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Chapter 1 

Drinking Contest
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More in the nature of a prologue. Wherein Jayas hopes to find wealth, and discovers  several excellent reasons to remove himself to a distant place.

Jayas was satisfied that he had been poisoned. Very satisfied. He had been drinking with Kamen for an hour, and had lost count of the times they had switched mugs. He had visited the convenience, ordered at the bar, turned away to exchange badinage with the barmaid, just now bought a round of ciders for some northerners in apology for accidentally bumping their table. So, really, he had given Kamen many opportunities, and he was sure that Kamen had taken them. Jayas had let his hand linger over the mug in front of him, and changed mugs at least three times, once so clumsily that something very like a sneer had crossed Kamen’s face. That he had been poisoned was beyond doubt.

The question was, poisoned by what? The local wine was thin and sour, so something sweet, such as Arregri, was unlikely. So too was Chaut, which had a strong scent of aniseed. An absorbent was possible, and he had taken precautions against Famp. Kamen could not be sure that Jayas would not change mugs undetected, so was unlikely to use those poisons for which there was no known antidote. These considerations cut the likely candidates to a short list, and Jayas thought he had it all covered. Then again, Kamen obviously thought the same, and his order had a reputation for devious treachery. On a third hand, maybe the devious plan was not to poison Jayas but stab him in his sleep? One could not cover all the possibilities. Jayas caught a flash of white passing the window and leaned forward.

“What about poison?” he demanded loudly.

Kamen frowned at the change of topic. “What about it?”

“What is the best response if one thinks someone has slipped poison into one’s drink?” Jayas went on.

Kamen shrugged. “Why would anyone do that to you?”

“Because they wanted me dead, of course” said Jayas slowly and loudly, as if to an idiot. “So I think they have put poison in my drink. What should I do?”

Kamen spread his hands. “I don’t know. Test the drink?”

“How?”

Kamen looked around. The mention of poison had attracted some attention. He kept his voice smooth, non-committal. “Take it to an alchemist?”

Jayas shook his head. “You might be dead before you got there. No, if you think that someone has poisoned your drink you first need to know whether you’re right, and then you need to know about antidotes. The best person to tell you is right there. So you get them to drink from your cup. If they won’t, then you know you’ve been poisoned, and you have to kill them before they can poison others. If they do drink, then you have not been poisoned. Right?

Kamen could think of several flaws in this reasoning (as indeed could Jayas). However, he saw no advantage in an extended discussion and conceded. “You are right. If the accused drinks then you have not been poisoned. Why do you ask?”

“Because I, ecch, ecch ...” Jayas flung out the hand that was not clutching his throat, shouted “You have poisoned me!” and fell over, spewing blue foam from his nose and mouth. The shout and crash of chair to the floor cut short conversations around the room. Kamen found himself the centre of attention.

“He said you poisoned him,” growled a large northerner, rising from his seat. His four even larger companions rose in support.

“It’s a joke,” offered Kamen. From under the table came a choked gasp, a short drum of heels and silence. The northerner narrowed his eyes.

“Drink it,” he demanded in the same growl, pointing to Jayas’ half-full mug of wine. Kamen composed himself.

“If you ask, of course I shall. If I drink, then I am innocent, no?” There was a round of grudging nods. Kamen picked up the mug, tossed off the contents without hesitation and stood calmly. After a full minute of intense scrutiny no effects were apparent and the onlookers relaxed.

“Now may I see to my friend?” Kamen inquired with more than a hint of belligerence.

“Of course, but we shall take those mugs into our keeping,” stated a new voice in a no-nonsense tone. Three figures in spotless white tabards had pushed into the circle, the one to the fore in the insignia of a Deacon of the Pure Land. “Poisoning is a serious accusation, one that warrants investigation.”

Kamen reacted to this intrusion poorly. “Who accuses me? These people have seen I am innocent.” Murmurs of “That’s right,” and “He drank the wine, so he’s innocent,” came from the northerners. White tabard paid no heed but reached for the mugs. 

Kamen batted the hand away with a terse “Take your shiny nose out of my affairs.”

The Deacon transferred the struck hand to the hilt at his side. “I must insist that we have those mugs.”

“Here then.” Kamen seized his own mug and dashed the contents over the spotless tabard. Those around recoiled – the Knights of the Pure Land were self-appointed rather than official guardians of the law, but still not to be bated. White-gloved hands reached for weapons and one twisted fingers as he drew on the craft to launch a spell. Kamen was having none of it. He thrust the table forward with great strength, sending the three knights into the furniture behind, whipped a mace from his belt and brought it around in a vicious arc into the temple of the spell-wielder. There was a crunch of bone giving way and the knight collapsed. Kamen gave the table a mighty kick, setting the other two reeling again. He ducked under a flat swing from a long-sword, hurled a knife with his off hand into an eye, snatched up a chair as an impromptu shield. The remaining knight, recovering, brought his blade around two-handed to splinter the chair. Face contorted with rage, Kamen stepped inside his opponent’s reach, dropped his mace to grab a neck and twist with inhuman force. The knight dropped and Kamen kicked the body, teeth bared.

It was not the end of the fight. A heavy mug, hurled with force and accuracy, thumped into Kamen’s head, staggering him. The patrons, initially appalled, had joined in, and not on his side. Kamen roared and went for the thrower. His course took him past a northerner, who unsportingly buried an axe in his head from behind. Kamen crashed to the floor, face down, thoroughly dead.

After a long, long pause, knives and swords slid back into scabbards, chairs were lowered to the ground, tableware replaced. The tavern’s owner came out from her shelter behind the bar to stand, hands on hips, surveying the leaking Kamen and the corpses of the three knights sprawled amid wrecked furniture.

“I’m changing suppliers,” she declared.

Jayas had winced internally as the first body dropped to the floor. The Pure Land would investigate the death of one of their own with great thoroughness. Two of their own, he amended, as a second white-clad body joined the first. A quick wipe with a cloth had cleaned off the blue foam. Another cloth had removed the fake scar and the white streak in his hair. Now, as the third body dropped, and then Kamen’s form thumped on to the boards, he played his fingers in the pattern that cast the spell known as Circle of Safety. When he slithered to his feet his aura projected passivity, harmlessness, a persona barely more interesting than the floorboards. As the crowd muttered in confusion and dismay he shuffled slowly to the door, edged through and away. Few glanced at him at all, and none a second time. He was at the door before he heard the first bewildered “Hey, where’s the poisoned guy?”

Jayas ambled along in as non-threatening a way as possible for two blocks. It was another block to the livery stables, and he had to pick up his bags on the way. As he walked he reflected on the somewhat messy outcome at the bar. He had not intended the deaths of three upstanding members of the Pure Land, a sect of the utmost seriousness of purpose. Maybe one death, two at the outside, but he had rather banked on an arrest and interrogation. Kamen had surely taken precautions against potions as well as poisons, and it had been mere misfortune that the Red-Eye had affected him at all. Perhaps it and the Sweet Reason in the northerners’ cider had been overkill, but he had needed some kind of fracas to cover his escape. Ah well, he thought. Best laid plans and all that. Kamen was out of the way, and that was what counted. Jayas had the map and the key and, well, two can keep a secret if one of them is dead, and one certainly was. A perfect outcome, other than for the unfortunate deaths of a few holier-than-thou busybodies.

The hostel was a cheap clapboard affair, with sagging verandah and tattered parchment glazing. The proprietor slumped in an old chair, bald head glistening in the afternoon sun, flies circling a mug of sweet tea. Jayas slid by without disturbing his rest, to make his way to the cramped room at the back. The door was so thin as to be of little value for privacy, but it would do. A quick check with the Prismatic Trial showed Kamen had used not one but two poisons. Given both were costly, this seemed extravagant. Perhaps Kamen had thought he would invest in the antidote for one, but not two poisons? Or perhaps Kamen had detected that he carried the antidote to Appili and, frustrated, turned to Aliss instead? The latter would have been a risky choice, given that Aliss induced barking fits within hours of administration. No matter. Jayas had wrapped a ribbon steeped in Analiss around his big toe and so was proof against the poison.

Jayas had no doubt that Kamen would have proceeded to other measures when it became clear that poison had failed. He had not tried to poison Kamen himself, as he had been sure it would be a waste of money and effort. Nor had he attempted to dose Kamen with a potion by subterfuge. He had led him to dose himself, a much better way to proceed. The Hidden Servants lived and breathed mistrust, and so worked alone by habit. It was a weakness Jayas did not share. The Pure Land, the northerners, the other patrons, all had been his allies. Unwitting allies, but allies nonetheless. He hoped the Pure Land had at least learned that long swords were not the best weapons in bars.

There were still several hours of daylight remaining when he rode out on the south road. By the time the local forces of law and order had sorted themselves out he would be well away. Inquiry would yield a vague description and a false name. If they did connect the poison victim of the bar with Tenache the down-at-heels caravan guard, then the trail would point south. Spells of finding would point the same way, or circle back on themselves. Jayas would be somewhere else. In any event, Jayas doubted they would look too hard. Any reasonably thorough examination of Kamen’s body would indicate membership in the Hidden Servants. That order and the Pure Land were mortal enemies, and the latter would spare no effort in following the trail back to Kamen’s coven or cell or whatever it was they called them. Jayas doubted the knights would be successful, but it would keep them occupied.

* * * * *
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THE SUN AT NOON TWO days later found Jayas examining a stretch of blank rock above a small valley, well to the east and north. The trail was narrow but quite sound, the fall below steep but not vertical, the wind slight, the sun warm. Jayas hummed as he ran his hands over the stone. The slabs of reddish-grey granite sloped back slightly, flaking here and there, chinked with moss and crumbling lichen. Jayas did not consult the map; it had been committed to memory and then burned. He was certain the entrance he sought was here. He moved a few paces along, tilted his head and checked the stone from a different angle. The craft would not help here. The magician Fretzne would surely have concealed the door from etheric scrutiny. Or if not Fretzne, then the magician he had bought the hide-away from. Either one. Fretzne was not around to enlighten Jayas, or anyone else. The previous owner was not around either, and indeed unknown. Property transactions in the Wild did not appear on tax registers.

Jayas turned over in his mind what he knew of Fretzne, in the hope that it might offer some clue helpful in his search. Fretzne had retired after a solid but undistinguished career as a Practitioner, specialising in veterinary treatment. A timely inheritance had allowed him buy a retreat in the Wild, as magicians were wont to do. The stronger etheric currents allowed more play in the use of magic, although Jayas sometimes wondered if the erratic nature of the Wild was not a factor in the common tendency of emeritus magicians to become eccentric, even deranged. No matter.

Fretzne had spent more than half of his time in the Wild. When in the city he was a regular attendee at the meetings of the Transformatic Society, reading papers with titles like “Activation of the Etheric Correspondence between Small and Large Herbivores, or Mammoths from Marmots.” Jayas gathered that Fretzne’s papers had been critically received, and his practical demonstrations had mostly resulted in an increased cleaning bill (although on one occasion he did manage to provide a barbecue dinner). Fretzne had persevered. His work may have been starting to yield results when a demonstration of the correspondence between the house-cat and its much larger relatives had ended fatally. Well, Jayas thought, at least he had afforded science an opportunity to study the rare sabre-toothed dire cat, albeit at closer quarters than desirable.

Jayas thought about transformations and examined the lower parts of the slab with the keenest attention. A moment’s concentration and a flex of the fingers produced a beam of light from his left index finger, which he played into every crack and flake while testing each possibility with the other hand. After some minutes he found a minor protrusion at knee height that slid aside to reveal a narrow crack. Jayas, kneeling, fumbled forth the key then stopped, hand in mid-air. The Explosive Caution was not an uncommon spell, and he had no desire to lose body parts. Fast Healing would restore the bits, but he had a limited supply and well, pain hurt. Also, there could be side-effects, such as the woman with spurs on her elbows he had met in Chiran. Useful in a fight but hell on the upholstery, she had told him.

Jayas stood up, put the key away and leaned against the rock, rubbing his chin as he thought. It was moments like these one needed a magician: the art was more versatile than any of the myriad forms of the craft. He could not lift things with his mind, nor negate a spell. The Explosive Caution would filter along any instrument he used and explode at some later time within his body, so a stick would not serve. What he needed, he thought, was an expendable underling, and had a small shock of indignation to realise that Kamen had likely cast him in this role. 

As he gazed out over the landscape a movement downslope caught his eye. A hefty marmot stood up to scan the surroundings, then scurried over to a clump of tall grass. Jayas smiled as he recalled Fretzne’s research, then smiled again as he linked it with his present need. He stepped quietly along the path for some distance, spanned his crossbow and crept back, bolt in the slot, to stand as still as a pine in the shadow of the rocks. After a long wait the grass stirred. Jayas raised the bow slowly, held his aim until the marmot came forth. A twang, a streak of fletching and the furred bundle was pinned to the earth. Jayas clambered down to the body, pulled a knife from his boot and bent to his task.

When he climbed back to the trail it was with the roughly de-fleshed skeleton of a marmot in one hand. Enough tendons remained to string the bones together, although magic would have to fill in in several places. Cross-legged, eyes closed, a dried lizard on his knee, he hummed as he moved his hands, drawing a semblance of life from the ether into these bloody remains. The bundle stirred, knit together, rose. The skull swivelled, the eyeless sockets darting about in seeming unease at the open and closeness to man. Jayas stilled it with a gesture, then laid the key on the ground. Tiny claws grasped it, the marmot rose, fumbled the silver wards into the slot, twisted with chisel teeth. Jayas flung up an arm as the bones burst apart, slivers bouncing off the rock. His caution had been justified.

When he turned the key it was with a bare hand, vial of Fast Healing ready in the other. There could be a second trap. A click, a scrape, and the rock creaked back. Jayas slid through, into a dusty space from which a stair spiralled out of sight. As he set foot on the lowest tread the rock closed behind. Dim light told of a glowstone somewhere above. From here, Jayas would have to rely on trained senses and caution. The ether would give him no more. He tested each step, felt walls with fingers as sensitive as moth antennae, paid attention to every whisper of air across his skin. When he reached the top of the stair Jayas was wrung out. He did not make the mistake of relaxing but scanned the room slowly, with particular attention to the ceiling and floor. A tossed coin, a poke with his bow, a tentative hand-wave. No response, and he ventured into the open.

The room was large, light and airy. A desk littered with papers stood under a skylight. Shelves around the walls bore a collection of stuffed animals, most with depressed expressions, along with books, journals and more papers. A second room showed through one half-open door; another two were closed. Jayas murmured in appreciation at the furnishings – the carpet was an intricate weaving from the Rai steppes, the desk was blackwood with panels of bone-pine, a hanging from distant Dravishi glowed against one wall. Jayas trod carefully across to peek through the open door, then went through into a small dining room, with a kitchen area beyond. On the premise that nobody sensible puts traps where they eat, he relaxed enough to take a meal before looking further. He would have to postpone a serious search until the morning, when the ether would again be open to him, but he could at least establish the layout.

By evening Jayas was confident that Fretzne had not littered his home with traps, that what he sought was well-concealed, and that Fretzne had appreciated fine wine. He was not worried about poison: one would have to be monumentally depraved to adulterate these vintages. After checking that the outer door was secure, he opened a bottle, shed his his armour and boots and laid back on Fretzne’s very comfortable bed. The wine and an illustrated volume of the Temptations of Impiety kept boredom at bay until it was time to sleep.

* * * * *
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THE INITIAL SURVEY had at least narrowed the possibilities. In Jayas’ experience, Items of power and treasures were kept where one could grab them in a hurry, either to use or to take in hurried flight. Bedrooms were a favourite place, as were rooms near the main exit. For a magician in the Wild, that meant a balcony or large window. Jayas doubted that Fretzne had been powerful enough to use spells of translocation. After all, if he had been he would not have had his head bitten off. As it happened, Fretzne’s bedroom gave on to a pleasant space open to a view of the valley and lake below. No doubt Fretzne had enjoyed many a breakfast there in fine weather, or perhaps lingered there over a glass of wine in the evenings. Jayas knew he would do both if he lived here. No matter. He was being well paid to retrieve a rare Item, not to assess real estate in the Wild. A craft-enhanced scrutiny of the bedroom revealed nothing. He dismissed the store-rooms, the kitchen and the large and smelly workroom for the moment and concentrated on the terrace as the next most likely area.

It did not take long for an area of stone between two doors to attract his interest. The mass was large enough to conceal a fair-sized cache. Faint streaks and the merest shadow of an outline, detectable only with the senses given by the craft, told of a hidden opening. The question was, had Fretzne laid the Explosive Caution or some similar trap on his stash? On the whole Jayas thought it unlikely. There was no concealed keyhole, and blowing bits off guests who brushed against the wall would not only be inhospitable but also reveal the hiding place.

A second question was, how to open it? It could be set to open with a word, the press of a hand or the presence of some Item. Perhaps the key was such an Item? Jayas tried it, to no result. His employers had provided a finger thought to be from Fretzne (he had not been the only casualty at the meeting). This too did nothing, as did a selection of names. Aw, well, thought Jayas, when cunning fails, use force. He brought out a vial of green liquid and carefully dribbled a line on to the wall. It hissed as it ate into the stone, cutting a deep groove. A second application produced a parallel groove where he judged the other side of the concealment to be. 

While he was waiting for the liquid to do its work he rummaged around in Fretzne’s workshop to find a stout metal rod. When Jayas returned, one cut gave on to a cavity. He levered with the rod to no avail, dribbled on more liquid and watched it smoke away. There was more give when he applied the rod again but not enough, so he dashed the last contents of the vial into the cut. This time the bar wrenched away a slab that fell to the floor and shattered. Jayas grinned. There on two neat shelves were Fretzne’s most prized possessions. He slipped on gloves and reached first for the small wooden box. The lifted lid showed rows of small green cubes within, the prize he was here to find.

Poor Fretzne had not even known what he had, Jayas reflected. He had bought, on spec, what the alchemist had assured him was a new and improved formulation of Ultralife, an alchemical concoction that bound the soul more tightly to the body. Jayas had gathered that Fretzne had held to a theory that like animals possessed a common soul and hoped that binding the soul would mitigate the effects of changes in bodily form, effects that ranged from instant decay to bizarre hybridism. This particular batch of Ultralife perhaps bound the soul but did remove three decades of ageing. Instant youth.

The twenty-four cubes now in Jayas’ hand were the last of the batch. The properties of the formula had been discovered almost by accident, more or less simultaneously by a Master of the Hidden Servants facing a challenge and a wealthy older lady who feared her cold might be fatal. The rejuvenated Master had seen off his rival and sent three followers to secure the formula, any remaining potions and the alchemist. They had collided with the lady’s servants on the same errand. The ensuing contest had wrecked the alchemist’s shop and destroyed the formula and most of his stock. The panicked alchemist had taken a potion in preparation for defending his life and was now a babbling infant.

Four cubes that had been recovered had sold for fabulous sums. Investigators had established that at least two had been sold to people who had departed for overseas, three had been given by the alchemist to children with sick pets (the raven and tortoise were doing well, the dog was an amorphous blob), and the whereabouts of any others were unknown. Fretzne’s purchase of the largest part of the batch was known only to those who had hired Jayas – and those who had hired Kamen. Jayas thought it quite likely that they were different factions of the same group. He wondered if it would be safe to keep a few aside for himself. Probably not, he decided with regret. Still, his employers had given no instructions on Fretzne’s other possessions. Jayas tucked the box into the pouch at his belt and considered the remaining contents of the cache.

The top shelf held a leather whip and a small purse, also leather. The lower shelf had only a document case. Jayas checked the purse, found a small number of gold coins and placed these in his pouch with a cluck of satisfaction. The whip went on his belt, the papers to one side for later perusal. It seemed a meagre haul. He leaned forward to check the back of the lower shelf and noticed that his potion had eaten away at the stone at the back to reveal a second cavity. Jayas brightened. Had Fretzne, or perhaps some previous tenant, had a second concealment? He might get real wealth out of this job.

Jayas took up the bar, gave the back wall a vigorous poke and was immediately hurled out over the rail towards the valley below. Even as he screamed he twisted in mid-air to bring his feet towards the ground, and saw the cold deep water of the lake rushing up. Jayas recalled a spell, knotted fingers and hands together in frantic haste, mind focused only on the etheric pattern. He did not falter even as he hit the water with bone-jarring force, plunging into the dark. As the pattern took hold his shirt grew tight, split across the shoulders, and the ache of held breath diminished. He pushed out with new-webbed fingers, angled up towards the distant light. The water was now not cold but comfortable, pulsing cleanly through his gills. When at last his head surfaced the air burned and he quickly ducked under again and he could kick away.

Jayas was quietly sculling towards the shore when he remembered two things. The first was that the box in his pouch was not water-tight. The second was that the spell lasted exactly two hours, and could not be terminated earlier. He fumbled at his pouch, thinking to hold the box above water, then realised he might easily drop it. Webbed fingers were awkward. He shifted direction towards a steeper section of bank. Perhaps he could put the box on a ledge above the water. Jayas was a few lengths from the shore when he felt his waist gripped and was pulled deeper. A thick tube coiled about his body, constricting. Jayas’ face contorted with frustration and anger. He had been sensed by the long trailing roots of a grabtree; now it would try to draw him under to drown him, as it did with otters, beavers, voles and such, and then hold his rotting body close, pierced through with tiny feeding filaments.

He need not fear drowning, not for another hour or more, but the roots were tough and covered with hooks. He pulled the heavy dagger from his belt and sawed away. The root tightened painfully, all the while taking him down into the dark. It was long minutes before the last fibre parted and he could kick free and away. He pulled at the coil around his waist, tore free the hooks in his clothing and flesh to fall into the ooze and swam towards the light. Jayas ran his hands over the lacerations around his waist, felt again and swore silently and repeatedly. His belt and pouch, with gold, whip and box, had been lost in the struggle. Somewhere fish were getting younger, he was poorer, and his bosses more likely to be vengeful. He swore again, vehemently if still silently.

When he again put his eyes above the surface the sun was bright overhead. He was some distance from the shore and felt exposed. Jayas dived under again and made his way to the end of the lake nearest Fretzne’s lair. Perhaps he could salvage something from this wreck yet. This time he stayed away from the banks. When the pale stones of the lake bed could be seen through green water, he made a cautious scan of the shore. The spell had some time to run, and a bed of thick reeds offered good cover while he waited. He edged in, careful not to stir up fine mud that would irritate his gills. It was nearly noon when Jayas started to feel the choking sensation that signalled change back to air breathing. He sat up, coughed out lake water and crawled out on to land and into the shade of a convenient tree. There he sat for a time, thinking. His sandals had held together – barely, and his clothes were sodden, but he had his dagger, a little remaining access to the ether, the silver coins sewn into his shirt, a vial of Healing and – thank the gods – the talisman which re-directed spells of finding. Not much, but not nothing. It was more than he had when thrown out of the order.

Did he have the key to Fretzne’s hidden door? No: he had left it beside the cache. Could he climb to the terrace above? Jayas was a skilled climber, but doubted it would be possible without equipment. His rope and climbing gear were in his pack, above. Jayas pulled himself to his feet and picked his way up the slope. Away from the water the shrubs thinned and quivering aspen gave way to needle-pine and aromatic tang-trees. As the slope grew steeper these grew sparser, interspersed with scrubby undergrowth. Jayas was bent double, seeking a way under a dangling clump of sticky mistletoe, when the sound of voices drifted to his ears. Well, there was a trail. It was not impossible that some party of wild-runners was making their way eastward. Not impossible, but not assumed. Jayas kept low, worked his way from bush to bush until the voices were distinct above him.

“How much of this stuff are we going to haul back? My pack’s full.” A younger voice, male, whiny.

“We gotta have something, else the master’s not gonna be happy.” Jayas noted this voice was older, authoritative and female.

“The master’s not gonna be happy anyway. For one thing, he never is. An’ for a second, that guy’s on his way back with the real loot, and master’s gonna have to pay up.”

“Maybe. Not if we find him,” said the female voice.

“Perhaps that one Ferris sent sent found him first?”

“Nah. That was his gear above. We’ll take some back, see if the stalkers can find him.”

“Be nice to have found him first. Then we’d get the reward,” said the whiner, wistfully.

“Unless he did for you. He’s no slouch, that one.”

“He’s no match for us! And he must’a took off pretty quick, to leave so much gear.”

“Us? No. You? I’d not be so sure.”

“I’m Third Degree,” asserted the whiner.

“And not going to make Master with that attitude. Now get back upstairs and bring the last load down. I’ll set the traps when you’re done.”

Jayas lay as still as death under the bushes, face down. A snake slithered over his hand, paused to flick the air with its tongue, then carried on. Birds came and went in the branches above and an anteater ambled by. Jayas heard the whiny voice come back, the bossy voice issue a few terse orders. He lay there until he heard the soft creak of pack-straps, grunts of exertion and the thud of steps along the path. Still he lay, until all had been quiet for an hour or more. When he stirred, it was joint by joint, as silently as the ant passing. He spent long minutes moving up to the trail, as wary as some small rodent venturing forth from its hole for the first time. A patch of scrub and a leaning tree gave enough cover to peek cautiously back along the trail to where Fretzne’s door had been. It was there no longer. Not for these a patient search for a keyhole: the entrance had been blasted open. 

Jayas’ skin prickled at the thought of entering that jagged cave. If the junior had been of the Third Degree, the leader would have been higher ranked. Certainly high enough to give Jayas real trouble, even fully equipped. In wet clothes, with a knife? Not a chance. The same went for the traps she had set. There might be some gear worth recovering in there, but it was not worth the risk. Jayas edged his way back down the slope, calculated which way was west and set out. A day later, as he plucked a ground-runner taken by a snare, he made a decision. He would avoid all his current haunts and head for the Western Wild. What was the town? Zyich. There might be something offering there. He could pick up some new gear along the way.
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Chapter 2 

A Short Voyage 
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Izuli mentally translated the legal shorthand into formal prose, shuffled words around until the paragraph was clear and coherent as well as in accord with the judgement and wrote the result down in shining black ink. She flexed her fingers, then took up a different pen and wrote, as the law required, the concluding lines “As it is decided under law, so shall it be” in bright red. She then laid that pen aside to pick up the calendar wheel. The thin brass disks rotated to show the equivalent dates in both the modern calendar and the archaic one used now only for religious rites and, sigh, legal documents. Izuli was careful to check her results twice – judgements had been invalidated for a mistaken date.

In the space kept for this she wrote “Judgement given on the third day of the month Severast, in the fourth year of the nineteenth indiction” then laid down a pen for the last time that day. The thick sheet of paper was laid to dry with the four others that made up the sad case of Mirzian Brefse, also known as Mirzian the Incorrigible, who would spend the next four months labouring for the township. If his past form ran true, someone would be transcribing another judgement on Mirzian within the year.

At least, thought Izuli, it would not be her. In three days she would leave, travelling by sea and river for Irrense, to take up a position as Assistant Recorder. Irrense was not as great a city as Azbai, or cold Kaber, or intrigue-filled Had-Kote across the sea, but it was certainly a step up from her current location. Pelemoi was pretty, certainly, and neighbourly, and even had a small slice of history to its name. After all, the flint tower wherein she laboured had once been the final prison of Prince Jiruik the Unthinking. True to his name, the Prince had neither been murdered nor mouldered away in his cell until old age claimed him, but stepped backwards out of an open window in a misjudged effort to add dramatic flair to his complaint about the luncheon soup. Yet for all its homely charm, Pelemoi was a backwater, a modest seaside town. Careers might begin in Pelemoi, but they did not reach great heights there. Izuli’s parents were content to be minor officials in a quiet place; Izuli had greater ambitions. For her, Irrense was the next step on the path to the highest ranks of her profession.

Izuli rose, stretched, tidied her desk, then glanced out the narrow windows (glazed now, as they had not been in Jiruik’s time) to check the weather. The afternoon sky was overcast but the threatened rain had not arrived. Her coat would suffice for the short walk home. She took it from its hook behind the door, checked the room again and left.

The cluttered rooms, twisting corridors and dark alcoves of Pelemoi’s town hall had been familiar territory since she could walk. Indeed, since before that, if her parents’ stories were true. The one about how the infant Izuli had been discovered – after a frantic search – asleep in a file drawer was a staple of family gatherings. As Izuli walked on the sound of her steps changed in a familiar sequence. First the worn timber of the tower interior, then the stone of the passage through its thick wall, the polished hardwood planks outside the chamber of justice, the tiles of the south stair, the ancient flagstones of the New Hall. She went out by a side door, turned on to Market Street and set out at a brisk walk, head down against the cold wind.

There were still some people out, going home after the day’s work, come up from the harbour in search of a better class of tavern or just doing what still had to be done. Ahead a stout lift-pole hung in the air, laden with heavy sacks. A hooded figure hauled it by the fore rope, staggering slightly as the wind buffeted the load. That load really needs two people to manage properly, thought Izuli. It could hurt someone, or damage property, and then he’d be up for negligence, maybe even wilful negligence, her thoughts ran on. She mentally reviewed the sentences these offences might attract: simple accident – restitution; with negligence – restitution and compensation; wilful negligence – restitution with compensation and not more than two weeks labour. Ahead, a vicious gust set the load swaying. The hauler lurched and almost fell, hood whipping back as his head jerked.

Izuli’s detachment vanished at once. She ran forward and grabbed the hind rope. “Pretha! What are you doing trying to manage this by yourself? Where’s Fruinz, or Heina?” She dragged the load back on to a straight course, then matched steps with Pretha.

“I can manage,” protested Pretha. “No need for you to bother, Izuli. I’ve got the cart waiting outside the gate.” Izuli nodded. Draught animals were forbidden within the town walls (two days or money in lieu for a first offence; five days with public admonishment for a second or further offence).

“It’s no problem. I’m going most of the way anyway. Besides, if this load gets out of hand and bashes someone, I’d have to write up the judgement against you, and that would make me sad.”

Pretha made no further protest. With Izuli steadying it, the load was much easier to handle. When they had settled into a rhythm he turned his head and grinned.

“You won’t be writing me up. You’re off and away when? Three, four days? I’ll save up my mischief until then.”

“Three days. I’ve taken passage to Fererwei, which they said should be five days at sea, then I go by boat up-river to Irrense. I have a couple of days before I start work there to look around.”

“Izuli the world-traveller, eh?”

“Well, Irrense town. Maybe Irrense Province if they take me on circuit, but I don’t expect that to happen for a bit. Anything more than that is a little way off.”

“When we were kids in school, I was the one who talked about going venturing, finding treasure, fighting dragons and undermen,” reminisced Pretha. “Now you’re the one doing it.”

“It’s Irrense, not the Wild,” replied Izuli with a laugh. “Maybe I’ll meet someone nice and settle down, just like Mum and Dad. There’ll be new laws to learn, and more people, but otherwise not so different. I’m not that adventurous really; I just want to see a little bit more than Pelemoi.” Well, and become a Lord Justice, she added to herself.
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