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It is with some pride that I present a second volume of tales about that great lady, Maljie. Lesser mortals claimed that it couldn’t be done. Others claimed that there are only so many stories that could be told about her. Still others, who shall remain nameless, have already fled the city, taken vows of silence, or ostentatiously snubbed me in public lest it be assumed that they were the ones who supplied me with the stories that I have herein recounted. 

Some people have asked me just how candid have I been. Rest assured, I have in all matters tried to ensure decorum. I have no wish to delve into the merely lascivious, thus I have shunned the libidinous, the lewd or the merely debauched. This is a volume you can read aloud to even the most censorious aunt without fear of inducing palpitations. (Unless they have money deposited with various usurers in which case I would be tempted to skip those chapters.)

There is another issue that must be faced up to. Some have claimed that these volumes are collections of scurrilous yarns which shine a light into the darker corners of other, unnamed, establishments. They hint that, whilst these stories are set within the context of the Shrine of Aea in her Aspect as the Personification of Tempered Enthusiasm, some of them may well relate to some other establishment! They claim that names may have been changed to protect the guilty!

Reassure yourself that should you, in any of these meticulously researched tales, see a resemblance to any other person living, dead, or cast into one of the darker hells for all eternity, this is purely coincidental. 

There was also the question of what to call the current volume. I confess that I did toy with, ‘Maljie, riding the Hermeneutic Catherine Wheel.’ But in all candour, picking a title that the author cannot reliably spell correctly more than three times out of five, is not a wise move. Similarly, ‘Maljie, the True Story,’ was probably neither wise nor kind. I did not wish to be held responsible for the panicked flight of an untold number of senior people from the city, fearful lest the authorities purchased a copy.
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The Hermeneutic Catherine Wheel
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Strangely enough Maljie features only sparingly in this tale, although there are those who claim that the whole thing was her fault. Still I know from mine own experience that blame is far too easily spread about by those interested mainly in hiding their own faults.

Maljie has been described to me as a lady who, “Enjoyed rude good health, or at least enjoyed rude.” The tale starts because she didn’t: She was noticeably unwell and was feeling particularly under the weather. Still, once old Prophet Weden pronounced her not to be infectious, various people visited her. The prophet himself sat with her and commented, “Tis but a simple pox, stay away from pregnant women, infants, and fer some reason, horses.”

He also pronounced, “What you need is a touch from the hermeneutic Catherine wheel.” This was reported to the incumbent who commented that this was obviously something to do with the teaching being offered at a distant mountain monastery in the Aphices Mountains. Given that Laxey, the sub-Hierodeacon, had managed to become involved in the choir robe scandal, he was the obvious person to send. It should be noted that this outrage, where the choir robes of various ladies were misplaced and turned up in all sorts of unlikely places, was dealt with by the ladies themselves and nobody, not even the incumbent, was entirely sure what had gone on.

Initially Laxey was to go on his own, accompanied by the particularly large and hairy mendicant. This latter individual had fallen foul of Maljie. He had been given the task of taking breakfast to the invalid. He made the mistake of entering wearing a mask he’d borrowed from a plague doctor and fled pursued by a vigorously hurled tray. (His penance was to continue as her nurse.)

It seems that when the various authorities got to learn of Laxey’s errand it was regarded as an ideal opportunity to foist upon him a score of the more robust and rumbustious mendicants. These were people whom both the senior hierophants and the more discriminating officers of the watch felt could be exported from the city to its advantage. There was the shared, but unspoken, hope that if they left with Laxey, they might not return.

The journey would be long, and would have to be made on foot. The trip to the monastery would take a fortnight. Yet when the party set off, Laxey as the leader was informed that there was no need to issue him funds for expenses. He and his followers could beg for alms along their route. To be fair, it is not unknown for those of the lowest rank to do this. If there were only two or three of them at most, people can be quite lavish.

Matters are different when the party is two dozen strong. Even the most generous elderly lady is going to balk at supplying the two sacks of vegetables and half a mott ham necessary to provide enough decent broth to go with the dozen large loaves that they would devour. Thus it has to be said that the party fasted. In fact two days out of Port Naain four of the mendicants had already deserted. So when, a day later, they were held up by bandits, they mugged the bandits.

Having taken over the bandit camp they then devoured most of the bandit supplies. That done, eight of the mendicants, after a long theological discussion, felt called upon to become bandits in the place of those whom they had banished. 

There was much talk about the need to maintain the balance and the importance of encouraging local industries. Indeed they even quoted, from memory, certain apposite scriptures that they claimed to have heard at some point in the past.

Laxey felt that they were guilty of more than a little eisegesis but on the other hand, he did not wish to stand in the way of a genuine vocation. Thus next morning he continued on his way, leading a smaller band of mendicants, but at least they were carrying the bulk of what remained of the bandits’ supply cache.

Laxey hoped that they would get a day or two to rest in Avitas, but they left the next morning. Admittedly they were escorted to the city boundary by the watch, but their numbers had shrunk yet again. Two of the mendicants had accepted jobs as doormen at the House of Unseemly Cavorting, whilst four others were being questioned by the watch with regard to the disappearance of two bronze statues, each the size of a man. 

At last they arrived at the monastery. They had spent two days climbing narrow paths through the mountains, and finally they saw the monastery on the mountain side above them. Much to Laxey’s surprise the area was busy, apparently there was a major theological conference upon the topic of the hermeneutic catherine wheel, and delegations had come from all over the west. Laxey and his party struggled to make their way through the press of sumpter mules, palanquins, ecclesiastical coaches and a wide assortment of riding horses. A somewhat harassed monk was trying to explain that they only had stabling for four horses here, but there were adequate stables two days march away down a different valley. 

Pressing on, Laxey’s small party climbed the steep rock cut steps to the monastery and were welcomed by the hosts. It has to be said that the hospitality was generous and their hosts kind. 

The food was plentiful and at regular intervals the hosts would circulate with coffee brewed from beans they grew on their own narrow terraces high above the monastery. 

Whilst excellent, Laxey soon discovered that the coffee was so strong the drinker ended up seeing visions and in extreme cases, hearing colours.  

Soon Laxey was summoned to the round of lectures. He learnt that the finest theological scholars, working together, had revealed a phylogenetic relationship between the various literary sources. Slowly it was laid bare to him that the exegesis hinted that there existed the possibility of a whole new eschatological paradigm. After three days exploring the semiotics, presuppositions, and pre-understandings, Laxey had abandoned the coffee and was drinking nothing but weak tea. 

Finally, in desperation, Laxey asked to see a spiritual adviser. He was escorted to the cell of an elderly monk who encouraged him to sit down, slip off his sandals, and to drink slowly a glass of red wine. Finally, feeling Laxey had relaxed enough, the spiritual adviser asked, “So what encouraged your interest in hermeneutics?”

Laxey, still cradling his wine glass, pondered this. His instinct to leap in quickly with an answer was stilled by the elderly monk topping his glass up. Finally, secure in the confidentiality of the relationship, Laxey said simply. “I had to come to find a cure for Maljie.”

It was the turn of the monk to sit long in silence sipping wine. Finally he said, “Does she still ride horses bareback?”

“Not that I know of,” Laxey admitted.

“And the overly complicated financial instruments?”

“Those she has given up.”

“Good, good.” Laxey noticed that his spiritual adviser seemed to be rocking backwards and forwards as he sat. Indeed he felt that if it hadn’t been for the fact the older man was clutching both the bottle and a wine glass, he’d have been holding his head in both hands.

“And the bizarre moulds made from a combination of outlandish plant resins?”

“Long forgotten.”

The monk seemed to relax. “Then my advice to you, my son, is that you return, in haste, to Port Naain. This is not the place for you.”

“But what about Maljie and her illness.”

The monk reached out and from under his bed he pulled a crate. He extracted a bottle and pushed the crate back, concealing it with the simple blanket that was draped across the bed. “A tonic wine we make to ensure the health of those whose calling is to dwell here. Leave at dawn and take Maljie this.”

Laxey pondered the advice. “Why dawn?” 

“Because you’ll get down to the stables before the monk in charge and will have your pick of the horses there.”

Emboldened by this spiritual guidance, Laxey made his way home. The last of his mendicants disappeared from our ken, whether they embraced the hermeneutic catherine wheel, or merely joined the entourages of more senior spiritual figures is unknown. 

Laxey arrived back at the shrine and was ushered through to see Maljie. He presented her with the wine, indeed he poured her a glass. At her command he even recounted for her an expurgated tale of his adventures. Once he’d finished his tale he asked, “And what is this about bareback riding?”

As he fled the room, Maljie hurled the chamber pot at him. By throwing himself to the ground in the corridor he managed to avoid the worst of the contents. They fell to the big and hairy mendicant who was bringing Maljie her evening meal. The incumbent felt that the tonic wine had obviously worked and Maljie was pronounced cured. 
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Something spicy this way comes
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For once, none of this was Laxey’s fault. It couldn’t be, he wasn’t even in Port Naain, but instead was in a distant mountain monastery drinking coffee so strong that past and future seemed to fold into each other. All this whilst struggling to cope with the intricacies of the Hermeneutic Catherine wheel. So once we have understood this, I can proceed with the tale.

Maljie was unwell. She was suffering severe pain caused by shingles. Confined to her bed and reduced to cursing feebly those who claimed this was a result of her doing too much, she was resigned to just waiting for things to clear up of their own accord. Until she heard of the arrest, trial, and sentence to public execution of the notorious Liehat. 

Now Port Naain, being a thrifty and civilised place, rarely inflicts the death penalty. The normal penalty is to be sold into indentured slavery in the Houses of Licentiousness where you stand waist deep in cold water sorting young clams. The idea is that the harder you work, the sooner you are released. But there are occasions when the magistrate looks at the swaggering offender and asks whether those working in the Houses need protecting from such malevolent individuals as the one in front of them. In such cases the magistrate can recommend a death penalty.

But the judicial slaying of a citizen is a serious manner. It must be done in public lest people suspect the obdurate are merely being killed secretly in a cellar where they can be disposed of without political embarrassment. If it has to be done, it is felt that it is best done out in the open. 

During the long centuries of judicial executions in this city, traditions have built up over how the various crimes are to be punished. But the default is the gallows and it was to the gallows that Liehat was sentenced.

Maljie was furious. She had been waiting some considerable time to see Liehat get his come-uppance. Indeed she had contributed in no small way to the evidence that led to his trial. And in her own words, “Damned if I’m going to miss out.”

But what to do about her illness. Obviously we could just have dosed her up with poppy juice until she couldn’t feel the pain, but she pointed out, not unreasonably, that in that condition she might end up seeing all sorts of things. She might miss the execution because she was staring in amazement at the host of bright yellow mott flying around the gallows. 

Then somebody (and nobody can remember the culprit) suggested that they smear the painful area with Devil’s Pomatum. This is a remarkably hot spice. The Devil’s Pomatum extracted from the leaves of the plant is strong but not dangerously so. If the spice is extracted from the seeds it is vastly more powerful. A very little goes a long way. So whereas you might include a couple of leaves in a casserole and be well pleased by the result; with the seeds you first crush them and place them in oil. Then when you come to use the spice, use one drop in a cauldron of stew.

Obviously there are others who cling to the belief that the spice is in point of fact palatable without dilution in food. I have known a Toelar man who could eat the paste with a spoon. But myself I feel that in Devil’s Pomatum we have a genuinely homeopathic spice. The less one uses the more effective it is.

Still everybody knows that if you get any of the oil on the skin, it can sting. So somebody suggested that the stinging of the oil might cancel out the pain of the nerves. Faced with the choice of indulging in experimental medicine or missing a good hanging, Maljie decided to indulge.

On the morning of the execution, she was up early. After some discussion the decision was taken to spread a thin layer of butter on the area to be treated first, before applying the spice imbued oil. The thought was that it would slow the effect and allow the Devil’s Pomatum to work more slowly and for longer.

The oil was applied somewhat gingerly and Maljie was hastily bandaged to keep everything in place. Then she was assisted into the governess cart by two mendicants who insisted on describing her as ‘hot stuff.’ 

Driven by her sister at a breakneck pace they hurtled through the city to the place of execution. Grimacing a little, Maljie abandoned the cart and made her way somewhat slowly to the scaffold. There was already a good crowd. Maljie could count three people selling ale from hastily set up trestle tables, whilst another enterprising individual was cooking sausages on a brazier. 

By now it appears that the oil had penetrated the butter and was beginning to sting a little. But to be fair, the stinging seemed less painful that the shingles. Then in the distance Maljie saw the infamous Liehat being dragged through the crowd on a hurdle. By forceful use of her elbows, Maljie arrived at the foot of the gallows before him. Thus she was in a prime position to view the proceedings.

As she waited for the condemned man to be hauled onto his feet and frogmarched up the steps Maljie became aware of two things. The first was that the pain was almost forgotten, but the stinging was becoming more intense. The second was that there hung around her the odour of Devil’s Pomatum. Behind her were two men with sausages. One sniffed loudly and said to his fellow, “I just fancy a bit of spice on my sausage, they’re a bit flavourless.”

His companion replied, “Her in front has Devil’s Pomatum.”

The first speaker coughed politely to catch Maljie’s attention. “Excuse me Madam, I was after wondering if you had something spicy I could dip my sausage in.”

This earned him a slap across the face that loosened his teeth and knocked him sprawling. Maljie, diverted a little from the growing discomfort, turned back to the gallows.

Liehat was now standing on the trap. The executioner was standing behind him and a priestess of Aea in her aspect as the Personification of Justice was starting her oration. 

Around Maljie there was a clear space. Admittedly some of this might have been due to the way she felled the man behind her, but more was due to the fact that the effect of the Devil’s Pomatum was now genuinely eye watering. As Maljie leaned against the scaffold, the priestess, her eyes watering, moved away. 
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