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      ‘I’m telling you, Inspector, he’s a sensible young man.’

      Thordric heard Inspector Jimmson sigh. His mother had been in the inspector’s office for over an hour, trying to negotiate with him to get Thordric a job at the station. ‘I don’t doubt it, Maggie, but there’s no denying what he is.’ The inspector lowered his voice, so that Thordric had to strain to hear. ‘He’s a half-wizard, for Spell’s sake. If it ever got out that one of his kind was working here—’

      ‘His kind? Inspector, I assure you that particular part of him is completely under control,’ his mother retorted.

      ‘Maggie, Maggie. Think of what you’re asking me to do here. You know you’re the best pathologist I could possibly hope for, and I wouldn’t want to do anything to upset you, but the reputation of the stationhouse…’ There was silence for a moment. ‘I just can’t let the boy work here.’

      Thordric heard one of the chairs scrape back. ‘Then you’re not the man I thought you were,’ his mother said. The door to the office opened, and she walked out, holding her head high and clacking her high heels with proud deliberation. ‘Come on Thordric, let’s go home.’

      Thordric got up, a mix of relief and disappointment filling his stomach. They turned to go, but then the office door opened again. The inspector walked out, eyeing Thordric up with a twitch of his bushy moustache. Thordric tried not to gulp under the inspector’s scrutinising gaze.

      ‘He’s hired,’ the inspector said abruptly. ‘Starts work tomorrow morning, seven-thirty on the dot. Don’t let him be late, Maggie.’

      ‘Thank you, Inspector,’ his mother said. Thordric thought he saw a smile flicker across her lips.

      Later that day, she took him to the tailor to get his uniform measured. As he was only to be the inspector’s runner, he didn’t need the full constabulary uniform.

      ‘Good thing, too,’ the tailor said, lifting a measuring tape up to Thordric’s chest. ‘I don’t believe I have any small enough. No, indeed, it will have to be a plain jacket, though in a boy’s size, I think.’

      He took the measurement, scribbling the number down in his leather-bound notebook. Thordric craned his neck to try and see what it was, but the tailor held his hand up. ‘Please, sir, you shouldn’t trouble yourself with the details. Leave that to me.’ He turned to Thordric’s mother then, and dropped his voice slightly. ‘Are you sure he’s fourteen? He looks to be no more than twelve at the most, if I am honest, Ma’am.’

      ‘I’m fourteen and a half,’ Thordric said indignantly. The tailor smiled faintly and carried on taking measurements.

      A few hours later, Thordric came out with his new uniform in hand, ready to head home, but his mother caught his arm and took him to the barber shop instead. ‘What are we doing here?’ he said, standing in front of the entrance, looking at the red and white pole spinning around and around on the wall.

      ‘You’ll want to look smart tomorrow, won’t you, dear?’ she said mildly.

      The barber found fault with him too, complaining that Thordric’s hair was in such bad condition that he couldn’t possibly cut it into any of the regular constabulary styles (though it was not for lack of trying). After three hours, growing increasingly hot and flustered, he’d declared the only thing he could do to make Thordric look smart was to shave it all off.

      ‘Oh, do stop fussing, Thordric,’ his mother said after the deed had been done. ‘If that’s what the good barber thought best to do, then it was best.’

      ‘But…but, it’s so short. All I have is stubble. Everyone is going to laugh at me.’

      ‘Nonsense,’ she chided. ‘It looks very smart. I’m sure that no one will say anything bad.’

      Unfortunately for Thordric, she couldn’t have been more wrong.

      

      At seven-thirty sharp she dropped him at the front desk, and there he stood in his new clothes with his bald head reflecting the morning light. The constable at the desk took one look at him and threw his head back, laughing so much that it brought all the other constables out to have a look. Some of them sniggered or tried to stifle their snorts, but most laughed as hard as the desk constable.

      ‘Look at him,’ Thordric heard one of them whisper. ‘He’s nothing more than a string bean. What possessed the inspector to hire him?’

      All the commotion brought the inspector looming around the corner, with his face resembling the very storm cloud that had drenched the whole town the night before. All the constables took one look at him and quailed, fleeing back to their desks and burying their heads in paperwork.

      ‘There you are, er, Thorbid,’ he said, his eyes marking every detail of Thordric’s clothes and physique. ‘Hardly constabulary material, but I suppose you’ll do. Come along.’

      ‘Inspector?’ Thordric said with a squeak. ‘It’s Thordric, not Thorbid.’

      ‘Quiet now, Throbay. Follow me.’

      Thordric followed meekly, past the constables’ desks and into the inspector’s office. It was a neat room, furnished with dark wooden bookcases and a wooden desk. There wasn’t a single speck of dust to be seen. ‘Now,’ the inspector said, sitting down in his vast leather chair. ‘I’m sure your mother has explained your duties to you already. Still, I see no reason not to remind you again. Your role here is to be my runner. You will do as I say, fetch things and bring them back at my command, post any letters that need to be posted, and make tea whenever I feel the need for it. You will not, I repeat: NOT, speak to any of the constables, and are absolutely forbidden to assist them with any policing duties. And if anyone finds out that you’re a you know what, then you’ll be out of here faster than your own feet can carry you. Understand?’ he said, stroking his thick bushy moustache.

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Thordric said, his voice breaking awkwardly.

      ‘Inspector,’ the inspector said.

      ‘What, sir?’

      ‘You say, “Yes, Inspector”.’

      ‘Oh, of course,’ Thordric mumbled. ‘Yes, Inspector.’

      ‘Good,’ the inspector said cheerfully. ‘Go make me a cup of tea and fetch me some Jaffa cakes.’

      

      Thordric spent the rest of the morning bringing the inspector large cups of tea (‘No, no, Thorble, two sugars and not so much milk!’), passing messages back and forth throughout the station house and pretending not to be there whenever one of the constables walked past. He barely had time to visit his mother when she broke for lunch, and when he did, he found she had no sympathy for him.

      ‘I don’t know what you expected, Thordric. You knew life at the station was going to be hard.’

      ‘Yes, but not this hard.’

      ‘Oh, Thordric. You’re not a baby anymore, you’re almost fifteen.’

      ‘I know,’ he said, hanging his head. ‘But why couldn’t I have gone to the academy like all my friends?’

      His mother breathed out slowly. ‘You know perfectly well why. This is the only way I could guarantee you a future.’ She took a sip of her coffee, a special blend developed by the Wizard Council to help re-energise and focus the mind. ‘You ought to be getting back now, the inspector will be asking for you.’

      ‘But I haven’t even had anything to eat yet!’

      ‘You should have thought of that before you came running to me. You shouldn’t come here while you’re working. I’m perfectly fine.’

      ‘Yes, mother,’ Thordric said, slinking off back to the station.

      The inspector was waiting for him when he got there, his moustache curling up into his nostrils as he glared at Thordric. ‘Thormble! Where were you? I’ve been looking all over for you! Go and fetch me a copy of the local newspaper.’

      ‘Yes, Inspector,’ he said, walking as quickly as possible without making it look as though he was running away.

      It was raining when he got outside; the new rainbow colours that were now so popular with other adolescents his age. He looked up and saw them sprinkling the powder into the rain from the rooftop of the library, and as it mixed, the drops turned into bright reds, oranges and pinks.

      He would’ve loved to have joined them, to have a go as they did, but he was forbidden to touch anything the Wizard Council had produced. His mother told him that if he did, it would be incredibly dangerous. Anything could happen if it mixed with his rogue half-wizard magic. His mother had made sure that he’d grown up knowing the risk, telling him stories of half-wizards who had tried to experiment and ended up losing various limbs, turning themselves into animals, or in the case of a particularly unfortunate one, a pumpkin.

      It’d scared him when he was younger, but now he wished he could prove everyone wrong about it. He wanted to show them that half-wizard magic wasn’t always harmful, that his magic wasn’t harmful, but his mother would never forgive him if he tried. She had wanted to bring him up as a respectable young man, and to ignore his wizard side, forget it was there. But he couldn’t. It took over his dreams, willing him to try things out, and once or twice had even taken control of his body.

      He remembered one time when he had been at junior school; one of the older boys had found out what he was and decided to tell everyone. Thordric had been so upset that he’d clapped his hands together and made everyone, including his teachers, forget all about it. Unfortunately, the boy who had started it was hit by Thordric’s powers directly, resulting in him losing his entire memory.

      The school wrote it off as a freak accident, but Thordric’s mother had known better. She’d sat him down and asked, kindly, what really happened. He told her, knowing that it’d been wrong, but that he simply hadn’t been able to control it. She’d comforted him, but said if anything like it happened again, he was to tell her straight away.

      Sadly, despite his good intentions, she had been the victim of his power’s next attack, while telling him off for making a mess of her study. Unbidden, he’d stamped his foot and sent her off on a completely different train of thought, and since she hadn’t seemed to notice, he thought it better to simply let her carry on and not tell her what had happened.

      Thinking back to those days when he was younger, he wondered ruefully how different it would have been had he been born normal. One of the coloured raindrops landed on his nose, and with a shake of his head he remembered that he was supposed to be on his way to the newspaper stand to get the inspector a copy of the Jard Town Gazette.

      He quickened his pace, but when he got there, he found that they’d sold out. The vendor told him that he might try the stand across the town, and so he had to race over there to fetch one. That vendor was on his last copy, and sold it to Thordric for double what it was worth, seeing how much of a hurry he was in.

      ‘Oi, you’re not the inspector’s usual fry, are you?’

      ‘No, sir,’ Thordric said, making to dash away.

      ‘When did you start then?’ the vendor continued.

      ‘Er, today, actually,’ Thordric said, and disappeared before he could be asked anything else.

      He ran back to the station, making record time, and was so impressed with himself that he didn’t see the inspector standing in the doorway of his office. The resulting crash echoed throughout the building, and once again all the constables dashed to have a look. They found the inspector lying on the floor with his head in the waste paper basket. Thordric had bounced off the inspector’s considerable bulk to land over by the bookcase, with a copy of The Detective’s Handbook open on his head. His eyes were vacant as the constables rushed past him to see to the inspector.

      ‘Inspector?’ one said, daring to shake him slightly. ‘Inspector Jimmson, can you hear me?’

      The inspector mumbled something incoherent. The constable rounded on Thordric. ‘Look at what you’ve done, small fry! Didn’t anyone tell you not to run in the station?’

      Thordric didn’t hear him. The constable slapped him hard. ‘I’m talking to you, small fry.’

      ‘Wh-what?’ Thordric said, his eyes starting to focus. He saw the inspector, semi-conscious and unmoving. ‘Blimey, what happened to the inspector?’ he said. The constable hit him again.

      ‘Ouch,’ he said. ‘What was that for?’

      ‘Oh, never mind,’ the constable said, giving up. He turned to one of the other constables. ‘Fred, see if you can get this twit home. He won’t be any use to anyone for the rest of today. I’ll deal with the inspector.’

      The constable known as Fred grabbed Thordric and dragged him out of the station to the morgue, where the constable felt it was his duty to inform his mother of what had happened. She was less than impressed.

      ‘Thordric Manfred Smallchance! How could you? And on your first day, too!’ She threw her hands up in the air, quite forgetting that they were covered with blood from the latest poor soul she was performing a post-mortem on. ‘Take him home, constable, and lock the door so that he can’t cause any more trouble.’
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      Thordric woke to the sound of his mother rapping on his bedroom door. ‘Thordric. Thordric! It’s time to get up!’

      He furrowed his brow, his eyes too heavy to open.

      ‘Thordric, get up,’ his mother continued, still knocking on the door. ‘You must go and apologise to the inspector.’ He heard her sigh and turn away.

      At first it didn’t register with him what she had said, but then he remembered. He had fallen into the inspector and left him barely conscious. Swallowing the sudden lump in his throat, he scrambled out of bed and fumbled on his clothes before bolting downstairs.

      His mother was waiting for him when he got there. He thought she looked especially pretty today. Her dark, wavy hair was loose about her shoulders and she wearing her crimson heels, but he knew that if he told her, she would see it as buttering her up. That was one thing she hated.

      ‘I hope you realise the seriousness of the damage you did yesterday,’ she said crisply. ‘When the poor Inspector finally got his wits back, I had to plead with him for hours to give you another chance.’

      ‘I…’ Thordric began, but found he had no words.

      ‘I expect you never to make a mistake or cause trouble like that again. Had the inspector not been the type to demonstrate perfect chivalry, then it may have cost my job as well as yours. As it is, he values my friendship very deeply and has agreed to overlook the matter. But only this once.’

      ‘I understand, mother. I won’t do it again, I promise.’

      ‘Well, then,’ she said. ‘Off you go, and don’t forget to make his tea exactly how he likes it. And don’t complain about the constables. You deserve their crude remarks at the moment.’ Thordric had to agree. How could he have messed up his first day so badly? Not even the other half-wizards he had read about had that much bad luck.

      He sped to the station, arriving even before the inspector, and had a steaming mug of tea and a plate of Jaffa cakes ready for him. When the inspector finally walked in, he said nothing, choosing to ignore Thordric completely. Halfway through his fifth Jaffa cake, however, he decided to speak up. ‘I never want to speak of what happened yesterday. It was a normal day like any other. Understood?’

      ‘Yes, Inspector,’ Thordric said, bowing his head.

      The inspector wiped the crumbs off his moustache. ‘Here,’ he said, thrusting a piece of paper at Thordric. ‘Go to the dry cleaners on Warn Street and show them that. They will give you my sister’s dry cleaning, which you will then proceed to drop off at her house. Here is her address.’ He scribbled on another bit of paper and handed it to Thordric. ‘You are then to ask her if any chores need attending to, and if she so wishes, you shall do them for her.’

      ‘But…’ Thordric protested, but stopped at the inspector’s glare.

      ‘You are then to go to the bank and give them this,’ he continued, giving Thordric yet another piece of paper. ‘And then you are to get the Jard Town Gazette. Make sure it is today’s copy, and not a leftover from yesterday. Is that clear?’

      ‘Yes, Inspector,’ Thordric said, trying to keep his voice sounding positive.

      ‘Remember Thormble, no mistakes.’

      Thordric left the office with as much grace as he could muster. He looked at the notes in his hand, trying to remember which was which. The inspector’s sister’s address was easy to recognise, but the notes for the dry cleaners and bank were both numbers. Each had been written in a great long line with no breaks, and there was nothing to differentiate between them. He gulped.

      He reached the dry cleaners quickly, sweating slightly from the heat of the shop. ‘Yes, sir?’ the woman at the desk said without even looking at him. She was reading a magazine, intent on an article about using the Wizard Council’s new spell powder to get rid of fleas and bugs from the home. She nodded as she read, and Thordric grumbled under his breath. He hated the Wizard Council. True, they did make a lot of fun things, like their new Rainbow range, but that was only the lower part of the council. High Wizard Kalljard would never have had anything to do with them; he was far too important for that trivial stuff. He was the one who Thordric really disliked, for it was he who had spread such hate for half-wizards, despite the rumours that he had fathered a half-wizard himself.

      Before Kalljard had come to power, half-wizards had been trusted as much as everyone else, and people had often gone to them for help when they couldn’t afford the prices of a full wizard. But that had been over a thousand years ago now, for it was Kalljard’s discovery of everlasting youth that had allowed him to form the council and take charge of it. No one had successfully got him to share his secrets of everlasting youth, but he had developed a potion that allowed the elderly to look and feel young in the last days of their lives.

      Full wizards were actually quite rare, only a handful were born each year. Each full wizard was born into a family with no previous magic in it and it was said that the powers they had came from all the potential magic that the family had within their bloodline. To keep their powers pure, full wizards were not allowed to marry. Of course, if they all obeyed that rule then there wouldn’t be any half-wizards.

      The woman finished her article and looked up, frowning slightly as she saw his stubbly head. ‘I have to pick up the inspector’s sister’s dry cleaning,’ he said, the words tripping out of his mouth.

      She raised her eyebrows at him. ‘Do you have the inspector’s pass code?’

      ‘Yes, I…’

      He looked at the two notes, grimacing. It was impossible to tell which one it was. Shrugging, he chose one at random and handed it to her. She looked at it and checked it against her list. ‘That is indeed the inspector’s pass code,’ she said, the surprise showing in her voice. ‘One moment, sir.’

      She went into the backroom, and appeared a moment later with a huge stack of clothes. ‘Here you are, sir. Tell the inspector that we thank him for his custom.’ She handed them to him, making his knees buckle slightly. Easing a smile onto his face, he thanked her and inched out the door. How could anyone own so many clothes?

      Once out in the street, he found a postbox to lean against while he fished the address out of his pocket. He read it and cursed: 52, Rosemary Lane. That was on the other side of town. He could almost feel the ache in his muscles at the very idea of it.

      By the time he reached the cherry-red front door which was surrounded by honeysuckle, his feet felt like they were covered in blisters, and he was sweating profusely. Not wanting to offend the lady, he quickly straightened his uniform, shifting the pile of clothes to one arm. The door opened before he could even knock, and a woman stood inches from his nose. Her hair was in a bun so tight that it gave her a slight facelift. Thordric felt his knees begin to buckle again.

      ‘And who might you be?’ she said.

      ‘I’m Thordric, ma’am. The inspector sent me to deliver your dry cleaning.’

      She pursed her lips. ‘Very well, then. Bring it in and leave it on the banister. Quickly, boy!’

      He did as he was told, feeling her eyes bore into his back.

      ‘Well, why are you still here?’ she said.

      ‘The inspector asked me to ask you if you had any chores that need doing, ma’am, and if so to do them for you.’

      ‘It seems that my brother has finally developed some manners then. Come along, boy, and let us see what you can do.’ Thordric thought he saw a smile flicker across her lips, but it was gone too quickly for him to be sure.

      She led him to the kitchen. It was a large room, with a dark stove at its heart, and Thordric caught the most wonderful smell coming from it. It was roast chicken and potatoes, and his stomach groaned audibly. The inspector’s sister took no notice. Instead, she dived into one of the oversized cupboards and produced a battered copper kettle.

      ‘I want you to fix this kettle,’ she said, handing it to him.

      He looked at it doubtfully, noticing several large dents and a gash in the side. ‘I’ll try, ma’am, but I don’t pretend to have the skills to do it.’

      ‘Hogwash, boy!’ she scoffed. ‘Use your magic.’

      Thordric gaped. ‘You know that I’m a half-wizard?’

      She laughed. ‘Don’t be silly, boy. I can smell your powers from half a mile away, they’re so strong. In fact, I thought you were from the Wizard Council, which was why I was so concerned when you turned up on my doorstep.’

      ‘What do you mean, you can smell my powers?’ he said, his voice breaking.

      ‘Forgive me, smell is perhaps the wrong word. Sense is more accurate, I suppose. It was my late husband who taught me how, you see. He was a half-wizard too.’

      ‘He was?’

      ‘Yes. Come and sit down, now I know that you’re safe.’ She led him into the conservatory and made him sit on a light-cream wicker sofa.

      ‘You don’t trust the Wizard Council, then?’ he asked.

      ‘Of course not,’ she said, failing to keep the contempt out of her voice. ‘Greedy, soulless lot they are. Drove my poor husband to his death.’

      ‘How?’ he said, before he could stop himself.

      She sighed. ‘I suppose you’ve heard the stories of half-wizards trying to prove themselves? Well, my husband was the same. He created many spells equally as good as any that come from the Wizard Council. He developed potions too, most of them more effective that any the council make. He had an argument with a full wizard about it all, right out in the street. He came home raging, so I suggested that he go for a walk along the quieter lanes to clear his head. He didn’t want to, but he went anyway. He didn’t come home that night.’ She dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. ‘They found his body the next morning, a deep purple colour. My brother, who had only just been made Inspector back then, kept it all quiet for me so I wouldn’t have the papers knocking on my door. He said that the pathologist believed he had been trying a spell and like most half-wizards had met his downfall in doing so.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Thordric said, awkwardly patting her on the shoulder.

      ‘Thank you, boy. It was a long time ago,’ she said, sniffing and sitting up. ‘Right. Now I need to find out more about you. Who was your father?’

      ‘Mother never told me. All she said was that he was a wizard.’

      ‘Presumably on the council, then?’

      ‘I guess so. Aren’t all full wizards on the council?’

      ‘No. There are those who disagree with what the council does, and refuse to have anything to do with it. They are shunned as much as you half-wizards though, so many don’t advertise their powers.’

      ‘Oh. I see,’ Thordric replied, shifting on the sofa. ‘Wh-why is it you want to know about me, ma’am?’

      ‘Please, call me Lizzie,’ she said, waving a hand. ‘The truth is I want to help you. If you have even half the power that I think you have, then you are capable of doing great things, not to mention fixing my poor kettle.’ She laughed and let down her bun slightly, taking away the hardness from her face. ‘Now, how much magic can you do at the moment?’

      Thordric felt deflated. ‘None,’ he said.

      ‘Oh, come now, surely you’ve done something?’ Lizzie said.

      ‘Well, I may have accidently caused some people to lose their memory or forget what they were saying. I’ve never done anything on purpose though. Mother said that it’s too dangerous.’

      ‘Tosh!’ Lizzie said. ‘Well, I’ve certainly got my work cut out with you.’ She stood up and took him out into the garden, where she stood him in front of a dead tree stump. It was raining heavily, but she didn’t seem to notice.

      ‘Now,’ she said, her voice taking on its crispness again. ‘The first thing you have to do is learn how to focus your powers.’ She stretched out her arm, pointing with index finger. ‘I want you to focus all of your attention on this tree stump, and when you think you’ve got it, you are to paint a red dot right in the middle of it.’

      ‘But I don’t have any paint,’ he said.

      The look she gave him made the stubble on his head frizzle. ‘Do it with your powers, boy!’

      ‘But I don’t know how,’ he complained.

      Lizzie huffed. ‘Simply focus and think about painting it like you would manually.’

      

      During the next hour, while water had filled up his boots and now trickled over the tops, Thordric had managed to paint dots all over the garden fence, the shed and the bushes, but not one had landed on the tree stump.

      Lizzie had watched him tirelessly. ‘Where are you aiming for, boy? The target is in front of you, not behind!’ she said. ‘Focus. Feel the power within you and push it forwards.’

      At one point he turned around to tell her that it simply wasn’t possible, but caught her square in the head with a red dot of paint. Instead of being angry with him she fell about laughing. ‘I do believe that it’s time for a spot of tea.’

      Gathering up her now soaked skirts, she sat him in the kitchen to contemplate the battered kettle. ‘What makes you think I can fix this when I can’t even put a dot on a tree stump?’ he asked in dismay.

      ‘Do you, or do you not, want tea?’ she asked, arching an eyebrow high into her hair.

      ‘Yes, I do.’

      ‘Then you will fix the kettle. It’s as simple as that.’ She got up and bustled around the kitchen. ‘Oh, and don’t be too long with it, I want the tea ready by the time I finish baking this cake. And you’ll want to get to the bank before it closes,’ she said. He jumped. How did she know that he needed to go there?

      He shrugged and turned back to the kettle. It sat there, his reflection staring back at him, distorted and grubby on its lacklustre surface. He sighed and clapped his hands together, hoping the motion would give him some hint of an idea how fix it. It didn’t.

      He decided to work on the dents first. Perhaps if he pushed at them from the inside, it would shift the metal back out again. The first few tries he missed, and had used such a force that it sent him sailing across the kitchen and back out into the conservatory.

      Lizzie smiled, and said only, ‘Keep trying, boy.’

      Slowly, his aim improved, and he managed to fix two of the bigger dents. ‘Now try and fix that gash,’ Lizzie said over his shoulder. ‘The cake is almost ready.’

      By this time, Thordric was sweating almost as much as he had been while carrying her clothes. He couldn’t believe how much energy it took to use his powers. Did all wizards struggle like this? Or was it solely half-wizards?

      He wiped the sweat away from his forehead, and to give himself a better idea of what the gash was like, he put his hands on it. As soon as he did, he felt the most curious sensation. He could feel the kettle, not just how it was now in his hands, but how it had been when it was first made. Smooth and perfectly round. Focusing on this, he willed it to be like that again, closing his eyes tightly.

      Lizzie clapped loudly. ‘Open your eyes, boy,’ she said. He could hear the smile in her voice, and as he opened his eyes again, he saw why. He’d done it. The kettle was brand new again. No dents or gashes at all, nor even a hint of where they had been.

      He jumped up out of his seat, with a grin so wide that it barely fit his face, and ran back outside into the rain, painting a red dot on the tree stump without even thinking about it. He felt so light, and so free. He had used magic – his magic – and it’d worked. He danced around the garden, swinging the kettle about as if it were his partner, only stopping when Lizzie caught him by the arm and dragged him back inside.

      ‘Steady yourself, boy. I need that,’ she said, pulling the kettle away from him.

      ‘Did you see, Lizzie? Did you see me put the paint on the tree stump?’ he laughed. His body shook with so much excitement and nervous energy that he wobbled like a jelly. Lizzie steered him into a chair by the table.

      ‘I did, boy, I did. But don’t think that you’ve finished your training yet. You’ve an awful lot more to learn.’ She planted a cup of tea beside him and a slice of cake so large that it filled the plate. ‘Eat that. It’ll give you your energy back.’

      A few mouthfuls later he was calm again. ‘How will I finish my training?’ he said. ‘The inspector will want me charging about on his errands for the rest of the week.’

      ‘You get Sundays off, don’t you?’ she said.

      ‘Er…yes, I think.’

      ‘Well then, you shall come here every Sunday and continue your training. How does that sound?’

      Thordric grinned and sloshed tea all down his front.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            A DEATH AT THE COUNCIL

          

        

      

    

    
      Thordric got to the bank barely ten minutes before it closed, and arrived too breathless to state his business. He thrust the slip of paper that the inspector had given him at the desk clerk before his legs buckled. The clerk leant over to see if he needed to ask security to drag Thordric away, but discovered he was grinning up at him. The clerk sniffed, his long nose drooping slightly, and shuffled through his papers. Finally, he pulled out a bright pink sheet, scribbling on it intently.

      ‘Here you are…sir,’ he said, dropping it over the desk to land in Thordric’s lap. ‘Will that be all?’

      Thordric put the pink paper neatly in his jacket pocket, and then pulled himself to his feet, using the desk as leverage. ‘I, er, think so,’ he replied, unsure if the clerk had actually done what the inspector had wanted.

      ‘Good day then, sir,’ the clerk replied stiffly.

      

      The inspector was in his office when Thordric arrived back at the station. He was deeply engrossed in a book detailing the plans for the Wizard Council’s newest idea, spell powered carriages. He hadn’t noticed Thordric enter.

      ‘Inspector?’ he said, quietly.

      The inspector jumped, almost falling off his chair, and his moustache curled around to touch his nostrils again. ‘Thornal!’ he breathed. ‘Don’t you know how to knock?’

      ‘I’m sorry, sir – I mean, Inspector. I thought you’d like to know that I completed all the tasks you gave me.’ He handed the inspector the day’s copy of the Jard Town Gazette.

      ‘Yes, yes, get on with it,’ the inspector said. ‘Did the bank give you anything for me?’

      ‘Oh yes, sir – Inspector. Erm…here.’ He handed the inspector the pink sheet of paper. The inspector snatched it and unfolded it, his eyes glinting. Thordric watched them go from left to right as he read it, noticing his moustache getting more unruly with each second that passed.

      The inspector screwed the paper up and tossed it in the waste paper basket, muttering something that sounded awfully like ‘lack of funds’.

      There was a sharp knock on the door, and a constable came in before the inspector had a chance to respond.

      ‘Inspector, we’ve had an urgent call from the Wizard Council. It’s High Wizard Kalljard, sir.’

      ‘Yes? What about him?’

      ‘He’s dead, Inspector.’

      ‘Dead? But…but…dead? Are you sure?’ the inspector said. His moustache had gone completely straight, and it looked to Thordric as though it had turned several shades lighter than normal.

      The constable lowered his voice. ‘Well, he was over a thousand years old, Inspector; it was bound to happen at some point.’

      ‘What about his eternal youth potion?’

      ‘Perhaps it finally ran its course,’ the constable shrugged.

      The inspector sighed. ‘I suppose you’re right. I best go and see what happened and pay my official respects,’ he said. He got up and put on his jacket, smoothing it down smartly. He gestured for the constable to leave, and then turned to Thordric. ‘You’re coming with me. If I left you here, I’d return to find the whole station reduced to rubble.’

      Thordric fought to keep his expression neutral. ‘As you wish, Inspector,’ he said.

      The inspector raised an eyebrow, not expecting Thordric to be so docile. Thordric ignored it. The inspector shrugged and led them out of the station.

      

      The crowd was already thick when they got to the residence of the Wizard Council. It was a huge turquoise building, in the shape of a crescent moon, and had the black and silver symbol of the book and potion bottle that decorated every product they had concocted.

      A group of burly constables held the crowd back from the main doors. Thordric gaped as he watched the people trying to clamour over them, simply for a glimpse inside the place. Some of them were even crying, genuine tears at the High Wizard’s death, but not everyone one was there for those reasons.

      Waiting for the inspector was a crumpled-looking man wearing a top hat and doing his best to bear some weight. ‘Inspector!’ he said, rushing up and pulling out a notepad and pen. ‘What do you make of the High Wizard’s sudden death?’

      The inspector cursed under his breath. ‘Macks! What are you doing here?’

      ‘Why, Inspector, this is big news, possibly the biggest news ever in the history of all newspapers! Why wouldn’t I be here?’ Macks shrieked excitedly, his voice shrill and breathless.

      The inspector’s moustache broke out in curls. ‘You despicable little rat,’ he said. ‘He only died an hour ago, and you’re already seeking to profit from it.’

      ‘Sticks and stones, Inspector,’ Macks said, dancing out of the way of the inspector’s fists.

      The inspector growled. ‘Constable!’ he shouted to the one standing closest. ‘Take this walking cesspit and throw him in the cells until I get back.’

      ‘Yes, Inspector,’ the constable said, and caught Macks in a grip so hard that he didn’t bother to struggle.

      The inspector muttered to himself, trying to smooth down his moustache. The line of constables parted momentarily to let him and Thordric through, and they found themselves in front of a set of double doors larger than most of the trees Thordric had seen. The inspector tugged on the oversized bell pull, and within moments the great doors opened to let them through.

      A young wizard in full-length robes greeted them. The robes weren’t black as Thordric had expected, considering it was a period of mourning. Instead, they were a brilliant, bottle green.

      ‘Inspector Jimmson,’ the wizard said, nodding his head slightly. ‘We welcome you in this hour of great sadness.’ He gestured for them to step inside, and the doors shut quickly behind them, leaving only the light from the blue fires hovering at the sides of the wall.

      Thordric had gone unnoticed until then, but now the wizard turned to him curiously. ‘And who might this be, Inspector? As you know, we have strict regulations about who we let inside our walls.’

      ‘Oh, the boy here?’ the inspector said. ‘He’s my errand runner. I thought I’d bring him along so as to keep him out of trouble. Deaf and dumb, you know.’

      Thordric struggled to keep his jaws shut.

      ‘Curious. How is it that you get him to do what you want?’ the wizard asked, peering at him as though he were a goldfish in a bowl.

      ‘I write him notes, and he can lip-read to some extent.’

      ‘Can he be trusted? We carry a lot of secrets within these walls, secrets that we would prefer not to find displayed in those dreadful newspapers.’

      ‘Of course, of course. But I assure you, the boy could be questioned until his arms drop off before he speaks any secrets. We tested him on such matters recently, and he passed with ease,’ the inspector said, without any hint of a lie touching his face. Thordric only hoped that his own face gave none of his surprise at the inspector’s words away.

      ‘Excellent,’ the wizard replied, far too enthusiastically to be convincing. ‘Please follow me, then.’

      The wizard led them down a long corridor, past rooms where many strange smells and sounds emanated. One door had been left open, Thordric noticed, and inside he saw a bright white room where squares of different sizes and shapes shuffled themselves around on the walls, trying to connect. The inspector caught him gawking and rapped him sharply around the head with his knuckles. It hurt.

      The corridor seemed to stretch on and on forever, but then the wizard made a sudden gesture with his arm. A staircase appeared in front of them, narrow, twisting, and made of hard stone. At the top was a slender gold-leafed door, embossed with the Wizard Council’s black and silver emblem. The wizard paused before opening it. ‘We arranged the body in his chambers for those of importance who wished to pay their respects. I must warn you, however, that in death he does not look as he did in life. Due to the magical extension of his life, his body has deteriorated far quicker that one would expect.’

      The inspector bowed his head gravely, and the wizard opened the door. Inside, the room was decorated with rich velvet furnishings in deep reds and blues, and bookshelves lined the circular walls. In the middle was a grand four poster bed, and on it lay the body, covered up to the neck in silk sheets.

      Thordric took in a sharp breath as he saw High Wizard Kalljard’s face. The skin had become hard and leathery, curling his upper lip into a sneer and revealing several gold teeth. His hair and beard were thin and grey, hardly resembling the thick lustrous condition it had been known for. A strong musty smell came off him, although the other wizards had tried to mask it by covering the bed in flower petals.

      ‘Great Spells!’ the inspector said. ‘Is this really the result of his prolonged youth?’

      ‘It is our suspicion, yes,’ the wizard said.

      ‘How terrible. I don’t suppose you have any idea what killed him?’

      The wizard shifted his face, his expression becoming unreadable. ‘There has been some speculation. Many, myself included, believe that he simply decided to stop drinking the potion sustaining him, although it would have taken several weeks for it to completely clear from his system.’

      ‘So, you’re suggesting suicide?’ the inspector said, glancing up.

      ‘Well, yes, I suppose you would call it that. However,’ the wizard said, dropping his voice slightly. ‘Others believe he was pressured into doing so. There have been a surprising number wishing to challenge his thoughts on half-wizards throughout his reign.’ He shot a look at Thordric, who almost tripped over the large rug on the floor.

      ‘You think he killed himself because of a few half-wizards? I wouldn’t have thought he would lower himself to their level.’

      ‘Quite, Inspector, quite. But it is not I who thinks as such. Only some of my brethren.’

      Thordric shifted uneasily and went back to look at Kalljard’s sunken face. He noticed that he could see the outline of Kalljard’s bones under the covers, and had to shake himself slightly. He had never been good with dead bodies, even when he’d gone to visit his mother working away so peacefully at the morgue. He was about to turn away, when another smell hit his nostrils. It was tangy and metallic, like the smell of rust, but much stronger. He looked around to see where it was coming from, but noticed something odd. Above Kalljard’s right ear and almost concealed by his thin hair, was a brown dot, almost like a mole; it was so perfectly round that he knew it couldn’t be one. It reminded him of the paint marks he’d been practicing on the tree stump that morning, and the more he thought about it, the more convinced he was that someone had been using Kalljard’s head for target practice.

      With a slight sinking feeling he observed that it was a lot smaller and neater than his had been – the work of a true master. Perhaps he could practice again when he went back to Lizzie’s on Sunday.

      ‘When will the burial take place?’ the inspector asked, bringing Thordric’s attention back to the conversation.

      ‘Unfortunately, it will take place no sooner than a week’s time. As unexpected as this was, we haven’t had an opportunity to prepare the tomb.’

      ‘I see. Well, I humbly offer my condolences and will of course keep the papers away at all costs.’

      ‘Thank you, Inspector. Let me show you out.’

      

      Once they were outside, the inspector hit Thordric sharply over the head again. ‘What did you think you were doing, you great oaf?’ he said to him.

      ‘What do you mean, Inspector?’ Thordric said, rubbing his stubbly head. He hardly noticed that the crowd had disappeared, leaving the constables to collect all the litter that had been left behind.

      ‘Floating around the body, as if it were a great spectacle at the circus!’ the inspector said. ‘Whenever you are out of the station, you are to conduct yourself with the greatest possible dignity and poise. Regardless of your position, you are still a member of the station, and you represent everything we stand for. Behave like that again and not even your mother will be able to argue for leniency for what I’ll do to you.’

      Thordric quailed and tried to mutter an apology.

      ‘Enough of that nonsense. Run back to the station and pour me a tea in the largest cup you can find, and I want a whole stack of Jaffa cakes to go with it.’

      Thordric ran.

      

      The inspector had calmed down enough after his twelfth cup of tea to ask Thordric to send for his mother. He caught the look of fear on Thordric’s face and assured him he only wanted to let her know about the body. Thordric was about to leave, when he suddenly remembered something.

      ‘Sorry, Inspector, I was supposed to tell you this earlier—’

      ‘What is it now, Thorndred?’ the inspector said wearily.

      ‘It’s your sister, Inspector. She’s asked me to help her with her chores every Sunday.’

      The inspector choked on his tea. ‘Lizzie asked you to come back? I was hoping—’ He coughed awkwardly, forgetting himself. ‘I mean to say, I thought she may have chased you out with a broom, given her less than cheery disposition.’

      ‘She said it did cross her mind, Inspector,’ Thordric lied. ‘But she found that I have quite a skill for fixing things.’

      ‘Hmm. Very well then, if she wants you back, I see no reason why I should refuse to let you.’

      ‘Thank you, sir – uh, Inspector,’ Thordric said, and rushed off to the morgue.

      His mother was completely shocked by the news of Kalljard’s death, but was profoundly impressed when Thordric said the inspector had taken him to see the body. ‘He must be starting to trust you, then,’ she said cheerily. Thordric didn’t have the heart to tell her otherwise.

      While the inspector was entertaining his mother with the details of the whole thing, Thordric stood quietly by the wall, wishing it was Sunday already. He longed to be able to prove that half-wizards were people of value like everybody else, and he knew Lizzie’s training was the key. He couldn’t wait to wipe the smug expressions off the full wizards’ faces when he revealed his true abilities. He could do it; he knew he could.

      ‘Was there anything untoward about the body? Apart from its mummified state, of course,’ his mother asked the inspector.

      ‘Maggie! What a thing to ask. This is the High Wizard himself we’re talking about, not the usual rough and tumble lot who find their way into your hands,’ the inspector said.

      Thordric’s mother laughed. ‘I’m sorry Jimmson, I’m afraid I get a little too carried away sometimes.’

      Thordric listened, wondering if he should mention the strange rusty smell and the mark on Kalljard’s forehead.
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      Thordric fought with himself all evening, pacing back and forth in his room. He began stepping so loudly that his mother had to shout up the stairs to get him to stop. He almost told her then, but his inner voice started asking, why should he? It was none of his business after all, and if the inspector had thought him trustworthy enough to be left alone, he wouldn’t have seen anything. But he had.

      Why did he care about it anyway? High Wizard Kalljard had hated half-wizards, and so Thordric had hated him. Why should he be concerned that his death was not as it appeared to be? Because I’m decent, he thought to himself. He was part of the local police after all, even if he was just an errand boy.

      In that instant, he found he’d already made his choice and, feeling a lot less guilty, he marched downstairs to find his mother.

      ‘Oh, Thordric,’ she said, looking up from her desk. ‘What were you doing up there? I thought the mountains had taken it upon themselves to crash down around us.’

      ‘I was only thinking.’

      ‘Thinking about what?’ she said.

      ‘About Kalljard’s body,’ he replied, his voice quavering a little. He coughed, forcing it to behave.

      ‘High Wizard Kalljard, Thordric. Yes, I must say I’ve been thinking about it too. The way the inspector described it made it sound fascinating, I would love to have a look myself, from a professional point of view.’

      ‘I think you might be able to yet,’ Thordric said, shifting his weight from side to side.

      ‘What do you mean? The official burial will be closed casket, and it’s unlikely that I’ll make it with all the work I’ve got to do.’

      ‘That’s not exactly what I meant. I-I saw something on it, while I was there with the inspector. And there was a strange smell too,’ he mumbled.

      ‘Bodies do tend to smell, Thordric, even if it was only an hour or so after he passed away.’

      ‘This was different, mother. I think it was the smell of magic, strong magic,’ he said earnestly.

      She raised her eyebrows. She hated him mentioning magic. ‘Well, he was a wizard, Thordric. If anyone were to smell of magic, I would suspect it would be him.’

      ‘No, mother, listen to what I’m trying to tell you. There was a brown dot above his ear, and that was where the smell was coming from. The rest of him only smelt old and musty. The dot looked like it had been marked there by magic.’

      She drew herself up at this, and Thordric knew he had said the wrong thing. ‘How do you know it was put there by magic?’ she said, her voice cold.

      Thordric didn’t answer.

      ‘Thordric?’ she said, her voice an octave higher. Still, he said nothing. He didn’t need to, for she had already guessed. ‘Thordric Manfred Smallchance! You have been trying to do magic, haven’t you? Tell me why, this instant!’

      He gave in and told her. ‘But you could have injured yourself…or worse!’ she screeched.

      ‘I wasn’t in any danger; she wouldn’t have let me do it if I was.’

      ‘She? She? Who is this she?’

      ‘The inspector’s sister,’ he said, and told her all about the inspector sending him over there to help with chores.

      ‘Lizzie? Why…she…I…’ she said, flustered. ‘But she’s such a grand lady, I can’t imagine her even considering marrying a half-wizard, let alone teaching my own son such, such…’ her voice trailed off, struggling to find the words. Suddenly she got up and dashed to pick up her coat from the rack. ‘I’ll show her what she can teach you,’ she snarled, grabbing him by his collar and marching him out of the door.

      It was dark by now, and purple fires hung in the air, giving them light. Thordric, despite his mother’s clamping grip, stopped to look at them. They had been yellow like normal fire the last time he had been out this late; that new rainbow magic was really catching on.

      His mother didn’t let him dawdle for long, increasing her grip as though she thought he might run off.

      With this pace, they arrived at Lizzie’s house before midnight. Despite the lateness, Lizzie answered the door fully dressed and without any hint of surprise. Thordric sighed as he saw that she’d put her hair in a tight bun again; back into schoolteacher mode.

      ‘Why, Maggie,’ she said to his mother. ‘It’s been such a long time, please come in.’ She stepped aside so they could go through, greeting his mother’s glare as if it were one of the warmest smiles in the world. ‘Hello, boy. I didn’t expect to see you so soon, considering all the to-do at the council.’

      Thordric mumbled a greeting back, glancing at his mother to see if she was going to start shouting again, but she was too taken aback by Lizzie’s welcome to speak. Lizzie led them into the kitchen, where the kettle was already boiling on the stove. ‘I assume you still have milk and one sugar, Maggie?’ she asked.

      ‘I do, y—’ Thordric’s mother began, but Lizzie was already talking again.

      ‘I know why you’re here, Maggie. You’ve come to tell me how wicked I am for teaching Thordric how to control and use his magic.’

      ‘Yes,’ his mother said quietly, having lost her steam.

      Lizzie handed them both tea and pulled out the remains of the cake she had made earlier. ‘Have you considered, Maggie, that all this nonsense about half-wizards that the council spreads is exactly that –nonsense?’ She paused, taking a sip of tea. ‘Half-wizards are only half due to their parents, Maggie. It doesn’t necessarily mean their magic is any weaker than a full wizard’s. Your boy here probably has powers equal to those on the lower levels of the council.’

      ‘But everyone knows that half-wizard magic ends in failure in the end. It’s documented in history,’ his mother said.

      ‘Yes, the failures are indeed well documented. What is left out is how many half-wizards have actually managed to use their powers successfully.’

      ‘What do you mean, how many? Half-wizards are rare; the ones documented were the only ones around at the time.’

      ‘Oh, don’t be so naive, Maggie! Half-wizards are everywhere, but they’re too afraid to try out their magic, since everyone tells them from the moment they’re born that they’re doomed to failure. Thordric here has tremendous potential, but if he wants to avoid making a mess of things, he has to be trained.’

      Thordric’s ears perked up. ‘You-you think I have potential?’ he said.

      ‘Of course I do, boy. I wouldn’t be bothering with you otherwise. You had so much pent-up magic that it would only have been a matter of time before you accidently caused a disaster with it.’

      ‘But that proves the Wizard Council’s theory!’ his mother burst out. ‘Half-wizard magic is dangerous.’

      Lizzie banged down her teacup, splashing tea and cake crumbs everywhere. ‘Margaret Smallchance,’ she blared. ‘Stop believing what the council says and use your own brain. All magic can be dangerous without the proper training. My poor husband spent most of his life trying to hone his powers and use them without causing harm. Full wizards don’t have to do that. Their training starts when they are merely toddlers and they never have to suffer such risks as he did. Do you understand now? Half-wizard magic only fails because they don’t get the chance to train it as full wizards do.’

      She sank back in the chair, bringing out the handkerchief again to dab her eyes. Thordric’s mother sat there gaping. After a moment she managed to clear her throat. ‘I, um…I’d never thought of it like that. Do you really believe Thordric can be as great as a full wizard?’ she said.

      ‘Oh, Maggie, wake up,’ Lizzie said, straightening. ‘Thordric doesn’t need to be as great as a full wizard. He can be great as a half-wizard.’

      At this, two fat tears appeared in his mother’s eyes, and she began weeping too. ‘I’m so sorry, Thordric,’ she said. ‘Please have my approval of your magic lessons.’

      Thordric fell off his chair. ‘Y-you approve? Really?’ He got up and rubbed his side. His mother inclined her head, and a huge grin spread across his face. He hugged her tightly, and Lizzie too, before dancing around the kitchen again. Somehow the copper kettle had resumed its role as his dancing partner. Then, in a moment of clarity, he let go of the kettle, ignoring the pain as it hit his foot. He needed to tell Lizzie about Kalljard!

      Stuttering with excitement, he retold his story of going to see the body, and of the strange smell coming from the mark. ‘The mark was like the ones you asked me to put on the tree, Lizzie, only a different colour,’ he said.

      ‘You’re certain?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes, but it was more refined than mine.’

      ‘Well, well, well,’ she said, tapping her cheek with her fork. ‘Maggie, I think you’d better get the inspector to release the body over to you. It seems there has been some foul play after all.’ She suddenly let out a girlish squeal. ‘How exciting!’

      

      The next morning Thordric appeared in the inspector’s office with his mother at his side. Ignoring the inspector’s curling moustache, they explained what Thordric had seen on Kalljard’s body.

      ‘I have to examine it, Inspector. Just to be sure,’ Thordric’s mother said.

      ‘I don’t know about this, Maggie. How can he be certain what he saw?’ he replied.

      ‘He wouldn’t lie, Inspector.’ She paused. ‘Please, Jimmson, do this for me. We have to know, after all.’ She fluttered her delicate eyelashes at him, and he shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Thordric tried not to snigger.

      ‘I-I’ll see what I can do,’ the inspector replied at last. ‘No promises though, Maggie. They won’t like releasing the body to us.’ He got up and put on his jacket and coat, smoothing down his moustache again. ‘I’d best be off over there then,’ he said.

      ‘Oh, we’re coming with you, Inspector,’ Thordric’s mother said. The inspector’s moustache stuck out again at her words. ‘I am the official pathologist after all; it would look highly suspicious if I wasn’t present. And Thordric was there last time, so you may as well take him this time, too.’

      ‘Fine,’ the inspector said. ‘But let me do the talking.’

      

      ‘I must warn you, Inspector, that this is highly inappropriate,’ the wizard who had led them around before said. ‘We shall need to hear the grounds on which you base this ill-considered theory of yours!’

      They were in the entrance hall of the Wizard Council. No one would let them go any further without an explanation. At least half of the members were standing around them, and Thordric could almost feel their anger.

      ‘Calm yourselves,’ the inspector said. ‘We simply need to carry out a simple post-mortem to find out the true cause of death. I know it is against your usual protocol, but the circumstances were certainly unusual.’

      ‘Nonsense! There was nothing unusual about his death,’ the wizard said. ‘He simply felt he had lived long enough and thought it was time for his eternal rest.’

      At this another wizard stepped forwards from the crowd and put a hand on his shoulder, standing a full head higher than his friend. He looked solemnly at the inspector and sighed. ‘It is strange that his reverence would not think to inform us of his decision, though. Even you cannot argue that, Rarn,’ he said. ‘If the inspector here believes that is adequate ground to open an investigation upon, then we must accept it.’ He tuned to the inspector. ‘Forgive me, Inspector. I am Wizard Vey, one of the candidates for the position of High Wizard. I’m afraid my brethren are very set in their ways. Perhaps we can have lunch together and discuss the matter further?’

      ‘That would be delightful,’ Thordric’s mother said, giving a slight curtsey. The inspector caught the look she gave Wizard Vey, and his moustache bristled. He bowed stiffly, motioning to Thordric to do the same. Vey clapped his hands, dispersing the angry crowd of wizards and ignored their rude comments.

      He took them down the corridor and made a sharp left to another corridor, making his shoulder-length dark hair sway to the side. Thordric had deep suspicions that the building changed with the wizard’s will, for he certainly hadn’t noticed a corridor leading left before.

      The corridor was slightly lighter than the previous one, and the fires hanging by the walls were a pleasant pink. There were no doors to the sides to reveal what went on, simply a long steady path that sloped up gently.

      Just when Thordric’s feet began to ache, they came to an ornately carved door depicting a cherry tree in full blossom. Wizard Vey opened it, and Thordric blinked. The very same cherry tree was now in front of them, for real. They were in the council’s garden, and he had to admit that it was even lovelier than the rumours described.

      Although the cherry tree was the main feature, situated in the very centre, other trees surrounded the area, all as delicate-looking. Thordric couldn’t help gazing at them as Vey led them to a large, oval table, carved from rose quartz. He sat down and noticed a tree directly opposite him. It had a blue trunk and bright yellow leaves; the one next to it was purple and didn’t have any leaves at all. Instead, the branches were covered in soft-looking fur. He soon found that the cherry tree was the only normal tree in the whole garden.

      ‘You will forgive me for the long walk here, won’t you?’ Wizard Vey said, pouring Thordric’s mother and the inspector a glass of sparkling white juice, made from a fruit that had the power to induce instant giggling in anyone under the age of twenty. Thordric frowned as he was served only water.

      ‘Why, of course,’ Thordric’s mother said, beaming. The inspector had to quickly cover his moustache with his hands to stop her from seeing it curl up to his nostrils.

      ‘We have so few guests, I thought it only right to bring you here,’ Vey continued, smiling slightly so that his short beard parted down the middle. ‘Still, it does seem a shame that we have to talk over such a macabre subject.’

      With his moustache smoothed down again, the inspector spoke up. ‘Macabre as it may be, it is of the utmost importance. I’m sure your brethren would feel much better knowing the true cause of his death.’

      A young wizard with trembling hands appeared from behind one of the stranger trees, balancing four bowls on his arms. He served them quickly, and to Thordric’s delight he found that the starter was one of the special rainbow soups that had recently been developed. Every time he dipped in his spoon, it changed to a different colour, though to his disappointment the flavour remained the same.

      ‘Tell me,’ Vey said. ‘What exactly is it that has caused you such concern? Rarn told me yesterday that you hardly looked at the body, other than to pay your respects. He did mention that your errand boy here seemed very curious though.’ He looked at Thordric with interest, and Thordric opened his mouth to speak, but remembered the inspector had said he was deaf and dumb. However, the movement hadn’t been lost on Vey.

      ‘What is it you saw, boy? Don’t be afraid to speak,’ he said. He seemed so much more trusting than the other wizards that Thordric had met that he didn’t hesitate.

      ‘A small dot above his ear, you say?’ Vey said afterwards. ‘Yes, I admit magic does sometimes leave a mark like that. Although what someone was doing practicing magic on High Wizard Kalljard is anyone’s guess.’

      The inspector broke in. ‘We strongly believe it had something to do with his death. It does sound a lot like a target mark,’ he said.

      Vey’s eyes widened. ‘Surely you’re not suggesting…’

      ‘I’m afraid so,’ the inspector said. ‘My pathologist and I strongly believe that High Wizard Kalljard was murdered.’
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      Wizard Vey sat there blinking. His soup lay cold in the bowl, untouched, as he tried to absorb what the inspector had just told him. Thordric hadn’t thought about how much of a shock it would cause everyone to say that Kalljard had been murdered. Who would be brave enough to do it, and why? High Wizard Kalljard had been the most powerful wizard in history.

      ‘What…what needs to be done?’ Vey said after a moment.

      ‘Well, as we mentioned earlier to…er…Rarn, I believe you said? Yes, well as we mentioned to him, you’ll need to sign the body over to our pathologist here so she can make an official report,’ the inspector said.

      Vey sighed, ‘Very well. It will take a few hours though, as I need approval from all the council before I can do it.’

      ‘Do you think you can get them all to understand?’ the inspector asked, raising an eyebrow.

      ‘I have no doubt. I’m sure that as soon as I explain the situation, they’ll be only too anxious to discover who the killer is,’ Vey said with conviction.

      ‘You do realise, of course, that if he truly was killed by magic, then it puts the whole Council under suspicion?’ said the inspector.

      ‘Yes, Inspector, the thought had crossed my mind,’ Vey replied. ‘This will be a blow to everyone if it’s true; our whole way of life will change if people start to doubt us.’

      The inspector rose, extending a hand to help Thordric’s mother, while subtly kicking Thordric in the shin to stand up. ‘We will be discreet, Wizard Vey. If it is someone on the council, then the papers shall never find out.’

      ‘Thank you, Inspector. And thank you, young man, for speaking up. Had you not, we would all have been deceived.’ Vey held out his hand to Thordric, who shook it respectfully, despite the sharp pang that ran through him as their hands touched. It was probably his magic clashing with Vey’s. At least, he hoped so.

      

      Back at the station the inspector sent out two constables to find Macks, the reporter he’d clashed with the day before. Having had no grounds to keep him in, he’d been forced to let him go, but with all the new developments, the inspector wanted Macks where he could keep an eye on him.

      Thordric was set to his normal duties again, and was in the act of making the inspector a fresh batch of tea when the constables came back with Macks struggling in their arms. ‘I’m telling you, you have no right to do this! What is it you think you can charge me with, eh?’ Thordric heard him say. The inspector must have heard too, for he emerged from his office with a grin so large it obscured his moustache.

      ‘Ah, Macks, so good to see you,’ he said, bouncing on his heels. ‘I’m afraid that your cold-hearted display for the High Wizard’s death has earned you some more time in the cells.’

      ‘What a load of nonsense! You can’t keep me here based on that! That’s why you had to release me yesterday,’ Macks said, still struggling.

      ‘I beg to differ; I’ve had word that you’ve been snooping around trying to get a glimpse of the body so you can write about it in that foul paper of yours. Such disrespect for the head of the Wizard Council leaves me no choice but to lock you up until after the official burial. After all, there are laws dealing with public menace,’ the inspector smirked.

      Macks made a rude gesture at the inspector, which earned him a hard kick in the back of the knee, sending him crashing to the floor. The inspector chuckled and gestured for the constables to drag Macks down into the cells. Thordric watched them go, forgetting the tea he’d been brewing. The inspector saw him.

      ‘Thornby, stop gawping,’ he said.

      Thordric looked down, and noticed that the tea was now almost three times as strong as the inspector liked it. He groaned and poured it away to start again. When it was finally ready, he took it into the inspector’s office with a generous plate of Jaffa cakes and laid it all on the desk. The inspector gave it a single look of acknowledgement and waved Thordric away to the far wall, where he always stood when he had no tasks.

      He watched the inspector dip one of the Jaffa cakes into his tea, cursing as someone knocked on the door and it sank to the bottom of his cup.

      ‘Come,’ the inspector said, fishing into the cup with his fingers. A constable entered and waited patiently while the inspector retrieved the soggy Jaffa cake and ate it.

      ‘What is it, constable?’ the inspector asked.

      ‘We’ve had word from Wizard Vey, Inspector. He has managed to attain the approval of all the council members and is signing the release form as we speak.

      ‘Excellent! Thorsted, go and tell your mother that she should be receiving the body shortly.’

      Thordric didn’t hesitate. He left the office, hurrying past the constables’ desks, and went out into the bright afternoon sun. He shivered. Despite the brightness, the cool thrust of winter had begun to set in.

      He ran to the morgue, arriving with a curious mix of sweat and numb limbs. His mother was sitting in her office, busy writing a report.

      ‘Hello, Thordric,’ she said, looking up and setting down her pen. ‘I can only assume that you’ve come to tell me I’ll be getting the body soon.’ Thordric nodded, and they heard a tap at the main door. ‘Very soon, apparently,’ she said. ‘Let them in while I set up my equipment.’

      He opened the door to find four members of the Wizard Council personally delivering it. They had wrapped it in a deep purple velvet sheet, covering it completely, and had placed it on a rolled glass stretcher. He wondered how no one had seen them bring it here. ‘Please, try not to damage his reverence’s body too much,’ one of them said, casting a suspicious eye at Thordric.

      ‘Don’t worry, gentlemen,’ his mother said, gliding across the room towards them. ‘I will be as gentle as I can.’

      They put the body down onto the work slab and huddled out of the building. Thordric shut the door after them and turned to see his mother delicately removing the velvet sheet. It came free easily, and she gasped as the face was revealed. They had clothed the body in a simple white robe, which she removed too. ‘I knew he’d deteriorated, but I didn’t expect him to look like this!’ she said, staring.

      Thordric thought he heard a slight catch to her voice, but when she spoke again there was no trace of it. He supposed it was a shock. ‘Is this what he looked like when you saw him yesterday?’ she continued.

      Thordric, from his position floating by the door, went to have a closer look. ‘Yes,’ he said, somewhat surprised that it hadn’t deteriorated further.

      ‘If the council come out with any anti-ageing potions, remind me not to take them,’ she murmured. She placed a hand on the body, nodding to herself. ‘As I suspected, his skin has hardened.’ She made a note of it on her clipboard. ‘Where did you say that mark was?’

      Thordric showed her, and she made another note. He could still smell the strong metallic odour of before. It must have been a very powerful spell.

      ‘Are you certain it was made by magic? It looks like an ordinary mole to me,’ she said.

      ‘I’m certain. The smell is still there, too.’

      ‘Smell? Are you sure?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes,’ he said, adamantly.

      ‘Okay, I’ll make a note of it. I wish I could compare the mark to something.’

      Thordric caught her hint, and slightly nervous that she would disapprove, focused his powers and landed a red mark on one of the anatomical figures dotted around the room. He fetched it over, and his mother held it next to the mark on the body.

      ‘Well, aside from the colour difference, it does look awfully close. But yours is slightly rougher than that one,’ she said.

      ‘It doesn’t smell as much, either,’ he said, frowning.

      She ignored him and made to rub his mark off. It wouldn’t go. ‘Now that’s interesting. If I can’t remove his one either, then I could be certain of it for sure.’

      She tried it, at first using water, but when that failed, she used some of the chemicals she had, including some acids. Nothing worked. The mark remained untouched.

      ‘I think you’re right, Thordric. It really was put there by magic.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Go back to the inspector and tell him what we’ve discovered so far. I’ll carry on with the post-mortem and see what else I can find.’

      

      The inspector almost purred when he heard the news, and was so pleased that he gave Thordric the rest of the day off. Thordric, of course, hurried straight off to Lizzie’s so she could continue teaching him.

      He found her waiting for him on the doorstep. ‘I had a feeling you’d be coming,’ she said, smiling.

      She led him into the kitchen again, where she promptly found him some more things to mend. When he tried to use his magic on the first one, an old pot so black inside that it looked like she’d used it to store coal in, he found he couldn’t concentrate.

      Lizzie watched him struggle. He got more and more flustered by the minute, and finally gave up and threw his hands in the air. With a yelp, he found that he’d propelled himself to the ceiling, and was now floating up there, hitting his head as he bobbed up and down.

      ‘It seems like you’ve had an exciting day,’ she said. ‘I’ll fetch out some cake and you can tell me all about it.’ She disappeared into the pantry, leaving him still bouncing into the ceiling. He tried to push against it in the hopes that it would send him sailing towards the floor, but it just made him bob about more violently.

      She appeared again and set the cake down on the table, and then brought out a rope from under her arm. She threw it up to him and said to tie it around his foot. He did so, bending over so that he could reach, and found that he was now upside down. He got dizzy as the blood rushed to his head. Lizzie tugged on the rope, arm over arm, and he flipped back up as she slowly lowered him to the floor. When he was at ground level, she tied the rope tightly to the table in case he floated off again.

      ‘There,’ she said, sitting down. ‘That wasn’t so difficult, was it?’

      After he had eaten a rather large amount of cake, Thordric told her everything that had happened since he and his mother had left her house the previous night. Her eyes widened when he told her about being taken to the Wizard Council’s private garden for lunch, and a smile touched her lips as he revealed what his mother had discovered so far.

      ‘Well, that is quite the story,’ she said when he had finished. ‘So, you were able to make a mark without any hesitation? That’s good. It shows your training is starting to sink in.’ She untied the rope from his foot, and to his amazement he found he was able to stay seated in the chair.

      ‘I’m not floating,’ he said.

      ‘You’ve calmed down now, that’s why. My husband learnt that magic is always harder to control when you let your emotions get in the way.’ She placed the blackened pot back in front of him. ‘Try again.’

      He did. It worked straight away; the pot was gleaming as though he’d been scrubbing it for hours.

      ‘Good,’ Lizzie said. ‘Carry on with the rest. I have some work to do. Find me when you’ve finished.’ She got up and left the room, leaving him there.

      He gritted his teeth as he looked at the huge pile and went about fixing them all one by one. It began to get easier with each one he fixed, and within half an hour he had finished. Standing up with a huge grin on his face, he went off to find Lizzie.

      She was in one of the rooms upstairs, and had covered her dress with a large white overall. Tins of bright paint lay around her feet, and she had a paintbrush in one hand. Half of one wall had been painted a bright green.

      ‘You’ve finished already?’ she asked.

      ‘Every last one,’ he said, pleased with himself.

      ‘You’re learning fast then.’ She looked around the room, her eyes alight. ‘Think you’ll be any good at painting?’

      ‘I did help mother redecorate a few years ago,’ he replied.

      ‘Good.’ She picked up another paintbrush and gave it to him. ‘I need you to paint the back wall in this orange,’ she said, undoing one of the paint tins. He dipped his paintbrush in, about to brush it along the wall.

      ‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘You have to direct the brush with your powers, not your arm.’

      ‘I-I can do that?’

      ‘Of course you can,’ she said. ‘Think of your mind as an extra hand, and feel the weight of the brush in it.’

      He tried, and the brush flopped about and fell on the floor, marking the floorboards with a large orange splotch. ‘Are you sure this is possible?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes, yes. My husband used to do it all the time. Try not to paint the floor too much, because you’ll be the one clearing it up.’ She turned away, continuing to paint her wall green.

      He looked at his brush, still weakly flopping about on the floor, and groaned inwardly. With a mighty push, he willed it to float up to shoulder height. He watched it hover there, trying to direct it over to the wall. Instead, it came towards him and hit him in the face with such force that he staggered back and put his foot in the paint tin. Lizzie turned around to see his face and half of his leg covered in orange paint. She laughed so hard that her hand went weak and she dropped her own brush.

      Thordric scowled and used the same technique he’d been working with to clean the pots on the paint that he was covered in. He felt an odd sensation of something very hard and thin scraping across his face and leg, and saw the paint being forced off him into a giant floating ball. Trying not to lose his focus this time, he grabbed the paint tin and held it under the ball. He released the ball and it fell neatly into the tin with a wet splat. He then turned to Lizzie, who was still watching him, and made a grabbing motion with his arm, lifting her paintbrush up and floating it back into her hand from where he stood.

      ‘I told you it was possible,’ she said. ‘You’ve just got to be determined.’ After that, he managed to keep his brush floating in the air and had painted most of the wall when they heard a knocking from downstairs.

      ‘Who on earth could that be?’ Lizzie said. ‘I’m not expecting anyone at this hour.’ She put down her brush and took off her overall. ‘Wait here,’ she said.
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      Thordric put down the paintbrush and put the lid back on the tins of paint. Quickly checking his uniform for stray flecks, he headed downstairs to see why Lizzie had called him down. When he reached the front door, he saw a constable standing there speaking to her. He looked at Thordric gravely and beckoned to him.

      ‘The constable here says my brother needs you back at the station,’ Lizzie said before the constable could open his mouth.

      ‘I’d better be going then,’ Thordric said. ‘I resealed all the paint tins, ma’am, and the wall should be dry soon. Please don’t hesitate to ask if you need any more chores doing.’ Lizzie raised her eyebrow slightly but knew he was right to be formal in front of the constable; questions would certainly be asked otherwise.

      The constable tipped his helmet to her, and Thordric copied, miming with his bare head. As they turned their backs on her, she closed the door, but he could feel her eyes lingering on them. He wondered if the constable felt her watching too, but if he did, he certainly showed no sign of it. He didn’t speak to Thordric for the whole journey back to the station, and Thordric’s body tingled with the need to know why he’d been summoned.

      He knocked on the inspector’s office door, entering after the muffled reply from within. His mother was in there waiting, and the inspector immediately stood up and offered him a Jaffa cake. Thordric felt his jaw drop. He took it as though he’d been offered a nugget of pure gold. The inspector watched him eat it before clearing his throat.

      ‘There have been some more developments that I believe you should be made aware of. Maggie, would you care to tell him?’

      Thordric’s mother smiled. ‘After you left, Thordric, I carried out a full post-mortem on the body. At first, I found nothing out of the ordinary apart from the state of his skin, but then I looked at his stomach contents. It was full of potion.’

      ‘Which means,’ the inspector carried on, ‘that the theory the other wizards have about him not taking it is nonsense.’

      ‘Yes, Inspector, I remember them speaking about it,’ Thordric said. ‘But if he was still taking the potion, then what was it that caused his skin to go like that?’

      ‘That,’ the inspector said, rocking back and forth on his heels, ‘is exactly what you are going to find out.’

      ‘Me? But how?’

      ‘Maggie here is convinced that you have honed whatever powers you have so that you can control them.’

      ‘Um—’

      ‘Don’t worry, Thordric, he’s not going to punish you,’ his mother said.

      ‘She’s right, Thormble, at this moment I’m not interested in how or why. Frankly, we’ve never had a case like this, and indeed we don’t believe anyone in the world has. We’re out of our league, and, though it almost shames me to admit it, we need someone of your type to help us figure out exactly what was done.’

      Thordric blinked several times. They wanted him to help with the investigation? To use his magic? It was unheard of.

      ‘May I sit down for a moment, Inspector? My legs seem to have gone weak,’ he said, collapsing into a chair before the inspector could reply.

      The inspector coughed. ‘So, er, as I was saying. You are to act as detective, unofficially, of course, we can’t risk this getting out to the papers.’

      ‘I thought we had Macks in the cells?’ Thordric said.

      ‘We do.’ The inspector picked up a Jaffa cake, speaking again with his mouth full. ‘But there are plenty of other reporters around here that are almost as ruthless as he is, and they would pounce on it like a lion on its prey.’

      Thordric thought for a moment. ‘But I don’t know anything about detecting. Where would I even start?’

      ‘Nonsense, you started already by finding that mark on High Wizard Kalljard’s head. All you have to do is find out what type of magic caused it and whether it had any influence over his death. It should be easy if you truly have talent.’ As the inspector said this, the corners of his mouth lifted into a smirk. He was testing him.

      ‘What if I need to get back in to look around Kalljard’s chambers? They won’t let me in if they find out what I am, and there could be tons of clues in there. Magic leaves traces, you know,’ Thordric said.

      ‘If that is the case, then I shall accompany you and say that it is I who is looking for clues. You are my runner, after all, and seeing as you have been there twice now with me, I don’t believe they’ll turn you away,’ the inspector said.

      ‘It will be fine, Thordric,’ his mother said, getting up. ‘Oh, I’ve put the potion I found in High Wizard Kalljard’s stomach in a jar. I’ll need you to find the rest of it so we can confirm that it truly is his everlasting youth potion.’

      ‘I’m sure I can do that…’ he said, hoping his uncertainty wouldn’t show in his voice.

      The inspector got up too. ‘Well then,’ the inspector said, screwing up his face in deep effort. ‘Thordric, you had best be getting some rest. Off you go, and be back here early, ready to work.’ The inspector really was serious about this: he’d gotten his name right.

      As he walked home through the dark streets, lit with bright green fires this time, he felt so light that he could skip, but behaviour like that would hardly get him taken seriously. Neither would his current appearance, come to that.

      That night, standing in front of his mirror, he had an idea. If he could force dents out of a kettle, perhaps he could force some hair to grow on his head. He stood there, gazing at his reflection, noticing how much stubble had grown back on his scalp, and also the fine hairs covering his upper lip. He willed it all to grow.

      Nothing happened at first, but then it started lengthening inch by inch. It got to the length he wanted, covering the tops of his ears, with a moustache neatly spread across the top of his lip. He pulled back his powers so that it would stop. It didn’t.

      He willed and willed to make it stop, but that only made it grow faster. It launched past his shoulders and then his waist, without any sign that it would halt. He panicked.

      Scrambling about, he looked for scissors or a knife to cut it with. The noise made his mother call up the stairs, but when it didn’t stop, she appeared in the doorway.

      By this time, Thordric was barely visible under the great mass of hair and moustache, and at first, she screamed, thinking he was some sort of beast. Then she caught sight of one of his hands. ‘Thordric! What in Spell’s name have you done?’

      ‘I can’t make it stop,’ came the muffled reply.

      ‘You must be able to,’ she said. ‘Maybe do whatever you did in the first place but reverse it?’

      ‘It doesn’t work!’ Thordric said. His feet and hands were all tangled up in it and he could hardly move. ‘Stop, stop, STOP!’ He followed it with a long trail of swear words that turned his mother pale. To both their surprise, it worked.

      Thordric let out a sigh and fell to the ground, exhausted. Quickly, his mother found the scissors and cut a hole around his face so he could breathe properly.

      ‘Before I cut the rest, I believe an explanation is in order,’ she said.

      ‘I just wanted some hair,’ he moaned. ‘I wanted to look respectful, like a detective should.’

      ‘Oh, Thordric! It’s not appearances that make you respectful, it’s how you act. If you want people to take you seriously, then you have to act seriously.’

      ‘I know…but I think I should have some hair at least.’

      She thought for a moment. ‘Alright, as long as you keep it neat. I won’t have you walking around with a mess like you used to have. And no moustache.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘No moustache.’

      ‘Okay, mother…’ he said glumly. She took up the scissors again and started cutting off the great lengths of hair, leaving the amount he wanted. She cut the substantial amount of moustache, and then produced a razor so he could shave off the rest himself. He went to the bathroom and came back a few minutes later with cuts all along his lip. His mother had no sympathy.

      ‘Next time you have a brilliant idea concerning magic, talk it over with Lizzie first. Perhaps then it won’t turn into such a catastrophe.’

      

      The next morning Thordric found himself back at the morgue with his mother, examining Kalljard’s stomach contents. The potion hadn’t been fully digested yet, and so remained the bright pink that would be in the rest of the bottle when he found it. He took a small vial of the potion from his mother and put it in his pocket, grimacing.

      ‘What do you think about the mark?’ she asked him. ‘Is it likely that it killed him?’

      Thordric thought for a moment. ‘I don’t think so. When I made that mark to show you, all I was thinking was to put a dot on something. It’s not really any different to putting a dot on someone with a pen or a paintbrush.’

      ‘So, would you say it’s possible it was a target mark?’

      ‘Well, er, I suppose so. I need to speak to Lizzie to find out if it’s possible to kill anyone just by marking them though. I don’t know enough yet to be sure.’

      ‘Make sure you find the potion first. If it turns out that it isn’t what he usually took, then you might not have to look into the magic at all.’

      He left the morgue and went back to the station to find the inspector, who was waiting for him at the front desk, twiddling his moustache. His eyes shot to Thordric’s new hair and he opened his mouth to say something, but thought better of it. Instead, he coughed and said what he had been waiting to say.

      ‘I have announced to the station that this investigation is officially taking place, and the Wizard Council has been informed of it too. Now would be an opportune moment to go there and explain about the developments we know of.’

      ‘Yes, Inspector.’

      ‘Keep a low profile and don’t make it too obvious that you’re the one looking for something.’ The inspector picked up his coat, and together they made their way over to the Wizard Council’s building.

      The wizard known as Rarn let them in again, although he was much less courteous now he was aware he was under suspicion. He led them back along the corridor, and Thordric noticed that the doors along it were now wide open so they could see nothing sinister was going on. Clearly the council didn’t like being suspects.

      Instead of leading them up the staircase to the High Wizard’s room, he took them to the only door that was shut, on the left. Rarn knocked politely and waited. The door opened after a moment by itself, and Rarn led them inside. Wizard Vey was sitting at a large oak desk piled high with books. ‘Hello, Inspector. Thordric,’ he said, looking up. ‘Rarn, you may leave now. Thank you.’

      Rarn left the room and Vey gestured for them to sit down. ‘You are here on official business, I presume?’ he said.

      ‘I am afraid so, Wizard Vey,’ the inspector replied. ‘I need to have a look around the High Wizard’s room. There may be something still in there that will tell us who his attacker was.’

      ‘I understand, Inspector. I will ask, though, that you try not to move anything if possible. There are documents in there that have to be kept in strict order.’

      ‘Of course, we – I mean to say, I – shan’t disturb anything unnecessarily.’

      ‘Very well, then. I’ll show you up.’ He led them out of the door and up the stairs into Kalljard’s room. At once, Thordric was hit with an overwhelming feel of powerful magic. He wondered how he hadn’t noticed before, but then it was only natural for him to start recognising magic now that he was using it more often.

      ‘Take as long as you need,’ Vey said, before leaving and shutting the door behind him. They heard his footsteps going back down the stairs, and once they were sure he was back in his office, they began to have a look around.

      ‘Notice anything yet, Thornaby?’ the inspector said, looking around the bed. Thordric sighed. He had known it wouldn’t last.

      ‘Yes, Inspector,’ he said, and told him about the magic.

      ‘Huh. Can you tell if it was done before or after he was killed?’ the inspector said, now digging around in one of the drawers.

      Thordric had no idea. ‘I’m not sure, Inspector. I’ll need to have a talk with my teacher and find out if there’s a way to determine it.’

      The inspector went and sat on the bed, nodding approvingly as he tested the mattress. ‘This teacher of yours, is he a – the same as you?’

      ‘No, she isn’t. Her husband was though, which is why she knows so much about it.’

      The inspector raised his eyebrows. ‘My sister was married to a – one of your type. I never got on with him myself, but she thought the world of him despite his, uh, failings. Used to tell her…’ He looked at Thordric, and his moustache sprang out like a fur cone. ‘She’s teaching you, isn’t she!’

      ‘Yes, Inspector,’ Thordric admitted. ‘You shouldn’t be angry with her. She’s teaching me the magic I’ll need to solve this case.’ He was looking at Kalljard’s desk as he spoke. It was full of loose papers, each specifying the plans for new spells and potions. He read them all briefly, but couldn’t see anything suspicious about them other than the fact that they hadn’t been signed yet. Opening the drawers, he felt around inside, but there was no sign of any bottles at all. Where would Kalljard have hidden it?

      He scanned the room, ignoring the inspector burbling on about his sister. There! His eyes locked onto the bed post, just above the inspector’s head. There was a faint outline on it, as though there was a hidden compartment. The inspector watched him curiously as he went over to it and put his hand on the wood. Finding the edges, he tried to prise it open with his fingers. It wouldn’t budge.
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      Thordric attempted to force the compartment, digging his nails into the slots aggressively. Still it didn’t open, and he looked around for something more substantial to use as a lever. He tried some of the pens on the desk, and then his house keys, but nothing quite fit. He was about to give up when the inspector pulled out his moustache comb. It was thin and made of metal, with teeth sturdy enough not to bend. Perfect! Thordric snatched it up, almost jarring the inspector’s finger up his own nose, and prized it into the small gap. He tugged at it, and with a small pop, a cube of wood shot out and landed at his feet.

      In the space where it had been was a glass bottle inlaid with silver, half full of pink liquid. Thordric pulled out the vial of Kalljard’s stomach contents and held it up against the bottle. The colour of the potion was an exact match.

      ‘So, he really had still been taking it,’ the inspector said. He raised an eyebrow. ‘Strange that he didn’t use magic to hide the bottle, though.’

      ‘The building is full of magic, Inspector. I’m sure most of the members here could break any magical seal easily, and would probably look for one.’

      ‘So, he did what they would have least expected and hid it the normal way? A smart man,’ the inspector mused. ‘Shame his killer didn’t do the same thing. None of this messing about trying to figure out what magic was used and when.’

      Thordric said nothing. He put the bottle and the vial into his pocket, and pushed the wooden cube back in place, leaving no trace that they’d found anything. He surveyed the room again, still feeling the magic that’d been used there.

      ‘I’m sorry, Inspector, but there’s nothing else I can do here at the moment. I have to go back and talk with Lizzie. There are still lots of things I need to learn before I can figure this out.’

      The inspector grunted. ‘Very well. At least we’ve found something here.’ He got up, muttering something under his breath that sounded to Thordric suspiciously like ‘Not a complete waste…’

      They left the room, and found that Wizard Rarn was waiting for them at the bottom of the stairs. He eyed them up, the corners of his mouth dipping, but said nothing. He led them back along the corridor, and Thordric saw some of the wizards that had been working in the rooms come to see them go. He could sense their dislike towards himself and the inspector for questioning their ways. He felt no sympathy for them.
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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