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Carrick


Prologue

 


“…eyes all
sleeping wide open eyes all sleeping in the dark he knows you he
knows you he knows you know… eyes all sleeping wide open eyes all
sleeping in the dark…”

A sudden chill
ran the length of Carrick’s spine, and he stepped out, reaching out
a hand and gently pushing Grey-head’s pace up a little too. Sake
the man is warning me!

“I know
him too, aye I do, and I’ll find that gangle bastard and
nail his ruckin’ arse to the wall of whatever hole in the ground
the filth is hiding in. You tell ‘im, Grey-head. You tell ‘im that
Vigil Carrick Ranuldson’s coming for him, and for his filthy crimes
against the good folk o’ Newland, I’ll feed his bloody eyes
to the fishes!”
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1. A Midsummer
Night’s Blaze

 


“Fire!
Fire!”

Vigil Carrick
Ranuldson twisted in his hammock, and grunted before opening his
eyes. It was dark, almost pitch black but for a patch of starlight
twinkling through the smoke-vent at the top of the cone of thatch
above him. Had he dreamed it?

“Fire!” came
the cry again. “Fire!”

No, it hadn’t
been a dream. Ranuldson rolled out of the hammock, heart beginning
to pound, feet landing beside his trousers and boots. He dragged
them on, hurriedly lacing the heavy service footwear, and then
snatched up his sleeveless black and silver uniform tunic, donning
it while descending the wooden steps from the sleeping platform to
the floor of the small roundhouse.

“Fire!” came
another shout when he dragged open his door and stepped out into
the night.

“Where! Where
away!” he shouted into the dark.

“Miller
Street!” came the reply, muffled by distance.

“Fire in Miller
Street!” Carrick bellowed, twice, and started running, sprinting,
the truncheon in its tubular pocket stitched inside his right
trouser-leg banging against his thigh.

There should be
more people. Given all the cries coming from the vicinity of the
fire, there should be many more people hurrying through the dark to
help extinguish the blaze. But this was Southempton, and the
southernmost town of Newland’s west lobe had been struck by an
ague, a kind of bizarre lassitude which left increasing numbers of
people giggling, careless and indolent wastrels.

He could see
the glow now, fire taking firm hold of a squat roundhouse, flames
climbing the wattle and daub wall and licking at a thatched roof
already smoking from the heat within.

“Buckets!” he
yelled, “Form a line! Form a line! Stop it spreading!”

Saving the
roundhouse was out of the question, of course; the distance to the
nearest well and the fact that only eighteen or twenty folk had
turned out to form a bucket brigade meant the small home was
doomed. But if they could get enough water onto neighbouring
properties, dampen thatch and walls, maybe the blaze wouldn’t
spread to the entire street…

“Oh whoa! My
house!” someone laughed. “Oh sake, look it go! Look at those
flames!”

Carrick
recognised the laughing man, who seemed to be enthralled by the
fire, its colours, its smoke, and was standing staring and pointing
uselessly at the conflagration consuming his home as though the
loss of the dwelling was an entertainment rather than a
catastrophe.

Porlson, was
that his name? Wasn’t he one of the bakers from the place ‘round
the corner that sold those sweet pastries Heleena had been so fond
of?

“More men!”
Carrick shouted above the crackling and rising roar of the flames.
“Fire! Men to Miller Street! Hurry those buckets! Damp the walls
there! Damp the roof!”

“Look at it
go, Carrick! Look at the colours!” Porlson, dragging
at his arm, laughing and pointing while flames ate the home and all
its contents.

“Are you drunk
or something? Get away from me, you bloody fool!” he shoved the man
back, taking a bucket half-filled with water and tossing it up onto
the roof of the neighbouring property.

Sparks and
embers were streaming up into the sky, like a cloud of ephemeral
fireflies racing each other to the stars before winking out of
existence, smoke and ash their only legacy. But from within the
conflagration came the crackling and spitting of fuel rather more
substantial than sedge and woven willow; roof posts and timber
frames had caught, and the thicker wood was what posed the greatest
risk now. It would spit like logs in a grate, flinging out fiery
embers, and in this part of town the alleys and paths between
dwellings were narrow; and what was worse, few now could be
bothered to keep those alleys clear of rubbish and debris.

“Keep shouting
fire!” Carrick yelled, passing the empty bucket back up the line.
“We need more men!”

Around two o’
the morning dial, June 23rd, there should be dozens if
not scores of men and women forming an unbroken line from the blaze
to the well in the middle of Miller Street, pouring a near-constant
stream of water onto the conflagration. True, numbers of people
were rising, but it was mostly womenfolk hurrying from homes
which were under threat.

Carrick
understood why. It was mostly the men in the town who were
succumbing to the ague.

“Watch out!”
someone shouted, “Watch out there! Roof’s going in!”

And it was.
With a distinct whumpf, the conical roof collapsed into the
middle of the roundhouse, and a vast cloud of sparks and embers
billowed outwards.

“There!”
Carrick pointed furiously, “The roof over there! It’s caught! Get
the water on there!”

The line
shifted, and more water was hurled upward onto the neighbouring
thatch, where smoke was rising from a blackened patch struck by
voracious embers. Five gallons per ten-gallon bucket… so much was
spilled on the journey from the well to the front of the line, the
gap between each person in the bucket brigade large, but growing
shorter little by little.

“Sake,
Carrick!” A familiar voice announced the arrival of a breathless
colleague. “Where’s the rest o’ the bloody watch-house?”

“Buggered if I
know, Samyel! We need to fork the line! Get water on this side o’
the fire as well as the other!”

“Aye, I see
that! I’ll take the east fork, you take the west! More folk coming,
all women by the looks!”

Carrick nodded,
taking a full bucket and running to his left to hurl its contents
onto the curved wall of the roundhouse next to the roiling
inferno.

Other Vigils
arrived from the central and southern wards, more men and women
too, and buckets, and eager hands. For two hours they worked hard,
those folk o’ Southempton, keeping the blaze from spreading and
consuming the whole of Miller Street, and after that would’ve been
the whole of the eastern ward... Carrick’s ward for these past two
weeks, ever since he’d been transferred out from the central
watch-house to make up the numbers of the east watch-house
roster.

When the fire
had been defeated, and a watch assigned to stand by the smoking
embers of Porlson’s former home lest some fresh breeze fan an ember
into flames once more, the citizens of Miller Street and its
environs returned to their homes. Dawn was still an hour away.

“Did you see
it?” Porlson grinned, shaking his head in awe at the blackened,
charred ruins of his life. “Did you see those ruckin’
colours?”

And with that,
the man wandered away into the night, still shaking his head in
disbelief.

“Sake, Carrick,
what’s this town coming to?”

“Buggered if I
know, Samyel. That bastard just stood there laughing while his
neighbours tried to save his home and belongings. It was his
house going up in smoke and he was laughing!”

“And every
watch-house short-handed. This keeps up, we’ll be shipping deps in
from Rockhole!”

“What’s this
about Rockhole?” It was Vigil Erich, from central, though he lived
on the edge of the town’s eastern ward.

“I was just
sayin’, we’ll have to ship bloody deps down from Rockhole.”

“Aye, true,
that. No bloody volunteers in this town. It’s mad. That’s another
bloody house fire since the middle o’ March. I know it’s been a hot
dry summer, but not that hot and not that dry.”

“And no reason
for the fire to have started,” Carrick spat with disgust, and
helped himself to a drink from one of the buckets of water on the
ground. His mouth and nose had been full of smoke, and the taste
was foul.

“It’ll be the
usual carelessness, I reckon,” Erich agreed. “Five’ll get you ten
that the character who just lost everything he owned is one o’
these bloody idiots taken up with Vennlandian pipe smoking!”

“Aye,” Samyel
agreed, sweating for his efforts close to the blaze earlier, and
taking a drink too. “Just another bloody fad come in off a bloody
ship, and a dangerous one this time.”

Carrick nodded,
an uneasy feeling gnawing at him, but he couldn’t put his finger on
it. “I don’t understand it. People aren’t born to breathe smoke, or
the whole bloody town would’ve turned up to this blaze to suck in
the fumes pouring out of it!”

“Vennlandia,”
Erich grimaced. “D’you know, I wouldn’t be in the least surprised
if the lazy-ague didn’t come in off a bloody ship too, along with
all the other bloody madness lately.”

“The Light!”
Carrick declared, recognition suddenly flaring. “I knew there was
something bothering me, now I know what it is! The bloody
Reeflight’s not lit! It should’ve swept the street all the while
we’ve been here.”

“What’s that
about the Light?”

It was Vigil
Dern, half-dressed and up from the southern ward, back from
checking nearby homes to make sure there were no glowing embers
lurking in their thatched roofs.

“Carrick just
pointed out, the Light’s not lit. Again.”

“Ah chuddinell,
and me on watch! I’ll have to trek all the way out to the bloody
rim in the dark to wake the old fart!”

“Why bother,
Dern? Sun’ll be up in an hour or so anyway.”

“He might be
dead, Samyel, or had an accident. You know the town council’s
orders to the chief… Light’s got to be investigated if it’s not
lit. Who d’you think’ll get it in the neck if a Vennlandian ship
founders on the Shardreefs?”

“Aye, true,
that,” Samyel grudgingly conceded. “I’d go with you, but I haven’t
seen Burkis and he’s supposed to be on duty tonight! You seen him,
‘Rick?”

“Not since he
took the watch at the ‘house at ten o’ the dial. I saw Grayson o’
the south watch and Mills from central earlier though, but no sign
o’ Burkis or those three useless bloody deps of ours.”

“Aye,” Dern
nodded, “Grayson came in a few minutes after me. But it’s me on
bloody nights this week and my job to go and rouse bloody Nevson. I
swear, one of these days I’m going to punch his lights out
if I find him sleeping on the job again! Useless old fart.”


“Dribbling old fart, that brave young lass called him,”
Carrick announced, with a faint smile for the memory.

“That
loony-girl from Westwinnow?” Erich frowned. “The one you gave money
to?”

“Aye, Leeyenna
Jaxdaughter. And she wasn’t a loony-girl. Brave kid, ran seventy
miles around the bloody rim chasing that raft.”

Vigil Erich
sniffed. “So she said. You’re a soft touch, ‘Rick, have been
even before poor Heleena passed. You’ll never see that loony-girl
again, nor the money you loaned her.”

“It was only
four pennies to help get her safe to Sedgeside. And she was right
about Nevson, he is a dribbling old fart. Used to be a good
man, once upon a time, but those times are long gone now.”

“Aye and so am
I,” Dern sighed. “See you lads later, better go and see what’s what
down at the poxy Light.”

With a wave,
the burly south ward Vigil took his leave, to a chorus of
farewells.

“I’ll tell you
one thing, lads,” Samyel grunted quietly, glancing around in the
gloom in case other ears were listening, “When I find ruckin’
Burkis, he’d better have a bloody good excuse for leaving his duty
in the ward. Bastard should’ve been the first one here.”

“True,” Carrick
agreed. “And those three deps. And I’m on duty at ten o’ the
morning dial, so if you don’t mind, Samyel, I’m heading back to
bed.”

“Aye, go on
home, mate. I’ll have a wander ‘round and see if I can’t find
Burkis and kick his arse.”

“Thanks,
Samyel. Kick the bone-idle bastard for me, too. And thanks for
turning out, lads. G’night, what’s left of it.”

“Aye, so.”

And with that,
Carrick left them, and trudged back to his home.

Home? It hadn’t
been that since Heleena had taken sick and died, a little over two
years ago now. It’d been home when she was there, the roundhouse
small but comfortable, filled with flowers, bright and airy. Then
she’d seemed suddenly wan, and like a flower clinging on until
smothered by first snowfall, faded quickly, and was gone. A fever
of the blood, the healers had said, likely caused by an infection
from a simple accidental cut while she’d been out helping gather
the hemp for export to Vennlandia.

Sometimes, the
healers said, a cut only had to be a nick for the infection to get
in, and sometimes it took some time for it slowly to poison the
blood. After that, well… a person faded quickly…

All the joy in
Carrick’s life had seemed to fade and die with Heleena, too. Their
daughter, Oliveena, had married, and lived now with her husband out
in Willow Wells away to the northeast. Carrick had visited them,
once, last summer. A decent fellow, his son-in-law, a hard worker
and a good man who’d take care of Oliveena.

And here now
was ‘home’, dark, empty, not particularly inviting. He thought
about lighting a candle-lamp but the smell of smoke clung to his
clothes and he decided against it. It might well have been a
toppled candle-lamp which had set Porlson’s home ablaze, after
all.

“I’m back,” he
whispered, to the ghosts of flowers and his lost love, and slowly,
carefully, took the stairs up to the empty hammock hanging above
the sleeping platform he and his late wife had shared for nineteen
years.
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2. A Better
System

 


There was a
long mirror fitted to the centre-post of the roundhouse, up there
on the sleeping platform where the marital bed had been. Heleena
had been given that sheet of silvered mica as a wedding gift, and
it was the one possession of hers which Carrick Ranuldson still
treasured. How many times his wife had stood smiling at her own
reflection in that mirror, he didn’t know, but every time he
himself stood before it now, he fancied that somehow, some part of
her might still be in there, smiling back at him.

It was
nonsense, of course, but it helped him bear the loss, and the
memories always came flooding back of the times they’d both stood
before the mirror, he behind her, arms around her, the two of them
smiling together. It never ceased to make him smile even now, the
sight of the mirror and those memories, and that, surely, could do
no harm.

Five-feet ten,
lean and wiry, fit, tanned and healthy, with a strong jaw and sandy
hair which Heleena had said was responsible for the distinctly red
hair of their daughter. Cool blue eyes, though some had said they
were cold like snow reflecting the sky on a sunny winter’s morn.
He’d need a shave soon, but not today; not after last night.
Thirty-eight years old, nearing thirty-nine. He’d only been
nineteen when he’d married.

Too old for
all this? He wondered, again. He did that every time he looked
in the mirror before heading out to the watch-house for his shift.
With Heleena gone and Oliveena now living her own life in Willow
Wells, there was nothing really to hold Carrick in Southempton, nor
in service to the town as one of its Vigils. Lately he’d found
himself thinking of heading north or east, leaving all the
memories, and maybe even the mirror, behind. No, he wouldn’t do
that. He’d gift the mirror to Oliveena of course; she’d treasure it
more than any stranger…

But always,
there was that inertia, that resistance, which prevented him
actually making the break and heading off for a new start in a new
place. That, and those bloody Vennlandian guilds, which were making
work harder and harder to find away from one’s own hometown.
Besides, Southempton’s watch-houses were short-handed… or was that
just more prevarication?

He was dressed
for duty, and took the steps down to the main room, throwing open
the window-shutters to let in some much-needed light and fresh air.
It was a sunny day, though the faint odour of smoke still clung to
his boots and clothes. Breakfast for Carrick was usually just a
piece of fruit according to the season, but after the unexpected
and strenuous exercise in the early hours, today he added a couple
of slices of bread smeared with beef dripping.

While he ate,
he listened to the sounds of birds in the small patch of garden at
the rear of the house; he really needed to tend to it again, and
soon, lest it become an overgrown eyesore. It was Heleena, of
course, who had lovingly nurtured the flower garden, though she’d
also planted out boxes and deep pots with carrots and parsnips.

Thinking of her
saw him glance around the room; the furniture could do with a
dusting, and the floor needed sweeping, especially around the
hearth. Yes, she’d be disappointed with him for letting the
housework go like this. Two years since she’d gone, and he still
hadn’t settled into any kind of domestic routine, instead taking
each day as it came and doing jobs about the place when the mood
struck him (or on the odd occasion when visitors might be
expected).

The mirror, the
garden, and his memories were all that remained of her though. He’d
given almost all of her other possessions, including clothes, to
Oliveena, who’d understood at once and taken even the houseplants
to Willow Wells with her; too many painful reminders, he’d said,
all he needed was the long mirror and his nineteen years of happy
memories.

Yes, he’d give
the place a good sweeping when he came off duty this evening, and
then maybe sort the garden out at the end of the week. For now,
though, it was time to stroll over to the east ward watch-house,
and find out where bloody Burkis and the three young deps had been
last night.

He picked up
his mace, canted it over his shoulder, and stepped out into the
bright light of a summer’s morn, squinting until his eyes became
accustomed to the daylight, and then trudged away up the
street.

In Southempton,
the four cardinal watch-houses were set fairly close to the central
station, the original idea being that one watch-house might easily
support another in time of need. In other large towns though, a
watch-house was usually located in the middle of its own ward, and
operated almost independently of the central station. Carrick had
always believed that having the watch-houses closer to the centre
of town was a mistake; it meant Vigils and their deps had further
to go before reaching the outer boundaries of their wards.

Still,
Southempton had always prided itself on being ‘different’, probably
on account of the fact that it was here and hereabouts that a
unique variety of hemp was cultivated for export to Vennlandia.
There were really only a few things in Newland that Vennlandians
were interested in trading for: obsidian, amethyst and mica, and in
particular, large quantities of the dried, nine-leafed plant grown
here in the southern region of the west lobe.

In the past,
Vennlandia had claimed that the dried leaves of the plant and its
resin were valuable ingredients of medicines prepared by their
healers, and that claim was still being made in spite of the fact
that Newland’s physicians have yet to discover what kind of ague or
ailment the plant is supposed to cure; experiments by court
physicians showed that the only effects imparted by consuming the
leaves is a disagreeable euphoria leaving a fellow with a raging
thirst and hunger. Nor is a poultice made from the leaves of any
particular value for treating wounds, bites, or stings.

Still,
Southempton was special, having been granted by the Crown a
particular charter and exemptions from taxes in return for the
continued cultivation of this otherwise useless weed; Newland had
become increasingly dependent on imported Vennlandian metals,
medicines, and other valuable goods, to the point where the
prospect of that trade suddenly ceasing sent a shudder down the
three lobes’ collective spine.

Residents
hereabouts had long referred to the hemp grown for export to
Vennlandia as ‘Vennweed’, in order to differentiate it from the
tall and eminently useful variety of hemp grown elsewhere in the
lobe, especially over in the western region around the large town
of Westhempton. Vennweed had a peculiar odour all its own, and it
wafted around Carrick on the breezes while he continued along the
thoroughfare towards the watch-house.

That odour came
from the drying sheds, and was ubiquitous here in the town. It
wasn’t only Southempton depending on the contents of those sheds
for its income, but all of Newland, which was why it had been
genuinely appalling that so few people had turned out to man the
bucket-brigade when the call of fire had gone up in the
night. In the past, hundreds would have rushed to the scene with
buckets. It was why there were so many wells bored around the town,
to keep a plentiful supply of water readily to hand, and not simply
for consumption by the townsfolk themselves. Fire was a fickle
friend at the best of times, and likely to become the enemy of all
when unleashed from its man-made confines.

The walk to the
watch-house was made almost entirely in silence, save for a few
greetings to people who recognised him or his uniform. And that was
thanks to the lazy-ague too. Time past, and the place would’ve been
alive with people going about their business, womenfolk to and from
the market for supplies, menfolk to and from workplaces. Today,
though, most of the people he saw were ladies, and not because all
the men were at work.

Samyel was
standing outside the watch-house door, leaning against a post and
looking distinctly miserable.

“Morning,”
Carrick announced. “What the blazes are you still doing here?”

“Couldn’t find
that bastard Burkis. No bloody sign of him, nor of the deps. I even
went to Deps Quarters to rouse ‘em, no-one there.”

“Sake! You’ve
been on all night then? In place of Burkis?”

Samyel nodded,
his eyes tired, his expression grim.

“Sake,” Carrick
repeated. “No-one inside?”

“No-one. Boss
stuck his head in around eight o’ the dial, told ‘im what happened
in the night. He went off, face like thunder, off to see the chief
over at central. Haven’t seen him since.”

“Bugger off
home, Samyel, get some sleep!”

“Aye, I shall
‘Rick, ta muchly. No reports to hand over, you were there at the
fire last night, and bugger-all has happened since.”

“Did Dern get
Nevson to fire up the Light?”

“Nope. I didn’t
see it before sunrise, anyway. Night, Carrick. See you later.”

“Aye, night
Samyel.”

And with that,
the tired Vigil trudged away. Ranuldson watched him go, disgusted
that the man had needed to pull what’d effectively been a double
shift on account of Burkis leaving his post. And what of the three
deps? Those three had already been skating on thin ice of late
where attendance was concerned. Did no-one care about earning the
kingsmark any more? Dereliction of duty was sure to see a hand
branded, especially during a major incident like a raging house
fire, in midsummer, in Southempton, where Vennweed for
export was processed and stored in great sheds and warehouses
before being shipped in heavy bales to Southport docks...

In the
distance, Vigil Samyel turned a corner and disappeared from view.
With a sigh for his colleague and friend, Carrick turned and strode
into the watch-house, taking a seat behind the reporting desk, and
there scratched out his report of the night’s events. He made no
allowances for Burkis or the three deps, noting that at no time had
they been seen assisting at the scene of the fire, and noting that
Vigil Samyel had been obliged to stand the remainder of the night’s
shift to cover for the absentee.

He’d just
finished signing his entry in the report’s book when Unger, the
senior Vigil and ‘boss’ of the east ward watch-house, strode
in.

“Morning
Carrick.”

“Boss.”

“Still no sign
of Burkis and the three deps?”

“Nope. I’ve
written up my report in the log.”

“You’ve pulled
no punches, I hope?”

“None.”

“Good. Bastard
Burkis better be lying dead with a knife in his back or have some
other bloody good excuse for bunking off last night. If not, his
fat lazy useless arse is up the road to the madge o’
Sedgeside.”

“You’re
reporting him to Madge Immetson?”

“Yes I am!”
Unger nodded emphatically. “Well…” he qualified the assertion, “I
reported him to the chief, with a recommendation it goes up the
road. Our own bloody madge is as useful as a bucket o’ frogs
would’ve been last night.”

“We need a
better system of alarms than simply shouting fire. You live
on the west side of the market square, you wouldn’t have heard the
commotion in Miller Street.”

“True, that.
And no, I didn’t. It’s been mentioned before, too, but never seems
to make it onto the town council’s bloody agendas.”

Carrick sighed
again. “What’s it got to do with that shower of idiots? We should
just come up with our own alarms… trumpets, horns, whistles,
any bloody thing that’s loud enough to be heard in one
watch-house from any other.”

“You know it, I
know it, the chief knows it. And nothing gets done. It’s like the
rest of this town, no-one can be bothered with anything any
more.”


“Lazy-ague?”

“Aye. Bloody
lazy-ague. Pox on it. Don’t suppose the gaoler’s turned up?”

Carrick nodded.
“He signed the book this morning, but with no-one in the cages,
signed off again as on call.”

Unger sat
heavily in one of the chairs next to a low table by the main door.
“That’s just another symptom. Used to have three shifts of gaolers
in each ward. Now it’s down to one bloke for each watch-house and
on call for the off-chance someone gets picked up. Can’t remember
the last time we had someone in the cages here.”

“Last one I saw
was that young lass, before the chief transferred me here from
central.”

“That
loony-girl?”

“She wasn’t a
lunatic,” Carrick declared rather forcefully. “Just a decent young
lass well-raised by a decent family out there on the western
rim-side.”

“Keep yer hair
on, ‘Rick, I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“Sorry. But she
was a good kid. Put me in mind of my Oliveena, and how I’d like for
Vigils to treat kindly with her should she ever have a
need.”

“D’you actually
believe that nonsense of hers though? About a gangle-man on a raft,
and being attacked by shitehawks?”

“She believed
it. And after nearly ten years in this job, I think I’ve learned
how to tell a lie from a truth.”

“Well, she’s
Immetson’s problem now, up at Sedgeside.”

“Aye, let’s
just sweep it all under the carpet, and forget about rafts with
strange gangle-men on ‘em sending birds at folk to peck their
bloody eyes out.”

“Don’t you
start. Honestly, ‘Rick, today’s not the day for such
fable-tales.”

“And what if
they weren’t fable-tales she was telling? The Light wasn’t lit last
night. How many more rafts of gangle-men might float past the
Reeflight and land ashore somewhere on the south lobe coast or up
the Cliffport Channel, and no-one any the wiser?”

Unger folded
his arms and leaned his head back against the wall, eyes closed.
“Well, pardon me for saying, but until we start getting people
rushing through that door to report being pecked by bloodthirsty
murderous shitehawks, I’m not going to worry about your loony-girl
and her tall tales o’ running the rim.”

“The way this
town’s going, they wouldn’t start rushing in through that door to
make reports even if there were bloodthirsty murderous
shitehawks savaging folk in the streets.”

“Maybe it’s the
heat, ‘Rick. Maybe it’s just summer making people lazy?”

“You weren’t in
Miller Street last night, Unger. I wish now I’d made a note of
precisely how many men and women turned out, but you know what a
house fire is like.”

“Aye, I do,
alas. Bloody chaos, for the most part.”

“True. But
though I can’t swear to exact numbers, I’d say there were at least
three times as many women as men in the bucket-lines. And no more’n
twenty or so all told when I first got there. Know what would be
good?”

“What?”

“A proper fire
watch. Like Vigils and deps, but bigger. People signed up and ready
to rush to a blaze anywhere in town as soon as an alarm went up.
Heard they have them in Kingshaven.”

Unger leaned
forward, blinking with astonishment before replying. “Bloody good
luck getting anyone to sign up to anything in this
town.”

“Aye, true,
that.” Carrick sighed.

Boots on the
boardwalk outside the watch-house heralded the approach of someone
in a hurry.

“Sorry I’m
late, boss,” the bleary-eyed youth managed. “Dep Greebo reporting
for duty.”

“I’m going out
on patrol,” Carrick declared immediately, and picked up his mace.
“I’ll leave you to it, Unger.”

The Vigil could
still hear Unger screaming at the tardy miscreant when he was
halfway down the street and turning the corner to commence his
rounds.
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3. Something
Wrong

 


Carrick
Ranuldson knew there must be a reason for it. There’d been no word
at all of any ‘lazy-ague’ afflicting folk in the other lobes.
Ordinarily, any new and unusual ailment generally found its way
ashore at Southport and spread from Vennlandian sailors up through
Kingshaven and out into the lobes from there; like much else
besides, including guilds and the smoking of pipes.

Farin
Eckerdson, the Chief Vigil of Southempton, had written to
Magistrate Immetson at the lobe’s capital town of Sedgeside
describing the creeping lassitude afflicting the town, and asking
that advice be sought from the King’s Court physicians. Immetson,
elderly, fat, and not particularly known for his alacrity in
dealing with anything at all, had eventually replied to the effect
that no such ague had found its way into Sedgeside and its outlying
villages yet, and that Eckerdson’s request had been forwarded to
the Halls of Physic in Kingshaven.

It was thought,
therefore, that the lazy-ague was confined to Southempton and its
immediate environs. Local healers hadn’t a clue why this might be
so, and had grudgingly admitted as much during a meeting held at
the beginning of the year between Vigils, healers, and a committee
made up of town councillors. That was at a time when the ailment
first made itself apparent by becoming rather more widespread
outside of a handful of individuals known to be bone-idle wastrels
anyway.

It had been a
frowning Vigil Carrick who, with an uncharacteristic lack of
confidence, had wondered aloud if the new Vennlandian fad of pipe
smoking might have something to do with it. He was roundly derided
by the town’s senior doctor, a dour old fellow by the name of Mac
Barenson, who was himself newly devoted to the pipe. There was
nothing remotely deleterious in the smoking of Vennlandian
pipe-weed, the doctor had huffed, and declared it was in fact both
a relaxing pastime and a beneficial decongestant whose aromatic
fumes promoted wellbeing and served as protection against ‘bad
air’.

Eyebrows had
been raised at this pronouncement, particularly when, by way of
emphasis, doctor Barenson had taken a long clay pipe from his
pocket, filled it from a leather pouch containing that peculiar
shredded weed recently come off a Vennlandian ship, and promptly
set it on fire with a wooden splint and a pocket tinderbox, also an
import from that far distant land.

One of the
other doctors had pointed out that not all pipe smokers had been
afflicted with the lazy-ague, which clearly meant that pipe-weed
could not be held responsible, and that, Barenson had said
with his head promptly enveloped in a cloud of impenetrable fug,
was that.

And yet,
Carrick was fairly certain that no-one who didn’t engage in
the newfangled pastime of pipe smoking had been struck down by the
ague. Women in particular detested this new fad, recoiling from the
fume and ordering their husbands outside into the street or into
the garden before allowing them to set fire to the weed in their
pipe-bowls.

The women also
complained at the expense of what they considered a profligate and
pointless habit, being the purchase of bits of shredded weed solely
for the purpose of setting it alight and sucking the reeking fume
into mouths and lungs. Husbands could do that for free if they’d
trim the bloody grass in the garden and use the cuttings instead of
spending good housekeeping money on this new and bizarre
Vennlandian import.

However, the
menfolk rebelled, and not wishing to be considered in any way
inferior to the lah-di-dahs in Kingshaven who were claimed to be
avid pipe smokers, insisted that that expense was justified by the
healthful effects described by none other than Mac Barenson,
physician-in-chief of the town’s council.

Carrick had
never been able to find any direct evidence that anyone outside of
Southempton was partaking of this new and distinctly dangerous fad.
He’d even quizzed merchants come down the Cliffport Road, and who’d
rested at Taverners Wells. Taverners Wells, the halfway house on
the main road from Southempton to Cliffport, was always a source of
good reliable information as well as gossip…

The Vigil’s
question had been a simple one: whether or not the pipe smoking
habit had been avidly adopted in Kingshaven. No it certainly
hadn’t, had come the succinct answer. Indeed, the smoking of
pipes was being regarded by ‘everyone’ as an entirely west lobe
bumpkin’s practice, except perhaps for a few workers on the docks
down there at the deep water harbour town of Southport.

Like ‘worry
beads’, puzzle-balls and puzzle cubes, ‘lucky beans’, pet stones,
and dozens of other worthless fads come to Newland on a ship, the
smoking of pipe-weed had very quickly been declared a singularly
useless, smelly and thoroughly unpleasant pastime by those who
dwelled on Kings’ Hill and out in Stonehouse Underlake, and once
that pronouncement had been made by those who dwelled in
such lofty and bejewelled places, the fad was doomed to rapid
extinction.

And
that, Carrick had decided, was distinctly baffling. He
pondered it again now, while ambling out towards the eastern end of
town where the great drying sheds were to be found, as was the main
road along which the bales of Vennweed would travel on their
journey to the southern ports and the ships eager to carry them
away.

First stop for
the bales, Taverners Wells. Thence to Cliffport and on to
Middleaze, briefly resting there before the last leg which led to
West Junction where the wagons would turn south down the great
King’s Road and on through Kingshaven to the port.

All those other
Vennlandian fads, the good and the bad, had come the other way
along that route, usually arriving in Southempton with merchants
and waggoners, and spreading through the stopovers like West
Junction and Taverners Wells, or King’s Cross itself before seeping
out into the two northern lobes.

But if
‘everyone’ along that route was saying that the smoking of pipes
was an entirely west lobe thing to do (apart from the dockside
labourers, of course), where had this new habit come from,
especially since it hadn’t taken root in the great city and other
towns of the south lobe where the ships docked and offloaded?

Carrick
couldn’t remember who it was who’d first started the bizarre
practice here in Southempton, and that too was odd. Surely everyone
would remember seeing for the first time a fellow stuffing bits of
weed into a long-stemmed white clay pipe, sticking it in his mouth,
and setting fire to it, and then breathing the
fume!

And yet, his
casual enquiries, and then his rather more formal ones, failed to
reveal the culprit responsible. Culprit? Yes. The Vigil and his
colleagues had no doubt that the fires which had recently sent
shivers of alarm through the town’s population, those unaffected by
the ague anyway, were the direct result of this bizarre new fad
from over the seas.

Yes, sometimes
there were accidental fires, usually the result of abject
carelessness or, on occasion, drunkenness. But the hearth in the
middle of homes, used for cooking year-round and in winter for
heat, was always well guarded, well watched, well tended. Personal
tinderboxes had been uncommon, most folk relying on flint and steel
to light the fire in the hearth and often keeping a coal or a slow
match burning in the confines of a lamp-holder should there be a
need to light a candle or oil-lamp late at night.

Indeed, in the
dim and distant past, the early Vigils would carry with them a lamp
on night-duty, so that any citizen in need of fire or a light might
readily avail themselves of his flame. The arrival of firesteel
from Vennlandia had of course put paid to that practice.

Today, though,
Carrick often glimpsed pipe smokers meeting in the street, and
after a brief greeting, one or the other would produce a pocket
tinderbox, and spark it up for a wooden splint to be ignited and
the flame carried to the other fellow’s reeking bowl.

And how was
this possible? Southempton, and its Royal Charter. There was no tax
levied on metal goods here in the town where the Vennweed was
grown, gathered and processed for export. Southempton was
special.

Pocket
tinderboxes and pipes meant that people, a not insignificant number
of them anyway, were becoming rather casual in their handling of
sparks, flames, and burning embers. No wonder, then, that the
incidence of domestic fires was rising. Thus had Carrick taken his
own suspicions concerning the link between fires and pipe smoking
to Chief Eckerdson, and suggested that the town council prohibit
the disgusting habit. The council had even debated it, and rather
seriously too at the time, particularly given the threat of fire to
the great drying sheds and storehouses and their precious
contents.

But no, after
much humming and hawing, and a particularly fervid speech from the
council’s physician-in-chief Barenson, it was decided that the
existing by-law prohibiting naked flames in the vicinity of the
sheds and stores was sufficient precaution for the protection of
Southempton’s export crop. For the council to impose a more general
prohibition on the good people of the town would amount to nothing
short of tyranny, or so Barenson had declared, emphatically
igniting his own combustibles for the sake of decongesting the
somewhat dense air in the council chamber.

And yet…
Ranuldson found the whole business discomfiting. Mac Barenson
possessed an overbearing character and knew precisely when to use
it. His qualifications from Kingshaven’s Halls of Physic seemed to
serve in the manner of a license for him to demand and obtain a
unique form of blind respect from others, which he often wielded
like a weapon, using it to impose his will upon others. And that
was a kind of tyranny, too. Yet, there was no denying that the
chief physician had a powerful voice on the council, and would have
had regardless of the man’s authoritarian presence.

Something,
Vigil Carrick knew, was very wrong in Southempton, and it was
spreading, very slowly, oozing perhaps, up and out into the west
lobe. It was that young woman from Westwinnow responsible for his
nagging doubts and worries.

Until he’d
found her in the cages in the central watch-house, Carrick had been
content to wander around town on patrol, hardly realising at first
that he was subconsciously visiting all the places Heleena had
liked to go. Yes, he’d been in mourning for far too long, and it
was easy nowadays to slack off, find a quiet spot and loiter there
lost in memories; it wasn’t as if Southempton was a seething morass
of vice and crime these days, not that it ever really had been.

But coming on
duty and finding the young woman alone and looking rather wretched
in the cages had served to kick Carrick out of the rut he’d
unwittingly fallen into. Yes, Leeyenna Jaxdaughter had looked
wretched, who wouldn’t after running seventy miles around the top
of the west lobe rim? But she’d stood tall with that spark of
courage and natural intelligence in her eyes and a stubborn,
irrepressible determination radiating from her when he’d first
walked in.

Yes, there’d
been a hint of Heleena about her eyes, and of course a hint of
Oliveena in her youth and self-confidence. But more than that,
Leeyenna Jaxdaughter had seemed by her very presence to serve as a
slap ‘round the chops to bring Carrick to his senses, reminding him
that there were still bright lights to be found shining in Newland
in spite of the darkness he’d felt since Heleena’s passing.

He’d taken the
young woman into the reporting room, bought her breakfast, and
waited quietly until she was ready to tell her tale once more. And
he’d listened with fresh ears, as though he’d woken from a long
sleep, senses renewed, keener, sharper, and more alive than he had
been since the death of his wife. Her story was remarkable, and not
simply for its courage and perseverance in the face of adversity.
She’d looked at him almost as if daring him to call her a
liar. He hadn’t. He’d been a Vigil long enough to know when someone
was lying to his face.

He’d given her
all the money in his pocket, a miserly four pennies which he
usually always carried so he could buy a meal while on patrol or,
though only Heleena had known of it, to keep a decent person like
Leeyenna Jaxdaughter from a charge of vagrancy and being put before
the magistrate. Carrick had always been a good judge of character.
Of course you are, Heleena had said with a winning smile,
why else would you have married me?

Did he believe
the story about the gangle-man on the raft? Yes, he did, though he
preferred not to dwell on the rather more terrifying aspects of it,
such as the attack by birds, and the fact that descriptions of the
Wilden always spoke of unusually tall, thin, and malevolent
men.

Well. It’d been
three weeks now since the young woman had left the town and headed
north to Sedgeside. It was Carrick who’d suggested she go there
quickly, and tell her remarkable tale to the madge o’ Sedgeside,
who’d be bound to give her a fair hearing; which was more than
she’d get here in Southempton from madge Tullson. And with her
travelling blade back in her possession, and four pennies to add to
her own one penny and three farthingals, she’d picked up the small
pack of sandwiches he gave her for her lunch, and smiled at him
such a smile… and quickly stood on tip-toes and kissed him on the
cheek before hurrying away.

Now here he
was, strolling around his ward, nodding at folk who nodded at him,
greeting in return those few who greeted him, and remembering how
after Leeyenna Jaxdaughter had gone, Southempton seemed suddenly to
come into sharp focus for him. Which was why he knew something was
wrong, something far deeper than a story of a gangle-man on a raft,
and something even more sinister than an increase in domestic fires
which could be, and had been, easily ascribed to simple
carelessness.

And he was
determined to find out what it was.
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4. The Missing
Link

 


On July
1st, the morning after the Great Storm of 837, Carrick
hurried to report to Chief Eckerdson the extent of the damage in
the town’s east ward. The central watch-house was empty, save for
the chief himself.

“Ah, Carrick…
how goes it with east ward?”

“Sir, minimal
damage. Sheds and stores all intact, contents likewise. Nothing
more serious than a few old window-shutters torn off here and
there, and some torn thatch likewise. That, and the usual
complaints of rain getting into dwellings, but that always happens
in summer storms.”

“Good. Very
good. I think we got off lightly. It’s much the same thing in the
other wards, too. I rather suspect they’d have copped it an awful
lot worse up north in Sedgeside. It looked bloody terrible out that
way.”

“Aye, true,
that. Most folk I’ve spoken to say likewise, and that we just
caught the edge of it. I daresay we’ll hear soon enough when news
filters down the road.”

“Take a seat,
Carrick, I’d wanted to speak with you anyway before last night’s
gales seized all our attention.”

“Sir?” Carrick
eased himself into a chair next to the reporting desk, behind which
Eckerd was posed rather imperiously.

The Chief Vigil
of Southempton was fifty-five, and the years had taken their toll
of a once squat and powerful physique. Eckerdson, greying at the
temples now and the bald patch on the crown of his head slowly
expanding with each passing year, was becoming more of a politician
than a Vigil these days. Carrick shared the opinion of his
colleagues that the chief had it in mind to make a career for
himself on the town council after retiring from the force, perhaps
even running for mayor.

The senior
officer cleared his throat and straightened his short-sleeved
summer uniform shirt, and then began.

“You’ve been
noticed spending a fair bit of time in the clerks’ archives,
Carrick.”

“In my off-duty
hours, sir.”

“True. In your
off-duty hours. That’s why it’s been noticed.”

“Lately, sir,
just walking down the bloody street might be noticed as out of the
ordinary.”

Eckerdson
grimaced. “It’s not that bad.”

“Yet.”

“Be that as it
may, and I don’t share your obvious pessimism where the
lazy-ague is concerned, questions are being asked. If your off-duty
work in the archives isn’t official, then what’s it all about?
That’s the question being grumbled around the town hall
offices.”

“To be honest,
Chief, I’m surprised anyone still has the wits and the will to
wonder.”

“Well, now
I’m the one asking the question, Carrick, and rather more
officially than the clerks in the hall. Hope you’re not going to
suggest that I don’t have the wits or the will to
wonder?”

Carrick felt
his stomach tightening, and he crushed the rising sense of
indignation immediately.

“Is there some
problem with a member of the public consulting public records,
Chief? Some new by-law of which I’m unaware?”

“No, of course
not. But there is a problem with an off-duty Vigil spending
long hours of his precious off-duty time in a dusty, sweltering
cubby-hole poring over musty tomes of town records. It makes people
nervous. It makes clerks and councillors wonder if some sort of
official investigation into their affairs is under way, and
that has them bending my bloody ear on the subject. So. Now
I’m bending yours.”

“I’ve simply
been doing some checking of facts and figures, sir. Nothing for
anyone to concerned about. Yet.”

Eckerdson’s
eyebrow arched ominously. “Meaning?”

“Meaning, sir,
that the last time madge Tullson sent anyone up the road to
Sedgeside was on the twentieth of February. You might remember the
cullion in question, a man named Jared Kolson, a pickpocket who
came down the road from Taverners Wells carrying a stolen bow and
pretending to be a waggoner looking for work?”

“Yes, I
remember that toe-rag. What of it?”

“The last week
of February was the last time any cullion was sent up to the
madge o’ Sedgeside for sentencing. An out-of-towner, come in from
Kingshaven by way o’ West Junction and the Wells. The last time
anyone local was sent up the road from here was October twelfth,
last year. That teenaged idiot, Kimballson, found drunk out
of his skull and brazenly wandering along the east road past the
drying sheds with a flaming torch held aloft to light his way.”

Farin Eckerdson
frowned. “Yes, yes I do remember him, too. There must’ve been
others since then, surely?”

“None, sir. And
madge Immetson gave the youth ten days in the Easterhold and then
sent him back down the road to us.”

“I remember
that, too. What are you driving at, Carrick?”

“Simply that
the magistrate’s court is as underworked as we are. I know we’re a
small town, half the size of Sedgeside at most, but in the past,
there was seldom a month went by without Tullson sending someone up
for madge Immetson to deal with. You know what Tullson is like,
he’s more interested in holding his seat in council than he is
about meting out justice according to the Kings’ Laws.”

“Hmm. Bit
disrespectful, Carrick.”

“Nevertheless.
Sir.”

Eckerdson
cleared his throat again. It had probably been a nervous reaction
to unpleasant circumstances in his youth, but it had since become a
deeply ingrained habit whenever something distasteful was in the
offing. Carrick waited.

“And that’s
all, is it?”

“No, sir. Not
really.”

“What else,
then?”

“Fires,
sir.”

“Fires?”

“And the number
of them.”

Eckerdson
coughed again. “You’d better explain that too, then.”

“In the last
ten years, sir, there have been fifteen fires within the town’s
boundaries…”

“One and a half
a year ain’t bad, Carrick.”

“… eight of
which have occurred this year, so far, since the first of
March.”

Eckerdson
blinked. “That can’t be right!”

“I can take you
to the archives and show you the relevant register if you like,
sir. This year’s is still in use, but the clerks have usually all
gone home by the time I get to the town hall after dinner for my
research, so it’s easy enough to compare this year’s books to those
in the archive.”

“Eight?
Since March?”

“Yes, sir.
Fewer fires in winter, in spite of everyone lighting their hearths
for heat. But that’s on account of rain keeping thatched roofs wet
and daubed walls likewise damp. Besides, people are far more
careful of their hearths than they are of these new-fangled bloody
pipes.”

A triumphant
expression suddenly stole over the chief’s face, banishing the
former frown of concern.

“Aaah... And
now I think I see the real reason for your extracurricular
activities, Carrick. This bee in yer bonnet about pipe
smoking.”

“I don’t have a
bonnet, sir, much less a bee in it. The fact of the matter is,
before this bloody awful Vennlandian habit arrived in town, there
was no lazy-ague, and only seven fires in nine years. That’s how
careful the people of Southempton have always been where fire is
concerned. Until lately.”

“And you know
what doc Barenson would say to that.”

“And bollocks
to Barenson, is what I say. It’s bloody obvious the man has a
vested interest in pipe smoking and encouraging other people to
keep the fad alive. His own bloody grandson has a tidy little
business in the north ward making clay pipes! If that’s not
a conflict of interest, I’d like to know what is.”

The frown was
back on the chief’s face, eyebrows almost touching each other.

“Conflict of
interest? Did Heleena teach you that phrase before she passed?”

“No, sir.
There’s a very old, very dusty book in the archives entitled A
Code of Conduct for Public Officials. It’s a slender volume but
it makes for very interesting reading. Not that anyone at the town
hall can apparently be bothered with it though, given the amount of
dust it accumulated before I plucked it off the shelf.”

Eckerdson
cleared his throat again. Yes, Carrick thought, getting a
bit uncomfortable now, isn’t it, Chief, this talking-to of
yours?

“If you were to
put this information before Magistrate Tullson, d’you know what
he’d say, Vigil Carrick?”

“He’d probably
send it straight up the road to madge Immetson for his opinion,
sir, rather than give a verdict of his own.”

“Now
that really is bordering on the impertinent, Carrick, and
you know it. What Magistrate Tullson would say is, it’s evidence of
nothing, and your reasoning is speculation, not explanation.”

“He’s very
clever with words, sir.”

“Yes he is,
which is why he’s a magistrate and you’re just a Vigil. If you have
any real evidence, the kind that’s irrefutable and stands up
in a court of law, the kind that will prove beyond doubt that this…
this bizarre but perfectly lawful smoking of pipes is behind the
conflagrations we’ve suffered in the town, then everyone will
listen to you. Including me, and yes, including Mac bloody
Barenson. Anything else just makes you sound like that deluded
young girl you took such a shine to last month.”

“I did
not take a shine to the girl, sir, and I resent the
implication!”

Eckerdson
blinked and then cleared his throat again. “I apologise. I didn’t
intend to suggest any impropriety. But you know very well what I
mean.”

“I think I do,
Chief. No swimming against the tide, no rocking the boat, no
upsetting the applecart, no going against the grain, no sticking
yer head above the parapet… just do what everyone else is doing,
which is doing nothing but sitting back and watching the
world go by.”

“That’s not
what I meant, either!”

“Well, sir,”
Carrick stood up and adjusted his uniform. “Whether you meant it or
not, the inference is clear. I’m a loon, like that poor kid who saw
what she saw and made the mistake of coming to this indolent town
to make a report. Everyone else may have the lazy-ague here in
So’ton, but I bloody haven’t yet.”

“Meaning, Vigil
Carrick?”

“Meaning if my
being a Vigil is causing problems for the clerks in the town hall
and thus causing problems for you, Chief, I’ll happily give
back the mace, claim my pay and papers, take my savings and carry
on my research as an ordinary member of the public.”

“Don’t be a
bloody idiot! We’re short-handed as it is! Why else d’you think I
didn’t send Burkis up the road to the madge o’ Sedgeside for
Dereliction of Duty?”

Carrick
shrugged. “I didn’t know it was you who’d stopped the report
going north, sir. I’d assumed it was madge Tullson, and that he
simply couldn’t be bothered, like everyone else, apparently.”

“Just… just
don’t tread on any bloody toes in the town hall, Carrick. That’s
all I’m asking. Don’t tread on anyone’s toes. You know what the
council is like.”

“After nearly
ten years under your command, yes, sir, I do indeed.”

With a
deliberately lazy salute, Carrick left the senior officer frowning
behind the reporting desk, and headed back towards the east
watch-house, passing the town hall’s main doors as he went. Windows
were open, it was pleasantly cool after the night’s storm had
cleared the air, and yes, smoke could be seen drifting out from one
or two of those windows.

They’d been
lucky where the storm was concerned, here in Southempton, and
chances were that even further south, down in Kingshaven for
example, they’d probably have known little more about it than a
cloudburst or two. Up north though… the skies had been black as
pitch out that way, and lit from time to time by distant
lightning.

Carrick sighed,
still smarting from the confrontation with the chief. It hadn’t
always been like this. Eckerdson’s reputation had been that of a
keen and dedicated town Vigil, a man who’d joined as a young Deputy
and risen through the ranks. But now, approaching retirement and
anxious to pursue a rather less disciplined and rather more
lucrative career in politics, it was only the fact that the chief
knew the council would refuse his resignation if he proffered it
that kept him in post; the watch-houses were short-staffed as it
was, and none of the few remaining senior Vigils particularly
wanted the job of Chief Officer.

Ranuldson felt
trapped by old loyalties too. He’d been a school-teacher in
Flaxmill before and after marrying Heleena, and it was only at her
quiet urging that he’d applied for and taken the job as Vigil. It
didn’t mean much of an increase in real pay, but it did mean
rent-free accommodation in Southempton, which amounted to what was
effectively a substantial pay-rise. Passing the examinations had
been easy for a man as sharp as he was, and his previous eleven
years as a teacher testified to his character and intelligence, and
so made his appointment almost a foregone conclusion.

Heleena had
always wanted to live in the town, too, not wishing Oliveena to
grow up to a life working her fingers to the bone in the mills or
fields which gave the large village of Flaxmill its name. In
Southempton, they knew, chances were that their daughter would meet
all manner of wealthier and better-educated folk, from all over the
region as well as from the south lobe, and so it had proved.

Nearly ten
years ago now, that move to the town. Time enough for Carrick to
have seen the changes in it between then and now. Then, the cages
were usually full of a weekend, drunks and their loutish behaviour
mostly, and cullions would regularly come sneaking down the road
looking for rich pickings; idiots who thought that Southempton’s
Royal Charter meant everyone living in the town was wealthy and
just waiting to be robbed or cheated.

It wasn’t so,
of course. Yes, the hemp was special, but in reality Southempton
was like any other farming town dependent on its crops. When the
cullions discovered that reality for themselves, their desperation
to accrue fast and easy money before fleeing back along the road
was usually what landed them in the cells, and the road they then
took led to Sedgeside, and thence to the Causeway Fort.

Now, though,
and the Vigils were so underworked that their ever-decreasing
numbers had little impact on the quality of life in the town. The
cages were empty, gaolers on call, and soon, if things carried on,
it might be that Vigils too could find themselves relegated to
part-timers, only to be summoned by a whistle or a runner.

Carrick paused
on the road where cobbles began, the way broadening on the approach
to the vastly important sheds and stores. Not many people about, as
was usual for this part of town until the harvest was brought in or
the dried Vennweed bales were shipped out. Just a few bored
watchmen slouching outside the doors to those large wood- and
stone-built buildings, keeping an eye open for idiots like that kid
Kimballson and his improvised flaming torch, and making sure that
merchants in their wagons coming into town along the road bore no
flame of any kind, day or night.

They seemed
alert enough though, those watchmen that he passed, and they waved
and called cheerful greetings, which were returned. None of ‘em
are pipe smokers, blazed in Carrick’s mind, and of course they
weren’t; how could watchkeepers demand that merchants extinguish
oil- and candle-lamps on the way in to or out from town at night,
if they themselves bore tinderboxes and sucked on reeking
pipes?

The trouble
was, Farin Eckerdson had been right about a lack of evidence, and
that was what irritated Carrick the most about the chief’s
carpeting this morning. Yes, the archives and registers bore cold
hard facts and figures, but yes, real evidence of the kind that the
town’s rather inept magistrate might accept was threadbare to say
the least.

In each of the
eight cases of fires in domestic dwellings, none of the residents
could remember how the blaze had started. Shock, Barenson
had called it; residents in shock for the loss of their homes and
possessions, all memory of pertinent events obscured by an
anguished mind.

But Carrick
remembered Porlson giggling, wide-eyed, laughing while his
neighbours tried to save their homes as well as his. Shock,
Barenson had said again, repeating the mantra concerning anguished
minds.

Could it be
true? Could Barenson be perfectly correct in all his forceful
assertions, and could Eckerdson be correct too about Carrick having
‘a bee in his bonnet’ about this bizarre Vennlandian fad? While he
ambled along the road scanning his surrounds for signs of storm
damage which might have been missed on his first reconnaissance at
daybreak, the Vigil asked himself if he’d merely succumbed to
personal prejudice.

But no. Eight
fires since March and only seven in the nine years preceding?
There’d been hotter summers and fewer fires in them. There
must be a link between the new habit, the lazy-ague, and the
conflagrations. And since no-one else in authority seemed to care,
and Ranuldson had nothing better to do with his off-duty hours now,
he’d made up his mind that it was his duty to care. Just as
the remarkable young woman Leeyenna Jaxdaughter had felt it her
duty, even though she’d never said as much herself, to follow that
gangle-man on his raft, seventy miles around the rim.

There
must be a link. And after the interview with Eckerdson,
Carrick was more determined than ever to prove it.
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5. Opening
Shots

 


“Morning Dern,”
Carrick smiled at the Vigil behind the reporting desk in the south
watch-house.

“’Rick! What
brings you down to the south ward this morning?”

“Off duty.
Eckerdson had a word with Unger, had me shifted over to nights in
place of Burkis.”

“Slacker
Burkis… I was as surprised as everyone else that he wasn’t packed
off to the wardens in Kingshaven for a branding. What was his
excuse again, for failing to turn out to that fire?”

Carrick sat
wearily on a chair where ordinary folk might wait to make a
statement or a report. “Asleep. He claimed he found a quiet nook
somewhere for what he calls ‘a crafty pipe’, and has no memory of
anything after that except being woken by the sun coming up in his
eyes. Bastard.”

“So they’ve put
him on days?”

“For the
foreseeable. Which means I’m on nights, likewise. Two birds, one
stone, where the Chief is concerned.”

“I don’t
follow, ‘Rick?”

Carrick
shrugged, and yawned before answering. “Sorry. Bit tired. I’ve been
poking my nose into the public records offices and archives. It
ruffled feathers. Eckerdson thinks that sticking me on nights will
keep me from disturbing the lazy pen-pushers over in the town
hall.”

“Is he
right?”

“Not really.
I’d already found what I was looking for and wasn’t planning on
spending any more time poring over dusty tomes. Nights don’t bother
me though, gives me time to think, and these days there’s
bugger-all to occupy any of us after dark. It’s trying to sleep in
the day when the house heats up that’s uncomfortable.”

“True,
that.”

“Reason for my
visit…”

“Do tell.”

“I never heard
the story about the Light. On the night of that fire in Miller
Street, you were going to march over to the lighthouse and kick
Nevson’s arse for it not being lit?”

“Aye, true… and
I did, nearly two weeks ago now, hadn’t you heard?”

“Today’s the
third of July, so… ten days since that blaze. That’s just something
else that isn’t working here in So’ton any more, Dern. The
grapevine.”

“And you’ve
been on nights, don’t forget.”

“Only recently.
Still, word doesn’t get around like it used to.”

Dern shrugged.
“Lazy-ague, maybe? People can’t be bothered to gossip I suppose.
‘Cept maybe the womenfolk, but they’re usually too busy for that
nowadays.”

“True, that,
too. But what’s the story with Nevson?”

“Same as bloody
Burkis. Asleep on duty. I trogged off from the fire once it was
out, aye? All the way down the path and up the rim to the Light,
and there was Nevson, slumped in his chair, head back, dribbling
and snoring, and the air blue with fug from that stinking pipe o’
his. I tell you, ‘Rick, the air was a lot bluer when I woke him up.
Booted his tired lazy arse right out of his chair and tore into
him. Know what he did?”

“No, what?”

“Sat on the
floor laughing at me. I swear, ‘Rick, he laughed until he cried.
And for the first time in my life, I drew my stick, and wanted to
smash a fellow’s brains out. Thirteen years a Vigil, ‘Rick, and
never once have I actually wanted to hurt someone the way I wanted
to brain that bloody light-keeper.”

“Sake! What did
you do?”

“Nothing. Stuck
the truncheon back in my pocket, and after helping myself to a jug
o’ fruit wine on the table, trogged all the way back here to make
my report. Sent it to the chief with a recommend that Nevson be
dismissed.”

“Is he still
there? Nevson, I mean.”

Dern grimaced,
and nodded. “Eckerdson said the council would issue Nevson a final
warning. And I tell you ‘Rick, to my sure and certain knowledge
that’s the fourth final warning they’ve served on the
bone-idle bastard.”

Carrick shook
his head, and helped himself to a draught of fruit wine from the
jug on the table beside him. “I can check if you like, Dern? I know
my way around the clerks’ offices now.”

“What would be
the point?”

“Maybe it might
embarrass the council into employing a responsible light-keeper?
Lately I’ve been thinking I wouldn’t mind the job myself.”

Dern looked
genuinely surprised. “Seriously?”

After a
thoughtful pause and a mouthful of the sweet, weak wine, Carrick
shrugged. “Been thinking about leaving everything, town included,
since Heleena died.”

“And you think
burying yourself in the tower up on the rim for the next fifty
years would make you feel better?”

“No… no, maybe
not. But after ten years in this job I was actually beginning to
enjoy it. I had a sense of achievement, you know? Like I was doing
something every bit as meaningful as teaching. Helping people.
Keeping them safe. I don’t know... Protecting them.”

“I know what
you mean,” the older officer conceded. “But you’ve always been
known as a soft touch, ‘Rick. It’s why Unger got the east ward
watch-house boss’s job and you were transferred out of central to
fill his place in the roster.”

“Unger’s got a
good few years in the job more than I have.”

“And he’s half
the brains you have. You do realise you were transferred across to
east ward instead of Erich because o’ that business with the
loony-girl and her report about being attacked by shitehawks, don’t
you?”

“I live in the
east ward, Dern.”

“Aye and so
does Erich.”

“True,” Carrick
conceded, “But Erich lives a lot closer to central and still has a
wife and kids. Easier to transfer me, less upset to anyone’s
routines.”

“In a pig’s
eye.”

“Anyway. This
job’s not what it was. We’re becoming more of a fire-watch than
Vigils upholding the Kings’ Laws and protecting folk from
Kingshaven
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