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Prologue

 


“This man,
Kibber,” I asked quietly, and Malkar drew nearer. “He’s mad, you
say?”

“Quite mad. He
is… was… a sailor aboard a small coastal barge which plied
its trade between here and Kallasta. One day, so it is said, he
returned to the docks here in Muthia in a small rowing skiff, the
sole survivor, he said, of demons and monsters.”

!!
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“Fark…” Sloman
muttered. “Farkin’ fark me…”

My heart was
thumping in my chest so heavily I thought everyone around me must
hear it. But in moments of blind terror, someone has to take
charge, and as a master Wizzen, that was probably my job. One
thought kept beating my brains as I moved forward down the deck to
where the longbows and their stock of arrows had been discarded:
what the hell am I doing here?
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1. A Hole Away
From Home

 


Muthia is a
hole; I’d been told that before, and on more than one occasion. But
to be fair to Muthia, it’s certainly no Meneva. True, there’s a lot
of thievery goes on here, and a fellow has to be careful with his
pockets and backpack if he’s not to find them picked clean by the
time he returns to his lodgings, but a Space-maker shield keeps the
rather amateur attempts on my belongings at bay. Amateur compared
to Meneva, that is; and let’s not forget, Meneva is a shithole.
Everyone in Carpidia knows that.

But what’s the
reason for the thievery here in Muthia? Hashish. A great deal of it
is grown in the fertile region north of Muthia and south of
Kallasta, and although in those two regions the stuff is relatively
cheap to grow, I’m told that it’s very potent, mixed into small
edible ‘cakes’, and therefore still costs money to buy.

Almost
everywhere you go here, just as in the markets of Kallasta, you’ll
be approached by some grubby oick grinning at you and demanding
you want cake? Very good cake! Best cake! You want cake,
yes? And more often than not, he’ll shove a small wooden tray
towards you, bearing little square or circular ‘cakes’ that look
very much like traditional gingerbread.

They might even
be traditional gingerbread, but heavily laced with hashish.
Sometimes, I’ve also been told, enterprising ‘cake bakers’ might
use differing recipes to offer their many customers a variety of
pleasing flavours and textures, and perhaps also to entice new
customers into eating the stuff.

I, however, am
not one of those customers. A Wizzen does well to keep a clear
head, and people in the vicinity of a Wizzen do even better when he
does. A drunk or otherwise intoxicated Wizzen is a very dangerous
thing to be around.

When I finally
sailed away from Bayham on June 3rd, three years to the
day after leaving my home in Dulluston, it was with a
sorrowful-looking Vigo and Fleabag staring after me. Poor Fleabag
didn’t understand why I was going, nor where I was going, but he
knew I was going without him and he’d seemed to sense that I wasn’t
coming back. The sight of him howling and straining against a
leash, held tightly by Vigo to prevent the faithful little dog
jumping into the sea and swimming after me, had been
heart-wrenching.

Still, Vigo
would look after the brave and loyal little mutt, who’d hopefully
enjoy a long and happy life back there in the village by the sea.
He certainly wouldn’t have enjoyed much of either here in Muthia,
where the chances were that he’d be snatched off the streets and
butchered for dinner by the cake-eating locals… locals who were so
intoxicated by potent hashish they often forgot to eat real food
for days on end, consuming only the wretched ‘cake’ to which they
seemed inescapably addicted.

My old friend
in Wenneck, master Fennet, had spent two years wielding here, and
had warned me about the place what seemed an age ago now…

“They grow a
lot of hashish south of Kallasta and north of Muthia, and the
Muthians are rather too fond of consuming the stuff. That's what
attracted me to the place, really. When they weren't sitting around
giggling they were either sleeping it off or stuffing their faces.
None of 'em, or very few, seemed to have the time or the
inclination for things like maintenance or repairs. Bloody good
place for a Wizzen to make a living with the wielding…”

And so it might
have been in Fennet’s days, back before the Wizzen’s Purge had
started. There’d apparently been a fair few Wizzens here at that
time, and Fennet had found one who was happy to ‘supervise’ and
later render permanent the Temparus wieldings Fennet performed, in
exchange for a fee, of course. Today, however, with the purge in
full force, I found myself once more the only Wizzen in town.

Well, not
quite. There was old Master Gimbrère, in whose spacious house I now
lodged in my guise as a journeyman Temparus, under the alias Marnay
Tiden. Yes, it’s a bit of a carp name, and one I came up with while
seated in the bows of a Bayham fishing boat on the way to these
shores, but it does for me and I’m rather obliged to stick with it
now. Besides, Master Gimbrère is a kindly old duffer, long past his
‘best before date’ as my old mate Porky Norm might say, and I don’t
want to confuse my new landlord by changing names now.

Why in sight of
the sun was I taking the risk of lodging with an ancient permie
master like Gimbrère? Simply because there was no risk at all.
Gimbrère had already been ‘vetted’ by that wretched MBR Inquisitor,
Beardy, and given a clean bill of health as far as the Wizzen’s
Purge was concerned. The Isle of Sinnock, or rather the three MBR
candidates vying for the seat of Philostrate up there, had no
interest in Gimbrère at all. In point of fact, Gimbrère was in his
dotage, and had no interest in wielding the Izen for a living,
preferring to spend his days sitting in his garden talking to his
plants. He was, in all respects, a harmless old chap with a kindly
streak who was happy to let me have his spare room and for me to
come and go as I pleased.

I should also
mention missus Hachman, the housekeeper, who appeared almost as old
as master Gimbrère, who let herself in through the front door in
the mornings to tidy up and make breakfast, returned later to make
lunch and later cook dinner, and who generally kept a kindly and
watchful eye on the house and its occupants, which now of course
included me. I didn’t mind at all; it relieved me of any kind of
household duties and the money I contributed from my fresh bag of
broomstick ‘Corky coins’ was gratefully received.

And that of
course left me free to roam about the place as and when I felt like
it, though I did take the opportunity to learn a little from
Gimbrère on the odd occasions when he didn’t mind me interrupting
his conversations with his roses, hibiscus, and the host of other
flowering shrubs growing in their own large ceramic pots which he
daily tended. Sadly, however, master Gimbrère often drifted away in
mid-lesson, so when I say I learned a little, I mean, I learned a
little…

Back when I’d
first stepped off the boat and waved a sad and final cheerio to the
lads from Bayham, I’d found the docks to be like many of the others
I’d experienced in the past. True, some of the day-labourers around
the wharf were lacklustre, grinning and dead-eyed, but in the main,
business appeared to be conducted as would be expected at the docks
of any coastal town or city. But it was when I left those docks and
headed in to the city proper that I noticed why Muthia was
considered ‘a hole’.

Now, I’ve often
observed that many cities, towns, and even villages to some extent,
follow the same kind of pattern… poor on the outskirts, rich in the
middle. Muthia is no exception, save for the fact that the poor
periphery is poorer and obviously rather more ramshackle than
anywhere else I’ve been. That ring of poverty is also broader than
any other in my experience, which meant that most of the way in
towards the city centre my surroundings were unchanged.

Poor wooden
dwellings, dull row upon dull row of them, sometimes punctuated
here and there by rather more colourful and affluent shops, though
even these appeared to be struggling to do business. Everywhere,
grinning idiots of the kind I’d seen in Kallasta… senseless fools
sitting on the cobbles dribbling and mumbling incoherently, or
lying in a heap, twitching like dreaming dogs, giggling to
themselves under the influence of the cake they had eaten.

The sudden
contrast when I reached Muthia City’s centre was almost like a
visual slap in the face. Stone buildings, gaily painted, streets
filled with busy, well-dressed and healthy-looking people.
Well-stocked shops with glass windows, taverns, restaurants, inns
and boarding houses… I’d spent my first night in one of those inns
and it’d been there that I’d learned in conversation with a barmaid
that yes, there was still an old Wizzen in the city, but surely
was he retired now…

It had taken me
a while to understand the reason for the shocking contrast between
the rich and the poor here in Muthia, but of course the reason was
as blindingly obvious as the disparity itself: cake. Those
Muthians who managed to avoid any societal pressures to eat the
cake (if such pressures actually existed), could go on to do very
well for themselves and from each other. The city centre, the
centre of commerce, was proof enough of that.

So too the
taverns, brothels, and chandleries down at the docks, all owned and
operated by Muthians who steered well clear of the intoxicating
cake; cake which seemed to rob others who did indulge of any
interest in work or industry of any kind. Oh certainly, some of
those eaters, as they were known by those who abstained, did
perform day-labour here and there from time to time, but they did
so either because they might be paid with cake, or with coin to buy
more cake. Many others resorted to thievery, and were sometimes to
be seen blatantly rifling the pockets of those eaters lying prone
and giggling on the cobbles… or attempting to pick the pockets of
visiting sailors and merchants.

In the centre,
where the wealth was accumulated and the wealthy likewise, there
were guards aplenty, and even I was stopped and interrogated on my
arrival here; I looked like a peasant from a fishing village, after
all. When it became apparent that I was certainly not an eater
looking for rich pickings from wealthy pockets, and when I produced
a gold and a couple of silvers of my own as proof of my ability to
pay my way for at least part of my stay, I was allowed to pass.

Now I know some
might think me cavalier, wandering about town as I am now, my shiny
new made-in-Bayham blackthorn stick in hand, sniffing for Lessers
and enjoying the sights, sounds, and some of the less unpleasant
smells of Muthia’s city. But it was June 23rd, almost
three weeks since I’d arrived here on the 3rd of the
month, and I was still hoping to get my new stick well-attuned to
me against the day I needed to use it in earnest for something
rather more serious than repairing a cracked windowsill or broken
wheel.

However, it’s
worth remembering that when the Beardy bastard, Inky the
Inquisitor, had discovered in Narrespoint that it was me
who’d loosed fire upon the pirate ship Elkin, and come out into the
wilderness to find me, he had not notified the Beldane
Council on the Isle of Sinnock. That council, including the three
murderous MBRs Kurster, Arrapthane, and Norridus, all thought I was
dead already, and had believed me dead from the moment that The
Black Rose assassins had been hired to track me down and kill me.
They still thought I was dead, and certainly wouldn’t be looking
for me.

I knew from the
housekeeper, missus Hachman, and from master Gimbrère himself, that
Inky the Inquisitor, whose remains I had cremated back in May, had
already been here quite some time ago and declared the slightly
potty old boy ‘harmless’ in his reports to the Council; it was
therefore highly unlikely that the Isle would send their
one-and-only remaining Inquisitor over here from the western coast
of the Carpidian for some considerable time, if at all.

So then, the
Isle believed I was dead these two years past, The Black Rose had
no idea I’d killed their assassin, and they never took the same
contract twice anyway. Thus was I safe for as long as I kept myself
to myself, and continued in my guise as a humble and harmless
Temparus lodging with the only other Wizzen in the city (and he was
effectively retired).

It felt
surprisingly good to be back in amongst the bustle of Carpidia once
more, and something of a pleasant change to lodge in a comfortable
room in a well-kept house, instead of the usual routine of an inn
or hostelry with all its attendant comings and goings, drunken
revelries, and noisy patrons. Gimbrère had a good bookshelf too,
something I hadn’t found in any pub or inn I’d stayed in thus far
during my travels. He wasn’t Albionus, not by any stretch of the
imagination, but when the sun went down and he left his garden in
peace, he was happy to sit and chat at the dinner table and answer
such questions as I might pose over a meal cooked by the
housekeeper.

It was just a
shame that he was becoming a little hard of hearing, and his memory
wasn’t what it used to be, as he’d confessed to me often. I had no
idea how old he was, and I don’t think he did, either. No, he was
no MBR, no Albionus, and since he’d all but given up wielding
completely, I didn’t feel I could press him on any important
matters, such as the concepts contained in the third book, or the
trickier permie wieldings. I’d decided, within a week of taking the
spare room in the house, that I ought perhaps to regard master
Gimbrère rather more as a kindly Gorm in his dotage, than a
Permanentus Master or teacher.

Indeed, on
those occasions when I’d asked questions about using the Izen for
specific purposes, to heal penetrating stab wounds, for example,
he’d frowned, and his eyes had widened, his gaze darting this way
and that in alarm while his lips moved silently… it was as if
searching his fading memories for answers was akin to trying to
track a fast-flying insect buzzing around his head… He’d become a
little distressed, and I quickly changed the subject for his
comfort.

No, I couldn’t
regard master Gimbrère as a teacher, but his library, small as it
was, contained wizzenish gems tucked away in amongst the books on
gardening and the care and feeding of ornamental plants. He was
happy for me to borrow the books, either to read in my room or by
lamplight in his living-room when he retired; he always retired
early, or has done ever since my arrival here in Muthia, in spite
of his frequently nodding off in his garden during the day.

No trace of
Lessers had I found so far, and I thought that might be down to
cake, too. What self-respecting witch or sorcerer would want to
lord it over a place full of useless eaters who seemed to spend
most of their lives giggling and lost in toxic dreaming? Yet, I
knew from experience that such helpless individuals would make for
excellent raw materials for those evil Izenwarps the Lessers
wielded, so kept my eyes and my Izen-nose wide open, just in
case.

The trouble
was, unlike in Wenneck where the city’s townguard was
well-organised and maintained daily registers and reports, the same
couldn’t be said of the law enforcers here in Muthia. Here, the
guardsmen rarely ventured into ‘the poor quarter’ which almost
entirely surrounded the commercial centre. Theft and burglary were
the only real crimes committed there, the locals too apathetic for
anything which might require much physical exertion; murder, for
example, was unheard of there.

All of which
meant, of course, that muggins had to ‘do the right thing’ and
venture there myself, sniffing for warped Izen, just in case there
was a Lesser about the place snatching gormless bodies from
the roads and alleys to harvest the living organs from senseless
hosts. Occasionally, I’d even perform a wielding, not only to keep
my hand in with the mundane stuff like repairs and melds, but also
to help attune the new stick to me, and for me to become accustomed
to it. And no, I didn’t charge the poor eaters for my work, not
that many of ‘em actually noticed me performing the deeds on their
behalf anyway.

Were there cats
to trouble me? No. Just as I hadn’t seen any dogs in the poor
quarter, I hadn’t seen any cats, either. I didn’t like to think of
the eaters skinning and eating cats as well as dogs, but the
absence of any wailing moggies screeching whenever I did perform a
wielding was a frequent reminder of their likely fate were they
foolish enough to roam where I did.

My belongings
were certainly safe enough in my room at Gimbrère’s house whenever
I ventured outdoors, and I usually did so after breakfast. I was
used to rising with the sun back in my little cottage in the copse
on the cliffs near Bayham, and after two years it was a hard habit
to break. I would rise, attend to my ablutions, and sit in the
living-room reading until missus Hachman let herself in and set
about her chores, and after breakfast with master Gimbrère, off he
went to talk to his plants and off I went sniffing for Lessers.

Yes, I’d found
Ranquin Dutt’s messenger office in the city centre, and I had
indeed sent word to my benefactor in Farakand. I’d even received an
eventual reply, Farakand being the better part of five hundred
miles north (four hundred and sixty five, so I learned from the
birdmaster, a fellow by the name of Larkin). The reply made me
smile: Much relief! Good wishes, Officer Tiden, RD. He
hadn’t forgotten me, and was still content for me to wear his small
token about my wrist, which identified me to others of his business
network so that I could call upon them for such aid as I might
require.

Yes, Muthia was
a hole, but it wasn’t too bad a hole for me to find myself
in. In the birdmaster I had an excellent source of current
information from around Carpidia, and, from the locals in a posh
bar and restaurant called, rather unimaginatively, Hakim’s Bar
and Restaurant, I had an excellent source of local gossip. In
truth, I had comfortable private lodgings, an excellent occupation
as a journeyman Temparus for a disguise, and I had a new blackthorn
stick.

This new stick
is about three inches longer than my old one, steel-tipped instead
of brass, and has a somewhat weightier knob on the head than the
old one had, which might come in useful for bashing something (or
someone). I also had new quality clothes which didn’t look out of
place for this region, either in the city centre or even in the
poor quarter; seen one jillaba, seen ‘em all, and who was to know
what I was wearing beneath mine? No-one, that’s who, so I didn’t
mind wearing my Narrestor-made cheesecloth shirt and thin summer
trousers under my white and grey striped cotton robe. I still wore
my master-made Thellesene boots though; I wasn’t about to adopt
local bare-toed sandals, not when there might be something around
here that needed a kicking…

“You want cake,
mistah?”

“No.”

“Very good
cake! Best cake!”

“No, thank
you.”

“Best cake!
Best cake! Fresh cake!”

“No. Bog
off.”

“No need be
rude mistah!” and the annoying fellow who’d been dancing along in
front of me with his tray hurried away.

Well actually
yes, there was a need to be rude to these wretched cake-sellers. I
haven’t encountered one yet who’d take no for an answer and leave
in peace, and even though I’ve been here a day short of three
weeks, I’d encountered dozens like the one who’d just interrupted
my thoughts while I sniffed for warped Izen.

Nor was the
condition of dwellings in the poor quarter compared to the city
centre the only stark contrast to be observed here in Muthia City.
They spoke differently, too. In the commercial centre, local speech
was educated, and though with a slight accent (which audibly
separated locals from outsiders), made for normal conversation. In
the poor quarter, however, they seemed all to speak with the same
odd patois as the cake-seller just now. It was as if even using
full sentences was too much effort for the eaters. I actually
wondered whether there were schools here in the ring of relative
poverty surrounding the affluent middle. Come to think of it, the
Yakki-ballah-cousins over in Arpane, who’d sold me the duplicitous
mule Nemet and had tried to kill me, spoke with the same patois,
making me wonder if they hadn’t been Muthians too. Whether they
were or not, they were long dead, and they’d had it coming too, the
murderous goits.

Still, I wasn’t
here to evaluate Muthia’s social system and services. Why was I
here? To be become accustomed to being around people and doing the
right thing again, after two years spent in relative isolation in a
cottage in a copse on a cliff. Finding my feet again, if you will.
Hence the wandering through the dull rows upon dull rows of
dwellings whose wooden walls were grey with age, and hence my
sniffing for Izenwarps.

“You want cake
mistah?”

!!

 


oOo


2. Kibber

 


In the poor
quarter, there are street vendors selling food from bizarre
handcarts often containing extremely dangerous-looking burners to
keep hot food hot, or to cook ingredients over their open flames on
demand. They’re operated by locals who haven’t quite fully
succumbed to the more debilitating effects of cake addiction, and
they do seem to do some trade in their locales. But I
wouldn’t touch their wares with a barge-pole; not simply because I
have no idea what they’re using for ingredients (especially the
meat… remember there are no cats around to keep the rat population
down), but because the food may well be laced with hashish too.

So, come
lunchtime, it’s back to the city centre and Hakim’s Bar and
Restaurant go I. Well… not always. I do carry a good supply of
beefsticks bought from a reputable butcher recommended by missus
Hachman, so sometimes I simply reach through a slit in the side of
my jillaba, and fish a stick out from my pocket and chew on that
instead of returning to the city centre.

Today though,
I’d found myself irritated by the sheer number of times that my
hunt for Izenwarps had been disturbed by skinny grotty oicks, not
to mention their seemingly incessant and unnecessarily loud you
want cake mistah when they accosted me in the street.
Consequently, I strode back into the centre and in through the
doors of Hakim’s, which was doing its usual healthy trade in both
diners and drinkers (though the latter weren’t exactly pouring it
down their throats… it was only a Wednesday afternoon after
all).

I received a
few nods of recognition from some of the men at the bar, and
returned them, and then took a seat on a barstool while I waited
for a barmaid to spot my arrival. It didn’t take her long to finish
serving a customer at the other end of the bar, and then there she
was, eyeing me expectantly.

“Hello Maya.
Keeping you busy?”

“Quiet really,
mister Marnay. What can I get you?”

“Half a light
ale please, and a chicken salad sandwich?”

“Would you like
a table?”

“No, I’ll eat
it here, thanks. No Hakim today?”

“He went to the
fish market to buy for the kitchens tonight.”

“Ah.”

With a smile
that seemed genuine, the dark-haired beauty with the big brown eyes
sashayed away to fill a half-glass from a keg on a trestle, and
returned with the pale golden ale.

“You don’t dine
here in the evenings, mister Marnay?”

“Just Marnay.
No, I have dinner at my lodgings. The housekeeper is a very good
cook.”

“It is a shame!
We have very good chefs and tonight the fresh fish will be a
speciality of theirs.”

“I thought
Fridays were fish days?”

“Not at
Hakim’s. Always Wednesdays. Very good sea bass in lemon cream
sauce.”

“And no
cake.”

She giggled.
“No, no cake!”

“Well maybe
next week I’ll remember and tell the housekeeper I won’t be in for
dinner that night. Then we’ll see about this sea bass and lemon
cream sauce.”

There was a
sudden groan followed by a short silence… something or someone had
caused some sort of disturbance which saw Maya’s happy expression
shift to one of grim resignation. A glance revealed the cause of
this abrupt change in mood; a fellow wearing rather tatty clothes,
which marked him as a landlocked sailor in my instant assessment of
him, had entered from the street and pushed his way through a small
group of drinkers to stand at the opposite end of the bar.

“I will
return,” Maya sighed.

Off she went to
speak to this new arrival, and I heard the stranger announce rather
loudly over the quiet buzz around the bar:

“I got money to
pay!”

I didn’t hear
Maya’s reply but it seemed to be rather abrupt, and I leaned
forward to see the fellow dump a pile of coins on the bar, small
denominations. Maya carefully counted it, and then with obvious
distaste, scraped the coins noisily into a pot, which she then
emptied into the cash-box well out of reach behind the bar. She
served the fellow a pint of strong, dark, local ale, and hurried
through a bead curtain to the kitchens, presumably to place my
order for the sandwich.

Maya emerged a
little later carrying a small pie on a plate, and served it to the
man whose arrival had caused such a stir. He took it and his pint
to a table in the window overlooking the street, and there he sat,
mumbling to himself.

The barmaid
returned, shaking her head, her expression apologetic.

“Your sandwich
won’t be long, mister Marnay.”

“Thanks. But
what was all that about?”

“That is Jacob
Kibber. He is mad.”

!

“Mad?”

“I will come
back,” she smiled again, and hurried off to serve someone else.

“Yes, mad, that
Jacob Kibber,” a fellow declared, edging a little closer; he’d
obviously overheard my chatting with Maya.

I’d seen him in
here before at lunchtimes, a well-kempt local in a brown jillaba,
trimmed with gold around the cuffs of flowing sleeves and the hood,
though the latter was thrown back. Swarthy, bearded, with large
eyes and an aquiline nose… he almost put me in mind of Beardy the
Inquisitor, which I admit was a tad alarming at first.

“You know him,
sir?”

“Malkar is my
name, sir. I am an officer in service to His Excellency Nabir, the
Lord of Muthia.”

“Pleased to
meet you, mister Malkar. My name is Marnay Tiden.”

“Yes, master
Tiden, I have learned your name, and that you are a young master of
Wizzenry visiting our city.”

!!

“I did not wish
to alarm you, sir,” he apologised, “I merely have an inquisitive
nature which is in part due to my occupation in the Ministry of
Revenues here in Muthia City. You may have seen the large buildings
surrounding our square? That is where I work, but I come here for
lunch to avoid dining alongside those with whom I spend most of my
working days.”

“I understand.
We’re far enough away from the square, and its magnificent
reflecting pool.”

“Yes. Many of
my colleagues sit on the benches around that lustrous pool to take
lunch.”

“I don’t blame
them, it’s beautiful there, and especially so on a day like
today,.”

And it was too.
The central square of the city, bounded on each side by splendid
buildings whose minarets, walls and arched colonnades were adorned
with mosaic tiles, was home to a vast blue-tiled pool; the waters
were about a foot deep, crystal clear and undisturbed by fish or
fountain. In that pool, depending on the position from which one
observed it, was reflected the sky, or the magnificent buildings
around the periphery.

“Beautiful yes,
but busy alas.”

Maya returned
by way of the kitchens with my hefty chicken salad sandwich, and
seeing that I was now conversing with the man who held some status
as an officer of the Portlord’s court, quietly withdrew.

“This man,
Kibber,” I asked quietly, and Malkar drew nearer. “He’s mad, you
say?”

“Quite mad. He
is… was… a sailor aboard a small coastal barge which plied
its trade between here and Kallasta. One day, so it is said, he
returned to the docks here in Muthia in a small rowing skiff, the
sole survivor, he said, of demons and monsters.”

!!

“Good grief!
When was this, mister Malkar?”

“Oh… a year
ago? The healers at the docks gave the poor man water to slake his
obvious thirst, and a little cake to calm his terrors. But he has
never truly recovered his senses. He begs for a living, or finds
work as a labourer, and goes from bar to bar and other public
places, mumbling to himself, or raving about the demons and
monsters which he says swallowed his vessel and his
companions.”

“Did His
Excellency investigate the loss of this sailing barge, do you
know?”

“No, master
Tiden. Kallasta is, as you must surely know, some seventy-five
miles away to the north, and the coast is very rocky and
treacherous for the most part. It is the belief of the healers who
attended poor mister Jacob Kibber, that during the several days it
took him to row his little skiff all the way home, an astonishing
feat in itself given the capricious nature of the Carpidian Sea
hereabouts, the unfortunate fool drank seawater. Hence his
madness.”

I nodded rather
sagely, though I for one certainly don’t take lightly any mention
of ‘demons’ when I hear them.

“I shall leave
you in peace to enjoy your lunch, master Tiden. I am pleased to
have met you, and welcome to Muthia.”

“Thank you,
mister Malkar, I’m very pleased to have met you, too.”

And I was, at
that. I’d earwigged more than a few conversations in Hakim’s over
the past couple of weeks, and the tall, distinguished and bearded
fellow Malkar was usually to be found in the middle of the best and
most informative of them. Now I understood why, given his rank and
his occupation as a taxman, which would keep him well-informed
about all the business of business in the city and at the
docks.

I started in on
my lunch. I’ll say one thing about Hakim’s: the chicken salad
sarnies are bloody marvellous, with just the right amount of
wholegrain mustard on the roast chicken breast, and a very generous
chicken-to-bread ratio. Love ‘em.

By the time I’d
finished, most of the business crowd had left to go back to work,
and I noticed that the local loony, Kibber, had gone too. Maya took
away my plate and when she returned from the kitchens, I caught her
eye. She smiled at once, and leaned up against the bar, affording
me a lovely view.

“That mister
Malkar… high-ranking, is he?”

She nodded, and
brushed back an errant lock of ink-black hair, tucking it behind
her ear. “He is an important fellow at the Ministry of Revenues.
You have seen all the eaters in the poor quarter, yes? They do so
little work, and for Muthia to prosper, the Ministry of Revenues is
important to ensure proper taxes are paid by everyone.”

“I confess, I
still haven’t figured out how Muthia works at all, with so many
eaters doing so little.”

She smiled a
little sadly. “It is not so bad outside the city. There are very
few eaters in the small towns and villages. They all seem to come
here to the city, for some reason. We have good farms, and many
good workers. Good workers making pots and tiles…”

“Ceramics, yes,
I’ve learned that Muthia exports many fine ceramics.”

“We are not all
eaters in Muthia,” she insisted again.

I smiled
reassuringly. “I know, Maya. You only have to look around here in
Hakim’s to know that.”

She beamed
happily, and for a brief moment, I found my thoughts straying into
realms best left well alone. Besides, Maya knew I was a Temparus,
and Wizzens just aren’t supposed to think naughty thoughts about
lovely young women. Well, the old ones aren’t, anyway.

“What d’you
think of that story Jacob Kibber tells, about demons and monsters
eating his ship?”

“He is mad. The
sea swallowed his barge, and he swallowed seawater, and now he is a
mad loony-man. When he comes in we all worry that he will start
yelling and screaming about demons and monsters.”

“Does he do
that?”

“Sometimes. The
guards try to keep him out of the centre, but he always has money
when he comes in from the docks where he lives, and does not sell
cake, so they cannot lawfully stop him.”

“He lives down
at the docks?”

“Yes, so they
say. Lives near there, does work there to earn money to come into
the centre where he eats and drinks and shouts about silly monsters
eating barges. He is mad.”

The lovely
young woman smiled and took herself away to the other end of the
bar where table-patrons had gathered to pay their bill, and while
she took their money I decided to take my leave. I finished my half
of light, and stood, and with a wave and smile, stepped out into
the street, to return to my work sniffing for Lessers.

Work? In a way,
though it was hardly arduous. Still, it was excellent practice,
holding up a Space-maker for as long as possible (and the duration
was getting longer each day) while sniffing for Izenwarps, avoiding
bloody annoying cake-sellers and dodging pickpockets. What with
that, and wielding repairs to dangerously cracked walls and lintels
along the way, I was honing my practical skills, including
awareness of my surroundings.

For some reason
though, Malkar’s tale about poor Jacob Kibber kept niggling at me.
I knew what it was, of course; it’d been the use of the word
‘demons’ in the tale. I knew about demons, especially the kind
employed by sorcerers, and the huge Demonwarps sent out by adept
witches. Over in Holbonne, the birdmaster there had suggested that
I was ‘sensitive’ to such subjects, certainly more so than anyone
else around me. I decided that it was true, I was sensitive
to words and phrases like ‘demons and monsters’. I also knew that
some poor loony who’d gone slightly off his rocker after drinking
seawater really didn’t warrant any further concern on my part.

“You want cake,
mistah?”

!!

“No!”
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3. A Whole Lot
of Carp

 


“I had
something of an interesting encounter at Hakim’s today, master,” I
declared at Gimbrère’s dining table.

“Eh?”

“I said I had
something of an interesting encounter at Hakim’s today,
master.”

“Oh!
Interesting, eh? How so?”

“Fellow named
Kibber, something of a shipwrecked sailor. Apparently he claims his
barge was swallowed up by demons and monsters.”

“Eh? Demons and
monsters y’say?”

“Yes. Nonsense,
apparently.”

“Probably.”
Gimbrère nodded, and stabbed a piece of spiced sausage with his
fork. “But the coast is very rocky y’know. Dangerous. Currents.
Eddies, vortices. Even heard tales o’ whirlpools and freak waves.
There’s a thing called the Grim. Nasty spot, whirlpools and
waterspouts. Nasty.”

The spiced
sausages our housekeeper had made were delicious and juicy, and the
fried potato wedges and fried eggs likewise. Sausage egg and wedges
were one of old master Gimbrère’s favourites, or so I’d learned,
and over the years, missus Hachman had become expert in preparing
them. He even had sausage and egg for breakfast.

“So you think
Kibber’s demons and monsters were just freak currents or vortices,
then?”

“Eh?”

“The demons,
just natural currents?”

“Oh yes! Though
there are monsters in the sea, I grant you. Saw some once,
long time ago, when was it… can’t remember. Old y’know.”

!!

“What did they
look like?”

“Eh? The sea
monsters?”

“Yes.”

“Like whales, I
suppose. Whales with those wiggly things, whatchumacallits,
testicles.”


“Tentacles?”

“Eh? Oh yes,
them. Whales with tentacles. Scared the sailors. Scared me, too,
don’t mind saying so.”

“What
happened?”

“Eh? Oh, they
buggered off below the waves, like whales. Two of ‘em, as I
recall.”

!!

“Where was
this?”

“Eh? Out at
sea, Carpidian Sea.”

“But where in
the sea?”

“Eh?”

“Whereabouts?
North, south…?”

“Eh? Oh! Bang
in the middle, sort of between Ereston and Thellesene. When was it?
Can’t remember. I was going somewhere for something, can’t remember
what. Still. After they’d buggered off, the sea monsters that is,
the captain o’ the ship asked me what they were. Monsters,
says me at the time,” and he chuckled. “I was quite the wag in the
old days, mind.”

“And you never
saw them again?”

“Eh? No, never.
After a while, I came to the conclusion that they probably weren’t
monsters at all. Probably just small whales, fighting with those
giant octopod things, squids and the like. Deep water out in the
middle, and I remember reading in Cloisters about giant octopods
and squids and the like. Probably them, fighting with whales. D’you
want that sausage?”

“Yes.”

“Oh dear.”

The old master
looked so crestfallen that I relented, stabbed the object of his
culinary desires and transferred it from my plate to his. He beamed
like a child who’d just been given a birthday surprise. I helped
myself to more of the seasoned potato wedges in the bowl between
us, and the meal continued quietly after that.

When Gimbrère
later retired after a last chat with his potted friends out in the
garden, I sat in the comfy chair beside his bookshelves, a tome
unopened on my lap, pondering…

Porky Norm, my
dear old friend back in Dulluston, who’d had a voracious appetite
for reading (as well as for food), often indulged in fabletales,
and these too were filled with tales of giant sea monsters with
immense test… tentacles, which would ensnare entire ships and drag
them beneath the waves.

My mind drifted
back to a dank and dreary midweek evening in the Peacock’s, the
usual gang assembled and all if us nursing our drinks, bored…

 


“It’s all
bollocks,” Corky sniffed. “Giant bloody squids, dragging whole
ships down to the bottom o’ the sea.”

“How d’you
know!” Porky protested. “Been to sea, have you?”

“No of course
not, and neither have you.”

“None of us
have,” Nasher Toms sighed. “And ain’t likely to.”

“I might,” I
declared. “One day. Might study up on the Isle of Sinnock.”

“Aye and when
you do, Yarmy,” Big Peet sighed, “Ask them Sinnythings about bloody
sea monsters, and send us a letter about ‘em.”

“Sinnithans.
And I don’t have to. Albionus was one. He’d know.”

“Good point!”
Big Peet agreed, looking surprised that he’d forgotten. “Ask ‘im
when you get home!”

“Anyway, what’s
the point?” Corky was staring straight at Porky.

“Point o’ what,
then?” Porky accepted the challenge.

“Point o’
dragging a ship to the bottom o’ the sea. What, we supposed to
believe that giant squids eat ships then?”

“Course not!
People in the ships, though…”

“Bollocks.
Anything big enough to drag a bloody great ship under the water is
going to want to eat summink a bloody sight bigger’n a poxy
sailorman as’d get stuck in its teeth. It’d want to eat something
big, and not made o’ wood.”

“Aye,” Little
Peet agreed, “Summink like them wotsits, sea-giants,
whale-things.”

“Or maybe other
giant squids,” Corky sniffed, and supped his pint.

“Asides o’
which,” Whistlin’ Ferg joined in, “If these giant squids drag whole
ships to the bottom, yeah? Then how do we know they did it, eh?
Answer me that one, Porks! How do we know they did it?”


“Survivors.”

“Bollocks. You
don’t know yer born. How can there be survivors, right, when the
whole ship gets dragged under in the middle o’ the sea?
What, they gonna swim an ‘undred miles ashore?”

“Driftwood.
They could cling to driftwood, and be picked up by other
ships.”

“Other ships
as’d be dragged under by the same ship-eating squid,” Corky
declared.

“Oy! It was
just a story, you mis’rable goits! You asked me to tell it on
account of us-all being bored! That right, innit Yarmy, they-all
asked for a story, dint they!”

“Aye, Porks,
it’s true, we did.”

“Well then.
Ungrateful goits. Tell yer own bloody story next time, if this is
the thanks I get!”

 


Happy days,
those, though at the time I didn’t truly appreciate just how happy
they were. Sitting at the table with all my drinking buddies, my
mates, and Albionus sitting by the fire at home in the cottage on
the hill… but thinking that way sorrow lies, so I took a breath and
decided that yes, fabletales were bollocks, just as Corky had said,
and that yes, the so-called monsters master Gimbrère had seen in
the middle of the Carpidian probably had just been small
whales fighting giant squids.

As for Kibber’s
tale of his sailing barge being swallowed… probably bollocks too.
Oh it possibly had been swallowed by the sea, drawn into a
whirlpool perhaps which had sprung up thanks to eddying currents,
and maybe currents had pulled the vessel onto hidden rocks, ripping
open its bottom. The only survivor was Kibber himself, and he was
mad from drinking seawater.

I opened the
book on my lap to the bookmark I’d slipped between the pages the
night before, and continued my evening’s education concerning the
Isle of Sinnock. The book was probably well out of date, but given
how Fennet had once described the place being full of living
fossils and echoing dormitories, perhaps much of the content was
still accurate. I’d yet to discover the name ‘Yarmian’ mentioned
within the book, which of course was what I was looking for, but
who knows, it might be in there somewhere.

 


The morning of
the 24th dawned bright and sunny, as well it should in
late June. I was enjoying a small cooked breakfast courtesy of
missus Hachman (sausage, of course, with egg, bacon, and tomatoes),
when a knock at the front door saw the housekeeper answer it, and
then deliver to me an envelope which had been borne by a young and
‘fancy-dressed messenger-boy’.

Intrigued by
the description of the lad, who’d hurried off expecting no reply,
and impressed by the penmanship on the envelope, I promptly opened
the missive and read it aloud for the benefit of master Gimbrère
and the housekeeper both:

Master Tiden,
you are invited to attend at your earliest convenience the Great
Hall of His Most Excellent Nabir, Lord of Muthia, where an
important task awaits you.

Rakman,
Ministry of Works.

 


“Ooh!” missus
Hachman declared, clasping her hands together with glee, “A royal
commission!”

“Finish yer
breakfast first, young Marnay. Finish yer breakfast first, eh?”

“Yes, master
Gimbrère, I do believe I shall.”

And I did.

“Don’t ferget
to tell ‘em you’re just a Temparus!” Gimbrère called from the back
door, on his way out into the garden while I was pulling on my posh
(and only) jillaba.

“I won’t!”

“Eh?”

“I won’t!”

“Won’t
what?”

“Forget to tell
‘em I’m just a Temparus!”

“Splendid!”

And off he went
into the garden, and off I went too, heading east along a broad
avenue towards the city centre and its amazing reflecting pool. The
sun was in my eyes, making me squint while I strode along, swinging
my stick. At around three feet five inches long, the new stick
still felt a little odd in my hand, and I’d taken to gripping it
just below its bulbous head at around the same height as my old
half-staff had been. There was a convenient knot of wood there too,
which made for a comfortable handhold.

Ever since I’d
become accustomed to leaving my backpack back at my lodgings, I
felt lighter on my roaming around the poor quarter. Today though, I
was heading for the Portlord’s own Great Hall, and I was glad not
to have a bulky rucksack full of books and beefsticks weighing me
down and making me look like a travelling salesman with a sack of
samples on my back. If the outside of those buildings lining the
square was anything to go by, the interiors must be a grand
spectacle indeed.

Arched
colonnades, all sparkling and inlaid with tiny coloured and
reflective tiles, formed an airy and shady walkway around the
entire periphery of the central square, and there were many
officials either arriving for work or going about their business. I
asked one such fellow which was the entrance to the Great Hall, and
he kindly directed me to the eastern side.

I suppose I’d
have found it eventually, guarded as it was by heavily-armed men in
splendid official uniforms, each standing with their hands crossed
upon the pommels of scimitars every bit as long as my own stick,
the point of the blades resting between their feet. After passing
through the vast and gold-painted arch and into the cool and
cavernous interior, I was challenged by an official who asked who I
was and what was my business.

To him I showed
the message I’d received, and the fellow became instantly less
officious and rather more courteous, summoning an underling with a
click of his fingers and directing the junior man (in status, not
age) to take me to something called ‘the chamber of koi’.

I smiled, and
dutifully followed my guide, trying not to look astonished or
impressed by the mosaics in the floor, on the vast pillars and
arches all around me (each depicting scenes of stylised creatures
of nature), and the vaulted ceilings with all manner of winged
animals and people, or spirits maybe, all smiling their beneficence
down upon us mere mortals beneath. Then I noticed the cunning
architectural features which many of those mosaic images disguised…
windows and openings admitting light and fresh air in equal
quantities.

“This way sir,
this way,” the smart and considerably older fellow directed me down
a corridor, his hand hovering by my elbow.

“Do you know
why my services are needed, sir?” I asked.

“Yes indeed I
do sir. You will soon see. There is a main bridge support which is
cracked and must be repaired long enough that replacements may be
installed. But you will see the problem sir. This way, this way if
you please.”

Down the airy
corridor, noticing ornate doors set in the walls either side, all
of them closed against the noise of my boots echoing. My guide,
like many others I’d seen in this place, was wearing what could
only be described as soft fabric slippers. Perhaps they changed out
of their street shoes when they arrived for work? I imagined so,
since the slippers wouldn’t survive long outdoors on the rougher
cobbles and flags here in the centre of Muthia City.

Finally, at a
large pair of double doors, we paused while the guide turned ornate
gilt handles cast in the shape of dolphins, and pushed those heavy
portals inwards. I had to stifle a gasp. Inside was a smaller
version of the vast rectangular reflecting pool out in the main
square, but this one, far from being filled with nothing but pure,
clear water, was filled with fish.

“The Chamber of
Koi,” the guide declared, with obvious great pride. “It is here His
Excellency Nabir comes to meditate. He likes to stand upon the
bridge there, and gaze into the waters at all the carp.”

I almost
choked, trying not to laugh. I think my guide noticed, for he
quickly explained:

“The Koi carp
here are most precious to His Excellency, and most expensive. Many
colours, as you can see. To His Excellency, they are like
grandchildren, and beloved. But look at the bridge sir. You can
see, the main support, it is dangerous now.”

Yes, I could
see, and still I was tickled by the carp in the pool. Childish, I
know, but still… I could easily picture a large fat fellow in
gem-encrusted robes and heavy gold chains of office, waddling out
to stand in the middle of the ornamental wooden bridge which
spanned the pond, arms tucked up flowing sleeves and gazing down at
the really rather splendid-looking fishes idling below him.

There were
ornamental rocks in the pool too, on which sat little figurines,
fantastical animals and more of those strange spirit-people. I had
to wonder if the designs in ceilings, floors, and there on those
rocks, weren’t born from some bizarre visions the artists had
suffered after eating too much ‘cake’.

“Well, it
shouldn’t take long,” I announced. “Though you must understand my
repair will probably only last a day, two at the very most. I am
only a Temparus Wizzen. You do understand?”

“Yes yes, sir,
it is understood. Once the main support is temporarily repaired,
workmen can come and fit new ones, and remove the old.”

?

“Why can’t they
do that now?”

My guide
blinked. “Because the bridge will not support their weight along
with the new supports. Sir… what are you doing?”

“I’m taking my
boots off so they don’t get soaked.”

“But sir…”

“Yes?”

“Sir, you
cannot enter the water. No-one can enter the water. Only the Koi
can be permitted in the water.”

!!

“You see sir,”
he continued, perhaps seeing the astonishment in my eyes. “The carp
are pure, and must not have their water defiled by the dirty feet
of any but His Excellency Nabir and his daughters.”

!!

“So… if the
broken support won’t hold my weight, how then am I to repair
it?”

“You are a
Wizzen sir.”

“True, but I
can’t fly, y’know.”

“You are a
Wizzen sir.”

“I know, I was
there when I learned to be one.”

“You must
repair the support, then it will bear the weight of the workmen and
the new supports. That is His Excellency’s wish.”

“Command, you
mean.”

The old chap
rocked his head from side to side a couple of times, but said
nothing. He didn’t need to.

I stared out at
the single wooden support in the centre of the span. It was a
pillar of wood, obviously, with a nasty-looking diagonal crack. Not
a particularly big job, nor difficult to do if I were able to just
wade out there and get to work. But then if I could do that, they
wouldn’t need me to do that, the workmen could do it by
themselves. And in they came, four of them, well-tanned labourers
bearing not one but two pillars of stone, not wood, each some four
feet high; two feet for the depth of the pool, and two more for the
height of the underside of the bridge above the water.

No wonder the
bridge wouldn’t support them carrying those pillars of stone. One
of them also carried a bag, presumably of tools, and from which I
could see protruding wooden disks which appeared to match the
diameter of the top of the columns. Doubtless these would be used
as shims, and be whacked into place with mallets to create the
pressure necessary to hold the posts in place.

“What are you
doing now, sir?”

“I’m still
taking off my boots. They’re heavy, and if I can’t wade out there
to do the job, I’ll have to crawl on my belly on that bridge and
hope it’ll hold long enough for me to do my work.” Though how
I’m going to be able to reach under the bloody bridge to meld the
split post, I’m sure I do not know.
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4. A Job of
Journeywork

 


After insisting
on absolute silence, which in such a hallowed place as this chamber
of carp was only to be expected anyway, I peeled off my jillaba,
emptied my pockets of anything which might fall out and go sploosh
into the Forbidden Pond of Carp, and entrusted those belongings to
the elderly chap who’d been my guide. He seemed bemused at first,
but then bundled them up in my jillaba and held the whole lot
protectively entirely for my benefit.

When I stepped
barefoot onto the smooth boards of the bridge, there came something
of a alarming little creak from somewhere ahead of me in the
middle.

“What about a
boat or a small canoe?” I enquired, my voice echoing a little.

“Forbidden!”
the guide called back.

Of
course, I muttered under my breath, and immediately remembered
the disastrous day when I’d attempted to fix a leak in the cottage
roof back home, without using the duckboards Albionus had
instructed me to employ to spread my weight. I promptly laid face
down on the bridge to make a duckboard of myself, and began slowly
squirming my way out towards the middle of the span.

To be fair, as
regards my earlier concerns, the bridge was only about two and a
half feet wide. I knew this because my stick overhung each side of
it by a good six inches left and right while I wormed my way to the
centre. At another squeaking of wood rubbing against wood, I
paused, and considered my predicament. The hell would happen if the
bridge gave way and I fell in?

Who cares?
Wizzen not a Gorm, don’t have to play by Gorms’ Rules!

Well yes, that
much was true, but his was a Portlord’s hallowed pond filled with
expensive carp we were talking about. Holy Carp. Teehee. Bollocks
to it then, if I fell in, I fell in, and if the fat bastard Nabir
didn’t like it, I could always stuff my stick up his unmentionable
and blow him up like a balloon for getting my clothes wet. Besides,
maybe all that would happen would be the carp, defiled by my
unclean arrival in their water, ending up being sold in a wet
market for having their ‘purity’ ruined by grotty old me, and new
unsullied ones purchased in their place. I cared not.

The other thing
I cared not about was the nature of the job of work at hand. To do
a proper job of melding, temp or permie, I’d ideally need all
weight off the support so the parts of it around that diagonal
crack could be perfectly mated before the wielding began. Alas. So
it won’t be a proper job then. I’d just try to reach under the
bridge and attempt to ‘glue’ the upper and lower parts of the post
together. They should hold plenty long enough for the
workmen to get their pair of new stone posts in place before they
hoicked the old wooden one out, though why stone pillars were
allowed in the water and I wasn’t was a mystery to be resolved
later, if at all.

That was the
pl… no, I flat out refused to call it a plan, not even in my own
mind. Plans I make have a nasty habit of falling apart. No, this
was a scheme… no wait, a process, a series of steps in a
process. Crawl to the middle, shuffle around, reach under
the bridge, stroke the Izen and mutter the appropriate chant, and
bobsyer. Uncle, that is.

On my belly I
went then, until, after peeking over the side and noting my
position according to the reflection in the water below me, I
managed to shuffle into place directly above the fractured post. I
turned to lie across the bridge, the post below me squeaking,
lowered my head again, and yes, there was the post and the
crack. Nabir must truly be a fat goit to have busted such a stout
hardwood pillar, I thought. That, or the pillar was very old, and
had been in the water for a very long time.

I shuffled
forward a little more, overhanging the boards of the bridge, which
had no handrails at all; it was just a rather flat arch of boards
on a frame, no other posts or handrails to lean on. Simple, and I
suppose that simplicity was intended to be ‘meditative’ for the
gold-bedecked porker who often stood where I was now laying.

“Do not touch
the water, sir!” a familiar echoing call reminded me.

“Do not break
the silence, sir!” I reminded the bloody idiot, and waited for the
echoes to die down.

Carp swam below
me, and I couldn’t help grinning every time I thought the word.
Yes, they were pretty, in a fishy kind of way; yellows, reds,
orange, even some white ones, some mottled or spotted, some white
with shocking orange or red blotches… to tell the truth, it
was rather restful staring down at them as they drifted by.
However, get on with the bloody job, Yarmian, before you end up in
there with them…

I took a
breath, held it, and reached down with my right hand, the stick
clutched safely in my left. Yes, I could feel the smooth surface of
the wood of the post, and shuffled around a bit to get a little
more comfortable. Yes, I could also feel the rough edges of the
crack, too. Mind clear, the sibilant syllables to trigger
concentration, and I began the chant…

And at once the
placid waters began to boil, the bloody carp thrashing and
leaping!
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I finished the
chant, and ignoring the chaos in the churning water of the huge
pool, ran through it again, stroking the post, teasing the Izen,
melding it, trying my best to grope all around its girth, making
the meld as strong as I could, though I knew I could do a permanent
job of work had I been able to wade into the boiling waters.

When I
finished, the seething, boiling waters at once settled, ripples and
little wavelets testifying to the earlier troubles onto which no
oil might be poured. Who knew Koi carp were sensitive to a
wielding? Nothing I’d read or been taught so much as suggested
that bloody ornamental fish might be sensitive to a wielding! Not
my fault!

I stood, dusted
myself down, and began walking back to the gay mosaic edge of the
pond at the end of the span, and strode past the workmen to where
the old boy clutching my bundle of belongings was silently
weeping.

??
Weeping?

The workmen too
were looking a tad concerned as well. Oh well, nuts to loony
Muthians and their pools of carp, I’d done the job they’d asked me
to do, which though I say so myself was a pretty bloody good effort
on my part given the bizarre circumstances and lack of proper
access.

“It’s done,” I
declared, taking my bundle and starting to return my belongings to
my pockets. “The workmen can go about their business fitting the
new posts now. But they must hurry, I couldn’t do a proper job,
just a temporary one. It should hold for a few hours, if they work
quickly, and fit one new post at a time, and not put too much
weight on the bridge.”

“You killed
them!” the elderly fellow blurted, and commenced a quiet, mournful
whining.

“Eh? What?
Killed who? What?”

A bony finger
pointed, and the four workmen pointed likewise. I turned, and saw
floating belly up in the pool, perhaps half a dozen fish.

“Oh…” I
managed. “Sorry about that. They must’ve had weak hearts, and
couldn’t stand the excitement.”

With my pockets
full once more, I donned my jillaba, and turned to the weeping
guide again,

“It’s this way
out, is it?”

 


The tearful
fellow led me back to the main hall, and bade me wait under an arch
close to the exit while he hurried away to speak to his superior.
Fingers were pointed at me from time to time, and the old boy made
expansive gestures, his hands at first mimicking my own during the
wielding, then becoming fish swimming languidly, then becoming
leaping insane carp driven wild for reasons no-one else but me
understood.

You should
think yourself lucky that your most excellent Nabir didn’t like to
meditate over a pit full of bloody cats, I thought.

The senior chap
clicked his fingers, and two of those magnificent turbaned and
uniformed fellows hurried forward, looked from him to me, nodded,
and came marching my way, closely followed by the teary older
minion.

“You must wait
here,” he declared sorrowfully, and then walked away with his boss,
down another corridor.

“I’ll just wait
here then,” I sighed, emulating the guardsmen with their scimitars
by placing the pointed end of my stick between my feet, and
crossing my hands atop the knobby handle.

The guards
didn’t speak. They simply stared straight ahead. I didn’t speak, I
simply took in all the splendid sights, wondering how in sight of
the sun this bloke Nabir and his lordly predecessors had managed to
raise enough money to have paid for all this splendour. If poor old
Porky Norm were here seeing all this, he’d have wept with
astonishment at the beauty of it all… it was right out of the pages
of his many fabletales.

About twenty
minutes later, and slightly fearful that I’d develop a crick in my
neck from staring up at those magnificent vaulted ceilings high
above me, I heard the faint swishing of fabric which announced the
approach of the supervisor, the guide, and a distinguished-looking
fellow in gold-trimmed robes much like those which had been worn by
Malkar, the officer of court.

“You are the
Temparus Wizzen, master Tiden,” he declared with a quiet, cultured
voice.

“I am.”

“I am Rakman,
Minister of Works, in service to His Most Excellent Nabir, Lord of
Muthia.”

“Pleased to
meet you, I’m sure.”

“There is the
unfortunate matter of the fish.”

“There is?”

“There is. You
must remove them from the pool.”
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“Me? Why
me?”

“You killed
them. This fellow saw it.”

“They became
excited by my repairing of the bridge. If they died, they died of
their own excitement. I did not kill them.”

“Nevertheless,
they are dead, and died because of you. Before you, they were
alive. After you, they are dead. It is simple. You must remove them
from the pool.”

Faultless
Muthian logic suggestive of too much cake, but it didn’t deter me
from asking:

“And how are
the bodies of dead fish usually removed from the pool?”

“With tender
care, by His Most Excellent Nabir himself. However, never has there
been such a massacre as this. You must remove them, and quickly,
before His Excellency decides to visit the chamber.”

“I must remove
them. Without setting foot in the pool. And without a net, I
presume.”

“To use a net
would mean defiling the waters.”

“Well, I have
news for you, Rakman, the workmen are defiling the pool by sticking
two big stone pillars in it even as we speak.”

“The pillars
have been purified by the touch of His Excellency. You have not.
You must remove the dead fish.”

“You do realise
that if I try to wield the Izen to retrieve the dead fish, more
fish might die? You do realise that, don’t you?”

Rakman and the
others exchanged worried glances.

“You must
remove the dead fish,” the minister asserted once more.

“Oh very well.
Lead me back to the chamber of carp then.”

This time, it
was with quite the escort that I was returned to the Forbidden Pond
of Carp. Two guards, the supervisor, his minion, and the Minister
of Works, Rakman himself.

The workmen had
gone, their task completed, two shiny new posts of sparkling stone
supporting the bridge over the pool, and given something new in the
waters, the carp were swimming in circles around these new
additions. On the surface, however, I counted five white, upturned
fish-bellies. Dead carp. A couple of other Koi were nudging the
bodies, as if urging them to come back to life and swim, but of
course to no avail.

“I need a bag,
or a sack of some kind, unless you want your excellent lord to see
me traipsing through his Great Hall with an armful of his dead
grandchildren?”

“A sack will be
fetched,” Rakman declared, and at once the minion dashed away to
carry out the order.

One of the dead
fish was drifting close to the nearest corner of the pond, so I
simply strode down the tiled edge of the pool, reached out with my
right hand, and snatched it from the water with mystic fingers. It
was quite big, and smacked into my palm before promptly slipping
out again and making a heavy splat on the tiles at my feet. I
picked it up unceremoniously by the tail, walked back to the
astonished and suddenly nervous-looking Muthians, and dropped it at
their feet.

“One,” I
declared.

Three more were
well within reach of my mystic fingers from places on the bridge
itself, but I decided to wait for the sack to arrive before
fetching them. The last dead carp was being nudged, or played with,
the hell did I know about ornamental fish, out there in the water
too far to be snatched up my mystic fingers. There was nothing for
it but to somehow push it closer to the bridge, or to one of the
sides of the pond.

Off I went,
just as the minion returned with a grubby-looking sack. I left him
to deposit the dead ‘grandchild’ into that sack while I strode
around the pond to a position from where I could loose a Passing
Wind across the surface of the water in hopes of shoving the fishy
corpse closer to the bridge.

You know, I was
sorely tempted to open my Izengate and unleash a torrent of fire
into the pond, incinerating all the bloody carp and blasting the
bridge to smithereens, but I resisted the urge. What was it
Albionus had taught me about important people? Oh yes…

“The
important thing about important people, Yarmian, is to keep them
thinking that they’re important.”


“Why?”

“Because
important people usually have important friends, and quite possibly
an army of fudknucklin’ toadies ready to do their bidding. If you
succeed in pissing off an important person who does have such an army of toadies, you might find
yourself in something of a sticky mess.”

 


Well fair
enough. The poxy bridge and the bloody carp could live another day.
Still, I held forth my stick, summoned up a swirling Izenfart, and
aimed it at the dead fish. Alas, my being a tad disgruntled at my
treatment by these wretched Muthians and their silly bloody
Forbidden Pond rather added a smidgen of potency to the miniature
typhoon which ripped across the water and practically flung the
floating body of the carp twenty feet across the water towards the
bridge...

Koi darted this
way and that, and the ripples of the unfortunate Passing Wind
lapped against the blue-tiled edges of the huge pool. I of course
did not apologise for this surprising exhibition; the Gorms
weren’t to know I hadn’t quite intended the final outcome, which
had been the dead fish taking flight and tumbling through the air
to splash down close to the bridge.

Off I went,
taking hold of the sack from the wide-eyed minion, trudging past
the guards who took an involuntary step back from me as I strode to
the bridge, and onto it. I paused a couple of times on my way out
to the middle, to snatch a floating carp from the water… several
times each because I kept dropping the slippery and rather heavy
fish back into the pond.

Eventually
though, and my right hand covered in shiny little scales, I had all
five stiffs in the bag, which was now really quite heavy and would
feed a family of five cats for days on end, and returned to the
gathering. I did my best to wipe the scales off my hand using the
sack itself, before I handed it over to the bemused Minister of
Works, who promptly passed it to the supervisor, who hastily dumped
it onto his minion.

“There is the
question of money,” Rakman declared. “Each of the fish is priced at
a full gold. There is therefore the question of the five gold to be
paid to replace the dead fish.”

“Well that’s
very strange!” I enthused, beaming as if delighted. “Five gold is
precisely my fee for repairing that fudknucklin bridge! It’s this
way out, isn’t it?”
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5.
Surprises

 


“May I join you
at your table, master Tiden?”

I looked up
from pondering my empty plate, and nodded towards the chair
opposite while chewing the last mouthful of chicken sandwich I’d
had for lunch. Hakim’s was busy with the lunchtime rush, and
there’d been no room at the bar when I’d come in.

“Mister Malkar.
How are you?”

“I am well,
sir, thank you for asking. I hope you don’t mind, I have ordered my
lunch?”

“Not at all,
I’ve just finished mine, as you can see.”

He tilted his
head, smiling a gracious acknowledgement while he settled on his
chair. “You had a busy morning, I understand?”

“A somewhat
fishy start to my day, yes.”

“For which,
alas, you received no payment.”

Shrug.
“That’ll teach me to accept royal commissions without first knowing
what the job requires in advance.”

He smiled
again, and I could see in his dark brown eyes that it was genuine;
the fellow had a sense of humour.

“Alas, His
Excellency is most attached to his pet fish. It is of course quite
ridiculous, and must appear perfectly bizarre to visitors to our
region.”

“I’ve heard all
sorts of tales about emirs, kings, port lords, princes, potentates,
sultans and Archons. I don’t often receive invitations to visit
their Great Halls, though.”

“It is a
wonder, is it not? The hall, I mean, not your lack of
invitations.”

“It certainly
is. It must’ve cost a fortune to build and to decorate with all
those mosaics.”

“Visitors often
say so, but they forget that ceramics, particularly the colourfully
glazed variety, are Muthia’s principle export. For us, tiles large
and small are cheap; they are only expensive when imported from
afar.”

“But surely
there is the labour…?”

“With so many
eaters in the poor quarter who will work for cake? And it is, after
all, the Lord of Muthia who owns the crops to the north from which
the cakes are made.”

! “Ah, I
begin to see. If you can grow your own currency…”

“Quite so. The
mosaics are designed by skilled artists, of course. But they first
paint upon the walls, ceilings, and columns, and then the
day-labourers, eaters you understand, then match the colour of the
tiles to the colour of the paint, and glue them in place. Under
watchful supervision by the artists, of course.”

“Of
course.”

“But, like the
pool you saw this morning, it is all an ostentatious façade.”

“And who should
know the nature and value of a city’s wealth, if not a high-ranking
fellow in the Ministry of Revenues?”

Again, he
tilted his head in acknowledgement.

“May I ask you
a question, Malkar?”

“Of course. I
am seated at your table, am I not?”

“Not really,
it’s Hakim’s table, after all. But… you wouldn’t happen to
be the Minister of Revenues, would you?”

“No, indeed. I
am but one of his two deputies.”
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“Well, I’m
ashamed to say I’ve earned no income from today’s efforts, nor any
from my roaming of the poor quarter. I think I’m therefore unlikely
to receive your professional attentions.”

He grinned,
exposing a gold tooth, and conversation paused while a waiter
delivered a tray of bread and finger-foods, Malkar’s lunch,
together with a jug of pinkish fruit juice and a glass.

“Please, don’t
mind me,” I promptly offered. “I’ll leave if you wish to eat in
peace?”

“No, indeed,
master Tiden, I am grateful for your company.”

“It’s Marnay.
No, really, it’s master Gimbrère who deserves the title. I may not
exactly be an apprentice any longer, but I prefer just Marnay
unless it’s official business. It isn’t, is it?”

“No, and I
understand. Your humility is surprising, however. Aside from master
Gimbrère, the only other Wizzens I have met and conversed with have
been, shall we say, aware of their status?”

“Arrogant?”

“Forgive me, I
am accustomed to being diplomatic.”

“I’m young,
Malkar, and I believe the dining table in a popular little eatery
is no place for standing on ceremony.”

“I am glad you
think so,” he paused to dip a battered shrimp into a tiny pot of
bright red sauce, before popping it into his mouth. Finally, he
continued: “I am also glad to find you here. I believe my
colleagues were remiss in omitting to request your discretion
concerning the job of work you performed this morning.”

“Is it a
secret, then?”

“The depth of
feeling which His Excellency Nabir possesses for his private pond
and the fish it contains is a delicate matter. If he had enemies,
they would consider it a great weakness, and use it against
him.”

“So Muthia’s
court would appreciate it if I didn’t go about the place spreading
gossip.”

“Quite so.”

“Wizzens are
not in the habit of spreading gossip, Malkar, nor betraying a
client’s confidences. You may rest assured, my lips are
sealed.”

“Thank you,
Marnay. Though I believe I see in your eyes that you suspect we are
all of us, every one, mad eaters here in Muthia City.”

“To tell the
truth, I really don’t trust the food that the street vendors sell
in the poor quarter, and I tend not to dine anywhere that isn’t
recommended. Breakfast and dinner at master Gimbrère’s house is
excellent, and lunch for me is really just a snack between those
two big meals.”

“Ah. You fear
that the food might be… garnished… with hashish? It is
understandable. It is said that a long time ago, the plant from
which hashish is derived was indeed once used in salads and in
other culinary preparations, but whether that is true or not,
history does not record. And you are perhaps right to be suspicious
of any food served in the poor quarter. But here in the city
centre, you need have no fear. Besides, you would soon know if your
food had been… contaminated, and would not eat there
again.”

He continued
with his lunch, I sipped my half of ale, and a waiter took away my
empty plate. At length, I asked a question which had been niggling
at me since yesterday.

“Malkar, you
would likely know, given the nature of your department… do ships
and barges regularly go missing in the vicinity of Muthia?”

He chewed
rapidly, shook his head once, frowning, swallowed, and took a
draught of fruit juice.

“Regularly? No.
But it is true that the coast between Muthia and Kallasta is
described by mariners as tricky, in places. It is very
rocky. There are much nicer places to the south, sandy bays and
coves, and even a bay where ships are known to beach themselves for
cleaning.”

“Careening.
Yes, I recently passed such a place on my journey up here from the
south.”

“Our mister
Kibber, and his madness, has disturbed you? Since yesterday?”

“You’re very
shrewd, Malkar. Yes, in a way, it has. A sailing barge, as you
doubtless well know, is a very large vessel, and travels slowly
because of the bulk and weight of its cargo. For one of those to be
swallowed up as that man Kibber described… well...”

Malkar
shrugged. “The man is mad from drinking seawater. And you are
correct, the barges which journey from here to Kallasta are heavy.
To Kallasta, they often carry crates of the cheap ceramic pots used
in drinking establishments, as well as crates of rather more
expensive glazed tiles and other ceramics. From Kallasta, they
might carry crushed minerals used for the coloured glazing employed
by our artisans in the ceramic industry, and occasionally
Skandanian wine. Do you have a special interest in shipping? On
behalf of our mutual friend in Farakand, I assume?”
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Yes, I was
shocked. Malkar? One of Ranquin Dutt’s contacts? On the face of it,
it seemed blindingly obvious now… who better a source of
information than a highly-placed tax official? And that explained
his approach to me yesterday… he’d seen the token worn about my
left wrist!

“Sorry,” I
managed, smothering my surprise. “I wasn’t aware we had friends in
such high places here in Muthia.”

He tilted his
head again, and smiled knowingly. “I too was unaware that we had
friends skilled in the Beldanian arts. For days now I thought the
medallion you wear on your wrist was some wizzenish charm, or
perhaps a gift from an admirer. It was only yesterday that I was
able to approach close enough to discern the design, and to
recognise it.”

“Then we’ve
both surprised each other.”

“Then your
interest in shipping is borne of concern for our mutual interests,
and not through fear of sea monsters of impossible size prowling
Muthia’s northern waters swallowing barges whole.”

I nodded. Well,
I didn’t want to openly lie to the fellow, who seemed pretty shrewd
for a senior court official.

He ate more
from his tray of various finger-foods, used a finger bowl and
napkin, and wearing a serious expression, quietly announced:

“The losses to
our northern coastline, thanks to its at times inhospitable nature,
are not so regular that I have noticed any peculiarity or pattern
to them. They are, I believe, infrequent, and are generally to be
expected in the winter months when navigation is perilous even in
the safer, deeper waters well away from our shores. However, if you
and our mutual friend are concerned…?”

“I recently
heard that the notorious pirate ship Elkin was prowling the coast
to the south. It’s possible that at night, such a vessel loosing
upon a sailing barge might be taken for some kind of monster by a
survivor foolish enough to drink seawater. But pirates are always a
concern to our mutual friend’s interests, and the Elkin was said to
have sailed north from the region around Narrespoint.”

“I shall make
enquiries.”

“Thank you. I
also heard disquieting rumours concerning Kallastan ganglord gold,
and one of those three notorious gangsters employing some kind of
mystic?”
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