
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
The Witches of
Wenneck

(Yarmian
Eventyde)



A map of Carpidia
is available for internet browsers at:


Bit.ly/carpmap

 


 


This series is
dedicated to my Patreon Patrons,

And The Blue
Pencil

 


 



The Witches of
Wenneck




Prologue

 


“Keep back…
Don’t touch me!” the wagon driver’s voice rasped. “If ye
value yer lives, don’t fucksake touch me!”

It was the
sight of that man which had drained the blood from Stazia’s face,
and probably everyone else’s too, including my own.

The right half
of his body was a slowly expanding mass of green, brown, and yellow
moulds, and fungi, some like chicken o’ the forest, others like
mushrooms and toadstools. It was growing from the man himself,
spreading slowly, taking over his body. Half his face was already a
mess of mould, which seemed to be erupting from his flesh like
blisters.

“Fungloid
powder!” I gasped. “Keep well back!”

 


oOo










1. Fnurglin’
Luggy

(A memory)

 


“Oh for
goodness’ sake, Yarmian! Will you never learn to keep your
guard up!”

“Oh I’m ffo
fnurglin’ fforry, marffer Albionuff!”

“Speak
properly, you miserable wretch!”

“Ah am
ffpeakin’ proberly! Oo ffmacked me in da gob wib your fnurglin’
fftick, fur ffurg’f fake!”

“Well it’s your
own bloody fault, you bone-idle goitbag. You’re supposed to keep
your guard up at all times! At all times! Not just in this
fundlenadgerin’ quarry! Is it bleeding?”

“Ob corb iff
fnurglin’ bleedin’, oo ole ffar! Wha b’yoo effbeck?”

And my mouth
was bleeding, too. Obviously. I’d just been smacked in the
kisser by Albionus’ six-foot three-inch Izen-hardened dark oak
stave!

We’d only just
got to the bottom of the rough-hewn steps leading down to the
quarry floor when swoosh, bam! Smack in the gob. I’d gone
down like a sack of shite and was still sitting in a muddy puddle
holding a hanky to my bleeding lips. No, really, my lips
were bleeding… well, you know what I bleedin’ mean.

“Ah’ll be
fnurglin’ luggy noh to loof any fubfunlin’ teef!”

“Oh don’t be
such a bloody cry-baby. Show me. Sake, I swear you remind me of
when I first saw you, back when you were four and wandering up and
down Main Street peeing your pants and wailing. Look at you. For
heaven’s sake, have you no pride?”

“Bribe? Bribe?
Oo ffmacked me in da gob wib your fnurglin’ fftick, fur ffurg’f
fake!”

He stooped,
grabbed me by the chin, and yanked my head this way and that.

“You’ve still
got all yer bloody teeth. Be a bloody man, for heaven’s sake. And
don’t lose your temper and loose any freeform Izen, you whiny
little turd, or you’ll likely boil yer own bollocks off sitting in
that puddle.”

Well, I wasn’t
really angry. Too shocked and stunned to be angry, I suppose. I
mean, we’d been coming here every day for years for
self-defence training and never once had my stepfather taken
me by surprise like this. And it hurt! You get smacked in
the gob by a chudfundlin’ great oak pole and see how you feel!

I toyed with
the idea of trying to blow his feet from under him with a Bombast,
but probably very wisely decided that would be childish. And he was
probably expecting something like that anyway. And my gob hurt, and
I was sitting in a puddle. Oh the misery.

“Let this be a
lesson to you, Yarmian Eventyde. Always be on your guard! Don’t get
too comfortable when you’re out and about. Not even in that bloody
pub you sneak off to. Never believe that you’re totally safe,
Yarmian. And remember, even friends can become enemies, whether
they know it or not.”

 


oOo


2. First
Impressions

 


Izenwarp!

There was a
witch in Wenneck, and dammit I’d lost sight of her in the
crowds of dockworkers!

I considered
chasing after her, but she could’ve gone anywhere, into any number
of alleys and passages between sheds and warehouses down here on
Wenneck’s docks. Besides, with Pandan in tow, I’d get nowhere
trying to force a way through all the wharfies, carts of cargo,
coils of rope, nets, stacks of crates… dammit I’d lost
her!

Hello,
sailor… Oh, what a lovely mule. Would you and the mule like some
company then? A little company to gladden the heart and bring a
smile to a long face? and a throaty little giggle. Long hair,
slightly matted and in need of a brush… a grubby dress, torn at the
shoulder, perhaps deliberately to expose the pale skin there and to
make her look vulnerable. A knowing smile, lips parted,
conspicuously white teeth which spoke of better health than her
general appearance otherwise suggested. Brown eyes, flashing,
eyelids batting.

And me,
standing there, guard down, feeling bereaved for the sight of the
Idalina sailing away, and Tiresian standing with Sylvee at the
stern rail…

I’d let my
guard down. Mine eyes had seen the coming of a busty dockside
whore… and all I’d done was blink and mutter no thanks to
her offer. She was a witch, fur ffurg’f fake, and not until
I’d picked up the whiff of Izenwarp in her wake had I realised it.
What. A. Twod. Foddling. Berk.

No chance of
finding her now. Still, hadn’t she also said Well you know where
to find me if you change your mind, sailor man. She certainly
had. I’d be back…

First though, I
needed to find a place to stay, an inn with stables attached, and
this time not so close to the centre of the city. Somewhere in
between, reasonably priced, reasonably respectable, and hopefully
not too far from one of Ranquin Dutt’s messengers.

When I’d come
here to Wenneck, it’d mainly been in hopes of seeing the Idalina
and her crew one last time, and yes, perhaps waving farewell to
Sylvee one last time too. The foul-mouthed but stunning Corfian
beauty was indelibly etched in my memory now, and I had no doubt
that if I did survive the current Wizzen’s Purge and lived to a
ripe old age, it’d be her I’d be remembering while I dozed in a
rocking chair outside a small cottage on a hill. The older I got,
the more I seemed to understand my stepfather.

“Come on,
Pandan. Let’s find somewhere nice to rest our bones for a while.”
And off we went, with me riding the mule instead of walking
alongside him.

Wenneck has no
particular reputation these days, though Albionus had always told
me it and the region around the city had been lovely in his day.
His day, assuming he meant back when he was around my age now, had
been more than three hundred years ago.

Still, once I
was clear of the usual clutter of taverns and bordellos to be found
in the vicinity of the docks (all the usual trappings to be found
in harbours all over Carpidia, it seemed), the city opened up. It
was well laid-out, neat and easy to navigate with its grid-like
roads, streets, and broad avenues, and the small public garden
areas to be found on the corners of every other block appeared
peaceful and inviting. Certainly the old folk sitting on benches
therein seemed content enough, quietly enjoying birdsong or feeding
breadcrumbs to the winged minstrels.

I soon found
what looked to be an appropriate place to hang my hat, as it were,
and a natter with an old chap whom I politely accosted on the
street near to the place confirmed that yes, The Boar’s Head Inn
had a decent enough reputation among the locals hereabouts, though
it could get busy and a bit rambunctious of a Friday and Saturday
night. I thanked the fellow, and left Pandan just inside the
stables in the care of a young lad for the time being, while I went
inside in hopes of a room.

My hopes were
well met, and mine host, a positively jovial old boy by the name of
Murgle, took me up to the quietest room in the house; the inn was
surprisingly large, and built in something of a U shape, with the
public rooms (two bars and a dining room) at the bottom, with
stables and staff accommodation in the right wing. Guest
accommodations were in the upper floor of the left wing, above
kitchens, a bathhouse, outhouses and the store rooms below. My room
was at the far end, and overlooked the courtyard.

I paid a week
in advance for the room, much to Murgle’s delight, and span him a
yarn about being something of a student hoping one day to become a
businessman and here to learn about the kinds of goods coming in
and going out of Wenneck’s port. He wasn’t very interested but
smiled and nodded politely; a week’s rent in advance buys a fair
degree of courtesy after all.

I then arranged
for Pandan’s comfort in the stables, availed myself of a hot bath,
arranged for some laundry, and it still being only mid-afternoon,
headed out in search of a messenger’s office with affiliation to
Ranquin Dutt’s widespread network. I found just such a place a
couple of streets closer to the docks, and introduced myself to the
proprietor, one mister Julius Peck, and sent a quick message to our
mutual friend in Farakand. It simply advised Ranquin that I was now
in Wenneck.

Mister Peck was
of course delighted to meet an officer of Dutt’s impressive
organisation, and over a cup of tea out back he was happy to fill
me in with all the latest news here in Wenneck. The big news of
course concerned the possibility of armed conflict between Arpane
and Garroon, and Wenneck’s sending of an emissary down south in
hopes of brokering a peaceful return to normal relations. I said I
felt sure that there would soon be a change of heart in the
high court of Garroon. He’d probably send that nugget to Dutt,
who’d probably put two and two together given my recent departure
from the city forty miles to the south.

Much of the
rest of mister Peck’s information was lightweight stuff concerning
the various markets that Dutt was interested in, and there was
nothing at all which might concern me as a Master Wizzen. No hint
of witchery in high places, no strange ailments suddenly spreading
and abruptly being ‘cured’ by an alchemist popping up as if from
nowhere. Nothing purge-related at all. Except that yes, three of
Wenneck’s senior Wizzeners had apparently all chosen to vacation in
the wilds at about the same time.

“Senior
Wizzens, mister Peck? Are there junior ones left in Wenneck,
then?”

“Yes, sir. Two,
I believe, but they are temporary, merely, and keeping house for
their masters, as I understand it. There is one permanent Wizzener,
I believe, in the west quarter of the city, but by all accounts, he
is young yet. Do you have need of a Wizzener then, sir?”

“No, I was just
curious. Garroon too finds itself bereft of Wizzens. A bit late in
the season for summer holidays, I would have thought. Still, never
mind. Thank you for the tea, and for bringing me so efficiently up
to date. I’m staying at The Boar’s Head, should word come for me
from our mutual friend.”

“Of course sir.
I’m delighted to be of service at any time, day or night.”

And off I went,
keeping my Izen-nose wide open and sniffing for scents around me.
So then, in spite of the Wizzen’s Purge, there was still one
Permanentus incumbent in the western quarter of the city; young,
Peck had said rather disparagingly, and thus the unknown Wizzen was
probably a relatively recent and possibly apolitical
graduate of the Cloisters on the Isle of Sinnock. He clearly didn’t
fear any consequences of the purge and of his remaining in Wenneck.
Two Masters of the Temparus as well, or so it seemed; it might be
that the two were in fact apprentices still. I’d have to find out
more about them all.

Back to the
inn, then, and something of a late lunch cum early dinner. The food
was good, hearty stuff, and I had the dining room all to myself
given the hour. It suited me to be alone, and I did my best not to
dwell on the sly little smile and a wink I had from the rather
attractive maid who delivered the plate of grilled chicken to my
table.

“If there’s
anything else you need, just ask for Jaynee. That’s me.”

Yes, I sniffed
for Izenwarp while she leaned over the table to place the plate
precisely before me; and she’d bent at the waist a lot lower than
had been necessary… the splendid view she’d given me suddenly found
me wondering exactly what Albionus had meant when he’d told me that
Wenneck had been lovely in his day.

“Thanks,
Jaynee,” I smiled appreciatively, and she sashayed away with a
smile of her own.

Yes, I know,
but dammit, Farakand was a long time ago, and I am still young. And
I’d sniffed for Izenwarp too! Sake. Besides, if there’s anyone
who’d know what was what in town, or at least in this locality,
it’d be a barmaid like Jaynee. Tumbling locks of thick brown hair,
a round and smiling face, a curvaceous full figure, and eyes that
were… something, I hadn’t really been looking at her eyes. She
reminded of a girl back home in The Peacock’s Feather, Maria, who’d
always been great fun and seemed to know everything about
everyone.

While I tucked
in to chicken, chips and peas, I decided that yes, I’d take a
chance with Jaynee, and discover if anything untoward had been the
subject of local gossip in her circles, and knowing the Boar’s Head
clientele as well as she probably did, that’d probably be a large
circle. Besides, I’d detected no kind of undercurrent in the city
since my arrival, unlike the fear which had been festering beneath
the façade of life in Garroon recently; nor had there been even the
slightest whiff of oppression overshadowing the lives of the good
folk dwelling here.

In short, my
first hours here in this north-western region of Carpidia would’ve
been distinctly encouraging, but for detecting that wretched witch
down at the docks. I might even have been able to think of resting
here for a while, a kind of holiday after all the rigours I’d faced
since leaving home three months ago. But there was a witch
in Wenneck, the scent of Izenwarp was still fresh in my nostrils
from the Battle of Brandinor back in Garroon, and it was as
unmistakeable as my stepfather’s killer’s had been.

Not even Peck,
a trusted messenger in Ranquin Dutt’s sizeable organisation, had
anything bad to report about life here in the city. No warnings had
he sent to Farakand, nothing other than news of Wenneck’s recent
attempts to avert a war between Garroon and Arpane. That war was
decidedly unlikely now that Chancellane and the Brandinor coven,
including of course the Port Lord Damaris, were all dead. Arpane
was still a problem, with ‘a surfeit of Izenjaws’ loose down there,
but Lord Maharis would have to deal with the sorcerer Gordan by
himself; I was busy, and besides, serves him right; Izenjaws are an
offence against Wizzenry.

I’d finished my
late lunch (or early dinner) and was washing it down with light ale
when Jaynee pushed through a bead curtain, adjusted her top to keep
her smooth and tanned shoulders exposed, and hurried smiling to my
table.

“Was everything
to your liking, mister Even?”

“Certainly was,
Jaynee,” I smiled back… Brown! Her eyes were brown! Huzzah for me
for noticing!

“Would you like
anything for dessert?”

“Yes I really
would, but not straight away. Maybe in my room, later tonight? I’m
a bit tired from all the travelling and will probably have a
nap.”

“What would you
like me to bring you later tonight?” And there was that sly little
smile again.

“Oh, I don’t
know, Jaynee. Surprise me.”

Another giggle.
“I do so love surprises.”

“Me too.”

“It’s room
seven isn’t it? Overlooking the courtyard?”

“Yes, at the
far end of the wing.”

“It’s a nice
quiet room, that one, being on the end and above the stores.”

“Are there many
other guests staying here?”

“Three sir,
‘part from you. An old boy who comes reg’lar from out of town,
deals in porkers. And a married couple celebratin’ an anniversary
or some such, in from a village out near the river, place called
Shortwater I think they said. There’s lots o’ villages along the
river out that way. I don’t think you need to worry about upsetting
no other guests, sir, should you make any noise in the night… like,
coming in late, or something.”

“That’s good to
know. Are Mondays quiet here at the Boar’s then?”

“Aye, it’s a
respectable inn,” she smiled warmly, “But mind, it does get a bit
rowdy Fridays and Saturdays. A fair few o’ the men from down at the
docks do come in after paydays, and we’ve two bars.”

“I’ll have to
make the most of the quiet evenings in, then.”

She beamed.
“Aye sir, you will. I’ll bring dessert then, but maybe not early.
Give your chicken ‘n’ chips time to go down. Say, ten o’clock?”

“Sounds about
right to me. I won’t be going anywhere tonight.”

“Don’t reckon
I’ll be, neither.” She chuckled, and picked up my empty plate and
half-pint pot, and disappeared off through the bead curtains.

Well. Up to my
room went I, pulled off my boots, dumped my pack, and lay back on
the bed. In truth, I was a bit tired, and it didn’t really
surprise me when my eyelids started feeling heavy; I had to force
myself off the bed to bar the door and stick a chair under it.
Well, Wenneck may be full of promise for a young traveller, but
this young traveller knew that all was not as it seemed to be. It
didn’t take me long thereafter to fall asleep.

It was dark
when I woke up, and after some moments of confusion I remembered
where I was, lit an oil lamp, and drew the curtains closed.
Outside, there’d been no sign of the moon, but the stars were
bright enough to illuminate the courtyard with their faint and
silvery light. The sun was going down at around half-seven these
days, and after a yawn and a visit to the toilet closet I realised
that yes, the New Moon was only two days ago, on the
4th. It’d only been two days since the Battle of
Brandinor. No wonder I’d been tired and nodded off.

It was later
that I heard floorboards creaking outside, and then a gentle
tap-tapping of fingernails on my door. I quietly shifted the chair
aside, and with my stick in hand, pushed back the bar, turned the
key, and opened the door to admit a beaming Jaynee. In she came,
hands behind her back and looking decidedly playful and excited,
and I closed and barred the door behind her.

“Brought you
your dessert, mister Yarr Even,” she grinned, using the false name
I’d called myself on arriving here, and produced from behind her a
single grape, which she promptly popped into her rather delightful
cleavage.


Snort!

 


oOo


3.
Comp’ny

 


!!!!

Fun, sporty,
enthusiastic… If I’d been tired before my long nap, I was bloody
knackered now, and much to my relief so too was the exhausted and
smiling young woman lying half on top of me. It took some time for
the both of us to get our breaths back, but for a while we just
laid there, grinning as you do, and me stroking her lush thick
hair. Eventually though, I broke the silence, remembering that
there’d been something of an ulterior motive behind my accepting
the luscious barmaid’s offer in the dining room that afternoon.

“If I’d known
Wenneck would be as welcoming as this, I’d have come sooner.”

I felt her
little chuckle, and her fingers lightly tapping my chest.

“Don’t often
get young travellers staying,” she whispered. “Most young men come
off a ship goes straight to all the taverns and pleasure-palaces
down at the docks.”

“Still, I bet
you’ve got boatloads of admirers who come in of a weekend.”

Again, I felt
her smile. “Mostly they’re just funnin’ and are so drunk by closing
they can’t do aught but stagger off ‘ome to their wives or mams or
‘ammocks aboard ship. I ain’t complaining none though, I got me a
good life and a good job and I has my share o’ fun. Girl’s got
to have some fun afore she gets older and gets
responsibilities. That’s what my mam told me.”

“Quite right,
too. What’s it like though, living here in Wenneck? Is it all as
peaceful as it seems?”

“Boring you
mean.”

Snort.
“No, I meant peaceful, happy, content. Not like Garroon or Arpane
with all that talk of war down there.”

“Oh. Aye,” she
snuggled a little closer. “It’s peaceful enough so’s to be boring
most o’ the time.”

“Are you
chilly?”

“A bit.”

“I’ll draw up
the blanket, hold on a mo.”

I arranged the
covers over us… the late night air was decidedly cool after our
exertions earlier, and when Jaynee had wrapped herself around me
again and we’d settled, I decided to keep talking rather than let
her fall into that dreamy languor that usually follows the
afterglow.

“I don’t think
Wenneck could be as boring as the small place I come from. Nothing
ever happened there, except the lads getting rowdy after a skinful.
Sometimes had a bit of push and shove with the town’s guard, but
that was about it.”

“Mm-hmm. Same
here,” a yawn, “And sometimes punch-ups. Occasionally some
nastiness down at the docks, but you expect that down scumbuggery
way.”

Scumbuggery
way. I’d heard that expression before, and quite recently… yes,
Keever Mannish back in Garroon had used it when talking to his
cousin, Orrin, the townguard officer.

“Is that what
you call rough neighbourhoods in Wenneck? Scumbuggery way?”

“Nah… it’s
like… well, all them dark and dingy places with the brothels and
spit-and-sawdust taverns. Down by the docks, where all sorts
happens. If anyone’s gonna get stabbed dead in Wenneck, it’s always
down scumbuggery way. Well, almost always, but I don’t recall any
murderin’ being done elsewhere lately. Why? You thinkin’ o’ paying
a visit down there then?”

“No, of course
not.”

“Should bloody
think not too, not while you got a nice warm Jaynee fer
comp’ny.”

“I’m guessing
it’s been a while since nice warm Jaynee had such company,
then.”

“Aye, a
while.”

“Me, too.”

“It’s like I
said, all the young lads, like you ‘cept without the poorly leg as
needs a stick, they all go straight to the bordellos when they come
off a ship. And some o’ the girls working down that way are really
pretty. I never knew why such pretty girls would take to such work,
but they do. And then the young men who do find their way here,
afterwards, well, they don’t want poor plain Jaynee.”

“You’re not
plain, Jaynee. You’ve lovely eyes and a big warm smile.”

“You’re just
sayin’ so’s I’ll stay a while longer.”

“No, that’s the
sort of thing a roving man might say before making sport,
not after.”

She snuggled
closer, and yes, I’d been sincere. Her eyes were lovely, once I’d
noticed them and not her other charms, and the smile was warm
indeed.

“Funny thing,”
she sighed. “Was a young man who came in a few times, last month,
or month before. Nice bloke I thought, he’d catch my eye, and
wiggle his eyebrows with a smile. Mister Jon Turpeen, he said his
name was, from Wenton Bywater, come to the city to seek his
fortune, he said, and got him a good job on the docks as junior
stockman. I’d always give him a big smile and a wink and we’d chat
as much as me work allows. I’ll be in Friday night, payday,
says he, and I’ll walk you home. I laughed, on account o’ he
knew, ‘cos I’d told him afore, I have a room here next to the
stables. It gets a wee bit dusty but it’s warm and dry and Murgle
don’t charge me no rent. Saves me walking all the way home to me
mam’s and back each day. So you don’t have to rush or nothin’,
Yarr, I ain’t got far to go.”

She fell quiet
while I stroked her hair, and then I asked:

“What happened
to him?”

“Who?”

“This mister
Jon Turpeen, who walked you home?”

“He never did.
I looked for him that Friday night, but it was busy and all, as
usual. I waited and looked, even when the bell was rung and folk
started to stagger off ‘ome, but there weren’t no sign of mister
Jon Turpeen. I thought the cheeky monkey might be waitin’ for me in
me room, but nope. Just upped and gone and never seen ‘im
again.”

“Well that’s a
bit odd, isn’t it?”

I felt her
slight shrug against my chest, but thought there was a hint of
sadness in her voice while she’d been speaking of this fellow.
“People come and go. Maybe he took his pay and went back to Wenton
Bywater, wherever that may be. Or maybe he found himself someone
nicer’n me. People come and go. Hey-ho. It’s what me mam would say
instead o’ never no mind… hey-ho.”

“Still seems
odd. Did you try looking for him?”

“Me? Chase
after ‘im y’mean? I should say not! Asides, it would just’ve been a
bit o’ fun, like with you. Not like I expected to marry the bloke
is it?”

“I just think
it’s odd. If it’d been me, I wouldn’t have disappeared until after
walking you home, Jaynee.”

“Heeehee… you
plannin’ on disappearing tomorrow then, aye?”

I smiled in the
dark, feeling warm and comfortable. “No. I’m planning on staying
for a while. I’ve a lot to learn about Wenneck if I’m to make a go
of being in the trading business. Why, d’you want to get rid of me
already?”

“I should say
not! Be nice to have some fun for a change! All I would ever ask is
that you say cheerio afore you disappear. Makes a girl feel proper
sad inside when a boy says he’ll walk her ‘ome and then just ups
and buggers off. Makes a girl feel… unwanted.”

“I’ll try not
to disappear, and I’ll be sure to say cheerio when I leave.”

“That’s good
then. Now budge over a bit, mister Yarr Even, I’s almost falling
out the bed this side.”

 


I didn’t sleep
much in the night, and not because the fun and sporty Jaynee was
draped around me most of the time. Perhaps it was because I’d had
such a long nap (well, a deep sleep really) earlier, but I found
myself going over the events of what had been a long day. Watching
the Idalina sailing away with almost all of the friends I’d made
since leaving home had been a bit of a surprising wrench. Then
there’d been the bloody witch down at the docks, and my failure to
act thanks to being caught with my guard down. And now here was
Jaynee of The Boar’s Head, breathing slow and deep, and wrapped
warm and snug in my bed.

An eventful
day, then, and an eventful night. Yet, I couldn’t help but wonder
about this mister Jon Turpeen of some place called Wenton Bywater,
probably a village inland somewhere along the River Wen, which on
Albionus’ old map flowed from its source in the southwest to the
coast at Venton, forty miles to the north of Wenneck.

Of course, I
didn’t know the bloke, but he sounded like a young man fresh out
from a dull as ditchwater place (just like my old hometown had
been) and enjoying an adventure and all the opportunities
afforded by a large and peaceful city (just like I’d once hoped
to do).

Now, Jaynee was
no girl-of-my-dreams Corfian beauty, but she had no reason to think
of herself as ‘plain’. That smile of hers alone ought to be like a
flame to a moth where young men were concerned; that I was laying
here beside her was proof enough of that. A nice girl, full of
life, fun, and with a gleam in her eye. Not the kind of girl you
simply walk away from after promising to walk her home the
way our mister Jon Turpeen had.

True, if it was
payday, and his pockets were full on that fateful Friday night,
it’s possible he might’ve been waylaid and robbed by some
knife-wielding thug off a ship like the Threllbane. And true, he
might’ve elected to spend his pay in some posh bordello down near
the docks where he worked. Anything might’ve happened to him.
Including some witch of a dockside doxy sidling up to him with a
sultry hello sailor, want some comp’ny then?

Was my
imagination running wild? Just because I’d encountered a witch-doxy
on the quayside didn’t mean that mister Jon Turpeen had fallen foul
of the creature. But I knew from first-hand experience that witches
could be among the foulest of Lessers, and a prostitute loitering
around the docks would have ready access to the darkest of places,
and the darkest of people. It’d be unlikely that a resident Wizzen
would encounter such a witch, by day or by night, and thus be able
to identify her as such and take the necessary action.

Sake, if a
bloody Port Lord could hide his or her witchery for decades, as
Chancellane and Damaris had in Garroon, then a lady of the night
would have no trouble so doing. The more I thought about it, the
more I wondered about the apparent disappearance of the young man
who’d caught Jaynee’s eye. Two days ago the head of a witches’
coven had stood over Tiresian, pointed at me and declared his
organs and yours will serve us well, our power to consolidate.
And Sylvee had been hung upside down and naked above a silver basin
while Meleghanna had clapped and exclaimed Oh Tiresian the
power her virgin blood will give us
all!

Well, this
fellow Jon Turpeen probably wasn’t a virgin, but his organs
certainly would serve to provide the kind of foul potions and
powders a witch might bubble up in a cauldron or grind in a mortar.
I was probably overreacting, given that the book I’d ‘borrowed’
from an absent Master Wizzen in Garroon had contained such gruesome
details of the kinds of foul activities a Lesser mystic might get
up to. That, and of course because it had almost happened to me and
Tiresian back in the cider shed of Brandinor…

Still,
overreacting or not, I decided that in the morning, or rather later
this morning since it was well past midnight, I’d try to find out
where the missing young man had worked, and enquire with his
employers if he had indeed disappeared as Jaynee’s story seemed to
suggest. If I found him alive and well and merely disinclined to
visit The Boar’s Head, all well and good. If not… well it was a
good place to start. Witches needed supplies, and the kind of
supplies they required were not readily available on the shelves of
shops or on market stalls, as me and Tiresian had discovered first
hand.

So then, armed
with some kind of plan for the coming day, I dozed, until woken
from a light sleep by the unexpected attentions of a healthy young
woman who was clearly ‘a morning person’… !!!

 


Breakfast in
the dining room later that morning was served by a distinctly
happy-looking barmaid, who practically skipped about her work with
a radiant smile on her face; a smile which seemed to be infectious
as far as the other residents were concerned. I’d nodded politely
at those other guests, and received smiles and nods back, and then
tucked into my full cooked breakfast with gusto; I was decidedly
hungry. Later, with a shared and knowing smile for Jaynee, I left
the Boar’s with my stick in hand and pack on my back.

Before she’d
snuck out of my room, I’d tested her memory concerning the name of
the company which had employed Turpeen. She’d had reservations
about me making enquiries after the fellow, until I’d cheerfully
lied and said it might be just the place to commence my studies of
Wenneck’s import and export businesses. Thus convinced, and with
her mind at rest, she’d declared that yes, the young man had seemed
right proud to be working as a junior stockman for Bartly,
Brock’s and Sons, north dockside.

Armed with the
name of the warehousing business which had employed the young man
who’d passed up or been robbed of the kind of night I’d just
enjoyed, I set off with purpose, though quickly added the slightest
of limps after remembering just how effective the impression of my
being lame had been in the past. I also had to remember that I was
now mister Yarr Even, a slightly lame young man with a yen to
becoming a success in the import/export trade, here to learn as
perhaps a young Ranquin Dutt might have done in the past.

Yes, I probably
had a smile plastered all over my face for last night’s fun; Jaynee
certainly did. But this was Wenneck, and it being a bright and
early morning, there were plenty of smiles about the place, here in
this apparently peaceful city. Which I found a little strange,
considering I’d often been told that Carpidia was supposed to ‘get
shittier’ the further north you went, especially over the sea on
that ‘rough east coast’ which I hadn’t found to be particularly
rough at all (so far, anyway).

Still,
appearances can be deceiving, a lesson harshly taught by Meleghanna
when she’d revealed herself to be Garroon’s real Port Lord,
Damaris. I wasn’t about to let my guard down, in spite of a
splendid morning and a hearty breakfast afterwards.
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4.
Vanished?

 


I kept my eyes
and Izen-shonk wide open, seeking for the witch I’d seen yesterday,
but there was no sign of her down at the docks. Probably too early,
I decided. In spite of the hour, the place was busy, sailing barges
coming in and going out, though larger ships were waiting for the
tide. I finally found Bartly, Brock’s and Sons warehouse up
at the northern end of the harbour, and though the warehouse was a
little smaller than all the others to the south, it was still busy,
with carts coming and going.

I saw men with
boards and papers checking manifests, counting crates and barrels
in and out, and briefly interrupted one of these to ask where the
boss’s office was. The chap eyed me briefly, noting the blackthorn
stick in my hand, and pointed with the end of his pencil towards a
hut-like affair close to the huge open double doors. I thanked him,
and he offered me a friendly ‘good luck, mate’, doubtless thinking
I was here looking for a job.

After weaving
my way around a pile of boxes, I crossed to the office, knocked on
the door, and entered after a muffled call of ‘come in’ from
within.

“Morning,” I
declared, smiling at the two men and a woman seated at cluttered
desks and clearly busy with piles of paperwork.

“Morning, but
sorry lad, we’ve no openings just now. Try again next week,
eh?”

“Thank you sir,
but I’m not here looking for work. I’m looking for a friend of mine
who was working here a few weeks back? Name of Jon Turpeen? He sent
word I’d find him here in the daytime.”

“Well if you
find him, tell him there’s no opening now for a junior stockman. He
lost that job when he upped and disappeared without the courtesy of
giving us any notice.”

“He just left
without a word? That’s not like him at all. May I ask, sir, when
this was? I’ve come a long way to find him.”

“Early August,
wasn’t it, Shurl?”

The woman
looked from me to the man who’d done all the talking. “No, sir,
last payday of July, Friday the thirtieth. I remember it, because
he didn’t come in the following Monday and was all paid up to
date.”

“Ah yes. Well,
there you are, young fellah. Not much help I know.”

“I don’t
suppose you know where he might’ve roomed? Only he didn’t write to
me about that, just said to find him working here, in the daytime.
I know you’re very busy, and I’m very sorry to trouble you and
all…”

“Still got a
paper on the fellow, Shurl?”

“Yes, sir.”

She opened one
of three box-like drawers piled on top of each other on her desk,
and flipped through its contents, finally drawing out a folded
sheet and reading from it. “Number Forty-four, Beach Road.”

“Know where
that is, lad?”

“No sir, sorry,
I’m newly arrived in Wenneck.”

“Out the door,
turn left, end of the harbour to the promenade. You’ll see Beach
Road running alongside the promenade on the left, and the beach on
the right of course. You’ll have to find number forty-four
yourself, though, I don’t know how far along it’ll be.”

“Thank you so
much sirs, madam, you’ve been very kind.”

“Good luck to
you.”

“Thanks again,”
I smiled, and left the office.

Nice enough
people, I thought, and though everyone in the great shed of a
building was obviously very busy, it wasn’t exactly the kind of
backbreaking work a young man fresh from a small village would turn
his nose up at, not if he wanted to make a start here in the big
city. Coming from Dulluston as I did, I could easily see any of my
old chums from home being perfectly happy to get a job as a junior
stockman here until they got settled and found something else that
paid better. And they certainly wouldn’t just up and disappear
without a word; you never burn your bridges where jobs are
concerned.

I found the
promenade easily enough, quite a broad thoroughfare too, or so it
was at first. But, soon after the docks were left behind, it became
little more than a path alongside a cobbled road… the road on the
left as I headed north, and the beach on the right just as the chap
in the office had described. I paused a moment, watching the waves
lap on the pebbled beach, and gazed out to sea. There were fishing
boats out there bobbing on the swells, and larger sailing barges,
and the fresh smell of seaside salt air was invigorating. Yes
indeed, a nice place for a village lad to wind up in, though
probably a bit grim in winter when the squalls came howling in
across the sea…

The houses on
the other side of the road were old and weathered, but stone-built
and sturdy-looking. As I continued walking I could see from a
couple of numbers on their gaily-painted doors that there was a bit
of a trudge still in front of me yet; to my left were numbers four
and five. When I got a lot further up the promenade, I crossed the
road, and eventually found myself approaching the house in
question. I was some way from the harbour now, and though the
houses up this end of Beach Road were the same stone-built
architecture of those closer to the docks, the paint on No.44 was
faded and peeling, giving the place a somewhat tatty air.

A
boarding-house, then, with multiple rooms to let, the suspicion
confirmed by a faded sign above the door when I approached the
portal. I rapped on that door with its black-painted iron knocker,
noting the rust that had bubbled through in places on both knocker
and plate. In short order, the door swung open to reveal an elderly
lady, whose expression was stern; definitely a boarding-house, and
this a landlady who doubtless brooked no guff from her tenants.

“Sorry young
man, no rooms to let today. Good day.”

“No, madam,” I
declared hastily. “I’m looking for a friend of mine, one of your
tenants?”

“Oh. Which one
then? They’re all out at work at the moment.”

“Mister Jon
Turpeen?”

“Him! He’s
gone. Upped and disappeared, and left all his clothes and such
behind. Good job he’d paid the rent, or I’d have had the law on
him, so I would!”

“He just
disappeared, leaving all his belongings behind?”

“Said so, dint
I? And no, before you ask, I do not have his clothes and
possessions, so you can’t have ‘em for whatever debt he ran up with
you. Took ‘em all up to the guards’ station-house in Gulls Road. He
doesn’t claim ‘em by the end o’ this month, I can collect ‘em and
sell ‘em to defray the cost o’ his room standing empty after he’d
upped and buggered off.”

“Thank you,
madam. If I could trouble you with one more question… where can I
find the guards’ station in Gulls Road?”

“Go down
towards the docks, and it’s on your right. Now, I’ve got cabbage
cooking, goodbye!”

And she closed
the door. Yes, I knew she’d had cabbage cooking, the smell of it
had come wafting out of the boarding-house the moment she’d opened
the door. And no, there were no aromas of Izenwarp to suggest
anything else untoward going on in the house. Back down the road I
trudged then, and my fears for mister Turpeen were crystallising
now. Maybe the town’s constables knew what had happened to him; I’d
find out when I got to their station-house...

The Gulls Road
station was large, and I supposed this was entirely because of its
proximity to the docks, and the kind of trouble that might go on in
‘scumbuggery way’ hereabouts. Up a flight of stone steps, through
large and heavy double doors, and into the imposing building… and
there before me was a large and hard-faced desk on a raised
platform, much like that to be expected in a posh magistrate’s
court perhaps. Behind it, an officer, in his fifties I thought,
with greying mutton-chop side-whiskers and thinning yet neatly cut
grey hair.

“Help you
there?”

“I hope so,
officer. I’m looking for an acquaintance of mine, who seems to have
vanished into thin air.”

“Vanished,
indeed? If he’s vanished, as you say, won’t be much us o’ the guard
can do about it, now is there?”

“His name was
mister Jon Turpeen, formerly of forty-four Beach Road. I gather the
landlady there has lodged his belongings with you for safekeeping?
I think she hopes to sell them at the end of the month to make a
bit of extra coin.”

“Rings a bell.
Hope you don’t mind waiting while I check the station-house
register.”

“He disappeared
on the evening of Friday, July thirtieth, if that helps.”

“It does…” and
he flipped a fair way back through the pages of the very large
hardbound tome before him; yes, given the number of entries in that
logbook in the five weeks since Turpeen had vanished, this station
was busy indeed.

“Hmm… nothing
on the thirtieth...” and he continued turning the pages, forward
this time.

“Do so many
people just up and disappear around here then, officer?”

“Hmm? Oh. You’d
be surprised. Sailors mostly. Get into trouble, hop on a ship,
gone. Dockers, get a girl into trouble, hop on a ship, gone.
Thieves caught with their hands in the cash-box…”

“…Let me guess,
hop on a ship, gone.”

“That’s about
the size of it. Then there’s nastier goings-on, and bodies found
face down in the harbour, though it’s not altogether common here in
Wenneck.”

“Have any such
bodies fitting the description of mister Turpeen been found
floating out there, then?”

“Oy, ‘old yer
‘orses. I ain’t found him logged as disappeared yet, so I’ve no
description, have I?”

“Sorry,
officer. I’m simply concerned for the bloke.”

“Aye, well,
been more’n one bloke reported missing… here it is. Turpeen, Jon,
mister, forty-four Beach Road, whereabouts unknown. Five feet eight
inches tall, dark brown hair, cut short and neat, brown eyes, slim
build… last seen evening o’ July 30th leaving the
boarding-house for a visit to the town... Off to the bright lights,
no doubt… reported missing by his landlady on Tuesday August the
third… it’s all here. Belongings consisting of clothes, shoes,
books, razor, comb, toothbrush blah blah… lodged securely in the
property room under claim, which does indeed expire at midnight on
the last day o’ this month.”

He turned the
pages back to today, folded his arms, and looked at me
expectantly.

I obliged. “Is
that all?”

“It is. And no,
the description doesn’t match anyone we call Bob, lately fished out
the harbour. In fact, the last Bob we had predates this
acquaintance of yours by at least a couple of weeks, so it can’t
have been him. Will there be anything else?”

“That’s it
then? He’s gone, and that’s it?”

“Aye, young
sir, that’s it. What more is there, pray tell? We got thieves,
pickpockets, burglarisers, night-lurks, robbers, drunks, thieving
harlots, bully-boys, gamblers, goony-boys and gangsters, swindlers,
fraudsters, and aye, from time to time, murderers. It keeps us-all
a bit busy, y’see. Means we don’t have time to send birds to every
port along the Carpidian coasts asking harbourmasters to seek out
persons believed missing or dead when ships and barges put in.
Means we don’t have time to go knocking on every door in the city
to find said missing persons, or to seek any as might’ve seen such
of late. I could go on, but you sound like an intelligent lad and
I’m sure you get the picture.”

“I do, thank
you, officer. I’ve one more question, if it’s not too much
trouble.”

“No trouble at
all, sir, the Wenneck Townguard is here to serve.” And he
sniffed.

“You said a
moment ago there’d been more than one bloke reported missing. May I
know how many?”

“And why would
you like to know such details as are certainly the business o’ the
Wenneck Townguard?”

“Because this
acquaintance of mine is one of them, and if there’s more, it might
give me something of a clue as to how, when, if or where I might
find him. Not too much to ask is it? I’m not the one who’s busy
with all those thieves, pickpockets, burglarisers, night-lurks,
robbers, drunks, thieving harlots, bully-boys, gamblers, goony-boys
and gangsters.”

He sniffed
again, and with his policeman’s cold, dead and fish-like eyes fixed
upon me, he reached under the desk and produced a rather more
slender book, which he opened before releasing his gaze.

“Four, since
June,” he eventually declared after thumbing through the pages.
“Including this mister Jon Turpeen.”

“All men?”

“All men.”

“Anything else
in common between them all?”

“Now that you
mention it… seems they all did work down at the docks. But that’s
not unusual now, is it, sir.” And another sniff.

“Not unusual?
Four men who work at the docks have all disappeared since June and
that’s not unusual?”

“Not really,
sir. See, this is Gulls Road Station, and here’s where all crimes
in the region o’ the docks are reported, logged, and investigated.
So it’s not uncommon that all such reports of missing persons would
be persons missing from the docks, now is it? If this were the West
Riverway Station on the outskirts of town on the inland side, why
then yes, it would be unusual for reports of missing dockworkers to
be made there, wouldn’t it?”

“That’s not
quite what I meant.”

“It’s what I
meant when I said it’s not unusual that four wharfies would be
reported missing here. Besides which, it’s the docks. Ships come
and go. Barges come and go. Fishing boats come and go. People come
and go. Not from around here, are you?”

“No.”

“No. You have
the look of a village lad abroad in the big city for the first
time. Probably like your acquaintance who’s come and gone. Am I
right?”

I sniffed.

“Thought so. I
don’t mean to talk down to you from up here behind this desk, lad,
but when I say people come and go at the docks? I mean, they come,
and they go. And no-one keeps track of ‘em all. Sorry about yer
‘quaintance and all, but there’s any number o’ reasons why he
might’ve just gone. Might even have been pressed into service on a
ship. It happens sometimes, especially to gamblers who lose. Lose
on dice or cards, bonk on the head, wake up on a ship, obliged to
work off their debts. That kind of thing.”

“And there’s
nothing else in common between the four disappearances, other than
them all working on the docks?”

“All single
blokes, all young-ish… hmm… good workers… one liked his drink, one
was teetotal… nope. Now, I’m no detective o’ the guards, but we do
have officers as are, and they get these reports first thing in the
mornings,” and he tapped the huge logbook, “And they note the
salient points in this little book once they’ve done their
investigating. See, this book? It’s unsolved crimes for this year,
for this station’s ward. Things only go in here after the
detectives have done their work.”

“Thank you,
officer. I’m sorry to have troubled you.”

“No trouble at
all, sir. We’re here to help, in spite of my not having managed to
do so to your satisfaction today.”

I nodded, and
left the station. Well, I don’t know what I expected, really. I’d
seen for myself how busy Wenneck Harbour was, and work on the docks
was hard work; tough men who work hard usually play hard too, and
everywhere had crime. Besides, this was the north of Carpidia, and
weren’t things supposed to be rougher up here than down south in
places like Dorcane or Holbonne?

I decided I’d
pop in to see Julian Peck, and ask him where I might find a
reliable strongroom to stow my books; I was getting a bit fed up
with hoicking them around everywhere with me now. Besides, I had
some thinking to do yet, and it was still early.
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5.
Transmogrification

 


Peck had at
first suggested I stow my valuables in the strongroom of a trusted
local money-changer, but when I explained that said valuables
weren’t currency he quickly recommended an advocate nearby who kept
private records and documents in a strongroom in his cellar. So
there I went, and yes, for a price, I was able to rent a secure
space in which to stow my heavier items. In the end, I left the
backpack there, and when I came out I was carrying the hessian sack
Keever Mannish had given me in Garroon, and in the sack was my book
about mules, the book about Lesser mystics, my dry food (beefsticks
and a few remaining ship’s crackers), broom-handle bits, and the
canteen of drinking water. Everything else was left behind under
lock and key, save for the knife I’d bought from the
Yakkibellafellahs in Arpane; I decided that might be useful as a
prop in further disguising my true nature as a Wizzen.

I ambled
through the streets, stopping a couple of times to buy warmer
clothes; it was September, autumn, the nights were certainly
drawing in and the temperatures falling. My summer clothing,
hardwearing though it was, just wouldn’t do for much longer. The
garb I bought was respectable, neither posh nor poor, and I felt
sure I wouldn’t look out of place wearing it either on the docks or
in the city centre. I now had a rather full hessian sack, and ended
up slinging it over my shoulder like a sailor come ashore and
carrying it like that all the way back to my room at the
Boar’s.

Once there, I
had a bath, changed into my new clothes, arranged for the old ones
to be laundered, and put the spare winter rags away in the wardrobe
and drawers in my room. I was rather tickled by the thought that if
I kept up this sort of thing, the place would become rather homely.
Still, the sight of the book about Lesser mystics on the bedside
table put an end to humour, and saw me gazing out the window and
down into the courtyard.

If I’d hoped to
quickly link the disappearance of Jon Turpeen (and three other men)
to the witch-doxy I’d encountered on the wharf, the officer in the
station-house had just as quickly disillusioned me. Of course it
was too much to expect overworked guardsmen to track down every
person reported missing in a city the size of Wenneck. And yes,
there were indeed any number of legitimate reasons why a bloke
might up and leave in such haste that his belongings remained in
his rented room. There were also plenty of illegitimate reasons
too, and only one of those was witchcraft.

I didn’t
know that witchery was responsible for four disappearances
(and who knew how many more had been reported to other
station-houses around Wenneck?). At the back of my mind I’d
half-formulated a basic strategy; wandering the docks myself until
I was picked up by that brown-eyed, long-haired witch with the torn
dress exposing her shoulder. Then, I’d accompany her to a suitably
lonely place for ‘the business’, before incinerating her on the
spot.

But that was
before my visit to the guards’ station in Gulls Road... And no,
the description doesn’t match anyone we call Bob, lately fished out
the harbour. Tiresian had also used the ‘Bob’ joke for bodies
found floating in harbours, but leading up to the desk officer’s
statement there’d been his talk of Turpeen’s description. It’d been
that professional recitation of description which
immediately reminded me that witches could change their appearance.
It put me in mind of Meleghanna and Damaris, in the cider-pressing
shed of Brandinor. Damaris, the beautiful woman Tiresian had once
hoped to marry, and her face melting away, hair curling, becoming
before our very eyes a middle-aged woman, totally unrecognisable,
while the real Damaris lurked behind her porcelain mask, hiding her
scorched and terrible features…

Witches could
change their appearance. Chances were, any one of the prostitutes
wandering the docks by day or night, young or old, might be the
witch who’d approached me yesterday morning when the Idalina had
sailed. What was I to do then, go with every doxy down
there, having a good sniff of all of them before finding the one I
wanted to kill? The thought was certainly repulsive, and never mind
the expense and the time it would take… besides, who’s to say the
witch might not also work from a bordello down there, and after
hooking a customer on the wharf, take them to the premises? I’d
have to visit all of those too! Nadir and zenith...

A question
suddenly struck me, and had me reaching for the book on Lessers…
could a witch disguise herself as a man? Well, obviously one had,
back in Garroon, the one who’d tailed me around the central square
and who’d later snuck into my room in the dead of night; the one
who’d died in the attempt on me. Her disguise, though, had been
apparel only; close up, and she’d had the features of a young girl
of perhaps sixteen, though she’d done a fair job of acting the old
man, even to hobbling like a codger.

Yes, the
book said, transmogrification was within the power of a witch or
warlock adept in the use of certain complex chantments and potent
mystic salves… and the book specifically made a point of
mentioning that not once in the recorded history of Lessers
and Wizzenry had a witch or warlock transmogrified into the
opposite sex. It was, the Beldane Council had accepted, simply not
possible, though this was not to say that other, physical means of
disguise weren’t available to give the desired impression.

I sat on the
bed, the book open on my lap. Well that explained why the witch
who’d taken on Damaris’ features hadn’t posed as Chancellane. Come
to think of it, it might have been Damaris herself who’d tried to
mystically pose as her own father, and the attempt had severely
disfigured her… but that was probably fanciful on my part. Still,
since I’d never know now the cause of Damaris creating the masked
character Meleghanna, further thought down that path was a waste of
time and energy.

The fact
apparently remained that no, a witch couldn’t transmogrify into a
man, but could obviously pose as one with the kind of disguise and
the means used from time to time by actors in a theatre. To add to
my rising sense of frustration, that meant the bloody witch I’d
spoken to could be anywhere in Wenneck! Anywhere, and any
woman. What was I to do then, go around sniffing at every woman I
met? Carp’s sake, it’d been bad enough back in Garroon when I’d had
two specific suspects to try to identify, Damaris and Meleghanna.
Now I had the entire female population of Wenneck to worry
about…

Well then, what
to do? Given that it was still too early to expect to find ‘shady
ladies’ wandering around the busy docks looking for business, I
decided there was something else I needed to do here in Wenneck,
and I might as well do it sooner rather than later. I’d check on
Pandan’s welfare in the stables, and then find out what I could
about the three Wizzens who’d apparently remained here in the city
when the ‘seniors’ had fled the purge and to parts unknown. A
Permanentus had remained, as well as two younger Wizzens who might
be Masters of the Temparus, or simply apprentices.

I needed to
find out if I could count on their assistance in the matter of
witchcraft, or whether, for my own safety, I should avoid them
entirely. The first step in coming to such a decision was to find
out who, where, and what they actually were. I popped the book on
Lessers into my sack and put the sack in the wardrobe under my
spare clothes. Leaving it around in plain sight might later see the
chambermaid who serviced the room gossiping about it with other
staff here at the Boar’s, and that wouldn’t do. Instead, I left the
book on caring for mules on the bedside table; they could gossip
about that as much as they liked.

Pandan was as
happy as a pig in poo, freshly curried too, his coat gleaming in
spite of the dust in the stables. I left him munching a carrot and
hurried to visit Peck at his messenger’s office. Alas, he didn’t
know the names of the ‘junior’ Wizzens who yet resided in Wenneck,
but the young master who dwelled in the western quarter of the city
was called Fennet.

Did I need a
Wizzen? No, but living as long as they do, they would have valuable
information about changes in habits and lifestyles in the region
which might well affect our mutual friend’s future planning. I was
quite pleased to see that mister Peck took my excuse at face value
and did in fact consider it a rather shrewd observation on my part.
Although he did point out that this Master Fennet appeared quite
young and was something of a newcomer to Wenneck. Still, it was
worth a try…

I decided I’d
walk, and thus be a little less conspicuous than I might were I to
clop around town in the saddle. With my new clothes and nothing now
over my shoulders but for the canteen of fresh water on a new
strap, about the only thing which drew any attention to me was my
youth and the blackthorn stick. I could almost hear some of the
thoughts of passers by… lame, and so young, such a
shame…

It’d been that
bloke I’d never met, one Fillius Oban, who’d started the whole
‘gimp’ thing where I was concerned. Yes, a youthful fellow with a
walking-stick might seem odd, but back when the lunatic Silman Barr
had paid Fillius Oban to find a suitable Wizzen for his tower in
Narrespoint, the message which had identified me to goons in that
southern region had been simple: Gimp with three legs aboard
Idalina.

Since then,
being taken for a lame-legged and thus relatively inoffensive and
probably ineffectual oick had served me very well, and still did.
One lesson that was continually drummed into me since leaving home
in Dulluston was quite simply this: nothing is what it seems to be.
And that was why I was keeping my guard up, and would do so
henceforth, especially where women and Wizzens were concerned. Any
woman here in Wenneck might be a witch, and any Wizzen who chose
not to flee the purge might be allied to one of the three
candidates for the loftiest position on the Beldane Council… and
one of those three wanted me out of the way too.

Still, while I
strolled along the bright and well-planned streets of Wenneck, eyes
constantly in motion and studying everyone I saw for the slightest
signs of threat, I grudgingly conceded that Wizzens were probably
the least of my worries. Those, I could sniff out easily, and were
usually easily identifiable by the long sticks they carried.
Witches? They could be any one of the many women I saw on my way
through the city centre.

There was
something else which I found rather puzzling. I knew for a fact
that there was at least one witch here in Wenneck, operating over
on the docks on the eastern side of the city. One witch, one Master
of the Permanentus, and two junior Wizzens who might or might not
be, as I was, Masters of the Temparus. And Lessers hated Wizzens…
which rather begged the question, why were the two juniors and one
Permanentus still alive?

I slowed down
once I reached the central square, and took a little time to admire
the place. On the northern side, the palace of the Lord Prince
Sarafian, ruler of Wenneck. The architecture of his palatial home
was old, as were the rest of the buildings surrounding the great
rectangular space. It struck me that I was standing now where once
my stepfather might’ve stood, and admiring the same sights as he
himself might have done in his day.

Yet, as he’d
told me on several occasions, you can’t see what I’ve seen. The
waters of the river of time have moved on. Live your own life,
Yarmian, and when you see things, as you surely will, understand
that you will never see them again, for the river of time flows
always, and the only constant is change.

I allowed
myself a sigh, and turned full circle. Yes, railings over there
were newer than those beside them. The glass in those windows was
new, and over there, a man was working to replace a pane high up in
the palace, where perhaps a bird might’ve crashed into it, or some
petulant resident might’ve thrown something through it from within…
New slates on a roof there, a fresh coat of paint being brushed on
a wall yonder… understand that you will never see them
again.

Yes, master
Albionus. By the time I’d found Master Fennet’s dwelling and come
back this way, that window would’ve been replaced, and by the time
I passed through this square again, that wall would’ve been
repainted. Nothing stays the same. This was not the Wenneck my
stepfather had seen in his day, and never would be again. How could
he have been so wise? And how foolish had I been, not to have
listened to all that he’d tried to tell me. So many of his words
were lost to my memory.

On then, to
find this MP Fennet, Master of the Permanentus, who remained in
Wenneck, perhaps at great risk to his life; remained here in spite
of the Wizzen’s Purge now sending other masters of Wizzenry into
hiding, while three of the most powerful masters in Carpidia vied
for the post of Philostrate barely a hundred miles away on the Isle
of Sinnock.

There were two
probable reasons why the witch hadn’t done away with the three
practitioners of Wizzenry who’d remained here in Wenneck’s pleasant
little city. The first was that she might not be powerful enough or
confident enough to take on what might turn out to be three
Beldanian staves. The second was that she didn’t have to, working
in the east amidst the throng on the docks while Fennet, the most
senior Wizzen, lived in the western quarter. And if the other two
were simply apprentices left to tend the houses of their absent
teachers, well… those two were no threat at all.

I was leaning
towards the latter explanation. After all, if someone told you
there was a wasp’s nest in a tree three miles away, would you care?
Certainly nowhere near as much as you would if someone told you
there was wasp’s nest hanging directly above your head. Besides, a
witch adept enough to change her appearance could hide in plain
sight anywhere, and need only consider getting rid of Fennet if he
became a genuine threat to her existence.

I stopped and
asked an elderly fellow if he knew where Master Fennet the Wizzen
lived; older people would be more likely to know such things than
younger ones these days. Yes, was the reply, four blocks to the
west and two blocks south, can’t miss it. I thanked the chap, and
we parted company with him feeling a little happier for his good
deed and me feeling happier for knowing where I was going.

The scent in
the Izen was faint, and that fact saw a frown creasing my brow
until it dawned on me that yes indeed, this MP Fennet might very
well be genuinely young, and if he really was a newcomer to
Wenneck, might not have had time enough yet to leave his scent
impressed upon the world around him. Nadir and zenith, if he was
really young, he might not leave much of a trace in the Izen at
all; I know I certainly didn’t.

After following
the directions I’d received, I found myself on the corner of a
pleasant avenue, paved on both sides of the cobbled road. There was
a public garden area to my right, and further along the road I
could see the blue-painted door above which a wooden staff was
affixed. And still the scent was faint indeed. I crossed the road,
and sat on a small stone bench in the shade of a palm, from where I
could see Master Fennet’s door quite clearly. And there I waited,
and watched.
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6. Fennet

 


Bringing the
canteen of water with me was a stroke of genius on my part, as was
stuffing a handful of beefsticks into my trouser pocket. I’d been
sat on that bench for two hours or so, and was considering getting
up and knocking on the Wizzen’s door, when I finally saw who and
what I was waiting for strolling down the road from the opposite
direction to me. Yes, a young man, and carrying a staff that was
notably taller than he was; the usual long stave carried by a
master of Wizzenry measures around six feet to six feet four
inches. This Master Fennet was perhaps only five feet six inches
tall, if the size of the stick he carried was anything to go
by.

Not that that
made any difference where his qualifications and abilities were
concerned. As he drew closer to his home, the house with the blue
door, I could see him rather more clearly; neatly cut short brown
hair which had been sun-bleached from working outdoors over the
summer, or so I deduced, and a round and youthful face. But
appearances are of course deceiving where Wizzenry is concerned; he
might be seventeen or seventy and no-one would be able to tell just
by looking.

He looked a
little weary too, as far as I could tell, and from the
dusty-looking boots and the hems on his trouser-legs, I thought he
might be trudging back from a wielding which could’ve taken place a
good few miles beyond the western outskirts of Wenneck. Now would
be as good a time as any to approach him, if approach him I did. I
still hadn’t made up my mind whether it would be wise so to do. I’d
had advice on that particular subject after all; Master Abbalyne
back in Dorcane shortly after I’d left home had said you’re
probably wise not to trust other Wizzens too much, Master
Yarmian…

Surely Fennet
must know about the Wizzen’s Purge; he couldn’t possibly be
ignorant of it after all those ‘senior’ masters had fled Wenneck so
recently. He must feel safe, somehow, and either that was because
he was known on the Isle of Sinnock to be entirely apolitical, or
because he was genuinely so young and such a recent graduate of the
Cloisters that none of the three Beldane Robes vying for dominance
in the council chamber would consider him any kind of threat. After
all, it’s usually only the much older Wizzens who know ‘where all
the bodies are buried’ when it comes to a candidate’s suitability
for highest office on the Isle.

Fennet paused
before his front door, and then pushed it open and stepped inside.
I decided to take a chance. If he were young, he certainly wouldn’t
consider me a threat or some kind of assassin sent out to kill
Wizzens as Evrard had been. Besides, I’d keep my guard up, and I
had every confidence in my ability to defend myself if needs
be.

It took very
little time to cross the street and stride up to that blue-painted
door, and after rapping on it three times with my stick, I pushed
it open and entered. Fennet’s scent in the Izen was still faint,
even here where he lived. And he’d left his staff rather carelessly
propped against the wall behind the counter just inside the door,
where I stood waiting now, said door swinging shut behind me.

“Just a minute!
Be with you shortly!”

Yes, a young
voice… well, certainly not an elderly one.

“I’m in no
hurry,” I replied.

“Thank you!
Just washing my hands!”

Yes, I thought
again, probably had a long walk from whatever job he’d been about
earlier in the day. Finally though, the bead curtains parted, and
there he stood, smiling expectantly.
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