all… all my old mates… my old chums… my old
muckers… Funny thing, Yarmian…” And Albionus burped again and took
another large pull on the bottle.

He did this,
once in a blue moon. Something happened, I never knew what, but
something triggered a distant memory perhaps, a sight or a sound or
an odour or a taste, and his old shoulders would seem to sag, and
his eyes would water, and out would come the bottle he kept in a
small trunk under his bed, and he’d sit… there at the table in the
cottage. He’d sit and drink, and when he started forgetting that
indefinite article, he’d drink quicker, passing out quickly
thereafter so there’d be less chance of him becoming angry-drunk
and loosing Izenfire all over the place.

“Funny thing…”
he frowned, and drank again. “All my old chums, good blokes… the
best Gorms of all of ‘em, all dead an’ gone, but all the
fudknucklin’ arsole turdsnurdlin’ Wizzens I ever knowed go on and
on and on...”

With tears in
his eyes, Albionus suddenly reached out and grabbed me by my shirt.
“Look after ‘em, Yarmian… look after yer mates, ‘specially the
Gorms…”

And with a last
swig, he stood, swayed, and lurched over to his bed, and collapsed
on it, snoring loudly, cheeks wet with tears for people who’d
probably been dead three hundred years before I was born.

 


oOo


3. Return to
Idalina

 


I wasn’t about
to leave old Rabby’s place without giving him something for his
trouble. He’d put me up for three days, at great risk to himself
from the goons scouring the city looking for me, and gone out of
his way to make his small cottage as comfortable a hiding-place for
me as he could. He kept a pot of pipe tobacco on his mantelpiece,
and when he’d nipped out that afternoon to buy a box of candles for
me, I popped a couple of golds into that pot and pressed them in a
little way. He’d find them after two or three more pipes.

Well, he was a
proud old sailor, and now that old age had forced him into
retirement, had little to do, only his savings for income and pin
money from occasionally mending nets at the docks (which was where
I’d first met him). He wouldn’t take cash directly from me; he’d
said that having a captive audience for his seafaring yarns was
reward enough, but he’d certainly appreciate the money when he
found it and when there was nothing he could do about it except
smile and shake his head. And then spend it, slowly of course,
eking it out for as long as possible.

Besides, I’d
learned a bit about the world from Old Rabby’s tales, particularly
about some of the northern ports where ships he’d served on had put
in. It was good information and helped sketch in a few details of
life on and around the Carpidian Sea, which was valuable to a young
Wizzen who’d left home for the first time some six weeks
earlier.

My pack was
already on my back, the box of candles safely tucked away within
it, and we were both waiting for the gentle tap on the door which
saw Tiresian admitted the moment it finally came.

“Time to go,
Yamyam. Put this on.”

He tossed me
the kind of woollen fisherman’s hat common to trawler men and
deckhands, ubiquitous around the Carpidian harbours even in summer,
and I put it on. I supposed that in the dark I might be taken for a
mariner. My stick was stuffed a little uncomfortably down the back
of my collar; the brass ferrule at its tip digging into my spine
whenever I moved, and the knobby head pressed against the back of
my neck thanks to the weight of the rucksack holding it in place.
Still, the goons of Thellesene were looking for a gimp, and without
the stick in hand, I couldn’t be taken for one.

“Cheerio,
Rabby. Thanks for everything.”

“Aye, cheerio
lad. Safe journeys, matey, and you watch yer back in Farakand.
Place is close enough to Corf to’ve picked up some o’ them Corfian
bad ‘abits.”

“Swearing and
thievery, eh?”

Rabby chuckled.
“And a lot more asides o’ that. Greedy bastids they are, in
Farakand. Greedy fer money, and murderous greedy at that. Off ye
go, matey. Weigh anchor, sling yer ‘ook, and fair winds follow
ye.”

I shook hands
with the smiling old fellow, and Tiresian made the ancient
mariner’s day by doing likewise. Then it was off out into the
street and the dark, and striding down the road towards the
docks.

“Berth number
four, if we get separated,” Tiresian announced softly.

“Does Tarik
know I’ll be coming aboard?”

“He does.
Everyone else is ashore at the Parrot.”

“Is that wise,
with Brenka doubtless looking for you all?”

“Brenka doesn’t
know we’re here.”

“The bar
stewards on the Isle of Sinnock didn’t know I was here either,
until I sent ‘em a poxy bird.”

“You think
Brenka would spend a small fortune sending messenger-birds to every
harbourmaster along the Carpidian asking for my whereabouts? D’you
know how much that’d cost?”

I didn’t.

“Take that
silence as a no, then, shall I, Yamyam?”

“If it makes
you happy. How long will it take to get to Farakand?”

“Depends on the
wind. You should know that by now.”

“It’s about a
hundred and seventy miles as the pigeon flies from here to
Farakand, at least it is if my stepfather’s map was reasonably
accurate.”

“Aye, roughly
that.”

“So if the
Idalina can manage four miles an hour, morning, noon, and night,
then that’s two days sailing.”

“Doable with
favourable winds. But simple mathematics means bugger-all to the
wind. Means nothing to pirates either, and there’s more of them to
be expected the further north you go. Deal was, I’d get you to
Farakand. Nothing was mentioned about when I get you
there.”

“I should’ve
known.”

“Aye, you
should. And you should also know that the Idalina isn’t sailing to
Farakand with an empty hold. The men are enjoying a well-deserved
run ashore and all the simple pleasures the Parrot has to offer.
Even Sylvee’s been looking to sharpen her skills after so long at
sea with her hands stuck in her pockets…”

“When they
weren’t scaling sheer tiled walls in the rain, unlocking chests
full of rocks, or dipping into my backpack.”

“And as for me,
I put the word out with the shipping agents that I’m up for cargo
to Farakand, and I’m happy to wait. Hope you made the most of old
man Rabby’s billet, Yamyam, you could be stuck in the sail locker
for several days before we set sail.”

“As long as
there’s food and drink, I’m sure I’ll find a way to pass the
time.”

“See those two
lurking over by that warehouse?”

“I do.”

“Best you move
to the other side of me. Let ‘em see me rather than you.”

“Fair enough.
But I should mention, captain, that if one or both of ‘em are
Wizzens, your considerable bulk isn’t going to impress them.”

“If they were
Wizzens, I rather think they’d be a lot more brazen than lurking in
the shadows, don’t you?”

“Good
point.”

We carried on,
not breaking stride, just a couple of sailors heading back to their
ship after a night on the town. Maybe the two lurkers might be
watchmen guarding the warehouse, and eyeing us suspiciously lest we
be intent on burglary. Maybe they were footpads waiting to waylay a
drunk in hopes that the victim hadn’t already spent all his money
on drink and doxies. Or maybe they were Bruud Hawgarth’s goons
looking for me…

In any event,
they seemed to sink back into the shadows as we passed, clearly not
desirous of mixing it with someone of Tiresian’s obvious size and
strength.

“Not far now,
Yamyam.”

“Have I lost
all your respect then, cap’n Truncheon?”

“Told you
before, respect is earned. But suck a bilge-rat, lad, don’t be so
sensitive to a name that’s stuck with me and the crew. You could be
called a lot worse.”

“And a lot
better, including my real name.”

“Which probably
shouldn’t be spoken aloud around the docks of Thellesene if this
bent-nosed and cauliflower-eared Hawgarth wants you so badly.”

“I don’t think
he knows my name. I don’t think even the Beldane Council know that.
I was cautious with the message I sent, and signed it only YE.
Seeing it in writing, they might mistake it for Ye.”

“You should’ve
signed it using someone else’s name or initials, that
would’ve been clever. Using your own was not so cautious as you
think. A city gangster as tough as Rabby says Hawgarth is would’ve
had no trouble back-trailing you from the messenger’s office to
wherever you’d stayed in Thellesene…”

“The Palm
Inn…”

“Wherever. You
got that reply from the Wizzener’s island, aye?”

“I did. Stay
where you are.”

“So then, all
the gangster had to do was ask at the messenger’s office where the
reply was taken, forcefully if necessary, and he’d learn that it
was carried to this Palm Inn of yours. Quick word with the landlord
there, and they’ve got your name and description. Finding you was
easy, until the old man took you under his wing. They wouldn’t have
expected something like that. You got lucky. Very, very lucky.”

“You have a
knack of making me feel like an idiot.”

“It doesn’t
take magicky powers on anyone’s part to do that, Yamyam. Did you
tell the Wizzener’s council that you were an apprentice?”

“Master of the
Temparus, not an apprentice. And yes, I signed the message MT so
they’d know the information could be trusted.”

“There’s the
Idalina, yonder. Mind your step …” Tiresian pointed to a pile of
debris and old netting, and we avoided it. “So, d’you think some
powerful Wizzener hereabouts might raise the public’s eyebrows by
engaging you in a brief and sparkly stick-fight here on the docks?
Or would a smart Wizzener simply hand a bag of home-made
money to a local thugmaster and have them do the job… a quick knife
in the ribs, bricks in yer backpack, and splash goes Yamyam?”

“I don’t know.
Your version of events is as plausible as any feeble explanations
I’ve come up with. Certainly I’ve done nothing in Thellesene to
have attracted a gangster’s ire. Nothing at all. Stayed at an inn,
sent a message to the Isle, and took a room at the Parrot. That’s
all. And then crash bang wallop. I’ve even considered that maybe
Silman Barr from Narrespoint, or that Kallastan mob he owed money
to, might’ve put the word out for thugs to be on the lookout for a
young man with a walking-stick, but that’s so far beyond the pale
as to be utterly ridiculous.”

“I agree. It’s
much more likely that they were set on you by your Wizzener’s
council. Too much of a coincidence that they were on your trail the
day you received a reply from the Isle.”

“True,” I
sighed, and it was. Nothing else made much sense.

“Well, here’s
the gangplank. Up you go. And I meant what I said about you staying
below in daylight hours, Yamyam. I don’t want any truck with
Thellesene goons or Wizzens. You stay out of sight. The bag’s been
slung in the forward sail locker. And once you’re down there? Keep
the hatch closed. I don’t want light leaking out and advertising
your presence.”

“Thanks, I’m
sure.”

“Oh, and by the
way? Candles weren’t mentioned in the deal. I’m sure you might be
able to persuade someone to go ashore and buy you some, for a
price.”

“Got my own,” I
announced triumphantly. “So there.”

Then it was up
the gangplank, Tiresian following a short distance behind me.
“Evening, Tarik, nice to see you again.”

“Zir. Welcome
aboard.”

“Thank you,” I
smiled with genuine pleasure for the surprising greeting from the
familiar watchman.

“Think you’ll
find Tarik was talking to me, Yamyam. Now you’re on my ship, it’s
down below you go. Any of the men back aboard, Tarik?”

“Nah, too
early, Cap’n. It’s only midnight.”

“True. And
Sylvee?”

“Nope, not the
missy neither.”

I left the two
men to their conversation, into which I’d not been invited. Well,
fair enough. I’d lately become accustomed to feeling like something
of a fugitive, and so I hurried forward to the hatch that led down
into the sail locker, and took the ladder down into the gloom. A
single candle-lamp had been lit, apparently in readiness for my
arrival, and a cursory glanced revealed that the stub of it had
perhaps half an hour to burn. In the dim and pale yellow light, I
took stock of my ‘cabin’.

There were
other lamps down here, hanging from the ceiling… no, the
overhead, dammit, the name changed according to whether I
was on land or at sea… lanterns containing stubs of candles for the
most part, since oil lamps were particularly dangerous below decks
should they break and spread blazing fuel everywhere. Those I left
unlit, having no need for extra light for now.

Crates and
barrels, containing rope and canvas, spare sails and sailcloth, and
in the corner by the single door in the bulkhead (which from
previous exploration I knew opened to a larger compartment in which
the ship’s heavy weapons were stored) was a toilet bucket with a
wooden seat. What else? The hammock, of course, slung between two
upright beams, and on the lid of a large crate, half a loaf of
bread and two bottles. One was beer, and when I uncorked the other,
I sniffed, and smiled: Harper’s Remedy! Good old Harper. I took a
swig of the thick medicinal liquid, and washed away the taste with
a draught of beer.

With the crate
serving adequately for a table and a small keg for a seat, I
shrugged off my backpack and put it on the deck.

“Told you to
keep the hatch shut when you’re in residence, Yamyam!” Tiresian
called, and before I had a chance to reply, the hatch cover slid
shut with a bang, making the stub of candle flicker slightly.

Well, fair
enough that too, the captain had indeed ordered that the lid to the
compartment closed when a light was burning below at night. Still,
with my stick back in my hand and my back relieved for its removal
from my shirt, the lamp wasn’t really needed at all. Muttering the
necessary ‘cantation under my breath brought forth the Izenlight
from my half-staff, I blew out the candle, and tested the security
of the hammock which would be my bed for a while. After that, I
pulled off my boots, clambered into the hanging bed rather
clumsily, and waited for the light from my stick to fade.

It had been a
long, long day, and I was asleep and still swinging gently back and
forth when darkness engulfed me a short time later.

 


Not until that
door in the bulkhead banged open in the morning did I wake up, and
I did so with a start, struggling to sit upright in a hammock for
the very first time. There was Harper standing in the doorway, a
candle-lantern in one hand, a plate of salt pork and crackers in
the other, along with a precariously-held mug of steaming tea.

“Oooh beg pard
zir an’ no mistake! Oh I do ‘ope I ain’t startled you into setting
the ship ablaze!”

“No, I don’t
think so, mister Harper. It’s good to see you, is it sun-up
already?”

“Aye, zir, it
is.” He put the breakfast things on the table, and lit the stub of
the hanging lantern from the candle of his own. “Cap’n says you can
have the hatch open fer air in the daytime, which’ll let a bit o’
light in as might save yer candle some.”

“It’s all
right, mister Harper, I have a box of candles I brought with
me.”

“Ah, that’s
good then, zir, on account o’ the cap’n saying ye’d not paid for
none o’ the ship’s stock. And speaking o’ stock, got me a fine
purse fer provisions, which I do reckon we’ve you to thank
for?”

“Luxury like
this comes at a price, mister Harper. And thank you for the remedy.
I’ve tried to keep up the doses from the bottle you gave me when I
left, but you know how it is.”

“Aye, thought
you might have a need. Way out o’ that string bag is to swing yer
legs over the side.”

“Ta.” I swung
my legs as directed and dropped from the hammock to the deck, and
took a sip of tea. “Oh, I’d missed this!”

“Heh. Ta fer
saying.”

“Is everyone
back from their run ashore?”

“Nah! Fat
chance. Most are likely still in the Parrot, or in summink or
someone else! We-all been paid, with back-pay too, and the Cap’n
put in a bonus as he said was battle-pay for that business with the
Elkin. But we ain’t so daft as we don’t know you paid a bundle fer
passage to Farakand. Good that you’re beddin’ down in here though,
master Yarmian, zir. Don’t think missy Sylvee would’ve suffered the
loss of ‘er cabin again so soon after getting it back.”

“Yes, so the
captain told me.”

“You fancy a
chat, you know how to get to the galley without going up on deck.
Don’t think the lads’ll mind too much your passing through the
crew’s mess on the way, and ain’t nothing in the hold except that
blasted chest o’ rocks that the Cap’n’s kept for sticking up
Fillius Oban’s arse.”

“I might see
you later then, mister Harper, if you’re not going ashore
again?”

“Nah, not ‘til
tonight. Got to keep me brains straight for the ordering of
provisions. See you later, zir, Cap’n’ll be wanting his brekkie I
reckon.”

Harper took his
leave, taking care to close the door quietly. He’d probably never
forget the sight of Izenfire being hurled overboard and his crate
of dirty dishes smouldering the last time he’d startled me. Still,
I was back aboard the Idalina, and after dragging my boots on and
lacing them up, I climbed the ladder and slid open the hatch.
Daylight was dazzling, the sky a pristine and cloudless blue, and
fresh air flooded down into my compartment.

I took the time
to replace the candle in its lantern with a fresh one from the box
in my pack, though in truth, what with the light streaming down
into the sail locker, lighting the candle wouldn’t really be
necessary until the sun sank low in the west. Then I opened wide
the door to the weapons compartment, so the fresh air might
circulate even further. Breakfast, I decided, and then I might use
my enforced idleness to continue studying the Permanentus, Volume
One, and a few of the more interesting ‘cantations from the Volume
Two.

I was just
sitting down at my makeshift table and sipping my tea, when a
rather loud meow announced the arrival of a black and white cat,
creeping down the ladder. I vaguely remembered being told that the
Idalina did have a ship’s cat which wandered below decks hunting
for rats and mice, but since I’d spent almost all my time aboard
either in Sylvee’s cabin or up on deck, I’d never seen it
before.

The animal
rubbed against my legs, and I offered it a piece of ship’s cracker,
which of course it completely ignored.

“Hello, cat,” I
announced softly, and it gave another meow before wandering away
through the open door to where the heavy weapons were stored.

I watched it
until it disappeared into the gloom, though there were shafts of
light beaming down into the weapons locker through an uncovered
grating topsides. I’ve never been much of a cat person, and cats
have never been much of a Yarmian person either; dogs are much more
fun, though perhaps a little more demanding. Still, I couldn’t help
feeling that the black and white cat summed up the attitude of the
Idalina’s crew towards me… presence acknowledged, greetings
exchanged, and then off about their duties. So be it. It was in
Farakand I hoped some of my questions would be answered, and by a
man named Ranquin Dutt, not here aboard ship, and not by a cat’s
meow.
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4. Unlikely
Events

(A memory)

 


“Did you put
sugar in this?” Albionus demanded.

“Sorry, no, not
yet. Here…”

“Bone-idle
goit. You know I don’t like my tea without sugar.”

“I said I’m
sorry, what more d’you want?”

“Sugar in my
bloody tea, that’s what. Honestly, what’s the point of having a
chudfundlin’ apprentice and then doing everything yerself?”

“You’re just
miserable because you got your feet wet in that puddle in the
quarry. I told you it was deep. Besides, as you’ve told me so
often, it’s just a little bit of water, and a little bit of
water never hurt anyone.”

“I do
not sound like that. You really are complete carp when it
comes to mimicking voices, Yarmian.”

“Give me
another couple of hundred years of practice, and I might one day be
as good as you at it.”

Albionus
sniffed, sitting in his comfy chair, feet up on a stool and
extended towards the fire crackling in the grate. I took the sugar
bowl from him and put it on the dinner table, and then sat down in
the chair beside his, which wasn’t so very comfy.

“You were
saying something to me in the quarry earlier before you stomped
through that muddy puddle.”

“Was I? I don’t
remember, it was so long ago after all.”

I put my tea on
the floor by my chair, and stooped forward to shift Albionus’ wet
boots a little further from the fire; they were beginning to smell
and the leather was in danger of charring.

“Something
about animals?” I grunted, sitting back and picking up my tea
again.

“Oh. That. Yes,
I suppose I was.”

There was a
short silence, and I glanced across at my stepfather.

“Are you bloody
nodding off?”

“No I bloody am
not, cheeky goit! I was merely resting my eyes.”

“Tell me about
the animals. It sounded interesting. Besides, if you nod off now
you’ll spill your tea in your lap and then blame me for it.
Again.”

“What d’you
mean again?”

“Don’t squeak,
master Albionus, it’s not becoming of a Master of the Beldane Robe
and it frightens the mice.”

“I did
not bloody squeak!” Then his eyes narrowed with sudden
suspicion. “How old are you now?”

“Fourteen.”

“Oh I might’ve
known. The terrible teens. Little bar steward is a teenager and
thinks he’s old enough and man enough to go up against a Master of
the Beldane Robe and former Sinnithan of the Cloisters on the Isle
of Sinnock. Cheeky little toe rag. You might consider, Yarmian,
whether you wish to see fifteen before cheeking me again.”

“Blah blah
blah. You’ve been threatening me like that for ten years now, and
you still haven’t turned me into a slug. Now please, you were
saying something about animals that sounded like it could be
interesting.”

“Oh very well.
Sake. All I was going to say before the ground beneath that puddle
suddenly subsided…”

!! Snort!

“…Oy! Yer this
close to spending the rest of yer days leaving a slimy trail behind
you! Where was I? Oh yes. All I was going to say was, there are
some animals which seem to be able to sense shifts in the Izen.
No-one knows why. I remember a long and really very boring
discussion on the subject in the council chambers, and the then
Philostrate droning on and on about how in his youth he and his
late master had dissected various poor creatures looking for
peculiar organs in them which might explain this apparent
sensitivity… what a waste of precious twudfunklin’ life those hours
were…”

Albionus paused
to slurp his tea before obviously warming to the subject, and
continuing enthusiastically.

“Honestly,
Yarmian, there he was, Morkel, the Philostrate o’ the Beldane
Council, prattling on and on about how he’d diced up all manner of
poor harmless creatures, and then ending his dire dirge of a
monologue with the simply stunning results of his wasted days...
Our findings, fellow Councillors? Why, nothing. Not one single
organ specific to the sensing of Izenflow did we find. Stupid
old fart. An hour he’d spent detailing how this incision was
made, that tissue parted, those organs removed… fudknucklin’
vainglorious egocentric old twod-foddler… and then the
bootlickers joined in, expounding their ridiculous theories…
Anyway, buggrit, all that was a long time ago.”

“And the
animals?”

“Hmm? Oh. Cats.
Dogs. Certain birds.”

“I like
dogs.”

“So do I.
There’s something of the untrustworthy about folk who don’t. Don’t
you think?”

“I do, now that
you mention it.”

“And dogs seem
to like Wizzens, for some reason. They’ll often come trotting up to
you, a smile on their faces, ears folded back, tails wagging
happily like they’re greeting an old friend they haven’t seen in
ages… Yes, dogs are splendid animals and sometimes much to be
preferred over Gorms. Cats on the other hand… standoffish little
sods who always seem utterly convinced that they are the masters of
this world and people are only here to serve them.”

“You’re right!
Mickel down at the Peacock’s has two cats, and when they’re hungry
they’re always under his feet, as if threatening to trip him and
kill him unless he stops what he’s doing immediately and feeds
them!”

“Precisely!
Cats seem to spend all their time plotting different ways of
killing people. And that’s the thing, you see… and this is what
started off the whole senseless waste of life in that council
chamber all those years ago… when a Wizzen is wielding and there’s
a dog about, the four-legged little fellow will come trotting up,
tail wagging ten to the dozen, and sit there eyes wide and ears
pricked to see what’s going on. It’s almost as though they’re
expecting you to wizzen up a big juicy bone for them or
something…

“Cats, on the
other hand, will start wailing and screeching as if trying to make
you stop. One time… where was it, Coldharbor I think… anyway, there
I was, wielding shut a chuffin’ great crack that had appeared in
the wall of a small theatre. Binding chant, usual thing, no real
hardship, and it being a public building and lives at risk if the
wall collapsed on the audience, worth a gold or two for me to put
it right. Anyway, I’d barely started the ‘cantation when a bloody
cat started wailing and shrieking, and bugger me if a dozen more
cats from out in the street didn’t all come rushing in and join in
with the caterwauling. Almost put me off my stroke, and you know
what that might’ve meant.”

I certainly
did.

“What
happened?”

“Hmm? Oh, I
finished the job, got paid, the cats all buggered off except the
one that lived there in the theatre working as a mouser. ”

“You mentioned
birds?”

“Yes, but
they’re harmless. Small ones seem a bit sensitive to a wielding
nearby and will take to the air and fly off until the job’s done,
then come back as if nothing’s happened. You see, this is why when
you’ve mastered the Temparus, you really ought to get some
real-world wielding experience, Yarmian. You have to be prepared
for all sorts of surprises when you’re in the middle of a wielding.
A mischant is a dangerous thing, as you well know, and surprises
come in all shapes and sizes. D’you know the story of Master
Skylus?”

“No, I don’t
think I’ve heard that one?”

“Happened ages
ago, well before my time. Master Skylus was in the middle of a
wielding when he was killed by a mischant caused when a fish landed
on his head. Stroo, no word of a lie!”

“A fish. Landed
on his head.”

“Don’t look at
me like that! Plenty of witnesses to the event. Seems he was
outdoors in a fishing village near Wenneck, wielding something or
other, a split in a fishing-boat’s hull or something, and when he
was halfway through the ‘cantation a sea eagle flying overhead lost
its grasp on a large and wriggling sea bass. At least, I think it
was a sea bass. Big fish, anyway. Said fish, falling from the
eagle’s talons, struck poor Master Skylus on the head, instant
mischant, and up went poor Skylus, whose fiery demise also resulted
in the destruction of the boat he was working on, too. Poor old
bugger. What a way to go… killed by a falling fish.”

“A fish. Landed
on his head. I’ll take your word for it.”

“I should
bloody hope so too, for your sake. But it just goes to show, mental
discipline is everything. You should always be disciplined
enough to finish a wielding in spite of any surprises, no matter
how unlikely an external event might seem to be at the time.”

“A fish. Landed
on his head.”

“Stop saying
that. Yes, it did. It’s well-documented. I expect the poor chap
knew nothing of it, though. It was a large fish, falling from a
substantial height. Probably killed ‘im on impact, never mind the
effects of the mischant. Oh carp, some bar steward drank all my
tea. Make us another one, Yarmian, and don’t forget the sugar this
time.”

“What did your
last slave die of?”


“Disobedience.”
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5.
Banshee

 


While it was
certainly light enough below in the sail locker to be able to move
around without crashing into things, reading was out of the
question. I remembered the first time I’d ventured down here,
striking up an Izenlight to see the way into the large forward hold
where, I’d discovered to my astonishment, the ballistas and other
weapons were stored. As a Master of the Temparus, the light from my
half-staff is of course temporary, like everything else I could do
save for my newly-acquired skill in making gold Albionus
Permcoins.

Consequently, I
had to drag a barrel over to the foot of the ladder leading up to
the deck, so I could sit in the light from the open hatch to be
able to read one of the two volumes of the Permanentus I possessed.
These two tomes would, if their contents were well and truly
mastered, permit me to render permanent all the many temporary
wieldings which had earned me my title, as granted by Albionus.

I was under no
illusions as to how long that might take, and how great the risk
truly was of a mischant causing catastrophe; possibly even a fatal
one at that. For this reason, I’d been working on selecting only a
few Permanentus chants and ‘cantations which might be of use in the
short term, and which were close enough to the ones I already knew
as to be ‘simpler’ to perform and therefore (hopefully) less of a
risk.

Apart from
gold, silver, and coppers, I’d decided that perhaps the permanent
sealing or binding together of one or more objects might prove to
be of value aboard the Idalina. A sealing would work just as well
to permanently splice two ends of rope, mend a split sail, or heal
a deep gash. Not that I was particularly anxious for anyone aboard
to suffer a nasty wound that Harper’s needle and thread couldn’t
mend. It would also serve to knit a broken bone, though I’d never
actually done that for a living creature, only having practiced on
cloth-wrapped sticks under close supervision.

In truth, I’d
always been nervous when it came to wounds. Nervous, mark you, not
squeamish; the sight of blood didn’t really bother me, it’s natural
stuff and we’ve all got it, though of course it’s preferable to
keep it all on the inside. Yes, I’d practiced sealing cuts and
gashes in joints of meat, steaks, dead chickens, even fish, but had
always felt a tad skittish about working on people. In fact, I’d
only ever once assisted a wounded man, and though I was proud of my
work, the memory still evinces a shudder...

I’d been
sitting in the public bar at the Peacock’s one evening. It was
early, just my mate Corky and me sitting at the usual table and a
couple of other blokes over at the bar, when someone had come
rushing in through the doors shouting anyone know where Quack
Wallis is? Wallis was, of course, Ditchwater’s doctor.

“What’s up?” I
asked.

“Lammy
Gurtson’s gone slashed ‘is leg open on a bandsaw!”

“Oh, fuck!”
Corky had exclaimed, horrified, working as he did at the same
sawmill and knowing the fellow very well. “Lammy!”

“Quack’s out at
Chert’s Farm, deliverin’ a baby!” Mickel the landlord had
called.

“Yarmy!” Corky
had pleaded.

“Aye,” I agreed
immediately, standing up and causing my beer, which had hardly been
touched, to spill on the table. “Corky, lead the way! And you
there, run up the hill and get Master Albionus, quickly!”

And so Corky
had led the way to his workplace where we found Lammy Gurtson lying
on a table, blood-soaked towels held in place on his right leg. A
twelve-inch gash ran from his hip-bone almost to his knee. Sake,
I’d never seen so much blood. The man was groaning, a small crowd
of workers around him, and it’d taken a supreme effort on my part
to clear my mind for the wielding. At the time, I was only
seventeen, and still an apprentice, and everyone there knew it.

“Turn him on
his left side. Mister Gurston, you must lie perfectly still! Master
Albionus will be here soon. I’m going to stop the bleeding until he
gets here.”

And so I had.
What a mess, that gaping wound, horrible to behold. And yet, I
whispered my preliminary mantra to clear my mind, the noisy sawmill
faded from my consciousness, and I began the chant, working on that
leg the same way I’d practiced on legs of lamb, and occasionally
beef, which’d fed me and Albionus for days.

Albionus had
arrived quickly, running all the way into town, and nodded with
approval for the work I had done, then he’d gently eased me aside
with a quiet well done, Yarmian, before proceeding to make
permanent the sealing and healing I had performed. Yes, I’d felt
proud of myself, especially when Albionus accompanied Corky and me
back to the Peacock’s later and joined us for a pint; the beers
bought by Corky’s boss in gratitude for fixing up Lammy Gurtson’s
leg. Only very rarely does a Wizzen charge for a healing, and never
in emergencies like that one, but the beer was appreciated, and I’d
felt the warmest of glows, standing there next to Albionus, the two
of us supping our pints together like father and son.

However, I
could never forget the shuddering moans and groans Lammy Gurtson
had uttered during my wielding, as though he could feel the
Izen I was manipulating in his leg. Albionus had said that was
nonsense, of course, but the sounds have haunted my memory ever
since.

Still, the same
‘cantation and technique that had ‘stitched’ that gaping wound
closed would also repair a rent in cloth or a sail, and with a
slight shift in the fingering would also serve to splice ropes and
cords. It’d even once been used to splice a broken bootlace which
had held long enough for me to get into town and purchase a new
pair. Trouble is, temporary is temporary, and if Albionus hadn’t
been there, poor mister Gurtson would’ve suffered again and again,
unless the quack had returned or a skilled and dauntless seamstress
was found to stitch up that awful, gaping wound.

Well, there was
plenty of material to work with here in my luxurious cabin, at
least where the splicing of rope and cord was concerned. I could
easily cut a length of cord with my pocket knife, and at night when
I was allowed up on deck for exercise, I could attempt the splicing
on the starboard side of the ship, ready to cast any fiery accident
into the water. Same with making another attempt at silver, and
coppers.

More madness
like the last time I’d tried a permie chant aboard ship? No.
There’d been long days of study and memorising, after all,
especially in the peace and quiet of Rabby’s little cottage. And
there’d been my brilliant and shiny success with the making of
those permie gold Albis. Besides, with the crew ashore and engaging
in all manner of drinking and debauchery, and only Tarik on watch
at the gangplank, it would be quiet aboard. No chance of Harper
sneaking up on me in the middle of a wielding and shocking me again
like before.

At lunchtime,
Harper tapped quietly on the door to the weapons hold, and entered
bearing a tray of sandwiches and a bottle of beer.

“Arternoon,
zir. Fresh bread, fresh chicken and salad, with just a smidge of a
smidge o’ mustard to liven it up. Good beer, too, Goldtop Brew from
ashore.”

“Thanks, mister
Harper. How’s the list of provisions coming along?”

“All well and
good, zir, all well and good. In fact, I’ll be nipping ashore soon
to place the orders, with none other than the Cap’n hisself to
accompany me.”

“No-one else
back aboard yet, then?”

“Borby, Kai and
Dunbarr, sparked out in their bags in the mess. Right state they
were in too, but beaming like sunshine fer the good time they
must’ve had last night. Cap’n said to leave ‘em in their bags, and
he’ll go with me for protection fer the purse. It’s a lot o’
silvers I got for stocking up the food locker.”

“Well, good
luck with getting everything you need.”

“Gonna get some
cheese. Big cheeses, you know? Them big round ones, all wrapped in
cloth? Lasts a goodly time aboard, does cheese, and goes in all
sorts. Good fer baked spuds as well as sarnies, and crackers and
such.”

“Oh, speaking
of cheese reminds me of mice… I saw a cat wandering around down
here this morning. Black and white thing?”

“Miss Mog?”

“Who?”

“Ship’s cat,
miss Mog we calls her.”

“Mog, that’s
such an original name for a cat.”

“Heh, well, we
ain’t got much imagination I reckon. Miss Mog generally lives in
the workshop, and prowls around below decks. She’ll be why you
ain’t likely to see a rat or a mouse aboard. Don’t worry none, them
big cheeses will be safe.”

“I don’t think
I’ve seen a workshop aboard?”

“Eh? You slept
above it last time you were aboard!”

“I did?”

“Aye zir,
door’s behind the ladder leading up topsides, ladder fer the ‘atch
in front o’ the wheel?”

“I’ve never
noticed a door behind that ladder!”

“Coof, well,
can’t speak as to that, zir. But it’s there. Workshop’s where
you’ll find Tullock, Jem, and Needles sling their bags and do their
work. You know Tullock, ship’s carpenter as made Regan that knobby
stick he tried to bash you with?”

“I do.”

“Jem’s the
bosun, and Needles is the sailmaker. They got the privilege o’
being allowed to kip in the workshop. It’s Tullock as brought miss
Mog aboard as a kitten, couple o’ year ago, when old miss Mog died
of old age.”

“So… every cat
that’s lived aboard the Idalina has been called Mog?”

“Saves ‘aving
to remember a load o’ different names.”

“Well of
course.”

“Well, be
seein’ you, master Yarmian. Enjoy yer sarnies. You know where
everything is if you’ve a need, but don’t be going topsides, not
‘til it’s dark, and yer to wear the cap when you do.”

“I’ll remember,
thanks mister Harper.”

And off he
went, smiling, and obviously looking forward to his time ashore
with Tiresian, and the ordering of plentiful supplies for the
coming voyage. As for me, it was back to the Permanentus, and the
study of making permie silvers; I was determined to nail that
‘cantation and lay the ghost of the fiery near-disaster that was my
last attempt aboard the Idalina.

After lunch,
when it got a trifle warm down there in the sail and rope locker,
especially while sitting in the sunshine beaming down through the
open forward hatch, I decided to retire to my hammock for a snooze.
Then, after struggling to get into the thing, I got out of it, and
stripped off my shirt, pulled off my boots and peeled off my socks,
and practiced getting into and out of the wretched string bag with
as much dignity as possible. Getting out was easy; it was the
getting into the bloody thing that was fraught with peril.

Before my
frustration with the heat and the hammock got the better of me, I
stood and took stock. Whoever had slung the hammock had set it
slightly too high for the simple technique of sitting on the edge
and swinging into it, which was of course the reverse of getting
out of it. So…

Problem:
Hammock too high.

Solution: stand
on the keg being used as a seat at the makeshift table. Duh.

Lying in the
bag and swinging slightly back and forth was surprisingly
comfortable, especially when I discovered the joys of dangling both
my legs over the sides and using them to keep the swinging going.
In my mind’s eye I could see all the syllables of the chant for
permie silver, and one by one, I visualised uttering them. I had
done so hundreds of times back at old man Rabby’s cottage, and each
additional time nudged my confidence up a notch.

Indeed, I’d
been confident enough to try it that one fateful time on the way to
Arpane, and after so long nurturing the ‘cantation in my mind since
then, I was utterly convinced of success when the time came for me
to give it a go on deck. Twenty-two syllables for permie silver,
and many of them individually familiar. The heat below deck, the
swinging in the hammock, the beer to wash down my lunch, all had me
slipping into a dreamy languor while those syllables flared and
faded in my mind’s eye like counting sheep…

!!! A banshee
shriek! Needles thrust into my bare chest and abdomen! The
hell!

I almost flew
out of the hammock, crashing to the deck at the same time as the
hammock did, Mog the cat leaping off me, claws raking my flesh, the
creature rocketing and wailing up the ladder out onto the deck and
away, and a brilliant light, dazzling, the smell of burning…

Oh carp!
Izenfire!

A ball of
Izenfire about two inches in diameter, spitting, crackling,
hissing, close to the beam where the foot of the hammock had been
secured. The cord had burned through, the hammock collapsed, the
net smouldering, tendrils of smoke rising… and nothing to
extinguish the burning embers but a bottle of Harper’s Remedy and
the toilet-bucket in the corner of the compartment!

I snatched up
my shirt, and beat at the hammock’s burning strings where they lay
smoking on the deck. The draft from my shirt nudged the ball of
Izenfire closer to the upright beam, and I could see in its
brilliant white light the wood darkening there! A shield! I needed
a shield! My stick slammed into my hand, I formed a hasty
Space-maker shield, and with it, gently nudged the crackling ball
of spiteful freeform Izen away from the beam and into the middle of
the small space, and held it there until my shield inevitably
faded.

One last length
of hammock-cord was still glowing, and instinctively I stamped on
it, forgetting I’d taken off my boots and socks!

Gnuung! Carp
carp carp!

Hopping up and
down now on my right foot, hastily brushing hot glowing embers from
the sole of my left… and then with an almost comical pop!
the Izenfire burned itself out of existence, plunging the
compartment into comparative darkness and leaving the telltale
odour of burning hammock as a legacy of its brief existence.

“Garndangit
you fudknucklin’ twod-foddlin’ bar steward beesh of a cat!”

I could almost
hear Albionus laughing and declaring oh dear Yarmian, did a fish
land on your head?

Carp!
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