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1. A Bad Start
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At least it was not snowing, thought Jayas. Not that it made much difference. The wind was chill enough, and if the cold did not kill him, something would come along, find him hanging here, and then make a meal of him. He had no wish to die watching predators squabble over his entrails. He looked across at Seyvyar, dangling from the next tree. He too was naked, pale skin blotched and marbled with cold, his lean body stretching as the branch to which his hands were tied swayed in the wind.

“Any ideas?” Jayas asked.

A wordless grunt. No help there. Jayas could understand; Seyvyar was shut out from the ether, unable to cast even the pettiest of spells, and missing most of a hand besides. Enough to make anyone despondent, really. He was pretty down himself. They make the big score, wealth enough to make a tax-gatherer happy, or at least moderately content, and then that bitch of a housemaid hits him with a poker. Him, a hardened warrior, fresh from killing two magicians and a skilled swordsman, felled with a poker. He could still feel the lump. Next time he would keep his helmet on until everyone was dead or in chains.

His mind was wandering. He had better do something – anything – before the cold deprived him of will. If he had the use of his hands he could be warm in moments. He arched his back and looked up. His wrists were lashed together above the branch. Stout side-branches kept him from sliding along the bough to freedom, and he could not reach the ropes from below. He studied the foliage above him, took several deep breaths, then arched his body, bringing his legs up to snatch at a hold with his feet. At the first two tries his feet slipped on the bark, then he had a heel over. Another heave, a pull with his arms, an awkward moment and then he fell back, barely keeping his leg on the branch. Another try, a swing of the leg for momentum and he was half over the branch. Jayas clenched his teeth as sensitive parts scraped across rough twigs and the spiky seed-balls of strangler vine. Another heave and wriggle and he was lying on the branch, scratched and bleeding, uncomfortable and precariously balanced.

“Wild-cats and bears can climb, you know.” Well, Seyvyar was talking. That was something.

“I know. Now shut up and let me chew.” Jayas hooked his ankles around the branch, leaned out to one side, dipped his head and brought his wrists to his mouth. The lashings were tight and he could only bring his front teeth to bear. A rat would make quick work of this, or any rodent really. He was stuck with these inadequate human fangs. No help but to gnaw away, keep balanced despite the spikes against his naked flesh, keep spitting fibres out. Ankles sore, chest raw, gums bleeding, teeth aching, chew on. Finally a strand parted and the ties loosened a fraction. More chewing. Now get a canine in and pull the rope apart. More chewing. A loop came free. Prickles of rope stuck in his lips. Another loop loose, then another, and the cursed rope fell away. Jayas’ wrists were deeply scored, his hands swollen. Sharp pains coursed through his flexing fingers, adding to a myriad others.

Jayas lay there a moment, panting, then leaned over to drop to the ground. His knees gave way and he staggered, then brought himself upright. By ancient and universal custom no-one was left in the Wild without a weapon. Their own knives were stuck in a fallen log a few paces away. Jayas limped over, and a few moments of sawing had Seyvyar moaning on the ground, rubbing his abused flesh. Jayas let him be for a little time, then nudged him with a foot.

“Up you get. We need to find shelter before nightfall.”

Seyvyar dragged himself to his feet and looked around. At this time of year the branches overhead were bare, letting the fading light through to the forest floor. The hummocked ground stretched away, littered with mossy rocks and fallen timber furred with lichen. Orange bracket fungi were spots of colour against the muted browns and greys of bark. Ferns lined a small stream down-slope. The wind was as chill as ever.

“Which way?” Seyvyar asked.

“That way. Due south, as near as we can manage,” Jayas told him. Seyvyar looked at the ground and his feet, and sighed. Jayas supposed he was recalling a long walk barefoot, not all that long ago, also the result of ill-luck and enemies. It was all to do again, only this time without clothes, in winter, with but a single companion. He must feel his life cursed, or the Powers angry with him. Seyvyar took a brave step forward and sank to his ankle in a muddy hole.

* * * *
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THEY SPENT THE NIGHT huddled together under a fallen tree. Seyvyar gathered piles of dead leaves and heaped them in the earthen hollow, while Jayas chipped away at the stem of a bush until it parted. It served to barricade their refuge. Something sniffed around in the dark, pawed briefly at the thorny stems and then wandered away. There was plenty of water, but they had eaten no more than a few withered berries, a handful of nuts and a mushroom that Jayas thought safe. It was a poor night, cold, tired and hungry, a pair of improvident squirrels, the leaves scrunching against their battered skin as they shifted restlessly.

“I heard of a craft-spell that grew fur all over the body,” muttered Jayas. “I thought it was only good for laughs, or maybe a certain kind of party. Wish I’d learnt it now.” Seyvyar grunted.

Morning brought only a dismal grey light, a deeper hunger, and more walking. Jayas took the time to cut a stick for Seyvyar and a longer one for himself. He whittled the end to a point, then scooped up a few pebbles from the bottom of a small creek. Seyvyar cursed as the water chilled his ankles, but then he had also cursed thorns, a hillside covered with sharp scree, the rock-hopper that had chittered angrily at him, the weather and much else. His conversation was basically a steady drizzle of cursing. It passed the time. 

At last Jayas squeezed his companion’s arm and motioned him to silence. A few cautious steps forward, the slow raise of an arm, a whiplash throw and a small body fell from a branch. Jayas was on it in an instant, severing the head with a flash of the knife. The tang of blood brought saliva to his mouth. A few quick jerks of the blade had the carcass skinned, gutted and split in half. He handed a bloody portion to Seyvyar and bit into the raw flesh. It was gone in moments, leaving them to walk on, sucking the bones. The meagre meat and a few other morsels – a handful of leaves plucked from a swamp, two dried mushrooms, a dozen nuts gleaned from a shrivelled bush – gave them the energy to keep going through the day. 

“How much further?” asked Seyvyar. “To a town? Or a village? Or even a farm? Out of this Wild?”

Jayas considered. “Not too far, I think. Another day at most.”

“Isn’t there something you can do? Some craft that will ease hunger, or speed our feet?”

“There is,” Jayas told him. “I can keep myself warm for an hour at a time, be warned of danger and more besides. I prefer hunger and cold to being dead, which is why I am reserving my use of craft for real need.”

“Well, I’m dying of exposure here. I don’t know whether my feet or my bits will fall off first. Which would be worse?”

“Your feet. Because then you will not be able to run from the things behind us.”

Seyvyar whipped around, stumbled, cursed; his head jerked as he scanned the forest behind.

“What things? Where?”

“I don’t know, but the birds have been making alarm calls for some time, back along our path. It’s getting closer.” Jayas led Seyvyar up a slope and along to where brambles overhung a steep bank. A leaning tree had made a gap in the thorns and provided some shelter overhead. It was as defensible a position as they were likely to find, and would have to do. He pushed Seyvyar to the back and waited, makeshift spear angled forward. The birds continued to call from the trees below. A movement caught his eye, a stealthy dappled slide from cover to cover. He brought the spear lower and waited. A second big cat joined the first, they lowered their heads to sniff the ground, then looked up straight at Jayas, amber eyes meeting his. Lips curled back from long fangs.

Jayas shifted the spear to the crook of his arm and played his fingers together, drawing on craft to toughen his skin. The cats tensed, leaned forward. He brought the spear back to ready, smiled.

“We are just passing through. Why don’t we talk this out?”

The cats blinked, looked at each other, backed away a little. There was a moment of shimmer, an eye-defying twist in the air and two women stood there. They were in tunics of coarse weave, belted with rope. At one waist was a dagger of bone or ivory, at the other a blowpipe and pouch. Bare feet gripped the mould of the forest floor. Both wore their hair short, one dark brown, her companion lighter. They were unalike in feature – sharp cheekbones and pointed chin on the left, long nose above a full mouth on the right. Neither was smiling.

Jayas did smile, accompanying it with a look that swept from toes to face, expressing blatant admiration at every part of the journey. They both preened slightly, then frowned. Ah, cats, Jayas thought. He cocked his head to one side and waited.

“You are on our land, and weak,” Cheekbones stated.

“True,” conceded Jayas. “But with nothing worth taking, naked as we are.” Here he gestured at his lower body. The cat-women sneered. “Also, my friend is a magician of some power, and I am not without resource myself.”

“A magician and his friend, just out for a nude stroll in the Wild,” sneered Cheekbones. “Or maybe just a pair of inadequate exhibitionists who got lost.”

“An interesting hunt, perhaps,” allowed Long Nose.

Jayas shook his head sadly. “Alas, no. We intend to rest here for some time.” Cheekbones pouted.

Long Nose patted the pouch at her side. “Skin is a poor armour, and you have a lot of it.”

“So it is,” smiled Jayas. “But I’m quick. Try me.”

Long Nose scooped up a pebble and threw it hard at Jayas’ face. His hand came up and it smacked into his palm. “Good throw.” He tossed the pebble about, cleared his throat, adjusted the spear and suddenly threw the pebble back, aiming low. Long Nose caught it easily with a graceful dip. Jayas acknowledged with a tilt of the head. The pebble went from hand to hand, then back at him with a lightning flick. Jayas twisted to let it thump into the earth behind. Long Nose went to say something to her companion, caught at her throat in shock, turned an angry glare on Jayas and Seyvyar, her mouth opening and closing soundlessly.

“Is something wrong?” asked Jayas.

“What have you done?” growled Cheekbones. 

Jayas shrugged. “I? The Wild is full of oddities, and spirits are playful.”

Cheekbones cast her eyes about. “I sense no spirit. No, you have done this. Release my friend at once!”

“Is it that she has lost speech? I believe there is a herb that remedies this. It grows in open country, often where cows have grazed. Is there any such place nearby?”

Long Nose raked the earth with a clawed foot in frustration, snatched a dart from her pouch and threw it at Jayas. Seyvyar squawked in alarm. The dart hit Jayas’ naked chest and bounced off. He brushed a hand across his scaled skin and carefully did not smile. Long Nose melted into cat shape, lashed her tail, re-formed into a woman with smouldering eyes.

“You took my voice,” she growled.

“I am not a hare for your sport, not while I can draw on craft,” responded Jayas. Long Nose lifted a lip and took a half step.

“Ladies, ladies,” soothed Seyvyar. They both bristled. Seyvyar edged into half view and held up a placating hand. “Surely interesting people like us can find something better to do than fight.” He followed this with a leer and a thrust of the hips. The women looked at each other, one made a step forward, lips drawn in a scowl, then halted as the other muttered something. A pause, and they both turned and left, not deigning to look back.

“Did you just try to crack on to that pair?” demanded Jayas. “You’re lucky they are not cooking your balls in front of your eyes right now.”

“Give me some credit,” explained Seyvyar. “The worst they could do is go lounge under a tree and watch us die of starvation, because we’d be dead or worse in an instant if we came out to fight in the open. So we had to make them either attack us here, where we have some advantage, or go away. I turned them off, and they went away.” After a pause he added “Of course, they could have taken me up on the invite. That would have been really interesting.”

“Fat chance,” Jayas told him. Seyvyar gave back an unrepentant grin, leading Jayas to a reluctant laugh.

“Might as well spend the night here. I’ll see if there are any frogs in that stream while you gather leaves.”

* * * *
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THEY SAW THE FIRST signs that the Wild was giving way to settled lands next morning. A beaten path crossed a stream on a bridge of three logs, the tops adzed flat; a small clearing where trees had been felled, the stumps orange with clustered fungi; a bramble pruned back to allow passage. If the land permitted these, pasture and farm could not be far away. Jayas and Seyvyar staggered on with fresh energy, despite gnawing hunger and chilled flesh. 

The first farm was a disappointment, an isolated house guarded by moats, thorn hedges, closed walls and a chorus of deep barks. The cattle were shaggy, sharp-horned, wary, lifting their heads from the wintry grass to track the pair with suspicious eyes. Rather than brave the defences they went on, crunching across frosted grass until a second came in sight. This was scarcely less formidable, but at least had no audible dogs and a gate giving on to a path. The stone creature on the gate pillar screamed as they entered, evoking an answering cry from the iron harpy atop the house. Seyvyar and Jayas winced as the gravel dug into their soles but hobbled on gamely. The house stood on a mound above a ditch, the door reached by a narrow bridge. As they stood at the foot, uncertain, a voice called from above.

“Who’s there?”

Jayas put as much pitiful anxiety into his voice as he could. “Two who have lost all in the Wild, cold and hungry, seeking only what your charity might provide. I can work,” he added, “for food and a rag to cover our naked shame against the winter’s bite. My companion is maimed.”

When there was no response they shuffled back, resigned to a desolate trudge onwards. Jayas had half turned away when the door creaked open. A tall woman, broad-shouldered and stoutly built, looked them up and down, from bleeding feet past cold-shrivelled parts to scratched torsos and pinched faces. The corner of her mouth curved up.

“A sorry pair indeed. Well, the powers smile on the charitable, and the district will get a bad name if you wander around like that.” Her gaze flicked to the knife Seyvyar cradled awkwardly in his left hand and the blade loose in Jayas’ grasp.

“No weapons in the house, and your words on no harm to any within.”

“Freely given, our word on no harm, by the Powers and our honour,” Jayas replied for them both. He laid the knife carefully on the bridge rail and stepped forward, hands open. Seyvyar followed, to be led down a flagged passage into the blessed warmth of a large kitchen. A thin man looked up from chopping vegetables, snickered and went back to his task. A sizeable lump of brown fur snored from a basket in a corner. Jayas’ gaze went from it to the woman, he tabulated a number of clues and abandoned even the tiniest thoughts of mischief. One trifled with the shape-strong at one’s peril.

A bowl of porridge lent Jayas the strength to barrow manure from the stables to the garden, there to spread it over the chill earth. A worn kilt and a thin shirt did little to keep him warm, but he felt safe enough to draw on craft for that. When dusk fell he put away his tools, washed the dirt from his feet and came inside to bread and a large helping of stew. Seyvyar’s hand kept him from doing too much, but she allowed him a shirt and kilt too, remarking that she was not so abandoned as to keep naked men around the house. They slept on the floor next to the hearthstone and thought it luxury.

In this way they worked their way from farm to farm. Jayas grew gills to clear a blocked intake in a well, earning two pairs of shoes and an old coat. At another he drew on craft to lure a troop of hurler possums from the roof of a barn, adding more clothes to their mismatched collection. At this last place he woke in the night to find Seyvyar weeping quietly. At his soft-voiced query Seyvyar looked up, letting the tears drip to the floor.

“I have my ether-sense. I can feel the surround, and know the world as it truly is. That vile potion has left me. I am a magician again.” Jayas reached across to grip his shoulder in sympathy. He would feel the same if deprived of craft, as that dab of potion had cut Seyvyar off from the ether-sense essential to his practice of the art. The thought kept him lying awake for some time, listening to Seyvyar’s joyful sobs fade into an easy sleep.

* * * *
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JAYAS TURNED OVER THE quandary in his mind as the slow journey continued. What would he do if he lost his command of craft? For that matter, what had it brought him so far? Since he had left the order – no, he corrected himself, let’s be honest, at least in our thoughts; since he had been expelled from the order that had first taught him to draw the ether through his fingers, he had wandered far, seen much, learned some. What had he gained? Some knowledge, some tricks, some scars. Few friends, none lasting; sudden flushes of wealth, soon dissipated. He had invested a lot of hope in this last job; not much at first, but more and more as it unfolded. It was going to be the big score, the one that set him up for life. Now, after it had crashed in ruin, he wondered what he would have done had it succeeded. What exactly would he have been ‘set up’ for? Would he have bought a house, made prudent investments, lived the hedonistic bachelor life or found someone and made a family? Bought a bar, as old soldiers were wont to do? These last years had hardly fitted him for such paths. He reflected that he had hardly ever met any older venturers, and never a retired one. After a time he gave up such thoughts. He would figure out what to do with his life after he made the big score.

Jayas did communicate his musings to Seyvyar as they trudged down a muddy lane. The frozen ruts and sudden soft patches made for treacherous footing, made more so by a sleeting rain gusting across the dismal landscape. Seyvyar, head down, hand and half-hand tucked inside his ragged coat, merely grunted. An hour later he spoke up. They were sitting by the hearth in the taproom of a village alehouse, nursing two mugs of mulled wine. Jayas had noted the sword and crossbow mounted on pegs behind the bar, the cropped iron-grey hair and upright carriage of the barkeep, the regimented tables and benches, and remarked that it fitted one of his visions of a future.

Seyvyar swept a disdainful eye over the scatter of other patrons. “Well, if a life serving drinks to yokels would make you happy, so be it. Not for me. I want fame and fortune and the heights of the art.”

Jayas refrained from pointing out that they were themselves by far the worst-dressed people in the place, and certainly the poorest to boot. The wine had cost the last of the few coppers his odd jobs had earned. Another gust rattled the windows. He swallowed the last of the wine and pulled himself to his feet. Perhaps the barkeep had some work he could do, enough to earn another mug, or even a meal.

The barkeep was forthrightly negative. “There’s nought to be done that I can’t do myself, in this season. There’s not much around the village either.” She raised her voice, asking the room if anyone had some work for these men. One spoke up to say nay, another shook her head, the rest stayed silent. The barkeep suggested they look in the next village, or perhaps in Irrense. At this Seyvyar lost his temper.

“And how the bloody hell do we get to Irrense, or even the next village, on two swallows of cheap piss? I’m a magician! Even this shit-hole must have some use for magic.”

Jayas stepped over to the door and outside, waited a minute, then opened the door to allow Seyvyar to be ejected violently. Seyvyar picked himself up, wiping mud from his face

“Bastards! The only reason I didn’t kill them all is, is...”

“Because you couldn’t? Possibly also because you had no mind to be hunted across the Four Kingdoms? I believe one of the privileges of the Association is the right to punish convicted magicians. I am told they do it with magic, adapting the spell to the crime.”

“And you would come to watch,” said Seyvyar sourly.

“Of course. What sort of person would not go out of their way to say a last farewell to an old friend? Come on. There will be a barn somewhere.”
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2. Skulls Talking
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On the north side of the port town of Ilkina, a short walk beyond the last push-stone that allows the operation of sedan chairs and lift-poles, sits a house. It has a broad view over the sea from its perch on a small cliff but is otherwise unremarkable. The house is of local stone, roughly dressed, the black roof tiles pitched against the sudden downpours of summer. The path to the front door winds among rocks and shrubs, as is usual in this province. The door itself speaks words of welcome in five known languages and two as yet unidentified, an idiosyncratic but ordinary piece of magic. Likewise the copper stoats on the roof that apprise the residents of visitors are nothing special, and to be expected in a dwelling a little out of the way.

The sole resident is a dealer in old and rare books. Every morning when the weather is fine he walks down into the town, takes his accustomed chair in a harbour-side restaurant, has a glass of white wine and a bowl of fish soup and walks back. He is widely known but has few acquaintances and no close friends. He has mentioned that much of his time is taken up with a philosophical work on the interaction of the material and the extra-material. As part of this he is compiling a complete and accurate compendium of the known Powers, domains and other spiritual entities of the lands around the Green Sea. Any who give it thought accept that this explains his correspondence and the visitors from out of town.

From time to time someone makes casual inquiry as to how the work is coming along, and are answered with a discourse on such topics as the metamorphosis of spirits or the non-ergodic nature of domainal evolution. The erudition is undeniable, but the delivery leaves listeners no better informed at the end than the beginning. Inquiries had dwindled away until nearly everyone confined themselves to remarks on the weather.

On this particular morning the resident took his accustomed walk into town, had his wine and soup, exchanged a few words on the weather (cold but clear, with a light wind from the east), and walked back. He let himself in and proceeded to his study, a large room at the back of the house, whose glass doors looked out on the restless waters. A movement caught his eye as he opened the door, and he glanced across to see a woman waiting on the terrace. She was simply standing there, hands at her sides, looking out over the sea. A flutter of the light dress she wore had been the movement that attracted his attention. The resident hurried across to open a door and usher her inside. The woman picked up a cloth bag and stepped past him, acknowledging his bow of welcome with a slight dip of the head.

“Lady Fleuri, this is an honour. What may I offer you?”

“You may provide me with information, Jochem. That is all I require.” She crossed to his desk and let two skulls fall from the bag. They were both clean of flesh, mottled brown rather than the white of old bone, complete with jaws. They sat askew on the desk, sending their vacant stares into the corners of the room. 

Jochem showed no surprise. He pulled on gloves and gave her a querying look.“They are free from possession or taint?” 

The lady nodded.

“Then first I shall move them from my copy of Pradiger’s Theosophical Investigations. It is both rare and fragile.” He lifted the skulls and set them on a cloth, then took a pair of calipers, a small hammer and an ear trumpet. Lady Fleuri watched as he measured, tapped and listened. At last he straightened up.

“Both male, in their early twenties. This one had advanced in the art magic to a considerable degree, but was still some way from the higher levels. The other was of a similar level in craft, and had been schooled in one of the darker orders. Both died of violence, the magician quite unexpectedly.”

“I need their names, the names of those who killed them and the names of any they recently killed,” said Lady Fleuri flatly.

Jochem’s mouth tightened, but he made no overt protest. “I may not be able to obtain much. Their own names, certainly, their places of birth and their learning. They may not have known the names you seek, and faces are often indistinct. Memory is uncertain even in the living, the more so in times of stress.”

“They knew the killers, if not the killed,” stated Lady Fleuri. “Do all that you can, as soon as you can.”

“That will need me to use more, ah, intrusive methods. I may have your answers in two days, more likely three.”

“Three days, at sunset,” was the reply. Lady Fleuri walked to the door and vanished around a corner of the house. Jochem sighed. He knew that if he went and looked she would have vanished. He did it anyway. Back in the house he looked at the skulls.

“Well, boys, we’re going to become very well acquainted.” He picked up one. “You were a magician, so you liked something a little exotic. For you, pike with Dravish spices, a silver pot, and a garnish of tongue-stabber. For your friend, something from a colder climate. Root vegetables and lamb bones, I think, with some eggplant for the darkish side. Garlic for both, of course. I only have the one large pot, so you will have to take turns. You first, magic-boy.” Jochem left the room for the kitchen, humming absently as he went.

The next evening found Jochem in his cellar. A stockpot steamed gently from a stand next to a raised earthen bed, the dome of the skull rising briefly above the liquid before sinking again with a hiss and a gurgle. The rich smell of a spicy fish stew filled the air but did nothing to lessen the chill. Jochem fussed about with candles until the shadows cast by three triangles set into the floor were to his satisfaction. At last he crossed to the bed, pulled off the thick robe and stepped out of his slippers. A shudder went through his thin frame and goosebumps sprang up on pale flesh.

“This is not the most comfortable of ways to ask questions, you know,” he grumbled to the bobbing skull as he lowered himself gingerly on to the dark soil. Jochem’s body sank into the loam, which shifted until it cupped his head and spread over his torso like an inadequate blanket. “This is too much like my student lodgings to amuse. You’re warm in your bath, and I’m freezing my old body into an early grave. It should be the other way round. Mind you,” he went on in a fair-minded tone, “I suppose there are less comfortable ways, and I think you experienced some. Well, let’s see what you remember.” He dipped a bowl into the broth and sipped slowly, mindful not to burn his tongue, then closed his eyes. It was half an hour before he stirred. He grumbled his way into the robe and slippers, picked up the now luke-warm stockpot and shuffled upstairs, muttering names under his breath.

Lady Fleuri returned as promised on the third day, appearing on the terrace as the setting sun was still glimmering on the water. Jochem looked up from his desk at her rap and hastened to let her in. As before, she wore only a simple linen dress and light sandals, despite the brisk weather. She opened without preamble.

“Do you have the names?”

“I have names, and more besides. First, let us discuss payment for three days of my time, some expensive materials and considerable spiritual wear and tear.”

Lady Fleuri did not frown. Rather, a puzzled expression crossed her face. “Payment? Are you not a valued client of our house?”

“Indeed I am, and one well-compensated previously.”

“We gave you money? Was not our patronage enough?” asked Lady Fleuri.

Jochem was  firm. “Frankly, no. The Patrician is generous with both favour and silver.”

Lady Fleuri stood a moment, then said curtly “Tomorrow at sunset.” She turned and left. Jochem closed the door and returned to the Theosophical Investigations.

Lady Fleuri was true to her word. At sunset she walked in and dropped a bag on the desk. Jochem was not so crass as to examine the contents, and proceeded straight to his findings.

“The magician was one Rudrin, from Kadlus in the southern provinces. He gained his scroll three years past, and had spent much time in the Wild. He is no stranger to death, and most recently helped kill a magician. He did not know the man’s name – there was some dream-like farrago of flying and monstrous ants. He himself died suddenly, in a moment of unguarded elation, struck from behind. He died bewildered, but his fellow here solved the mystery.”

At this Jochem gestured at the two skulls on the desk. One – the hapless Rudrin – wore a wreath of crocus flowers, while two sprigs of rosemary stuck jauntily from the ear-holes of its fellow. Jochem resumed.

“This was the more interesting. Name of Kelve, well-versed in craft, a member of a dark order and a thoroughly devious sort. He had some years of experience in theft, violence, deceit and betrayal. It did not serve him in this instance. He was in a fight to the death shortly before his own demise, involving people with kilts and a fellow in black armour, but met his death at the hands of one of his fellows – another versed in craft and also of a dark order. As ever, those people do more to each other than they do to their supposed enemies. Kelve’s grievance at being the betrayed rather than the betrayer lingers yet.”

Lady Fleuri dismissed this with an impatient wave of the hand. “The name of the killer, and of his fellows, did you get those?”

“I had to delve further back than is usual, and fit together fragments from both into one whole. But the answer is yes. The killer of Kelve was one Jayas, and both Kelve and Rudrin spent their last months with Jayas, a magician named Seira, a buffoonish fellow they both thought of as ‘lamb-chop’ and – the only one they trusted - a soldierly sort named Sarm. The fracas in which they died resulted from a falling out among this group.”

Lady Fleuri absorbed this, absently tapping an arched foot on the floor. “Jayas, Seira, a buffoon, a soldier. I have reason to doubt all four survived, but which? Was there any memory of further deaths?”

“Alas, no. What I glean is not so much memory as the echoes of events. It took much effort to get as much as I have, and I cannot answer that what I have told you is the un-distorted truth.”

“What of places? With these names alone I could search the Four Kingdoms and be no nearer finding them.”

“Birth places usually leave a strong resonance, but Kelve was silent on this and much else. His was a hidden life. For the other, well, the Wild overlays much, but I caught a smell that reminded me of Kaber, and a fondness for the wines of the Duneep. I would look along the road from Kaber to Azbai.”

“That does not offer as much guidance as perhaps you think it does,” said Lady Fleuri acidly. Jochem spread his hands apologetically, then offered two further suggestions. With the aid of a craft-spell a layer of earth was persuaded to shape itself over the bones into the features they had in life. Lady Fleuri approved, and was adept at drawing. When the likenesses were to her satisfaction, Jochem told her that the craft could interrogate any objects closely associated with the four, although details faded over time. This might yield more information on the four she sought.

“If I find something of theirs, likely I have found them,” said Lady Fleuri.

“And what then?”

“Death,” she replied “Death or worse”. She scooped up the portraits and left as unceremoniously as ever.

Alone again, Jochem took time to study the two faces. In life Rudrin would have been a cheerful, open sort, Jochem supposed. The earth had shaped a round face, broad at the cheekbones, a low nose and a wide mouth, now set in shock and surprise. To be expected, Jochem thought; few people anticipate a stab in the back.

Kelve now, well, Kelve was a very different sort. A wide forehead, pointed jaw, narrow eyes. A face made for suspicion, or perhaps suspicion had made the face. Jochem wondered idly if physiognomists had determined cause and effect in this matter. He picked up a skull in each hand and weighed them.

“Shall I put you together or keep you apart? Apart, I think, for you may have company later. Kelve here can go next to that fellow who washed up two months back, while you, Rudrin, can be with the magician who exploded. She will have some advice for you.” 

He departed the room, fingers tapping a tune on Kelve’s dome.

* * * *
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LADY FLEURI SAT AT the window of her apartment in Seimo. The milder climate of the Islands suited her, she found; that it was nearly as distant from the tax authorities as one could be in the Four Kingdoms was also a distinct advantage. Her late husband had been adamant that no single penny of his should go to pay taxes, and it was a tradition she saw no reason to alter. The window was open to a spring air redolent of the herb-covered hillsides above the town. The Lady was reading a page of small print easily, although it was near dusk and the light was poor.

Inquiries were made at towns, villages  and other suitable sites along the Northern Road, starting from Kaber on the 11th of the Month of the Polecat. No conclusive results were obtained until I reached Zyich on the upper Duneep. It is a town often used as a base for ventures in the West Wild. I made inquiries here in a variety of guises, and was able to obtain positive news of Rudrin, Kelve and their associates. In summary:


Rudrin was a member of a band that engaged in ventures into the Wilds, a band that had suffered recent losses and had very mixed fortunes. The leading member was the magician Seyvyar Trist, recalled as a vain and boastful person but well-versed in the art.



Apart from Seyvyar, the band most recently comprised:


The magician Rudrin, young, likeable and earnest;



Kelve, sworn to a northern affiliate of the Companions of the Road. Reserved, steady, made people a little nervous;



His friend ‘Cutlet’ (a nickname), a sergeant in the Brothers in Glory. The words brash, loud, handsy and nuisance came up repeatedly;



Saram, a former soldier with the River Guard. Very strong but a peaceable fellow, easy-going, the best-liked of the band.



Jayas Zrei, a lieutenant of the Holders. He spoke of this as a minor order based in the High Dinau in the eastern hills, and was recalled as joining the band some days before they left on their last foray into the West Wild. No-one had anything much to say of Jayas, good or bad. 





I enclose sketches of all six, drawn from the minds of those who agreed to cooperate. The band left for the West Wild on or around the 3rd day of the Month of the Mouse last year. There has been no news of them in Zyich since.

It is possible that inquiries in Hierrez, Leax and Perry will yield further information. It is also possible that the band left the Wild to the south, in which case I may be able to find traces in Irrense Province. If you wish any of these avenues explored, please remit a further one hundred Azic crowns to cover fees and initial expenses together with instructions. I attach an itemised list of expenses.

Tol Henze, Inquirer

––––––––
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LADY FLEURI PUT THE document aside and glanced at the pictures. Kelve and Rudrin went to one side. Jochem had examined various objects and been able to tell her that the owner of the axe was dead. That must be Saram, pictured as a large man with a friendly smile and an axe. His portrait joined the discard pile and she turned to the expenses. These she scrutinised line by line, hissing through her teeth and marking several claims. That done, she again picked up the pictures and leafed through them. She studied Cutlet’s cheerful vacuous countenance and murmured ‘I would kill him, given the opportunity’. All or some of these three were possibly alive. She intended to change that. 

For now, though, it was dark enough that she could go to dinner. She climbed the stair to the widow’s walk above, studied the sky a moment and then shimmered into owl-shape. A leap, a spread of wide barred wings and she was wheeling above the town. There would be one less spring lamb frolicking in the hills tomorrow.
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3. Second Move in the Game
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Tol Henze, inquirer, felt her purse, shrugged and turned into the street diner anyway. She needed a hot drink and something to eat, for it had been a long and fruitless day. Her hooded cape, damp from rain, went on a hook and she settled herself in a back corner to brood over a mug of hot beer and a stuffed roll. She was, Tol decided, sick of Kaber City. Sick of being poor, and damp, and her talents unappreciated. Her first years as an investigator had been exciting, full of new things to learn and a new side of life to navigate. Then it became routine, and ever more evident that she would never make more than a meagre living. It was that job a month back that had unsettled her, she reckoned.

She went over that job in her mind. A former client, Shefin Skan, had asked her to find out what she could about several people, looking along the highway from Kaber City to Zyich. She had accepted eagerly, the first commission to take her any distance out of the city in three years. It had been a real adventure, even if the per diem was at the low end and the expense allowance less than generous.

Tol’s mind returned to a recurring puzzle. Skan dealt in paint, with a sideline as a rental agent. An odd combination. Her previous commissions from him had involved finding tenants who had skipped out in arrears. What had he to do with a motley group of footloose adventurers? Still, she had gathered the asked-for information and sent in her report. Since then? Nothing. A couple of small jobs, just enough to pay the rent. She had checked on Skan a week back, to find he had left the city, moved his whole business, paint and all, to Leax. The cheese wholesaler on the next floor said he had a lover there. Another oddity. Leax was a small port clinging to the coast of the West Wild. He would not collect rents there, or sell much paint, she supposed.

Tol finished her roll and stood up. This was getting her nowhere, and she had to walk home. A spell for flight was in her book, and often used at the end of the day, or earlier when people would not answer the door. A knock at the window was somehow more compelling, especially when they lived on the fifth floor. Today, three tracing spells had not left her enough ether-access to fly. She pulled the cape about her and set off through the drizzle. She had one foot on the stair to her room when the concierge called out from his cubby. What did the dratted man want now? A letter? It was probably a bill. She took the envelope ungraciously and went up. It was not until the flimsy door closed that she examined it.

Good thick paper, her name and address in a firm hand, the lettering careful, as if the writer was not used to the script. She turned it over; sealed with black wax, no impress. Out of habit Tol checked for poisons or hostile spells. From time to time someone resented an inquiry enough to take measures to discourage the enquirer. Nothing obvious, so she opened it. Three slips of paper.

Tol looked at the bank draft first. One hundred and sixty-two crowns. A welcome amount. Next was a single sheet giving a box number at the Seimo branch of Green Sea Mercantile. The third was another sheet, with two terse lines in that same foreign hand.


Look from Zyich to Ilkina and find all those named in your last report. Advance and expenses enclosed. Receipts required. Report from Irrense to enclosed address. 



It was signed with a looping ‘F’.

Tol read it again. This must relate to her commission for Skan, although ‘F’ was unknown to her. She was to follow up. Leave Kaber City for at least a month, more probably two. She looked around the rented room. A thin hard bed, a wardrobe that leaned a little to one side, so that the door stuck. A carpet so thin the lines of the floorboards showed through. A small table that wobbled. A chair that also wobbled. A washroom down the hall just as bleak. The only virtue she could give it was it was clean, although the landlord’s dust-weasel shambled rather than scurried, with small tooth-tightening squeaks. What was there to miss?. A loud step outside and a wobble of the table gave her a small push, but it was really no choice at all. Stay here and find lost dogs and delinquent tenants or delve into a major mystery with travel thrown in? It might be an irresponsible jump, but she was taking it. The next day she pushed a note under the landlord’s door – ‘I have left’, and she was down the stairs and out into the streets of Kaber Old Town. The coaching inn for the south road was only half an hour’s walk from the bank.
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