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The area within the small rectangle is shown in detail on the following page.
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IT BEGAN WITH A FIGHT

  foundling (noun) also wastrel. Stray people, 
    usually children, found without a home or shelter on the streets of cities 
    or even, amazingly, wandering exposed in the wilds. The usual destinations 
    for such orphaned children are workhouses, mills or the mines, although a 
    fortunate few may find their way to a foundlingery. Such a place can care 
    for a small number of foundlings and wastrels, fitting them for a more productive 
    life and sparing them the agonies of harder labour.

  

ROSSAMÜND was a boy with a girl's name. All the other children of Madam Opera's Estimable
Marine Society for Foundling Boys and Girls teased and tormented him almost daily because of his name. And this day Rossamünd would have to fight his worst tormentor, Gosling – a boy who had caused him more misery than any other, a boy he worked hard to avoid.
Unfortunately, when it was time to practise harundo, there was no escaping him.

At Rossamünd's feet was the edge of a wide chalk circle drawn upon floorboards so fastidiously cleaned that the grain protruded as polished ridges. Opposite stood his enemy. Regretting the ill-fortune that had paired him with his old foe, Rossamünd frowned across the circle; sour-faced and lank-haired, Gosling stared back contemptuously. The blankness behind Gosling's eyes terrified Rossamünd; his opponent was a heartless shell. He delighted in causing pain, and Rossamünd knew that he would have to fight better today than he ever had before if he was to avoid a beating.

"I'm going to thrash you good, Rosy Posy," Gosling hissed.

"Enough of that, Young Master Gosling!" barked the portly cudgel-master, Instructor Barthomæus. "You know the Hundred Rules, boy. Silence before a fight!"

Both Rossamünd and Gosling wore padded sacks of dirty white cotton, tied with black ribbons over their dayclothes.
Each boy held a stock – a straight stick about two and a half feet long. Harundo was a form of stick-fighting, and these were their weapons.

Rossamünd was never able to get a comfortable hold on a stock. With the fight about to start, he shifted his awkward grip again. He tried to remember all the names, the moves, the positions he had ever been taught. The Hundred
Rules of Harundo made perfect sense, but no matter how often he had trained or fought in practice, he could never make his body obey them.

In Madam Opera's Estimable Marine Society for
Foundling Boys and Girls the only room large enough for harundo was the dining hall. Trestles and benches had been dragged clear and left higgledy-piggledy against the walls. The cudgel-master raised his whistle and the two dozen other children standing around the circle fell silent.
Rossamünd noticed some of them grinning knowingly.
Others stared – slack-jawed and wondering – while the littlest shuddered with fear.

Gosling twirled his stock with a swagger.

Rossamünd looked to the over-cleaned floorboards and waited.

The whistle shrilled.

Gosling strutted into the ring. "Time to get your scourging, Missy," he gloated. "You've managed to dodge me all week, so you'll suffer extra today."

"That is enough, Gosling!" bellowed Barthomæus.

Rossamünd barely heard either of them. The Hundred
Rules were racing madly about his mind as he stepped into the chalk circle. If he could just get them straight in his head, surely his limbs would follow!

With a venomous snarl, Gosling rushed him.

The tangle of Rossamünd's thoughts served only to tangle his body. Were his hands in the right place? What about
his feet? How close was he to the edge of the ring? What was
Instructor Barthomæus thinking of what he was doing? What
would happen if he actually did land a blow?

Gosling swept up his stock clumsily. He was not much better at harundo than Rossamünd. Any other child, even many of the little ones, would have stepped out of the way, just as they should, and given Gosling a good crack on his back or shoulder. Instead, Gosling's vehemence forced
Rossamünd to take a clumsy backward step. By a small miracle, he got his stock up in time to swat away this first strike. The sticks collided with a deeply satisfying Chock!

Gosling gave a furious curse as he was thrown back. He bared his teeth.

That felt right! Rossamünd thought, a tiny glow of triumph within.

"No, dear boy! No! Left decede, then counter-offend with a culix!" Instructor Barthomæus hollered at Rossamünd.
"You've seen it done. You've practised it, lad! Just step away, then behind, then a jab-jab-jab with the handle! A half-hearted sustis is just not enough, boy!"

Rossamünd was deflated. Just when he thought he was getting it right, he was actually doing things worse than ever.

Gosling was on him by then, chopping at his head again and again with his stock. Rossamünd blocked one strike, swatted away another, then let one through. It smacked him crunchingly hard across his cheek and mouth. His head bursting with agony, his face stinging, Rossamünd flung his own stock out wildly, skewering Gosling right under his ribs.

With a wheeze and a gurgle, Gosling lurched backwards.

Some of the littlest children gave a tiny cheer, but quickly went silent as Gosling swung round and glared at them. Rage clearly boiled within him. He threw down his stock and leapt. Instructor Barthomæus tried to intervene, but Gosling darted beyond his grasp, tackling Rossamünd about his stomach.

"No one stops me!" Gosling hissed through gritted teeth as he drove Rossamünd down to the glistening floor.

That's not true, Rossamünd thought as they tumbled. The
others beat you all the time!

Gosling smashed at him over and over with his fists.
Rossamünd saw stars as Gosling struck him once, twice,
three more times in the head. Instructor Barthomæus blustered sharp warnings that were ignored. Finally he grabbed at Gosling and dragged him off, but not before Gosling had landed cruel blows in tender places. The boy swatted at the air as the cudgel-master heft and flung him to the other side of the ring.

"Get back, you miserable child!" roared Barthomæus.

Dazzled, his head ringing with pain, Rossamünd thought the instructor was shouting at him, and so he stayed down.
Indeed, he found that he much preferred to lie still while the world swam.

Though clench-fisted and seething, Gosling did not move.

Rossamünd groaned. He felt powerful, serious pains he had never felt before.

Fransitart, the stoop-shouldered dormitory master, was called, and Verline, Madam Opera's parlour maid, too.

The telltale sound of Verline's rustling skirts arrived well before her. When she saw Rossamünd stricken within the chalk ring she gave a startled cry.

Rossamünd's senses began to fade. He was vaguely aware of voices raised in shrill anger. He dimly felt a cloth dabbing at his face. Somehow Master Fransitart was already there.
The old dormitory master was growling at Gosling as the other children were shepherded out of the dining hall with a loud scuffing of boots.

Instructor Barthomæus lifted Rossamünd to his feet and wrapped him in a blanket. Verline let him lean on her all the long, crooked way to the boy's dormitory, murmuring soothing, almost wordless things as they went. The dormitory was very long and very narrow and very, very smelly. Side by side, end on end, was crammed a clutter of cots – there was never enough room in Madam Opera's.
The dormitory was empty now. The other boys were still attending to classes and day-watch duties. Rossamünd's own cot was at the farthest end from the short, narrow door. With the parlour maid's help he stumbled through the inadequate gap between the beds, adding a stubbed toe to his woes. At last he could lie down, his head pounding, his cheek pounding – throb, throb – sharp, iron-tasting.

Verline fussed over him. "You'll need a dose of birchet to set you to mending. I will fetch some from Master
Craumpalin right away! You lie still, now. I'll return as soon as I can." With that, she swished away.

Master Craumpalin was the foundlingery's dispensurist.
This meant that he made most of the medicine and potives the marine society needed. From what Rossamünd could gather, Master Craumpalin had once served in the navy, just as Master Fransitart had done, though not always on the same vessels or for the same states. The old dispensurist had seen half the known world, and cured the rashes and fevers of a great many vinegaroons – as sailors were called – but that was all anyone seemed to know of him.
He talked even less of his past than Master Fransitart did.
Nevertheless, he let Rossamünd sit with him for hours at a time while he dabbled and brewed. Most of the time
Craumpalin worked in silence and the boy would just learn what he could by watching. Occasionally, however, the dispensurist became talkative and would instruct him on the uses of potives, showing him how to pour and blend and stir and store. One of the greatest thrills for Rossamünd was to watch the wonderful and often violent reactions between ingredients as Craumpalin mixed and matched them.

Red goes with green and makes purple, blue powdered in yellow
makes off-white with olive spots, black boiled in white makes
vermilion with orange vapours – how wonderful! These moments were so exciting, Rossamünd would hop about and usually get under the dispensurist's feet. At this Craumpalin would yell, "Pullets and cock'rels, boy! Get out of me way before
I spill this on ye and melt ye to a puddle!"

Rossamünd smiled woozily at the thought. Now he wanted to sleep but his aching face would not let him. He stared dumbly at the ceiling, obscure with shadows that seemed to creep and lurch. It had been a long time since he had been in the dormitory on his own – he had forgotten just how weirdly unnerving it could be in here, alone.

  Such glimpses of the oppressive dark naturally led his thinking 
    to Gosling – Gosling Corvinius Arbour of the Corvinius Arbours 
    – a powerful family with ties to some of the most ancient bloodlines 
    of Boschenberg and Brandenbrass, far away to the south. He was notorious at 
    Madam Opera's for many reasons, but the chief of these was the vigour with 
    which he strove to make everyone's life a misery. He would cut the hair of 
    sleeping girls, glue shut the eyes of sleeping boys, put earwigs and dead 
    things in unguarded shoes or untenanted beds, blab any secret he might discover. 
    Punishment, no matter how severe, proved useless, for Gosling just did not 
    care. He had been abandoned at Madam Opera's foundlingery by his family. It 
    was said that his parents had given him up so that they might afford to keep 
    a pair of racehorses. Such a pathetic tale of rejection had not stopped Gosling 
    from declaring to everyone just how important he really was, that he was not 
    some ordinary fellow with only one name, but that he had three: a first name, 
    a fore name and a family-name!

This grim line of thinking led Rossamünd to brood over his own, single and unfortunate name. He had spent his entire life beneath the high peeling ceilings of Madam
Opera's Estimable Marine Society for Foundling Boys and
Girls. He had arrived when he was little more than a wailing pink prune, left on the doorstep with an old piece of hatbox lining pinned to his swaddling. Upon this bit of card had been written one word, scratched awkwardly in charcoal:
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With that word he was named. The fact was officially sealed with its entry into the grand ledger that all foundlingeries possessed, and which gave all foundlings the family-name of Bookchild.

In the warren that was Madam Opera's, Rossamünd often hid himself away from the taunts and snickers that he still endured from the other children. He would lose himself in his favourite books and pamphlets, reading them avidly. He dared to dream that there could be a better lot for him beyond the marine society's corroding walls, and let his head fill with scenes of battles, and marauding monsters and the mighty heroes that conquered them. He might have trouble remembering the Hundred
Rules of Harundo, but the things he discovered within the dog-eared pages of his precious readers would stay with him forever.

Soon enough, Verline returned. She slid discreetly along the creaking wood, her great tent of many-layered skirts making their telltale rustling. The high ceiling bounced the hissing echoes softly back till the room was filled with the gentle susurrus of her passage. He was certain she floated with her feet some inches off the floor and, to him, this added to her virtue. In his tiny world, Verline was Rossamünd's favourite. She was short and slight, her earth-dark hair hidden beneath the white cotton bonnet that female servants wore. She adored ribbons and bows, and even the plain, work-a-day clothes she wore had several knotted here and there, the biggest being a great white knot made from her apron straps, tied in the small of her back. Within the crook of her left arm, and wrapped in a cloth, she held a small porcelain crock. From it putrid, mustard-coloured fumes boiled and evaporated in the close air of the dormitory, leaving a bad stink.

Birchet!

Befuddled as he was, he still recognised the yellow steam and rank smell. Birchet was a torture masquerading as a cure.

Verline extracted a turned ladle from one of the many pockets in her white apron. She swilled about in the crock with this and brought it out filled with what he knew would be the most disgusting muck he would ever have the unhappy luck to swallow.

"Now hold your nose and open your mouth," she told him sternly.

Pinching closed his nostrils, and squeezing shut his eyes, Rossamünd opened his mouth. Verline spooned the restorative potion as best she could into the tiny hole he had reluctantly made of his lips. Rossamünd's whole head instantly flared with the fires of a thousand burning lamps.
His nose was filled to bursting with the stinging stench of the mangy armpit of a dead dog, and his nostril hairs withered like straw on a fire. He was certain that cadmium-coloured steam was squirting from his ears. Just when he thought he could stand it no more, the burning-bursting subsided and left him feeling well and whole.

Better.

He burped a little yellow bubble. "Thank you, Miss Verline," he gasped.

Verline told him to rest, that she would be back with a jar of water. She left again, and before she returned
Rossamünd was asleep.
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MADAM OPERA'S ESTIMABLE

MARINE SOCIETY FOR

FOUNDLING BOYS AND GIRLS

  vinegaroon (noun) also sailor, mariner, seafarer, mare man, 
    bargeman, jack, limey (for the limes he sucks when out to sea), mire dog, 
    old salt, salt, salt dog, scurvy-dog, sea-dog or tar: those who work the mighty 
    cargoes and rams that tame the monster-plagued mares and ply the many-coloured 
    waters of the vinegar seas. Such is the poisonous and caustic nature of the 
    oceans that even the spray of the waves scars and pits a vinegaroon's skin 
    and shortens his days under the sun.

  

THE great Skold Harold stood his ground. His comrades,
his brothers-in-arms, had all fled in terror before
the huge beast that stalked their way. This beast was
enormous and covered with vicious, venomous spines. The Slothog –
the slaughterer of thousands, the smiter of tens of thousands. The
gore of the fallen dripped from its grasping claws as it came closer
and closer. Struggling beast-handlers were dragged along as the
Slothog strained against its leash.

The battle had been long and bloody. Ruined bodies lay all
about in ghastly piles that stretched away as far as the eye could
see. Harold had fought through it all. His once-bright armour was
bruised and dented beyond repair. With great heaviness of heart he
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checked his canisters and satchels: all his potives were spent – all,
that is, but one. It would be his last throw of the dice. He fixed the
potive in his sling and, taking up the Empire's glorious standard,
cried, "To me, Emperor's men! To me! Stand with me now and win
yourself a place in history!"

But no one listened, no one halted, no one returned to his side
to defend his ancient home.

Alas, now, the Slothog was too close for escape. It paused for a
brief and horrible moment. Slavering, it regarded Harold hungrily
with tiny, evil eyes. Then, with a bellow it shook off its panicking
handlers and charged.

With a cry of his own, lost in the din of the beast, Harold swung
up his sling and leapt ...

"Young Master Rossamünd! What rot are yer readin'?"

Fransitart, the dormitory master of Madam Opera's
Estimable Marine Society for Foundling Boys and Girls, stood over Rossamünd as he sat in a forlorn little huddle, tucked up in his rickety bunk. A great red welt showed on his left cheek and right down his neck. Gosling had done his work well.

The boy looked sheepishly at Master Fransitart as he pressed the thin folio of paper he had been reading against his chest, creasing pages, bending corners. He had been so taken by the tale within that he had not heard the dormitory master's deliberate step as he had approached Rossamünd's corner down the great length of the dormitory hall.

"It's one of them awful pamphlets Verline buys for yer, bain't it, me boy?" Fransitart growled.

It was the old dormitory master who had found him those years ago: found him with inadequate rags and rotting leaves for swaddling, that tattered sign affixed to his tiny, heaving chest. Rossamünd knew the dormitory master watched out for him with a care that was beyond both his duty and his typically gruff and removed nature.
Rossamünd did not pause to wonder why: he simply accepted it as freely as he did Verline's tender attentions.

The foundling nodded even more sheepishly. The gaudily coloured title showed brightly on the cover:
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He had woken a little earlier, after recovering from his dose of birchet, to find the pamphlet sitting on the old tea chest that served as a bedside table. Every second
Domesday, when Verline was given a little time to herself, she bought them for the children from a shady little vendor on the Tochtigstrat. Today was Midwich – the day before Domesday. This particular issue must have been brought into him as a special comfort, and Rossamünd had snatched it up eagerly.

The dormitory master folded his hands behind his back.

"What will Master Pinsum think of me findin' ye readin' these things again?"

Master Pinsum was one of Rossamünd's instructors. He taught the foundlings matters, letters and generalities – that is, history, writing and geography. Rossamünd found it endlessly fascinating that, whenever Master Pinsum declared this about himself, he would wave his right hand theatrically, as was done in gala-plays, and rrrrolll his R's with equal drama.

"I'm not much for me letters, as ye know, lad," Fransitart continued, with a cheeky twinkle in his eye, "but Master
Pinsum 'as led me to thinkin' that readin' these 'ere pamphlets will shrivel yer mind. Let's just say 'tis a good thing ye're recuperatin' from th' beatin' that spineless-braggart-of- a-child Gosling gave ye – else I might 'ave to consider con-fer-scatin' that there folio." He rocked back on his heels and regarded the luminous cover. "What's this 'un about, me lad?"

Rossamünd grinned. "The Great Skold Harold, Champion of the Empire and Saviour of Clementine!"

"Ahh." Fransitart stroked his clean-shaven chin. "Ol'
'Arold, is it? Slayer of a thousand monsters in th' Battle of th' Gates, Saviour of th' Imperial Capital? That were a powerful long time ago – a bit of ancient 'istory. Wonder
'ow true that version ye got there is, though?"

"Why wouldn't it be true?" Rossamünd looked horrified.

Fransitart shrugged. "Per'aps 'cause fabrications are easier to sell and more entertainin' to read." He leant in a little. "Or per'aps it's a bit o' propaganda for th' skolds, so we'll like 'em better."

"Well, I already think skolds are amazing! Would you want to be a skold, Master Fransitart? I wish that I was ... that – or a vinegaroon, of course."

For over fifteen centuries skolds had fought the monsters, so Rossamünd had been taught. Indeed, they had made it possible for civilisation to endure. They made and used all sorts of powerful, strange and deadly chemicals to slay monsters or drive them off. They also sold many of these potives and concoctions to everyday folk, allowing them to stand against the monstrous foe as well. Skolds were deeply respected, but they were also thought strange and – it was said – they usually stank of the very chemicals in which they trafficked. Though Rossamünd had seen many, he had never been close enough to confirm this reputation.

"A skold? One of those dark dabblers makin' all those dangerous smells and vile potions just waitin' to go boom in yer face? Wanderin' about, confrontin' all th' beasts and nasties out there?" The dormitory master gestured vaguely. "I be thinkin' not." He sighed. "Folks needs 'em to keep all manner of nasties away, I grant ye, but a skold will spend their days out in th' wild countryside where only their cunnin', their chem'stry and th' cut of their proofin' stand between their next meal and an 'orrible, gashin' end! I've 'ad perils enough in me life and prefer to spend what's left of it safe in these 'alls, behind th' city's many walls. And ye'll 'ave dangers a-plenty when ye go to serve on a main-ram. A-skoldin's not for me, lad, or thee either, if ye know what's right fer ye."

"Would you rather be a lahzar, then?" Rossamünd ventured, already knowing the answer.

Of strange people, lahzars were thought the strangest.
Able to do wonderful, terrible things because of secret surgeries done on their bodies, they too fought monsters.
Some even said they were better at this than the skolds.
There were two kinds of lahzar: fulgars – who could make sparks and flashes of electricity; and wits – who could twist and squash minds, and sense where monsters and even people were hiding. No one knew exactly whence lahzars had come, but for the last two centuries they had made a profound difference to teratology – the proper term for monster-hunting. Skolds were bizarre, but lahzars could be frightening – almost as frightening as the beasts they fought.

Fransitart squinted and sucked in a breath. "Abash-me, lad, now I'm certain ye're goadin' me! To let a butcherin' surgeon go carvin' into yer rightly ordered gizzards and guts ... What's the use of it? I'm with th' skolds – they were doin' a fine job of th' killin' and th' slayin' and th' lordin' over we lesser folks for centuries afore them lahzars





[image: Monster_Blood_Tattoo_14.jpg]

came along. Give me a skold over a lahzar on any given day, bless me eyes!"

Nickers and bogles were the names most folk gave to the monsters: nickers for the bigger ones, bogles for the smaller, though this rule wasn't fixed. Rossamünd closed his eyes as he tried to imagine a lahzar battling with some giant nicker.

The dormitory master sat down on the end of
Rossamünd's sagging cot, rousing him. Fransitart gave the boy a serious look. "I 'ave 'ad to share cabin space with a few lahzars in me time, yer see: both th' lightnin'-graspin' fulgar and head-blastin' wit ..."

"You have?" Rossamünd sat up. He had heard many of the dormitory master's tales, tall and true, but Fransitart had never told him this before. "What were they like,
Master Fransitart? Did you see the marks on their faces?
Did they fight any monsters?"

"Aye, I 'ave, and aye, their spoors on their foreheads were clear, and aye, they did fight with as many nickers as they found and did many worse things too ... and after each meeting I was always mightily glad to be free of their comp'ny".

Fransitart looked at his feet for a moment. Rossamünd wondered what he was remembering.

"They are strange", he went on finally, "and th' unnatural organs within their bodies that make 'em so strong make
'em crotchety, feverish! Many a queer thing I 'ave seen, but nothin' quite so wretched as a lahzar made sick by 'is organs." He stared intently at Rossamünd. "My masters, lad, neither thee nor me wants to become one of them.
Stick to a vinegaroon's life – 'tis a good, 'onest way to chance yer fortune."

"Well then, tell one of your stories," Rossamünd persisted, his pamphlet forgotten for the moment, "of when you were a sailor upon the seas. Tell me about the Battle of the Mole when you were saved by that white-haired fellow. Or when you fought against the pirate-kings of the
Brigandine! Or when you captured that Lentine grandcargo as a prize!"

"Nay, nay, me boy, ye know 'em mostly already, especially them there second two ..." The dormitory master lapsed into silence.

Rossamünd became quiet for a moment too, inspecting an illustration of Harold battling the Slothog on a page of his pamphlet. In the drawing the skold looked as if he was about to be trampled.

Fransitart stood.

The boy looked up at his dormitory master shyly.
"Master Fransitart ..." he ventured. "Have you ever killed a monster?"

For a moment, Fransitart seemed almost angry at this question and Rossamünd immediately regretted asking it.
Old salts like the dormitory master could be very touchy about their past, and it was proper never to ask but always wait to be told.

With the deepest sigh, the saddest sound Rossamünd had ever heard Master Fransitart give, the fury passed.
"Aye, lad," he said hoarsely, "I 'ave."

A thrill prickled Rossamünd's scalp.

The old man closed his eyes for a moment, and did something the boy had never seen him do before: he took off his long, wide-collared day coat and laid it neatly on the end of another cot. Fransitart rolled up the voluminous sleeve of his white muslin shirt, exposing much of his pale left arm. He bent down a little to show his gauntly knotted bicep. "Look ye there," Fransitart growled.

Wide eyes went wider as the boy saw what was shown: made from swirls and curls of red-brown lines was the small, crudely drawn face of some grinning, snarling bogle.
A pointed tongue protruded obscenely from a gaping mouth, and its eyes were wide and staring horribly.

A monster-blood tattoo!

People were only ever marked with a monster-blood tattoo if they had fought and slain a nicker. The image of the fallen beast was pricked into the victor's skin with the dead monster's own blood. The stuff reacted strangely once under the skin, festered for a time and left its indelible mark. The boy looked agog at his dormitory master.
He already had deep respect for the old man, but now he regarded him with an entirely new awe.

"Master Fransitart!" Rossamünd hissed. "You're a monster-slayer!"

Most folk would be bursting with pride to bear such a mark. Fransitart just seemed ashamed. "As things be,
Rossamünd, th' creature I killed did nought to deserve such an end and, though me shipmates boasted me an 'ero, it were a cowardly thing I did, and I am sorry for it now."

Rossamünd's astonishment grew. How could killing a monster be cowardly? How was it that Master Fransitart could be ashamed of being a hero?

To kill a monster was a grand thing, almost the grandest thing – everyone knew that. People were good. Monsters were bad. People had to kill monsters in order to live free and remain at peace. To feel sympathy for a bogle or to take pity on a nicker was to be labelled a sedorner – a monster-lover!
– a shameful crime that in the least had its perpetrator shunned, or stuck in the pillory for weeks or, worst of all, executed by hanging.

How many secrets did the dormitory master have? Was he a secret sedorner? Rossamünd went pale at the notion.

The more serious Master Fransitart became the quieter his voice. He was almost whispering now. "Hearken to me, me lad! Not all monsters look like monsters, do ye get me? There are everyday folks who turn out to be th' worst monsters of 'em all! There's things I needs to tell ye, Rossamünd – strange things, things that might appear shockin' on first listenin', but ye're goin' to need to begin to git ye head about 'em ..." Something caught his attention.
The dormitory master shut his mouth with a sudden click and quickly pulled down his shirt sleeve.

A moment later Verline entered at the far end of the long dormitory hall.

Master Fransitart gave Rossamünd a look that said Not
a word of this to anyone.

Surely he was about to tell him the whole shocking adventure! Now he had been interrupted, the dormitory master might never finish telling what he thought such an obviously terrible – maybe even shameful – secret.
What dark mysteries could Fransitart possibly have to tell that made him so hesitant to speak them out? Rossamünd doubted he would ever have the courage to ask him to venture on the subject again. The boy had never regretted
Verline's presence or thought of her as intruding – but right then, he came close to.

The parlour maid was bearing a bright-limn – a lantern holding phosphorescent algae that glowed strongly when immersed in the special liquid within – and approached with an open smile. With a sinking heart, Rossamünd discovered that she was once again carrying the crock of birchet.

"A good evening to you, Dormitory Master Fransitart," she said softly, with a dip of her comely head.

Fransitart nodded his typically grave and silent greeting, straightening the broad collar of his coat.

Verline put the bright-limn on the tea chest. She waggled the turned ladle at Rossamünd seriously. "Time for another spoon of birchet, dear heart. Master Craumpalin has kept it warmed especially for your second dose."

Rossamünd once more submitted to the cleansing fires of birchet. Once more he endured its agonies and came out the other side restored. With another belch of bubbles, he thanked Verline.

She smiled. Putting down the crock beside the bright-limn,
Verline felt his forehead with a small, cool hand and peered at his bruises. "I think you are mending nicely, dear.
Glory on Craumpalin's chemistry! The swelling is definitely going down. But then you have always mended quickly."

The dormitory master made an odd sound in his throat and then looked at Rossamünd gravely. "Aye, Craumpalin knows his trade. I reckon tho', that even 'e would agree with me in recommendin' that th' next time Gosling takes a shy at yer skull, Rossamünd, ye duck! Th' best salve for a wound is to avoid ever gettin' one."

The foundling looked down at the cover of his pamphlet, sheepish once more. "Aye, dormitory master," he answered softly.

Fransitart put a gentle hand on Rossamünd's bruised head. "Good lad ..." he growled, with an almost tender smile. "Right, time fer supper!"

Rossamünd struggled into his evening smock, a shapeless sack with sleeves that all the children wore to dinner or supper.

"Master Fransitart, what will happen to Gosling?" he asked.

Fransitart frowned. "That li'l basket will be skippin' tonight's food and 'as been set to cleanin' out th' second salt cellar, th' buttery and th' shambles. I'm just off now to inquire as to 'is progress. Pro'bly not done 'im any sort of good! Pro'bly blamin' everyone else and excusin' hisself, as typical! A riot of ettins could do nought more than us to get th' wretched child to mend 'is errors." He shook his head. "That's enough on that. Off ye hop, Rossamünd. Say yer prayers and clean yerself afore th' meal. I will see ye in the dining hall."

Though he was sure that she had not meant it so, as he had left the hall Rossamünd overheard Verline say quietly,
"What a dear, sensitive boy," and Master Fransitart rasping in reply, "Aye, too sensitive and too earnest for 'is own good.
It'll be trouble and agony to 'im all 'is life if 'e don't get shrewder and tougher, just mark me. I can't watch out for
'im all th' time."

  The boy brooded as he followed the narrow passages with their 
    many doors, flaking walls and damp smells. By bewildering turns and many short 
    flights of stairs that went down, then up, then down once more, he went first 
    to the basins and then to the dining hall. How might he be shrewder? 
    How might he be tougher? How might he avoid this future of trouble 
    and agony that Fransitart foresaw? ... And how might he get his dormitory 
    master to finish the telling of those strange and shocking things he 
    dared not speak in front of Verline?

  

Madam Opera's Estimable Marine Society for Foundling
Boys and Girls was situated on the Vlinderstrat, between a rat-infested warehouse and a stinking tannery. The building was tall and narrow, made of dark stones and dark, decaying wood, sagging under the many additions to its original structure. It had been in Madam Opera's family through a great list of generations. Rossamünd had heard this list read out once, and it went on so long he fell asleep during the telling.

Now the Vlinderstrat, or Butterfly Street, had once been a rather fashionable avenue in the rather fashionable suburb of Poéme, in the proud riverine city of Boschenberg. The ancient high-house that had become Madam Opera's foundlingery had once been one of the finest dwellings on the street, the home of her great-great spinster aunt. But Boschenberg grew and the fashionable folk had long ago moved to other parts of town. The great-great-aunt died, leaving the house locked up and decaying. Then the madam herself, rumoured to be recovering from a ruined engagement, had claimed it as her inheritance, obtained her licence, and between the rats and the stench of tanning, set up her marine society and foundlingery to begin a new, charitable life.

A hundred children who had once been unwanted or lost or both lived here to be taught a trade and skills so that they might be wanted as adults. And the organisation that wanted them most was that seemingly bottomless sink of manpower – the navy. It was the Boschenberg Navy that sponsored the running of this marine society and several others. It was the Boschenberg Navy that provided the foundlingery with its masters, men like Fransitart and
Craumpalin, each one an ageing vinegaroon pensioned off to serve the few days left to him as an instructor to discarded children.

Every marine society boy and girl was taught to long to join the navy. It was widely known that a fellow could set himself up for good with the prize-money won when pirates or enemy vessels were captured; that you joined a family when you joined the crew of a ram (a very appealing idea to the foundlings at Madam Opera's); that every landlubber thought you were a grand chap for serving your state so honourably; and that you were better paid and better fed than most folks doing similar work on land. Rossamünd was no different: he too had learned to desperately want a life on the vinegar waves.

The vinegar waves. The thought always made him wistful.

Though he had never seen the sea, Rossamünd knew that its waters were tainted with caustic salts that gave it lurid colours and made it stink like strong vinegar. He could hardly wait till the day when he got to fill his lungs full of the sharp odour of the sea.

The navy was not the only employer of marine society boys and girls. Other agencies happily took on Madam
Opera's children: the army, with its smart uniforms and regular meal times; the mathematicians, with their numbers and demand for genius; their rivals the concometrists, who measured the length and breadth of everything; and various miscellaneous trades and guildhalls seeking apprentices or workers. An unlucky few were chosen by people who deemed them suitable for some obscure task.

The agents arrived to make their selections at a set time in a year. The hiring season started in the early weeks of
Calor – the first month of summer, the first month of the year. It ended in the last weeks of Cachrys – the second month of autumn, before the weather became unfriendly for easy travel. This was a time of great anticipation and glee, the older children always eager to make good their escape, the middle children keen to become the top dogs of the foundlingery, and the younger ones excited simply by the atmosphere of expectation and change.

Rossamünd had watched it happen many times already over the years, but this year it was his turn to take part; yet for some inexplicable reason, each time the hiring agents had come he had been passed over. He did not know why and no one said; the agents just came, reviewed a line-up of all the older children, asked questions of the masters and
Madam Opera, and read out the tally of their choices. He knew he was not very tall or impressive-looking, like others around his age. He also knew that he was clumsy, that he had trouble tying the knots Master of Ropes Heddlebulk taught, that there were times when his mind would wander and duties be left incomplete. Yet Rossamünd did know a thing or two. Not only had he learned simple dispensing from Craumpalin, but he knew a good deal of history too.

The Emperor ruled all that mattered, and the Emperor's
Regents had control of the scores of ancient city-states that made up the Empire, city-states like Boschenberg, clinging to the coasts and fertile places. It was an Empire founded sixteen hundred years ago by the great hero-empress Dido, although the current dynasty – the Haacobins – were usurpers and not of Dido's line. Rossamünd had read of the many battles on land and sea. City-states warred with each other and with their Imperial master for yet more control.
He knew of soldiers – musketeers, haubardiers, troubardiers and the rest, and especially about the great rams – giant ironclad vessels of war that prowled the vinegar seas, their decks congested with mighty cannon. He knew the names of famous marshals, legendary admirals. He had read of the skolds, who fought monsters with poisonous chemicals, and had even seen a few of those who had served his own city. He was fascinated by the two kinds of lahzars: the wits, who could send out an unseen shudder of energy that would return, making folk dizzy or faint, or grip a person's mind and crush it; or the fulgars, who could summon powerful electricity from within their very bodies.

But most of all he knew about monsters. He knew that there was an Everlasting Struggle, the ever-present battle between humankind and the bogles and nickers and the nadderers – the sea-monsters. Much of what he read grandly declared that humankind was winning, that the monsters were in steady retreat, that one day they would be exterminated from all the Empire. Yet occasionally
Rossamünd read some article nervously suggesting that in fact the bitter fight 'twixt man and bogle was at best locked in stalemate, at worst that humankind was losing. A terrible thought – people driven into the sea by slavering, relentless terrors.

Yes, Rossamünd did know a thing or two, yet six times now this hiring season, men from the navy board and other agencies had been around to review the hopefuls.
Six times now children had been selected to go and lead adventurous lives, so many now that the eldest and most of the second-eldest were gone, never to return. Six times now Rossamünd had been passed over. One of the eldest children in the foundlingery he might now be – if still not one of the tallest – but this was little compensation for the shame of being left behind. He had been left behind by
Providence-knows-who as a baby, and now, it seemed, he was being left behind again.

He was certain that he could not stand yet another year stuck in the cramped halls of mouldering wood and old, cold stone.

Gosling, too, was waiting to be chosen for work outside the foundlingery. It was his only chance to achieve all the things for which his high birth had destined him – as he often boasted. In the last five months child after child had been selected to take up his or her long awaited occupation, but not Gosling. In a raging sulk he had set about a regime of spiteful pranks, most failing owing to Fransitart's shrewd vigilance. But it was Rossamünd he specially tormented.

Two weeks after the incident at harundo practice,
Gosling somehow found him reading a small book about rams. Rossamünd had hidden himself away in the tiny garret library of sagging wood precariously extended from the roof of the main building. It was all but forgotten by most. Dust was so thick on the floor that Gosling had been able to sneak up behind Rossamünd to poke him as hard as he could. Rossamünd was not startled: he could always smell Gosling well before he saw or even heard him.

"Whiling away the hours, are we?" Gosling snarled, unhappy that he had failed to spook his victim. He snatched away Rossamünd's reader and made to ruin it.

Rossamünd had played this game before. He simply folded his arms and frowned.

"Preparing to go abroad aboard your precious rams, eh? Fat lot of good reading these has done!" Gosling leant right into Rossamünd's face. "Don't think you're any better than me, m'lady. You're still here, too! No one wants you."
Gosling stood straight, his arms folded and his nose in the air. "My family will be coming back for me soon, you'll see.
Then I'll show you who's better." Gosling had been saying this ever since he had been taken into the foundlingery.
His expression took on an even nastier curl. "Not even old
Fransi-fart will make you feel better then, when you're left behind and watching me go back to the quality I was born to!"

"Do not say his name like that ..." warned Rossamünd.

"Or what? Or what?! What a fine bunch you and he would make – Rosy Posy and ol' Fransi-fart! What a stink!"

Rossamünd scowled. "He treats you as good as anyone – and better than you deserve! Call me what you like, but leave your betters out!" As true as it might be, this sounded lame even to Rossamünd and had no effect at all on his tormentor.

"He's a pock-faced old ignoramus, and when Mamma and Papa come back for me I'll get them to buy the whole stinking, tottering place and then kick him and the rest out to rot! Or ..." Gosling finished with a malicious grin, "burn this all down to the cellars!"

Rossamünd was speechless. He glared and spluttered.
He failed to defend the honour of his dormitory master, or
Verline or anyone else.

Gosling swaggered off sneering and making noises like a baby. "Oo, I'd better stop. Madam Rosy is going to make me eat my nasty little words. Oo ..." Just before he disappeared through the warped wooden door, he hurled
Rossamünd's reader at him. Rossamünd ducked, but it still managed to glance his left cheek.

  That's the last time! Rossamünd vowed to 
    himself.

  

Days gathered into weeks. Rossamünd despaired utterly of ever receiving an offer of employment. Then, with the end of the hiring season three weeks gone, and the cold month of Lirium well under way, an official-looking stranger arrived at the foundlingery. He was shown about the institute by Madam Opera. News of the arrival and the tour flashed around the foundlingery more quickly than the burst of a skold's potive. While sitting alert in Master
Pinsum's matters, letters and generalities class, Rossamünd spotted the stranger watching proceedings from the door, giving the distinct air of seeing all and missing nothing.

When gaps in his duties allowed, Rossamünd continued to watch the stranger furtively, silently nursing his urgent, yearning hopes for a new life of adventure and advancement.

He observed Gosling doing the same from a different vantage. Perhaps here was someone with an offer of employment for one of them? Perhaps for both?
Perhaps, on this very ordinary mid-autumn afternoon, one of their lives was about to change forever ...

But after the seventh bell of the afternoon watch, it was
Rossamünd who was summoned to Madam Opera's rather large, riotously cluttered boudoir-cum-office.

Gosling would not be pleased.
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THE LAMPLIGHTERS' AGENT

  sthenicon (noun) a simple wooden box with leather 
    straps and buckles that fasten it to the wearer's head, covering the mouth, 
    nose and eyes. Inside it are various small organs – folded up nasal 
    membranes and complicated bundles of optic nerves – that let the wearer 
    smell tiny, hidden or far-off smells, and see into shadows, in the dark, or 
    a great distance away. Used mostly by leers; if a sthenicon is worn for too 
    long the organs within can grow up into the wearer's nose. If this happens, 
    removing it can be difficult and very painful.

  

DOWN many well-trod flights of creaking, wobbling wood or frigid, slippery slate stairs
Rossamünd went, through the all-too-familiar narrows of the foundlingery's halls and passages, all the way down to the emerald-painted door of Madam Opera's downstairs apartments. Children were normally summoned to the madam's sacred apartments only when in the worst kind of trouble.

Rossamünd's head spun. Am I in trouble after all? Was it
just chance that this stranger happened to be there? He stood in the musty parlour before the green door, where all comers were to wait until summoned.

Tap, tap went his boyish knuckles on this hard wooden
portal. He was let in immediately by the manservant
Carp. Within, the madam sat like some august queen, almost obscured by the piles of loose papers, ledgers and registers that rose in clumsy stacks upon either side of her solid blackwood desk. Her chestnut hair had been knotted high into a hive of snaking coils. She had clearly gone to some lengths with her appearance. The stranger was there, standing silently by the desk. He wore a dark coachman's cloak that hid all other attire, even his boots, and he held in his hands an excessively tall tricorner hat of fine black felt known as a thrice-high. There was something wrong with his eyes. Not wanting to be caught staring,
Rossamünd flicked his attention between Madam Opera and the stranger's distracting orbs.

"You sent for me, Madam Opera?" Rossamünd croaked in a small voice, bowing uncertainly.

The Madam beamed at him. This was unnerving. She rarely beamed. "I did, my dear boy. Come closer, come closer." A hand waved at him, the handkerchief it clasped fluttering like a small white flag and filling the small office with the scent of patchouli water. "Today is a very important one for you, young Master Rossamünd." Madam Opera glanced almost coyly at the man alongside her, as though they shared a special secret.

Rossamünd felt his heart beat faster.

"Mister Sebastipole here has come as an agent all the way from High Vesting, and has declared that he would very much like to meet you." Madam Opera stood, an action which made the stranger straighten automatically.
"Mister Sebastipole, I would like you to meet young Master
Rossamünd. Young Master Rossamünd, Mister Sebastipole."
She curtsied as she offered these greetings, her arms stretching out to encompass her two guests.

The stranger nodded, the corner of his mouth twisting slightly. "Rossamünd. What a – ah – fine name for, I am told, a fine lad."

This was an odd thing to say. Adults were often saying such things about his name, and it was by these reactions that instinctively Rossamünd would gauge a person's trustworthiness.
Had he not been unsettled by the stranger's eyes he might have thought this Mister Sebastipole was subtly mocking him. Rossamünd dared one quick, determined stare. A thrill spread through his entire body: the man's eyes were completely the wrong colour! What should have been white was blood red, and his irises were the palest, most piercing blue. This man in front of him was a leer! "Mister ... S-S-Sebastipole." Rossamünd bowed awkwardly. For a moment he could hardly think: everything he knew about these men was now tumbling through his brain in much the same confused way as the Hundred
Rules of Harundo. Leers were trackers, trackers of men, and even more so of monsters. They drenched their eyes with forbidden chemicals to enable them to see into things, through things, to spy on hidden things, to tell even if a person was lying.

Rossamünd gulped. Unable to help himself, he looked surreptitiously for the man's sthenicon. He was fascinated by them, and longed to try one on. It was a rare thing to meet a leer in the city, and Rossamünd had certainly never encountered one before. What could a leer want with me?

This fellow had come from High Vesting, Madam Opera had said. High Vesting was one of Boschenberg's colonies and the harbour of her naval fleet. Perhaps this terrible-eyed stranger worked for the navy. Rossamünd tried to quell the rising excitement that threatened to overwhelm him. Oh, to become a vinegaroon – that was his heart's desire!

Madam Opera continued gravely. "Now, Rossamünd,
Mister Sebastipole is here to offer you a chance for employment
– an opportunity I understand you very much desire.
I want you to take his proposal seriously and consider well what a fine offer this is. Please go on, sir." She waved her hand ingratiatingly.

Mister Sebastipole cleared his throat and narrowed those intense eyes. "Well, young master Rossamünd; I have come to represent my masters in Winstermill and High Vesting, who in their turn represent their masters, who represent their master – that is, the Emperor himself."

Rossamünd was impressed. Some how, he could tell that
Mister Sebastipole had meant him to be.

"I am told you are quick of eye, good with letters and know a little of the chemistry," the leer continued. "Would you agree this is so?"

Rossamünd hesitated. This did not quite sound like the navy. "I ... I suppose I would, sir."

Mister Sebastipole continued. "Very good. You see, our
Imperial charge – handed even from the great Imperial
Capital of Clementine itself – is the care, the maintenance and clear passage of one of our Most Imperial Master's
Highroads: the Conduit Vermis, which follows its course from Winstermill through the Ichormeer – that some call the Gluepot – and on eastwards to far-famed Wörms."

Rossamünd blinked. This definitely was not the navy.

"I have come to offer you the employment of a life time – that is, to work the lamps with us and tread the paths of this great highway to keep it safe for all happy travellers.
In short, we would like you to become a lamplighter. I am pleased to say that this good lady, Madam Opera" – he half turned his body and gave the slightest bow towards the woman – "agrees you would be excellent for the job."

Something about the way the lamplighter's agent said all this sounded very final.

Rossamünd's head was spinning once more. A lamplighter?
They wanted him to become a lamplighter? What
happened to the navy? Now he would never see the sea ...

"Um ..." Rossamünd tried his best to look grateful.

"I ... ah ..." This was not the plan at all! Stuck on the same stretch of road day on day, night after night, lighting the lamps, dousing them again, lighting them again. No chance for prize-money. No chance for glory. Could it get worse?
He had no choice. It was either become a lamplighter or stay at the foundlingery. A glance at Madam Opera showed her genial expression becoming stiff with impatience. He was stuck between two very unpleasant choices – the stone and the sty, as Master Fransitart might say.

"Thank you, Mister Sebastipole," he managed, giving another awkward bow.

"As you should!" Madam Opera beamed and clapped once and loudly. Nothing about Mister Sebastipole's face altered at all. He clearly had not anticipated the slightest resistance to his suggestion. Madam Opera stood and shepherded Rossamünd towards the door. "Go and ready yourself. Fransitart will know what to do ... Now, Mister
Sebastipole," he heard her murmur as she closed the door behind him, "you will stay for a sip of tea?"

And that was that.

The necessary arrangements were made. Rossamünd was to meet Mister Sebastipole in two days' time, at the
Padderbeck, one of Boschenberg's smaller piers upon the mighty Humour River. His luggage was to be limited to no more than one ox trunk and a satchel. He was to be dressed in hard-wearing clothes for a long journey, and a sturdy hat too. Unfortunately, he did not have any. Nor did he possess a suitably sturdy hat. As for the rest of his belongings, the collection of his entire life – they fitted neatly into two old hat boxes. For the rest of the day and all through the next, those interested staff of Madam Opera's Estimable Marine Society for Foundling Boys and Girls, the Vlinderstrat, Boschenberg, were a-bustle as Rossamünd was prepared for his great going forth. Even the Madam herself joined in, drawing up a list of what he needed, entitling it Rossamünd's Necessaries.

Masters Fransitart and Craumpalin took Rossamünd to see Gauldsman Five, the gaulder. His was the best place in this part of the city to get clothing sturdy enough for
Rossamünd's journey, for Gauldsman Five made the best proofing. All proofing could turn sword strokes, and could even stop a ball fired from a musket or pistol. The simplest piece of proofing was costly, but the better the quality of protection the higher a garment's price. Proofing was, however, also absolutely necessary for folk looking to venture beyond the city walls, where monsters and brigands and other horrors waited. It was made from cloth – anything from hemp to silk – treated with a chemical potion known as gauld, which made it very hard to tear or puncture.
Broad straps of gauld-hardened leather and thin padding of soft spongy pokeweed were then sewn into the lining as the unproofed cloth was turned into garments. After this the whole array was soaked in gauld, and then cooked and soaked again and so on. Each gaulder had his own methods and process, and his own secret recipes. Rossamünd thought it almost too wonderful to believe that he might be getting such amazing clothing for his very own. He was speechless with glee as he left the marine society.

Gauldsman Five's shop and fitting rooms was a whole suburb away, in the Mortar, on Tin Drum Lane, and the visit there would be a little adventure in itself. Indeed, any excursion from the foundlingery was a significant event.
Rossamünd had been out from Madam Opera's only a dozen times in his whole life, usually to go down to the
Humour with the other foundlings to practise rowing and swimming. In fact, before today, his most thrilling excursion had been a trip to the house of Verline's sister Praeline in the shadows of Boschenberg's outermost curtain wall.

Fransitart, Craumpalin and Rossamünd went north along the Vlinderstrat, turned right on to the Weegbrug, and then left on to the crazily curving Pantomime Lane.
They strolled past ale houses, dance halls and puppet stalls, veered right once more on to the Hurlingstrat, dodging ox wagons and omnibuses, went through the
Werkersgate and there, on the left hand, was Tin Drum
Lane. Gauldsman Five's establishment was about a third of the way along, tall and narrow like almost every other building in Boschenberg. Only those of quality were allowed in the front of the shop, where there were plush closets in which the wealthy and powerful could try on and admire their new proofing. Such ordinary folk as two marine society masters and a foundling had to use the poor man's closets by the great gaulding vats at the rear of the shop. As they entered this filthy place, Rossamünd watched greenish-orangey-yellow steam hiss angrily from one of the vats as an aproned man poured in a thick black liquid. A foul miasma churned in the dank air.

Fransitart spoke quietly but urgently with some grimy fellow, who spoke to another grimy fellow, who spoke to another, and before long a finely dressed man in a powdered wig appeared from a door leading to the front of the shop.
Though his simply cut clothes were made of expensive materials, he had a splotched and haggard look about his face – the mark of a vinegaroon. He was one of Gauldsman
Five's tailors. Fransitart must have known him and, from his look of consternation, the tailor must have known the dormitory master too.

"'Ello, Meesius," said Fransitart, a terrible light in his eye.

"Coxswain Frans?" Meesius the tailor went pale. "Is that you? And ... and with Craump'lin, too?"

Coxswain? Rossamünd had always thought Fransitart had been the gunner – in charge of all the cannon and their right firing.

"Aye," Fransitart nodded gravely, "I've come to claim me debt."

Tugging on the bristles beneath his lower lip, Craumpalin gave the tailor a knowing wink and flashed an almost threatening grin. "Lookee, Frans," he said softly, "he still knows us!"

Meesius the tailor went even paler. "A-after all these years ...?"

"Aye." Master Fransitart was as quietly menacing as
Rossamünd had ever known him to be. "But I wants it in harness. Bring us yer best travellin' wear for this 'ere lad."

There was an awkward pause.

Rossamünd was bemused that his two masters could be such overbearing rogues.

With nervous sweat on his brow, the tailor hesitated.

Craumpalin folded his arms and glowered. Fransitart remained perfectly still.

  Meesius cleared his throat. "W-well." He gestured toRossamünd 
    impatiently. "Come over here so I can get thy measurements."

Rossamünd looked at his masters, and Fransitart gave the subtlest nod. The boy went over to the tailor, leaving
Fransitart and Craumpalin by the vats.

"Lift thy arm!" Meesius growled under his breath. With a leather tape he measured Rossamünd's neck and arms and even the girth of his chest with many rough proddings.

"... I daren't keep him back any longer." Master
Fransitart's voice carried softly across the vat-room floor.

"Ye dare not. And anyway, the lad is desperate to get on."

"Aye, Pin, Aye." The dormitory master sounded resigned and strangely sad. "Well at least 'e'll be stoutly protected."

At this both of the old men went quiet.

Meesius disappeared for a time then returned with a sour look, bearing two pieces of high-quality proofing.
The first was a fine proofed vest with fancy silk facings and linings called a weskit. The second piece was a sturdy, well-gaulded coat – called a jackcoat – made of subtle silken threads of shifting blues. It came in at the waist and flared out to the knees. Rossamünd was stunned at its beauty.

The dormitory master told him to put on both the weskit and the jackcoat. "Ye might as well start getting accustomed to their weight," he said.

They were a little too big for Rossamünd and heavier than normal clothes, but combined with his recently washed black, long-legged shorts – or longshanks, he looked very fine indeed and could be sure he was well protected for his long journey. All he needed now was a sturdy hat.

"Yer debt is cleared, Meesius," Fransitart said, low and serious. "I 'ope we will never 'ave th' need to meet again!"

Without another word the tailor hurried off into the shadows beneath the vats. Rossamünd and his masters returned the way they had come. Fransitart looked very satisfied with himself as they wrestled and veered through the jostling throng on their way home.

"Ye've got yerself a stout set of proofing there, lad. A fine harness, indeed." The dormitory master's smug grin broadened. "Ye'll be well safe in it."

Craumpalin chuckled. "Master-fully done, Frans, masterfully done. Ol' Cap'n Slot would 'ave been impressed."

  Rossamünd had no idea what just happened. He had never 
    seen Fransitart so satisfied, so pleased – but he was too astounded 
    at his grand new proofing to give any of it another thought.

  

Verline mended his two shirts and even his small clothes.
She darned several pairs of especially long stockings – called trews – which he was to wear doubled back down from the knee for improved protection. Two scarves and two pairs of gloves were provided against the coming cold of winter. She also gave to him his own turnery – a fork and a spoon made of wood, a biggin – a leather-covered wooden cup with a fastening lid, a mess kid – a small wooden pail from which to eat his meals, and a flint and steel for the lighting of fires.
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