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Prologue

 


For some
reason, which I’ve never managed to understand, people, or I should
probably say Gorms, think that being a Master of the Temparus is
akin to being a side-show conjurer. From the crew of the Idalina’s
reaction, you’d think I’d announced I’m Yarmian Eventyde, carnie
cardsharp and reader of tea-leaves. Well I chuffin’ well am
not. There’s more to me than meets the eye, and very deliberately
have I managed to keep that fact to myself.

 


***

“Leave it
alone!”

“What?”

“Leave the
bloody thing alone! And bugger off! I don’t need rescuing yet!”

“What?”

“Look, I
appreciate you risking your neck climbing up the sheer tiled wall
of a lunatic’s tower, and in the rain, though how the hell you
managed that I don’t know, but I don’t want to be rescued yet!”

“You’re mad!
You’ve gone stark raving mad! D’you know how hard it was to find
you? D’you know how hard it was to climb this fucking tower?”

“I can imagine.
But look, the loony who has me shackled here has something I need,
or he soon will have. When I get that, then I’ll get out of
here!”

“What?”

“Stop saying
that!”

 


 


oOo










1. The Last
Laugh

(A memory)

 


“You were such
a snivelling, whiny little bag of snot when I took you in. An utter
wretch.”

!!

There he was,
calmly eating his bread and broth, the positively ancient, wrinkled
yet disgustingly healthy-looking figure seated across the table
from me. Albionus Eventyde, teacher, master, stepfather for
heaven’s sake, and in all the fifteen years or so since he’d
adopted me and made me his apprentice, never had he spoken
to me thus of my origins.

The soggy end
of the piece of bread I’d dipped into my soup fell off into the
bowl, splattering my shirt with droplets of steaming hot chicken
broth.

“Ooh you messy
little toe rag,” he declared. “Look at the state of you. Almost as
bad as when I first took you in. It’s true you know, you really
were a whiny little turd as a child.”

!!!

Well, sorry,
but !!! was all I could think. Albionus was well known for
his acerbic wit and a sense of humour as dry as the Carpidian
Desert, but this went way beyond the pale. I’m almost twenty,
dammit, and bloody good at what I do! Well it’s true… at least
as far as it goes, anyway…

“There you
were,” he sniffed and paused briefly, spooning broth carefully
under that snow-white moustache of his, which drooped down either
side of his chin almost as far as his chest. “Wandering up and down
the main street in town, bawling yer eyes out, snot dripping from
yer nose, one grubby little fist almost permanently jammed into
your eyeball...”

!!!!

“You never
stopped whining and wailing, except perhaps to eat. Oh and also on
those odd occasions when the strong liquor they put in your milk
finally sent you to sleep. Four families attempted to foster you,
y’know. ‘S true, no word of a lie! Four! The longest of them
lasted five days. In the end, the mayor sent for me. Know what he
said, hmm? He said…” Albionus cleared his throat and announced:
“Got a whiny little bastid done come off a boat wanderin’ up and
down main street and bawlin’ his bloody brains out, he said.
You’re a Wizzener, come and bloody do somethin’ about it,
there’s already talk of givin’ the noisy little shite to Bengorian
down at the docks, but even he says the slavers wouldn’t take the
snivellin’ little sod.”

!!!!!

He was even
doing the mayor’s squeaky voice! And he was bloody good at it,
too!

“Bollocks.”

I know, sorry,
I’m usually far more articulate than that, believe me. But I was
shocked. Stunned. Hence my only being able to think in terms of
!!s. Never had I heard this tale before and it genuinely
bothered me. I’d always thought of myself as a… well, I’d imagined
my true origins to be found in many colourful, noble, even princely
perhaps, but definitely rich and heart-wrenching circumstances, as
most foundlings do (probably). Certainly never did I picture
myself as a ‘whiny little snotbag’ or ‘a noisy little turd’ or
indeed any other kind of wretch that even the fat and avuncular
retired slave trader Bengorian down at the docks wouldn’t take
for free.

Something in my
expression must’ve given me away, for Albionus suddenly and
earnestly declared:

“No! It’s true!
No word of a lie, ‘pon me honour as a Master of the Beldane Robe
and former Sinnithan of the Cloisters on the Isle of Sinnock.”

“Bollocks,” I
managed again, picking up a threadbare napkin and hopelessly
dabbing at the broth staining my shirt.

“Funny thing
though… now, try to picture the scene… A mild February day, pallid
winter sunshine, crisp, dry air… there was I, marching down the
street, long stick in hand and in a bit of a huff… well, you know
how I do dislike being bloody summoned by that squeaky rat-faced
oick of a mayor… and there you were, precisely as described,
standing in the middle of the main street, whining and wailing,
fist held to one eye, snot running down yer nose and a wet stain on
the front of the pants one of those four foster families had given
you, when Bob’s yer uncle, you saw me, and fell instantly
silent.”

“I was probably
terrified by the sight of that bloody moustache.”

Albionus
laughed, a jolly little sound which always made people smile, for
his laughter was always genuine, and always a happy sound.
Whether it was because he really was a Master of the Beldane Robe,
and a former Sinnithan of the Cloisters on the Isle of Sinnock, and
the Izen might have leaked out and permeated his chuckling, I
honestly don’t know. Some people leak a little pee when they laugh,
some Wizzens might leak a little Izen.

“Anyway, there
you are,” he sighed, finishing his soup. “I decided that the fact
that you instantly shut your mewling little pie-hole and fell into
a respectable hush on seeing my magnificence meant you weren’t an
entirely hopeless case. And here you’ve been for the last fifteen
years. Or is it sixteen? And who cares either way? You’re still a
little turd of course, but at least you’ve learned how to make a
decent chicken broth and a loaf of bread, if nothing else.”

“Shows how much
you know. I bought the bloody bread fresh in town this morning
while you were still snoring in your bunk.”

“A Master of
the Beldane Robe does not snore.”

“And former
Sinnithans of the Cloisters on the Isle of Sinnock?”

“Well,
actually, now you mention it, I suppose some of them did. In fact,
the dormitory cells were like living in a sawmill, some nights. Not
that you’ll ever know. You have to be good with the stick to
study there.”

“Oh, and I’m
not good? After fifteen or is it sixteen years?”

!! He laughed
again, dammit!

“It’s taken you
those fifteen or sixteen years to work through and memorise the
Temparus Temporarium, which, as you bloody well know, is the
slimmest volume on my shelves, and also to learn the bare
fundamentals of self-defence! Fifteen years!”

“Oh really? And
who was it who said only last Wednesday that I had mastered
all the chants and ‘cantations of the Temparus? Hmm?”

Albionus
sniffed, and cleaned his bowl with a small hunk of bread torn from
the loaf (and yes, that loaf really had been bought from the bakery
in town… what’s the point of baking in the glorious days of early
summer when a brisk dawn walk and a couple of copper coins can
achieve the same… well, perhaps better… results?).

“Perhaps I did
say something of the sort,” he finally conceded. “Or did I? It was
so long ago after all…”


“Mastered, you said. Last Wednesday! And you told me when I
was five that if I mastered the Temparus, I would’ve earned
the rightful title of Wizzen, and you would at once set me to work
on the Permanentus, Volume One.”

“Did I? It was
so long ago after all…”

“Bollocks. You
were an old fart when you first settled here, back when what’s now
the riverside town just down the hill was only a couple of huts and
criminals on the run hiding in ‘em. At least, that’s what
you told me when I was six.”

“Did I? It was
so long ago after all… and look at you now, shirt covered in broth…
Oh I’m nineteen, I’ve mastered the Temparus, lah di bloody la
la... And you might like to consider whether or not you wish to
see twenty before you next decide to call me an old
fart.”

“I know why
you’re doing this.”

He sniffed.
“Doing what?”

“Belittling
me.”

“Bloody am not!
Having decided that you’re old enough to cope with the truth, I am
enlightening you as to how you were found and how I came to take
you in!”

“You could’ve
told me this at any time over the past fifteen or maybe sixteen
years, but no, here you are browbeating me again. And for why?
For because last night I happened to mention I wanted to travel to
the Isle of Sinnock and learn the Permanentus from the Sinnithans
there, instead of from you, here on a deadbeat hill looking down on
a deadbeat town beside a deadbeat river to nowhere-land.”

“You can do
what you bloody like, you ungrateful goit, I’m not stopping you and
never would. No skin off my nose if you want to learn the
Permanentus from a bunch of complete strangers instead of from a
Master of the Beldane Robe. Besides, as I’ve often told you, you
need to be good with the stick and twenty-one before you can
study on the Isle. Them’s the rules. And before you accuse me of
browbeating or belittling you again, it’s their rules, not
mine.”

There was a
small silence then.

“Well, it felt
like you were belittling me.”

“Well, I bloody
wasn’t. A master o’ the robe has better things to do than sit
around belittling people.”

“Better things
like what?”

“Like, sitting
in a rocking chair enjoying the evening sunshine and a little peace
and quiet.”

“Your turn to
do the washing up,” I declared, and slurped the last of my soup
direct from the bowl, a deliberate act which always set my
stepfather’s teeth on edge.

“It is
never the turn of a Master of the Beldane Robe to do the
washing up, as well you know, you uncouth little sod.”

“You’re just
worried I’ll do it in public, and everyone will point and say oh
look at the kind of manners Albionus Eventyde taught his apprentice
foster son.”

“Bloody am not.
I gave up caring what other people think of me back when the town
really was a couple of riverside huts and criminals hiding out in
‘em.”

“How long ago
was that?”

“Never you
mind. Longer than I care to remember.”

“Sorry,” I
offered, seeing a sad expression flit across his kindly face; and I
was sorry, too, and without another word collected up the
dishes and took them outside to the well and the shallow trough
beside it for cleaning.

It’s a fact,
and one I often forget, that when a Wizzen has spent long enough
gathering the Izen and passing those mystic energies through his
body and out into the world, that body of his is altered somehow.
Albionus once described it as a cleansing of the flesh, such
that age does not wither the body as quickly as in other
people. At the time, and I was just a boy, I thought it
marvellous that a Wizzen as powerful as Albionus obviously was (a
Master of the Beldane Robe and all that), would live to be hundreds
and hundreds…

I shall never
forget the sorrow I saw on my stepfather’s face when I’d said that.
I didn’t know why at the time, being so young, but later I came to
understand the reason for that sorrow. It is surely no fun to
outlive all those you’ve ever loved, all those you’ve ever known,
and to know that you’ll outlive every new friend you might ever
meet. No fun at all.

For my part,
being nineteen, or rather nearly twenty, the future really didn’t
bother me that much. If I ever found myself living as long as my
stepdad, I’d cope, just as he did. Besides, I’d already fallen in
love, and then been mercilessly crushed when the treacherous
backstabbing little witch-spawned hussy had ditched me for the
butcher’s boy, and surprise surprise, I’d survived. The fact that I
was seven when it’d happened was irrelevant. The pain was no less
survivable when it happened again when I was twelve (different
girl, obviously), and again when I was sixteen (another different
girl this time, too).

Actually, I
took a little comfort from the fact that this third heartless
crushing of my affections and the grinding of my heart into the
dust beneath her dainty booted feet didn’t happen until
after I’d experienced what Albionus had tried to tell me
were but fleeting moments of carnal pleasure the body
instantly forgets until the next time. And I suppose that was
true, although my particular body instantly remembered well enough
when I enjoyed an eighteenth birthday outing to The Peacock’s
Feather down at the docks in town. And subsequently, too. Another
effect of wielding any quantity of Izen, apart from unnatural long
life: a Wizzen can’t have children.

But, being
young, it seemed impossible that there might be a profound downside
to living for several hundred childless years, especially since
longevity appeared to promise an almost infinite number of
opportunities to remind the body of those fleeting moments of
carnal pleasure it might’ve forgotten since the last time.
Would I live as long as a Master of the Beldane Robe? Time would
tell, and I’d cross that bridge when I got to it.

And! In spite
of the old man’s constantly calling me ‘little’, I am in fact six
foot one and not so bloody little that I couldn’t kick his bony old
arse to the moon and back. And I’m a Wizzen, too. Qualified, by
virtue of the fact that yes indeed, I really had mastered the
chants and mumblings contained in that not-really-so-slim tome, the
Temparus Temporarium, which contains detailed instructions
on the temporary morphings, transmutations, bindings, breakings,
woundings, healings, and hundreds of other short-term fixes for the
problems of the world.

Self-defence,
too, by means of the stick, or rather in my case, the half-stick,
for unlike the mighty dark oak stave Albionus carried, which was an
inch or so taller than I am, my tool of choice is the half-staff,
three feet two inches of stout and somewhat knobbly blackthorn
stick with a wicked, heavy knob for a handle. Handy for whacking
idiots stupid enough to attack a master of Wizzenry, even a junior
one such as I am. And it happens a lot, apparently, out there in
the world, or at least it does according to Albionus. I wouldn’t
know.

In the old
days, or so he would frequently bend my ear, Wizzens were
respected, and sometimes to be feared. But then along came a bunch
of reckless retards whose idea of fun and ‘science’ was the mixing
up of all kinds of dangerous powders, minerals, metals and potions,
often causing lethal explosions or generating billowing clouds of
noxious gases which removed the fools from the general pool of
idiocy in the towns and cities to be found all along both coasts of
the Carpidian Sea.

Alchemists,
they call themselves, and enough of these boneheads survive that
people actually believe them a force to be reckoned with, a boon to
the modern world. New brooms always sweeping so much cleaner than
the old, suddenly (at least from the perspective of my stepfather’s
advanced years), Wizzen was no long a title of respect, and the
word became the rather more derogatory ‘Wizzener’ of today, which
is to say, one who Wizzens. Or one who fixes the problems
that the bloody imbeciles made for themselves and can’t work a way
out of without the intervention of carefully woven mystic
energies.

While I stood
at the trough washing the dishes and then wiping them down, I
pondered my stepfather’s revelations about finding me in the middle
of the street in town all those years ago. Fifteen years ago… I was
still a little disturbed by his words.

There’s a
reason it’s taken me fifteen years to master the content of the
Temparus Temporarium… it’s bloody hard work, and if you get
it wrong… well, the poorer streets in the bigger towns and cities
used to be full of freakish little creatures who got it wrong,
begging for a pitiful living, and those were the lucky ones who
survived their mistakes.

Wizzen is
itself a contraction, from the archaic ‘Wielder of Izen’. Over
time, that mouthful shrank first to Wielzen, then later to today’s
appellation. Izen is all around us, it’s everywhere, in everything,
and a Wizzen is able to manipulate the Izen in order to achieve the
solutions to those aforementioned problems that the Gorms make for
themselves.

I know, perhaps
I should apologise for using a Wizzen’s derogatory name for those
gormless ‘normals’ in town, but I’ve always been an assiduous
student and I’ve learned much from Albionus, including how to swear
without accidently killing myself and how to insult people
effectively. Actually, I should say I’ve learned pretty much
everything from him, except of course those fleeting
moments… well a gentleman probably shouldn’t speak of those.
Anyway…

The Izen. Gorms
came to believe (and still do) a complete load of cobbler’s awls,
doubtless happily perpetuated by the Beldane Council on the Isle of
Sinnock, that the word is the thing and the thing is the
word. They honestly believe that simply saying the word ‘fire’
in the language of Wizzens causes fire to appear spontaneously.
It’s utterly bizarre. If that were true, no Wizzen would ever dare
hold a conversation with another using their own language (which is
properly known as Beldanian). If their words actually made things
spontaneously appear or events promptly to occur, why then I’d
never be able to announce to Albionus my throat’s as dry as a
camel’s jockstrap, I’m off to get rat-faced and legless and boink
my brains out at the Peacock’s, now would I?

No, I certainly
would not. Yes, it’s true that we Wizzens do mutter chants and
‘cantations when doing our work, though mostly we try not to do it
out loud in case any Gorms near enough to hear get it into their
heads to repeat what we’ve said and end up bursting into flames or
spending the rest of their days as twisted, freakish objects of
pity begging for a living. But there’s another, and genuine, reason
for the seemingly bizarre words and chants and mumblings we
use.

Here’s a
completely fake example: Loopy loony chunter hook, scooby dooby
blunder book. Means absolutely nothing, does absolutely
nothing, but if you say it out loud (and no, none of your bits will
drop off if you do), you’ll notice the rhythm, the metre, the rise
and fall of the words, and the solitary sibilant. It’s that kind of
thing which a Wizzen uses to gather, shape, knead, channel, and
loose the Izen to achieve his desired end. I’d always thought of it
as a little like kneading dough, or clay. I’d once mentioned that
to Albionus, and he’d shaken his head with despair and wandered off
muttering to himself.

After I’d
finished the dishes and returned them to the shelf in the cottage,
I went back outside and there was Albionus, sitting in his rickety
rocking chair, eyes closed, face turned up to the sun which was
slowly sliding towards the western horizon. It was a lovely June
evening. Yesterday, it would’ve been a lovely May evening.

“I suppose
you’re off to blast the Izen out of innocent rocks over at the old
quarry,” he declared, eyes still shut.

“Still a few of
hours of daylight left. I thought I’d make the most of them.”

“Hmm. And then
you’ll be off down the pub again, no doubt.”

“Actually… now
that you mention it, I very well might. Wednesday’s always a quiet
night in town, and the girls at the Peacock’s get bored and lonely.
Though I do need to make some more money first. I’ll do that at the
quarry.”

“If they ever
find out you’ve been diddling them with Temparus coins, don’t come
crying to me.”

“Bah. The
barmaids just chuck all the coppers in a box behind the bar. If
they find a few wooden disks in there at the end of the week,
how’re they to know how they got in there? Besides, it’s your
fault, y’know.”

“Mine?” He
squeaked, his eyes snapping open. “How is your passing of
counterfeit money any of my doing?”

“If you’d
taught me the making of coins from the Permanentus I wouldn’t need
to make the temporary ones.”

“It’s no wonder
Wizzens get a bad name. You’re a bloody criminal.”

“I’m a mostly
unemployed bloody criminal, and so are you. That bag of
silver hanging on the hook behind the door is entirely of your own
making.”

He sniffed, and
closed his eyes, folding his arms over his chest. “Not my fault the
bloody Gorms so seldom call for a wielding these days. Time was,
used to be able to earn a good living wielding the Izen. Anyway,”
he sniffed again. “Bugger off to the quarry. And don’t forget yer
stick.”

“I’ll be back
before midnight.”

“Oh happy happy
joy joy. Oh! There’s one more thing before you go about yer
disgusting habits down at The Peacock’s Feather.”

“Which is?”

“About you
thinking that yer nearly twenty and know everything. You’re not,
and you don’t.”

“Not what?”

“Nineteen and
nearly twenty. It’s a guess.”

!!

“Don’t look at
me like that. No-one had a clue how old you were, back when you
were chucked off that boat. Could’ve been a big three or a small
five or six. Mayor suggested cutting the top of yer ‘ead off to
count the rings, but I couldn’t be arsed, and so we split the
difference and we all just decided you were four.”

!!!

“Close yer gob,
Yarmian, before you swallow some poor innocent fly.”

“You mean I
could be twenty-one already!”

He sniffed, and
gave a slight shrug, the rocking chair creaking so that it looked
like his bony shoulders had made the sound.

“I could be
twenty-one already and old enough to apply to study at the
Isle of Sinnock!”

Albionus folded
his hands across his chest, and let out a long, sad sigh, which saw
his moustache stir in the breeze of it.

“Old enough,
possibly,” he conceded. “Good enough? Not yet.”

!!!

“Oh don’t look
so hurt, makes you seem like a bloody Gorm, and not a Master of the
Temparus. You’re not bad at what you can do, as far as it goes. But
you’ve no real-world practical experience of wielding yet. You need
experience, to be able to think on your feet, work under
pressure, with real-world consequences if you fail.”

“And fat chance
of me getting any of that in this wretched stagnant
backwater town full o’ Gorms!”

“You’ve plenty
of time, Yarmian. Don’t get so excited. Tsk, I dunno, bloody kids,
want everything now. I’ll start you on the Permanentus
Volume One tomorrow, if you haven’t got a hangover that’s likely to
see you turned inside out at the first attempt.”

“Can I have
that in writing?”

“No you bloody
can’t, cheeky little git. Now bugger off and let an old man enjoy
an evening of peace and quiet.”

I went back
into the cottage, picked up my backpack, made sure the Temparus was
in there (purely for reference purposes, you understand), and slung
it over my shoulders. Then I grabbed up my stick, filched a handful
of silver from the bag on the back of the door, and stomped
off.

“Oy!” Albionus
called as I clumped off along the path to towards the disused
quarry. “I can hear the coins rattling in yer pocket, you thieving
little turd!”

And then he
laughed, and I smiled at the sound in spite of my annoyance for his
earlier revelations.

 


oOo


2.
Ditchwater

 


Dulluston.
That’s the name of the small town a little ways inland from the
mouth of the River Dullus where it flows into the bottom of the
Carpidian Sea. Needless to say, my few friends and I refer to the
place as Ditchwater, the town being as ‘dull as’. As my stepfather
had so often told me, the place really had been nothing more than a
couple of ramshackle cabins inhabited by criminals on the run when
first he’d settled further upriver from the place, on the crest of
a small hill, there to study in the manner of a recluse bent on
discovering some profound philosophy or other.

Personally I
think Albionus had simply had enough of people, which is why he’d
sailed all the way down the Carpidian Sea from some coastal city or
other in the north, and continued on foot the rest of the way
before finally building his cottage on the hill. The town had
grown, as some towns do, beginning with those criminals fleeing
from the law or for their lives (or both), and over long years it
finally became a rather boring and reasonably respectable little
place, seldom visited by the sophisticated citizens of the rather
larger and certainly more prosperous villages, towns and cities to
be found on both coasts of the long and narrow sea.

The mouth of
the River Dullus is certainly wide enough for vessels to be tempted
to navigate inland, but once past the town and its docks, the
waterway soon narrows, slows, and becomes rather brackish. In the
past, stone blocks from the old quarry were the town’s principle
export, along with tall pines which serve for masts, planks, and
cheap furniture. These days, the quarry is just a sorry-looking
hole in the ground; the quarrymen and stonemasons have all moved
on, and it’s those lofty pines and the objects made from them which
see occasional boats and barges putting in.

It’s not a
bad place, and I suppose the fifteen years (or sixteen,
dammit, who knows?) I spent there weren’t exactly unpleasant. What
trouble I got myself into was the usual kind of nonsense kids and
young men get themselves into all over the world. But being
Ditchwater, and dull as, I’d long yearned to make the lengthy
voyage north to the Isle of Sinnock, there to learn from the
Sinnithans of the Cloisters, and eventually to earn the Beldane
Robe. Me and every other Wizzen my age, I suppose.

I had never
once thought to be making the journey under such circumstances as
these though, and I had to swallow hard against the lump in my
throat, and concentrate on the business in hand; that business
being taking ship out of Dulluston, for the first, and probably the
very last, time. I still couldn’t believe that only three days had
passed since that glorious first day of June and my stepfather’s
revelations concerning my arrival in town, and that now, he was
gone...

“Yarmy! Where
you off to then?”

“Talby. Aren’t
you supposed to be at work then?”

He shrugged.
“Bloody am working, inneye? Boss sent me across town with an order,
just on me way back. Heard about your stepdad. Sorry, mate. Liked
old Albionus, always made me laugh.”

I nodded, and
not wanting to dwell on the memories, changed the subject quickly.
“I’m headed for the docks. Hoping for a ship.”

Talby snorted.
“Some sort of scow’s in at the moment, I heard. Saw a bunch o’ the
lads carrying a bloody great mast down there last night. You off
somewhere then, aye?”

“Aye.
Somewhere.”

Talby nodded,
and gazed off in the general direction of the docks, down the main
road. From here in the middle of town, you could see the wharf and
a short stretch of the river, but to see the mouth of the Dullus
where it flowed into the sea in the far distance, sparkling in the
sunshine, you had to climb the hill outside of the town.

“Don’t blame
you, mate. Bugger-all to keep you here. Bugger-all to keep anyone
here, I suppose. I’d go with you if I had the money for the
boat.”

“Where would
you go, Talby?”

He shrugged.
“Buggered if I know. City, maybe? Anyway, better go, boss’ll skin
me if I take too long getting back. Luck with the boat, mate. See
you in the Peacock’s for lunch later, maybe?”

“Maybe, Talby.
Maybe.”

He gave a weak
smile and a nod, and hurried off down a side-street, leaving me
making my way down the road towards the docks once more. There were
a few people about, women mostly, shopping for food or bits and
bobs, but most folk were at work. I didn’t merit a second glance
from anyone, which suited me well enough.

My stick made a
gentle tapping noise on the cobbles, a small brass ferrule on the
end responsible for the sound. I suppose I might be taken for some
kind of invalid, at my age, walking along with my backpack weighing
me down a little, and swinging that knobbly walking-stick as I was.
But in truth I was no stranger in the town, and those who did see
me simply passed on by without a word. Not much of a farewell,
really, after all these years, not that any of them but Talby knew
I was leaving.

Still, Talby,
who was more of a drinking buddy of a similar age to me rather than
a close friend, had something of a point. Seagoing ships and larger
boats charged a fee for taking passengers, their main business
being the profitable transport of cargo, plying their trade between
ports up and down the Carpidian Sea. I had a small bag of silver
stuffed in my shirt, and some of the same shiny coins in my pocket
too, squashed in with a handkerchief to prevent them rattling.
Permanentus coins, made by Albionus, salvaged from the charred
embers of the burned-out wreckage of the cottage I’d lived in
almost all my life. They should be plenty enough, but in truth I
really didn’t know just how much a berth on a ship for a voyage to
the Isle of Sinnock might cost.

In my mind’s
eye, I’d always imagined making the journey to the Isle, home of
Wizzenry, in a great ship, crisp and dazzling white sails
billowing, spume flying from the prow as the vessel cut through the
briny waves like a knife. What I saw berthed at the docks did
not fit that description. A scow, Talby had called it. He
was, I think, being kind. Still, it was afloat, and it had a crew,
all of whom seemed busy with nautical work of some kind or other,
and if the craft could sail up the river from the sea, it could
certainly sail back down it again and hopefully with me aboard when
it did.

I trudged past
Bengorian’s house where the road to the wharf opened up, and the
portly old former slaver gave me a wave from where he sat outside
his open front door puffing on a pipe. It was a friendly gesture,
perhaps a respectful one for the sake of Albionus, and I returned
it out of courtesy. Then he waved me over, and with a sinking
feeling in my stomach, I turned towards him.

“Thinking of
buying passage on that ship, young master Yarmian?” he grunted,
pointing with the stem of his reeking pipe.

I nodded.

“Thought so.
Want some advice?”

I shrugged.
“Can’t hurt,” I added, hoping I didn’t seem petulant or prejudiced.
But talking to Bengorian always made me feel slightly
uncomfortable, given the trade he’d been in.

“Watch yer
gear. That lot’s got the look o’ the pirate about ‘em. Captain’s a
big bugger too, and I’ve heard talk of ‘im.”

“What kind of
talk?”

He shrugged.
“Don’t like to say, since I ain’t spoken to the bloke meself. But
let’s just say, if he’s not an outright pirate, he’s something of
an adventurer. You mind yer step, young master, and if you’ve
anything of value in that bag on yer back, you keep it close, and
yer stick too.”

“Thanks for the
warning, mister Bengorian.”

“Tell you
something else afore you go, since I reckon you don’t plan on
coming back.”

“What’s
that?”

“I’m sorry
about old Albionus. Knowed ‘im a long time. And I’m glad I never
did take you in and sell you on, back when you were a kid. You gave
old Albionus a good reason to carry on all these years. He really
was proud of you, y’know.”

There was that
lump in my throat again. I tried to swallow it, and simply nodded
my thanks for the old man’s words. I suppose he would’ve known
Albionus a lot longer than I had. A lot longer.

“See you then,
young master Yarmian. Good luck with the boat. Keep an eye on ‘em
all though.”

Again I nodded,
and hoped Bengorian understood why I hadn’t spoken a farewell. I
like to think he did. Then it was off down the cobbled road, worn
smooth over the years for all the feet and wheels upon it since it
was made.

The air was all
salt-smelling and tar, and that faint but unmistakeable scent of
the murdering bastard who’d killed my stepfather. I would find the
murderer, and I would kill him, or I would die trying. That had
been my first and only solemn oath. Oh there’d been promises a
plenty in the past, but this was an oath, and thus
unbreakable.

Back when
Albionus had told me about the Izen cleansing the flesh of he who
wields it, he also declared that when a master of Wizzenry had
wielded enough of the stuff, he left his own indelible signature on
it, like a scent.

That scent,
he’d said, was as unique as the individual Wizzen, and after a
while, especially if you’d studied on the Isle of Sinnock and mixed
with all the other students and teachers there, you soon learned to
recognise them all by the scent they left in the Izen around them.
Bit like a snail or a slug leaving a trail behind it, then?
I’d asked, and received a thick ear for my trouble. I had never
known any scent in the Izen other than my stepfather’s. Until now.
Now, I had that stranger’s scent, and I would never, ever forget
it.

The Wizzen
who’d killed my stepfather had come off a small boat here at the
docks, and left on the same small boat. Not this big one before me
now, though… I stood there gazing at the craft, not quite sure what
to think. I had to drag myself back to the present and set aside my
almost overwhelming sorrow and desire for vengeance, and remain in
the here and now, so I walked down to the wharf where the boat was
tied up alongside, a loop at the end of a hawser draped casually
over a bollard.

There was a
name carved into the wood of the prow, in the aged and dark timbers
which testified to the decades this vessel had ploughed the sea:
Idalina. I reached out to touch the wood, and wondered
exactly how long ago the letters had been carved. From the many and
almost interminable lessons Albionus had taught me, the name
finally floated up from the depths of memory, and I found myself
frowning thoughtfully when a sweet and silky voice behind me
declared softly:

“Help you with
something there?”

I turned around
to see who it was who’d spoken to me.

!!

I blinked, and
changed my mind.

!!!!

She was
standing in the gap in the rails where a broad gangplank had been
lowered to the dockside, one slender hand on each side rail,
leaning forward a little to speak to me. Long, soft leather black
boots to just above the knee, and then an endless expanse of tanned
thigh before the hem of a short black leather skirt obscured the
remainder of her legs from view. A white short-sleeved blouse
unbuttoned to the midriff, and an open black leather waistcoat.
Blonde hair tied in a ponytail, with a pair of braided locks
framing each side of her face. I thought her eyes were brown, or
they might have been blue, or grey, dunno, who cared, did I mention
that she was leaning forward a little, and her blouse was
unbuttoned to the midriff?

“Are you deaf
or just plain stupid? I said, can I help you there?”

Say something,
idiot!

“Uhm… looking
for passage north.”

“North
where?”

That voice had
probably lured countless sailors to their doom… she was a siren,
maybe a year or two younger than me, and I didn’t care if I did
drown in her…

“North
anywhere,” I heard myself declare, and I couldn’t understand why I
was suddenly speaking like a six year-old.

“Stop speaking
to my chest and speak to me, or must I come down there and
cut your balls off?”

Another voice,
laughing, and then another voice declared:

“Oopsy, looks
like Sylvee’s hooked another one! I’d lift yer gaze if’n I were
you, matey-me-lad.”

I hadn’t
noticed that a small gathering of the crew had formed at the rails
to each side of this bewitching siren, nor had I noticed the knife
in its well-worn leather sheath hanging at her right hip, until now
that her hand was on its hilt.

“I wasn’t
speaking to them,” I declared haughtily, “I was answering your
questions.”

“Them?” she
glared down at me. “Them?”

Oh… carp… Did I
say them? I had, hadn’t I…

“Ooh deary me…”
one of the swarthy men aboard the boat declared sadly, shaking his
head.

“What’s going
on?” a deep and powerful voice declared from behind me.

“The gimp’s
just bin staring at Sylvee’s lady-bumps, Cap’n, is all.”

“Aye,” another
sailor added. “Signed ‘is own death-warrant fer sure.”

I turned, and
found myself face to face with a huge figure of a man. Well, not
quite face to face, since he was probably three inches taller than
me, and I got the impression he’d still be taller than me if
he were to lay on his side. I’d seen some big blokes among the
tree-fellers in town, but this fellow took the prize.

He stood there
looking down at me, arms folded, biceps like bollards, long and
curly black hair down to his shoulders, open leather waistcoat,
dark leather trousers and boots, and a very long knife strapped to
his waist. Yes, Bengorian was quite right, these people really did
look like pirates fresh out of the pages of a story-book.

Funny thing,
though. Sometimes you meet people and instantly like them; as
though some strange kind of alchemy is at work. For all his
threatening bulk and the narrow-eyed suspicion with which he
regarded me, I knew at once I liked this fellow.

“Well, lad? Any
last words before Sylvee cuts your manhood off and feeds it to the
crabs?”

I drew myself
up, senses restored now that the distractions were both
behind me.

“I’m seeking
passage north, and came down to see if I could buy a berth on the
Idalina.”

“And where in
the north would a lad with a game leg be headed for?”

“I don’t have a
game leg, and I’m a man, not a lad. I’m making my way to the Isle
of Sinnock.”

Snorts and
chuckles from behind me, and a grin split the big man’s face.

“Tell the
boy we don’t take passengers, Cap’n,” Sylvee’s silken voice
oozed, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I
didn’t dare turn around in case something else did too.

“Well…” he
declared hesitantly, and with a reluctant grimace, “I can’t really
do that now, Sylvee, can I? It’d be a bald-faced lie, given that I
first took you on as a passenger in Corf, and the lads all know
it.”

“We’re not
going anywhere near the Wizzener’s Island, Cap’n!” another voice
chimed in. “Or are we?”

“No, Gai, we
aren’t. No profit in it, unless the lad’s pack is rammed full of
gold, and since he’s standing upright easy enough, I’d say it
ain’t. It ain’t, is it lad?”

“No. The next
port north along the coast will do for a start.”

The captain
shrugged. “Aye, well, we could manage that, as soon as we get the
spars rigged on the mainmast. Question is, can you afford the berth
if you can’t work your passage with that game leg of yours?”

“As I said, I
don’t have a game leg.”

“Ah, the
stick’s just for protection against all those bloodthirsty thieves
and robbers here in Dulluston then, eh lad?”

More unkind
chuckling from the crew behind me. Ditchwater was certainly no den
of thieves, not for donkey’s years anyway.

“No. The stick
is the tool of my trade. I am a Wizzen.”

Even more
chuckling and some outright laughter from behind me, and it sounded
as though the whole crew had gathered at the rail.

“Hear that,
Sylvee?” the one called Gai declared. “Good job you didn’t go down
there and cut ‘is bits off, he’d turn you into a frog!”

“Wizzen or
not,” the captain declared, “It’ll be two gold to take you on to
Meneva up the coast.”

“Meneva!” one
of the crew called from the rail. “We’re stopping at Meneva, Cap’n?
For why?”

“For because,
Hagger, we’re taking a cargo of lathe-turned table-legs there, just
as soon as the locals bring the crates down.”

“Ah, shite,”
Hagger protested. “Meneva’s a hole.”

“Can’t be worse
than this place,” another voice grunted. “If the Carpidian Sea were
an arse’ole, we’re six ‘undred miles up it.”

“Table-legs,
Cap’n? Serious?”

“Of course I’m
serious, Gai, you’ve been second mate aboard long enough to know I
never joke about cargo.”

“Shite.”

More grumbling
from the crew, as though the proposed cargo was beneath their
dignity.

“Look,” the
captain declared, becoming a trifle annoyed with all the low
mumbling and protests from his men. “We used all our money to pay
for the new mast, spars and repairs, and the cargo will see us make
enough to take on fresh water and a few supplies at Meneva.”

“Bloody skint
again,” a voice announced.

“Ain’t we
bleedin’ always?” another fellow muttered.

I made the
mistake of looking over my shoulder, unaware that I’d been gently
pressed further back by the intimidating bulk of the muscle-bound
ship’s captain. I was almost on the very foot of the gangplank, and
found myself looking straight at the most wonderful pair of female
assets I’d ever seen, jutting proudly and trying to escape that
unbuttoned blouse, and barely four feet away from my eyeballs.

“Two gold will
get you up the gangplank, lad, and closer to your doom.”

I wrenched my
head around, fearing first that my neck would snap and then that my
eyeballs would be frozen in my head and trying to stare through my
brains and the back of my skull.

“Two gold?” I
managed, “You must be mad!”

A deathly hush
fell over the deck behind me.

“Oh really?”
the mountainous figure declared. “You’re calling Captain Tiresian
of the Idalina a madman?”

“Bloody right I
am,” I declared, fed up with being an object of ridicule for these
sea-going Gorms. “I’m not some yokel shitferbrains with more money
in his pocket than sense in his head. Two gold, for passage on this
scow? I’d expect nothing less than the captain’s cabin and hot and
cold running chambermaids all the way to Sinnock for that kind of
money.”


“Scow?”

“Look at it!
There at the pointy end, just behind where the name’s been carved!
That’s old grey weathered wood where the carving is, and then
behind it, six feet of fresh new planks arranged in the shape of
what must’ve been a bloody great hole. Tell me, Captain Tiresian of
the Idalina, what kind of seamanship sees your boat…”

“Ship! A
brigantine’s a ship!”

“What kind of
seamanship sees a bloody great hole punched into the side o’ the
pointy bit? What did you run into out there, sideways on?”

Tiresian’s eyes
were bulging like his muscles now. “I didn’t run into anything, you
poxy little gimp! They ran into me!”

“Oh and did
they also run into your mast there at the back end of the boat?
Because that’s a brand new Dulluston Pine sitting there all covered
in fresh tar, and fresh ropes holding it in place…”

“Stays! They’re
called stays!”

“Oh and what’s
that there then, the cabins on the deck at the back, more
fresh-planed planks in the roof and wall, did they run into
you there as well?”

There was a
long silence, the captain and crew gaping at me. But, dammit, I
am a Wizzen, and more than able to take care of myself.
Besides, I had no gold, and though I could probably make a few
Temparus coins from the silver ones Albionus had made, they
wouldn’t remain gold for more than a day, and I was pretty sure it
would take longer than that to sail to Meneva.

“Who are
you, boy?” Tiresian demanded, arms unfolding slowly, fists
clenching.

“I am Wizzen
Yarmian Eventyde, son of Albionus Eventyde.”

“Albionus!” the
captain declared, and took a large step backwards.

Behind me came
the faint breeze of gasps, together with the rustling of clothing
and creaking of wood as the crew stepped back from the rail too. I
should’ve left it there, but no, gormless berk that I am, I had to
open my big stupid cakehole again.

“That’s right,
Albionus Eventyde was my stepfather, and I, once his apprentice, am
now a Master of the Temparus, and I’ll be buggered if I’ll part
with gold for a berth on this boat.”

As soon as I
had said Temparus, Tiresian’s shoulders relaxed and the look
of fear, if not outright terror, evaporated. I even heard the sighs
from behind me, and the sound of the boat’s fenders scraping the
dockside as the crew shifted forward to the rails again.

Me and my big
stupid cakehole, dammit…
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3. A New
Bed

 


For some
reason, which I’ve never managed to understand, people, or I should
probably say Gorms, think that being a Master of the Temparus is
akin to being a side-show conjurer. From the crew of the Idalina’s
reaction, you’d think I’d announced I’m Yarmian Eventyde, carnie
cardsharp and reader of tea-leaves. Well I chuffin’ well am
not. There’s more to me than meets the eye, and very deliberately
have I managed to keep that fact to myself. I even kept secrets
from Albionus (I think), for there are some things I’ve
learned to do which would have upset the old man greatly indeed if
he’d known about them.

Still, I was
rather shocked by that first reaction of theirs when I’d mentioned
Albionus by name; they’d all taken that large step backwards, as
though I were diseased, or otherwise extremely dangerous. The fact
that they’d all stepped forward again on my stupidly declaring my
true status spoke volumes, but still left me wondering what my
stepfather had done to earn such a fear-inducing reputation.
Certainly no-one in Ditchwater had ever reacted to his name as this
crew of outsiders had.

“No gold, no
berth,” Tiresian announced. “Sorry lad, fact of life.”

“Then I’ll wait
for the next logger’s barge to come in on Monday, and bid you all
safe journeys. You’ll need it if the repairs are any indication of
you and your crew’s abilities at sea.”

I turned,
stared directly at those two magnificent golden-tanned orbs, bowed
slightly, and declared: “And a sad farewell to you both, too. I
shall remember you always.”

I set off,
mustering as much dignity as I could, heading towards the road and
stepping over a rope which caught the toe of my boot and made me
stumble, my trusty knob-handled stick saving me from an
embarrassing fall. Down the road towards me rumbled carts drawn by
heavy horses, crates of turned pine table-legs for export, no
doubt, though on foot in advance of them and scowling slightly
strode Egberl Cordin. He was the manager of the mills which turned
out the masts, planks, boards and other nautical items for export
and for the repairing or refitting of ships and boats. He didn’t
look happy, and was clutching a sheaf of papers.

Behind him, I
noticed, coming along with the carts, was ‘Shonky’ Harbeck of the
town’s guards, so named for his nose, often broken in the
fisticuffs that he enjoyed of a Saturday night’s drunken brawling.
Big bloke is Shonky, but no match for the Idalina’s captain and
crew. Still, it was interesting to see the law’s enforcer a short
distance behind the mill manager, so I slowed my pace to an idle
crawl while the men and the convoy of wagons passed me on their way
to the dockside.

I paused to
re-tie my laces, lifting my boot onto an old and rusting bollard
which, like my boots, had seen better days. Then I sat on the
bollard, arms folded over the top of my stick, gazing out across
the river to the trees on the far side, as if enjoying the day and
the view…

It really
wasn’t very long before the ship’s captain came striding towards
me. I tried not to smile; I’d already buggered things up enough
today and was determined to remain inscrutable.

“You know,” he
declared on drawing closer to me, “We could probably use a Wizzener
aboard ship, even a temporary one like yourself.”

“Oh I’m sure
even a Master of the Temparus would prove most useful the
next time they run into you at sea. Who were they, by
the way? Some sultan’s navy or port lord’s enforcers? Or was it
pirates, perhaps, lusting for all the gold and precious gems tucked
away in your hold?”

Tiresian looked
distinctly uncomfortable, and as big and as powerful as he clearly
was, there was obviously a broad streak of decency in the man, and
his earlier declaration about taking on passengers seemed to
indicate a degree of honesty in the fellow which had been a little
surprising.

“A
misunderstanding, that’s all. You said you weren’t prepared to part
with gold for a bunk aboard the Idalina. I could take silver, in a
pinch, though the crew might grumble.”

His pride was
hurting him, having to deal with me as he was. It would’ve been
churlish of me, if not distinctly risky, to prolong the fellow’s
discomfort.

“I do
have some silver, as it happens. Though, it looks to me like mister
Cordin over there isn’t very pleased with something, given the way
he’s talking to Harbeck of the guards. Something to do with the
recent repairs to your boat, captain?”

I saw the
muscles at his jaw flexing, teeth clenched before he answered.
“Another misunderstanding, purely a trifling matter, nothing
important.”

I smiled and
nodded. “Must be an expensive business, repairing a boat as big as
yours. Not like you can stick any old pole in the deck and call it
a mast. Looks to me like you’ve come up short of a coin or
two.”

“A temporary
inconvenience easily remedied by taking the table-legs to
Meneva.”

“I understand.
But I’ve lived here the best part of my life, and I know Egberl
Cordin. He’s a sharp fellow, has to be, being the manager of the
sawmills. He didn’t get where he is today by extending credit to
the captains of every barge and bucket that puts in here, in the
foolish hope they might one day come back to pay their bills.”

Again, Tiresian
clenched his teeth, biting back a retort, his eyes narrowed. I had
him, and he knew it. Of course, the Idalina could fight her way out
from the docks and down to the open sea, but that would mean never
being able to put back in to Dulluston Docks again, and if you’re
running from other irate sea-captains and in need of repairs, then
there’s no better place than Dulluston Docks to rest and refit.
Besides, I’m no sailor, but it looked to me like the tide was out,
and of course the River Dullus was a tidal estuary. I know, because
Albionus told me it was.

“Fifteen
silver, and you’ve a ticket to Meneva.”

“I only have
twelve, and for that I expect a cabin.”

“A cabin!
There’s only two decent cabins aboard, and one of ‘em is mine!”

“Then I’ll have
the other one.”

“That’s
Sylvee’s cabin!”

“I’m sure the
crew can accommodate another hammock below decks with them, and I’m
sure she’ll be perfectly safe sleeping with all of them.”

“Son of a…
She’ll cut you to ribbons, and me along with you!”

“You, perhaps,
not me. No-one gets near my bits with a knife, not even a siren
like her and her lady-bumps. And very nice lady-bumps they are,
too.”

“Son of a…
forget it. Twelve’s not enough! That Cordin bastard wants fifteen
or he won’t release the spars we need for the topsails!”

“You got any
coins at all?”

His eyes
narrowed. “Coppers and brassies, not enough to add up to three
silver. Why?”

“Show me.”

“Son of a… are
you funning with me, lad?”

“Never more
serious.”

He tipped a
small purse into his palm, and I picked out the three largest
copper coins.

“Stand between
me and the ship,” I commanded, “or bloody Cordin and Harbeck will
see what I’m up to.”

“What
are you up to?”

“Just stand
there so they can’t see me, and wave your arms about or something
as if we’re haggling.”

Much to my
surprise and delight, the huge man did precisely what I told him,
and while he waved his arms animatedly, pointing back at the ship
and into town and this way and that, I rubbed the coins and began
the ‘cantation under my breath.

“Ӫӫӫӫ ӫӫӫӫӫӫ
ӫӫӫӫ ӫӫӫ” etc etc. Sorry, but I can’t reveal to you the precise
‘cantation. To do so would make me responsible for a new generation
of those aforementioned horrible little freaks begging in the
backstreets of cities on both sides of the Carpidian Sea.

It took a
couple of minutes, and then I placed, one after the other, three
silver coins into Tiresian’s hand.

“Well fark me
sideways!” he declared with genuine astonishment. “If I hadn’t seen
it with my own eyes I’d believe it was some genuine Wizzenry! How
did you do it? You had real silvers up your sleeve, didn’t
you!”

!!

“It bloody
was Wizzenry, you brawnbrained goit of a Gorm! You saw me do
it!”

“I’ve seen
carnival conjuring like that in taverns up and down both coasts,
you cheeky little twot! Now give me back my coppers or I’ll hammer
you into the dock for a thief!”

“I thought you
wanted fifteen silver to pay off Cordin so Harbeck will release
your boat?”

“I do, you poxy
little gimp!”

“Then you get
the other twelve silver of mine as soon as I have your word that I
get the cabin, and for a bloody sight further along the way to the
Isle of Sinnock than Meneva. Your bloke was right, everything I’ve
heard about Meneva says it’s a hole.”

“Sylvee will go
stark raving mad…” Tiresian muttered, and then drew himself up.
“All right, you’ll have the cabin, but only as far as Dorcane. I
have business there, and you’ll be able to find a ship that’ll take
you all the way north to the Wizzener’s Island from there.”

“It’s Wizzen,
not Wizzener.”

“Whatever.
Where’s the other twelve, or it’s knuckle sandwiches you’ll have
for your lunch.”

I reached into
my shirt for the purse of Permanentus coins Albionus had made, and
thinking of them had me realise I ought to ask Tiresian a very
pertinent question.

“How long is it
going to take for your crew to fit the spars or whatever they
called, and get the cargo loaded?”

His eyes
narrowed, and flicked from the purse in my hand to my eyes, and to
the coins in his hand.

“Why?”

“Because,” I
declared, “I’m a Master of the Temparus, which I know seems like a
big hoot to you seagoing brine-kickers, but the fact is, those
three silvers in your hand won’t stay silver forever, unlike the
twelve in this purse.”

“Bullshit. But
if it means so much to you get out of this town quickly, we can
sail on the evening tide.”

“Which is
when?”

“Seven-thirty.
Ish.”

I nodded, and
felt a small but genuine sense of relief. “Good. But we really
ought to be out on the open sea by nightfall. Hopefully, by the
time Cordin discovers three large coppers in his coin-box at the
mill, he’ll have forgotten all about you, me, and where he got them
from.”

I handed him
the purse, and after he’d counted out the coins and put all fifteen
back in the leather pouch, he smiled, positively beamed in fact,
and stuck out his hand.

“Deal,” he
declared with finality, crushing my hand in his meaty paw. “That
all the gear you’ve got?”

“Yes. Just my
stick and the backpack.”

“Travelling
light, eh? Probably just as well. There are places along the
Carpidian where Wizzeners aren’t welcome, and Izenjaws prowl the
docks. Don’t look so worried. Dorcane ain’t one of them. Yet. Oh
and word of advice. Leave Sylvee well alone, or she really will cut
your bits off and feed ‘em to the fish.”

“Charming, I’m
sure.”

“She might just
do it anyway for your taking her cabin.”

“Did she pay
fifteen silver for it?”

“Actually, over
the last two years, she’s paid a hell of a lot more for it than
that. If I were you, I’d stay in that cabin until we reach Dorcane.
It’ll be safer for you. Ship’s no place for a gimp on a stick.”

“I am not a
bloody gimp!”

But he was
already striding back towards the Idalina, obliging me to hurry
after him. Close to the gangplank, where men were carrying crates
of table-legs aboard, stood Cordin and Harbeck, and a swarthy
fellow in his late thirties dressed in what might have been
piratical garb but which for someone as inexperienced as I am might
simply have been common nautical clothing.

Tiresian tossed
my purse of silver to this man.

“Count it,
Joss. Count it carefully so’s the man and his guard can see, and
count it out loud, mister mate, so we can all hear.”

“Aye, Cap’n…
One… two…”

And while he
counted out the silver coins, Tiresian pushed me ahead of him up
the gangplank.

“Welcome aboard
the Idalina, Yamyam,” he declared.

!!!

“My name’s
Yarmian! Yar-Mee-An!”

“If you say so.
Sylvee, take him to your cabin. He’s to have it until we dock in
Dorcane.”

“He fucking is
not!” she spat, and folded her arms under her magnificent
attributes.

A deathly
silence fell over the ship and the docks, save for the ship’s first
mate, Joss, still counting…

“…Eight… nine…
ten...”

“He’s paid the
fare, Sylvee. Or we’d be stuck here for the foreseeable while you
plied your trade in this penny-pinching backwater. Fact of life.
Sorry.”

Her face
flushed, and her eyes narrowed to malevolent slits. From the way
the men on deck looked away and seemed to move further from her, I
got the distinct impression that there was much more to this
astonishing young beauty than met the eye, and what met the eye was
breathtaking.

“He hasn’t got
any kit beyond his stick and what’s in his bag,” Tiresian soothed,
“You can leave your clothes and other belongings in the cabin. He
gets the bed and the use of the toilet-bucket, that’s all. There’s
spare hooks below for a hammock.”

She said
nothing, content merely to fume. If her slit-eyed stare and pursed
lips could dice a man into tiny pieces, well then, you could call
me old chum, for I’d have been feeding the fishes in no
time.

“Show Yamyam
the cabin, Sylvee, and don’t for farksake kill ‘im or anything. He
paid the fare and I made a deal. You know what that means.”

Again, she said
nothing, and swivelled slowly on her hips, arms still folded, until
I thought her spine would break before her legs followed her and
she walked gracefully and slowly across the deck.

“Well go on
then!” Tiresian shoved me in the back after her, and I heard him
call down to the dockside, “All in order, mister mate?”

“Aye sir, all
in order, receipt signed!” came the shouted reply, but I was
hurrying to catch up with the siren.

At the cabin
door she paused, then opened it, and stepped aside, allowing me to
pass and go in. It was a mistake, of course, for no sooner had I
stepped into the neat little cabin than she’d shoved me up against
the wall (which I later learned is in fact called a ‘bulkhead’, a
name I thought appropriate for me the way I’d fallen for her attack
like that). Next thing I knew, there was what appeared to be a
razor-sharp blade at my throat, held in her slender little
hand.

“Listen to me,
Yamyam,” she whispered in my right ear, “You touch anything
of mine, anything, and I’ll slit your fucking throat and
throw you overboard so fast no-one’ll know you’re missing for a
fucking week. Understand?”

I managed to
make a strange squeaking sound, not daring to speak in case the
movement of my Adam’s apple really did result in my throat being
slit.

“Good.” She
declared, and the blade was withdrawn, and she stepped back.

There was a
chest of drawers in the cabin, and she opened the top drawer and
using her arm, knife still in hand, swept all of the items off the
top of the chest into that drawer, and slammed it shut.

“My name’s
Yarmian,” I declared, feeling anger bubbling up within me for the
rather rude treatment I’d received, and trying to suppress it.

“I don’t care
what your name is, Yamyam. Touch any of my stuff? You’re
dead.”

And with that,
she sheathed her knife, strode out of the cabin, and slammed the
door behind her.

Beesh, I
muttered gently under my breath. Well, I’m sorry, but she really
had got up my nose, and a nice pair of lady-bumps doesn’t excuse
her language or behaviour. We Wizzens have to be a bit careful
where rude words are concerned, since the rather more explosive
expletives can, if one is not careful, unleash a stray gobbet of
Izen, with unpredictable results. Hence my gently muttering the
rather tame beesh.

Besides, no-one
had ever held a knife to my throat before, and I felt embarrassed
as well as angry. After all, I’d always imagined myself as a
capable fellow, able to handle anything that came my way;
and yet a slender lass whose head barely came up to my armpit had
just given me a rather stiff dose of reality where my capability
was concerned. Me, bulkhead.

Standing there
now, of course I realised what I should have done, and all
the possible defences I should have employed flashed through my
mind, together with the rather childish thought that if she ever
tried that again, I’d fry her in her own juices before she could
bat those lashes of hers. Stupid of course, but hurt pride is hurt
pride and it took me a few moments to pull myself together and
restore my emotional equilibrium. An angry Wizzen is a dangerous
thing, after all, to himself as well as to others.

The cabin, now
that I’d calmed down and could survey it dispassionately, was
comfortably appointed, if a little small. I shrugged off my
backpack and dumped it on top of the dresser, now conveniently
swept clear of feminine knick-knacks, and sat on my new bed. Soft,
comfortable, and possessing the somewhat alluring scent of sleeping
female. I tried not to think of that while I let my eyes
roam.

A mirror on the
wall opposite the door, but I knew that already since my face had
just been crushed up against it, and an oil-lamp hanging from the
ceiling. A porthole opening to the deck with a neat pair of tiny
curtains to each side of it, presumably hung there to preserve the
former occupant’s modesty. Not that her manner of dress preserved
much of that. Hooks here and there for the hanging of things, some
of which were occupied by shoulder-bags, oilskins, and curious
leather straps whose purpose I couldn’t guess at.

There was a
wardrobe too, with a curtain for a door, and out of curiosity I
drew back that canvas covering and peered inside. Boots of various
lengths, shoes of various styles, and dresses, trousers, blouses
and other garments were revealed. There were even hats on a shelf
in there. I decided it would be wise not to touch any of her
‘stuff’, and let the curtain fall back into place.

After that, I
laid back on the bed, surrounded by that scent of hers, but
remembering that other, fouler one whose trail I would follow
wherever it led me. Outside, I could hear the noise of the men
going about their tasks, sailors occasionally calling to each other
while the cargo of crates was loaded down through a hatch in the
deck to the hold below, and some voices shouting orders or
instructions up to the men working aloft on the new mast.

I closed my
eyes, and tried to clear my head. So often had I imagined leaving
Dulluston. The reality so far had been nothing like those childish
dreams and yearnings. Nothing at all.
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4. An
Important Lesson

(A memory)

 


“Are you
listening to me, Yarmian?”

“Yes, master
Albionus.”

“Then bloody
look at me when I’m talking to you! That’s better. Now, once
again, let’s try to get this through your thick little head and
into those empty little brains of yours. If you’re going to be a
Wizzen, you need to learn self-defence! And if you ever do shock
the world to its very core by actually managing to become a bloody
Wizzen, then you’ll have to learn not one, but two forms of
self-defence.”

“Why,
father?”

“I’m not yer
bloody father! And because… spare me… because look… if you were a
Gorm you’d only need to learn to defend yourself against other
bloody Gorms, yes? Right?”

I nodded.

“Say it!”

“Yes,
stepfather.”

“Yes, master
Albionus!”

“Yes, master
Albionus.”

“Now… what did
I just tell you?”

“Yes, master
Albionus.”

“Before that!
Before that!”

“Uhm… if I was
a Gorm… something.”

Albionus
pinched the bridge of his nose and began pacing, and mumbling under
his breath about the heavens sparing him, the virtues of patience,
and egregious laws prohibiting the killing of defenceless
children.

“If you were a
Gorm,” he finally declared, squeezing out the words while he
towered over me, “You’d only have to learn to defend yourself
against other Gorms. Understand?”

“Yes, master
Albionus.”

“Good. But
you’re not a Gorm. One day, when the sky turns green and the sun
glows black and rises in the west, you’ll be a Wizzen, and you’ll
not only have to defend yourself against Gorms, but you’ll also
have to defend yourself against other Wizzens too. Understand?”

I frowned.

“Oh for
heaven’s sake what’s the bloody problem now! It’s such a simple
lesson!”

“I thought…
nothing.”

“You thought
what? What, dammit!”

A tiny popping
sound saw a small puff of smoke spontaneously appear just above my
stepfather’s head, and his eyes rolled back and then closed, his
shoulders slumped, and his expression became one of abject
dismay.

“Bugger it now
see what you made me go and do… Sometimes I despair, Yarmian
Eventyde, sometimes I bloody despair.”

That tiny
gobbet of Izen, which had popped in the air and made the small ball
of smoke no bigger than a radish, hung there above his head and
followed him wherever he went, and seemed to roil for at least an
hour before it finally faded.

“You see what
you’ve made me do? You see why I keep telling you how losing your
patience is a bad thing? Imagine if that had been big enough to
fill the cottage, we’d both be choking to death, now wouldn’t
we?”

“Yes, master
Albionus.”

“What possessed
me to take you in I shall never know. Madness. A Master of the
Beldane Robe and former Sinnithan of the Cloisters on the Isle of
Sinnock, I am become a decrepit old fool. You have made me thus,
Yarmian.” He heaved a great and sorrowful sigh. “Now, what was I
bloody talking about?”

“You said about
Wizzens and I said I thought.”

“Yes. You
thought what?”

“I thought
Wizzens were goodies.”


“Goodies?”

“Yes, not
baddies.”

He stood there,
that tiny ball of roiling smoke above his head, staring at me as
though he’d just this moment discovered me sitting at his kitchen
table, and was wondering where the hell I’d come from.

“You thought
Wizzens were goodies.”

I nodded.
“Doing good things, like helping people.”

“And so we do.
If they can afford it.”

“But… then you
said I might need to defend against Wizzens. Why would a Wizzen
attack me if Wizzens are goodies?”

“Because, you
poor innocent thick little turd, Wizzens are people, and there are
good people, and there are bad people, and there are in between
people. Some people might not like you, as nearly impossible as
that might seem to your young and innocent tiny little mind.
And some of them might even perfectly understandably want to crush
your skull and mash what passes for your pink little brains into a
Yarmian-brain pâté and spread it on toast for supper. D’you
see?”

I nodded.

“Good. Then
we’ll proceed…”

“Master
Albionus?”

“What now,
Yarmian?

“What’s
pâté?”
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5. A Going
Away Present

 


Lying on
Sylvee’s bed, enveloped in that subtle but distinctly disturbing
(not to mention arousing) scent of sleeping girl-flesh, had my mind
wandering into dangerous territory, so I sat up and listened to the
noises outside the cabin. Her successful attack upon me was no
longer a source of anger or embarrassment, but rather a sobering
reminder of old lessons and grim realities…

Here I was,
leaving Ditchwater, taking the first steps on a journey of
vengeance which would see the death of the murdering bastard who’d
killed the only father I’d ever known, or see me die in the
attempt. And here had been a slip of a girl a fraction of an inch
away from opening the arteries in my throat. Yes, I’d been
hopelessly distracted by her beauty, the very kind of feminine
beauty I’d always dreamed about. But that was the point, wasn’t
it?

Me,
bulkhead, the vengeful hero setting off in pursuit of a
Wizzen who’d been powerful enough to destroy my stepfather, and him
a Master of the Beldane Robe and former Sinnithan of the Cloisters
on the Isle of Sinnock. And me, falling for the oldest trick in the
book, blinded by a pair of lovely distractions… Time for me to grow
up and start taking matters rather more seriously, or I probably
wouldn’t survive the boat’s first stop at Meneva, let alone
Dorcane.

It seemed
rather clear to me, sitting there musing and trying to harden
myself to the reality of a world robbed of a gentle old man and his
wicked sense of humour, that Captain Tiresian of the Idalina would
cheerfully chuck me off his precious boat the moment it tied up
alongside the wharf at Dorcane’s docks. And thereafter, I’d be
alone in a nascent city, a large seaport town with aspirations of
grandeur. If I were to find a ship there to take me to the Isle of
Sinnock, I’d need money, and if Tiresian were to be believed, and I
still had my doubts about that, money of the gold and clinking
variety.

In my pocket I
still had five Permanentus silvers, which was a pretty good sum for
an idle youth in a place like Ditchwater, but which probably
wouldn’t last long in a place like Dorcane. Now, I didn’t mind
working my way on a ship to get to the Isle, or at least I thought
I didn’t, but there was probably only so much a Master of the
Temparus might be able to do for a ship’s captain before scrubbing
the decks or washing dishes became the only way to avoid being
heaved overboard.

I needed money,
therefore, and the best way I knew how to make money was broom
handles. Lovely, smooth-turned and sanded hardwood broom handles,
and here in Ditchwater where pine wood was the town’s
stock-in-trade, they made jolly splendid broom handles. Take one
splendid broom handle, carefully slice it into thin coin-like
disks, and with a little bit of Wizzenry, bobsyer uncle, money. And
my old mate Corky was a dab hand with a treadle-saw when it came to
slicing disks of just the right thickness from a broom handle.

I stood, and
looked at my backpack, wondering whether to take it or leave it for
a quick visit to the Peacock’s and a farewell pie-and-a-pint with
Corky. It was nearing lunchtime, and from the sound of all the
activity on deck it didn’t seem as if the crew would be stopping to
eat any time soon. My pack didn’t contain much of any value to
anyone but me… the Temparus, obviously (worthless to any
thief or pirate who could neither read nor understand Beldanian
chants), clothes, a bar of soap (worthless to any thieving pirate
I’d seen thus far), a battered pewter mug Albionus had gifted me
years ago, a canteen of drinking water, and a towel only slightly
charred at one corner.

The rest of my
possessions were on me or in my pockets. A set of brass knuckles
I’d won in a game of dice but never used, and which I’d kept only
because I’d thought they might come in handy as a stake in another
game of dice with the idiot who’d lost them (and who might possibly
wager real coin for the chance of winning them back). A folding
pocket knife, another gift from Albionus. The hanky and the five
silvers in it. A leather thong around my neck bearing a green jade
stylised fish-hook, supposedly intended to ‘catch good luck’ and
given to me by a girl who’d dumped me two months later, and an onyx
signet ring worn on the little finger of my left hand, also a
birthday gift from my stepfather. He’d given it to me on the
occasion of my eighteenth (or rather what Ditchwater had decided
was my birthday back when they’d also decided on my age).

My ‘birthday’
was, Albionus had confessed, deemed to be that day on which the
unnamed boat’s unnamed captain had booted me off his craft onto the
docks. February 2nd. How I’d gotten aboard that vessel,
and where along which coast I’d gotten onto it, no-one ever
knew or could be bothered to find out. Somehow I’d clambered aboard
the vessel unseen, or been dumped on it likewise unnoticed, until
my ‘snot-nosed whining’ revealed my presence as a stowaway aboard
too late for the captain to turn back to the port of my origin.
Consider yerself lucky they didn’t just chuck you overboard,
Albionus had said at first, though later changing it as time passed
to how bad’s my luck they didn’t just chuck you
overboard.

Still. Ancient
history. I had nothing of anything other than sentimental value in
my possession, but there was space still in my backpack which I
could fill with bits of broom handle, so I donned it, picked up my
stick, and went out on deck into the bright sunshine. Yes, they
were all still busy working at this, that, and the other, except
for Tiresian and his first mate, Joss, who were standing at the
wheel at the back end of the boat, pointing up at the top of the
mast and yelling at the men up there.

“I’m going
ashore for lunch, captain,” I announced.

“Good fer you,”
Tiresian replied without so much as looking at me. “Probably safer
for you too. Be back aboard by seven, or Sylvee gets her cabin
back. We’re sailing with the tide. Secure that sheet there, you
poxy mast-monkey! There! There!”

I left them to
their shouting, and after weaving my way around ropes and canvas
and large odd-shaped bits of wood which presumably had distinct and
valuable nautical uses, I managed to leave the Idalina unscathed,
and made my way up the road to the dockside tavern where I’d spent
many a happy hour, The Peacock’s Feather.

It was gloomy
inside, and always was, and smoky too (and always was). Corky was
already there, sitting at the ‘usual’ table, and I joined him,
dumping my bag on the floor beside me.

“Yarmy. Heard
you were on a boat out of here.”

“Corky. I am.
Thought I’d pop in for a farewell lunch.”

“What’ll it be,
Yarmian?” a smiling voice enquired. Maria, pad in hand, waiting to
take my order.

“Pint o’ the
usual please, Maria, and whatever Corky’s having.”

“Nah yer all
right, mate, working this afternoon, one’s my limit or I’ll lose me
bloody fingers at the table-saw.”

“Fair enough.
Is there stew on I can smell?”

“Aye, beef and
veggies. Roast beef sarnies too.”

“I’ll have the
stew then please, and bread to go with it, ta. You ordered yet,
Corky?”

“Nah, mum’s
made sarnies, I’ll have ‘em later.”

Maria skipped
happily away to the bar, and came back quickly with my ale. When
she’d gone to sort out the food, I took a sip, looked around, and
leaned forward.

“Need a bag o’
bits, Corky.”

“Thought you
might, what with you leaving an’ all. Oh bugger me, look, what’s
this just fell outta me shirt…?”

He drew a cloth
bag from under the table and slid it across to me. It was in my
backpack in scant seconds.

“Feels like a
lot o’ bits, Corky.”

“Figured you’d
need a lot if’n yer going to a city or summink.”

“Ta. Usual
price?”

“Forget it.
Call it a going away present from an old mate. We’ve had some fun
times in here over the years. Be a shame when you’re gone.”

I nodded. “I
saw Talby earlier, he said he might be in for lunch.”

“Talby’s all
right. Probably end up married to Fat Katy, way he’s going at it
with her. Don’t see him in here much of an evening now.”

“Aye, true
enough. Always thought it was a bit of a surprise, him and Fat
Katy.”

“They say
there’s someone for everyone.”

The stew
arrived, rich and beefy, and my appetite flared instantly. The food
was always good at the Peacock’s.

“Don’t mind me,
mate,” Corky insisted, and took a draught from his pint.

Others came in
then, Porky Norm first, then Big Peet and his cousin, Little Peet,
Nasher Thoms and Whistlin’ Ferg, and finally Talby. The old gang,
assembled for the last time, as far as I was concerned anyway. It
seemed a strangely sombre affair, this parting of the ways, not
helped by the fact that the lads were all working men and couldn’t
cut loose to send me off in style. There was a little laughter, and
reminiscing about this jape or that scrape, but the death of my
stepfather was too recent, and they really didn’t know how to talk
about it. Neither did I.

In the end,
after perhaps three quarters of an hour or so, they drifted away,
one by one, with a handshake or a slap on the shoulder, and wishes
of good luck and safe sailing. I was the lucky one, Nasher
announced ruefully, for I was leaving Ditchwater, and they were all
stuck here. Corky was the last to leave, his packet of sandwiches
surreptitiously consumed earlier, hidden from the landlord’s view
by the lads sitting all around us.

“Luck mate, I
mean it. Been a laugh, hasn’t it?”

“Aye, thanks,
Corky. Thanks for the bits o’ broom. Luck to you too.”

“Y’know, I
don’t hold with the other blokes on one thing. I don’t reckon
Ditchwater’s such a bad place. I’ve heard stories about shitholes
like Meneva, and the cities in the north. Despots up there, they
say. Despots all over the place. You be careful out there, Yarmy,
lest the despots get you.”

Corky’d had a
thing about ‘despots’ ever since he’d learned the word. I stood and
offered him a weak smile, and shook his hand, and was a little
startled when he suddenly embraced me and slapped me on the back
before drawing away and striding off out of the tavern’s doors. I
finished my pint standing up, and put on my backpack, and wandered
over to the bar to pay for my pint and my lunch.
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