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      High Wizard Vey levitated the giant cauldron into the centre of the room, careful not to spill the boiling water inside it onto the floor. Flicking his shoulder-length black hair out of his eyes, he set it down and pulled out a handful of strange plants from the pockets of his sapphire-coloured robes.

      As he sorted through them and separated them out into specific piles, Thordric, who was watching from behind, frowned slightly. He was quite the potion maker himself and so knew some highly unusual plants, but he had never seen any of these ones before. One in particular he wasn’t even sure was a plant; it looked as though it had been carved out of stone.

      Vey smiled as he saw Thordric staring. ‘It’s been petrified,’ he said, handing the plant to him so he could have a closer look. ‘It’s like a fossil, though I had to use magic to speed up the process. It has to be like that for the potion to work.’ He laughed and shook his head. ‘Honestly, you should have seen the time I used it fresh. It turned my hair and beard into feathers.’

      Usually Thordric would have laughed too, but today all he managed was a weak smile. Vey raised his eyebrow.

      ‘So, what exactly is this potion supposed to do? When you’ve got it right, I mean?’ Thordric said, avoiding Vey’s gaze.

      Vey had been instructing him for three years now, ever since Thordric had become the youngest member of the Wizard Council at only fifteen. That was after Thordric had solved the mystery of the previous High Wizard’s death and Vey had taken his place.

      The Wizard Council had been very different back then, not just in the products it produced but also its policies and prejudices too. Only full wizards, which meant those who had been born from a family with no previous wizards in them, could become members of the council. Half-wizards like Thordric and, unknown to everyone at the time, Vey, had been looked down upon as having weak and dangerous magic. No one trusted them and as Thordric had discovered, the previous High Wizard had wanted them all stamped out for good.

      Vey grinned, the movement making his short, tufted beard part down the middle. ‘It’s supposed to create a feeling of weightlessness. I began developing it for mother, actually, since she’s starting to get arthritis. I thought it would help her move around more easily. If it works for her, I may even put it on our product line so that all older people can use it.’

      Thordric blinked. He had never thought of Lizzie, Vey’s mother, as old. She had been the one who had first taught him how to control his magic, though she had no magic herself.

      That was one of the unsolved mysteries of magic; there had never been a single woman who had been born with it in all the history of the land. Thordric thought that was a terrible shame, for Lizzie would have made a wonderful job of it.

      ‘But Lizzie’s not old enough to get arthritis,’ he objected.

      ‘Mother is very deceptive in her looks, Thordric. I assure you she is no less than sixty. But arthritis does run in our family. It doesn’t affect solely the elderly though; my grandmother developed it at the age of thirty-five.’

      By this time, Vey had carefully cut up the important parts of each plant and placed them into the cauldron, creating a greenish mixture which stood bubbling away quite pleasantly. A light blue steam began to rise from it as Vey stirred alternately clockwise and counterclockwise. That was the trick to potions. They all had such strict ways of stirring that Thordric thought he would never master some of the more advanced ones. Then again, as Vey always reminded him, he had never believed he would be able to master any of his magic.

      ‘It should be done in a moment,’ Vey said after about twenty minutes. ‘Would you help me drain it?’

      Only the liquid part of a potion was ever used, sort of like making tea, so all the bits of plant had to be sieved out before it was drinkable.

      Thordric picked up a large, round mat of weaved rushes and put it over the cauldron. Then he found a large cooking pot and levitated it across the room so that it stood next to the cauldron, ready for the liquid to be poured into it.

      ‘Right,’ Vey said, his brow sweating slightly from the steam. ‘You tip and I’ll make sure the mat stays in place.’

      Without touching it, Thordric tipped the cauldron gently over while Vey stuck the mat to it like a lid with his magic. The liquid, now blue like the steam, came pouring out and into the cooking pot. Once it was done, Vey fetched two goblets and filled them both with the potion.

      ‘Care to have a taste?’ he said, offering a goblet to Thordric.

      Thordric eyed the goblet warily, remembering what Vey had said about ending up with feathers instead of hair, but quickly put it out of his mind. Vey had been working on this potion for three weeks now, nothing like that should happen again. He took the goblet and drank it all in one gulp, feeling as if he had swallowed an entire stagnant pond.

      ‘Why is it that all good potions taste so awful?’ he complained, realising that his body really did feel lighter. It was so light, in fact, that the breeze from the open window was pushing him back slightly.

      Vey tugged at his beard as he too found himself being pushed back by the gentle breeze. ‘Hmm, I suppose I’ll have to work on it a bit more. It won’t do any good to have people being blown away by a simple puff of wind.’

      He went to tip the potion away, but then Thordric called out to him.

      ‘Wait, Vey. It seems to be settling down now. The feeling is still there, but I’m not being pushed back. It needs a few minutes to work properly, that’s all.’

      Vey realised it was true, his muscles relaxing with relief. ‘Would you like to come with me to mother’s and see what she thinks of it?’ he asked.

      Thordric thought of Lizzie being pushed around her garden by the wind. He couldn’t resist.

      

      Lizzie was in a dreadful mood when they arrived, having just caught her skirt on a rosebush she had been pruning.

      ‘Well, now that you’re both here, I suppose you want supper,’ she said, hardly sparing them a glance as she looked at the large tear on her skirt.

      ‘Actually, we were here to—’

      Thordric nudged Vey in the ribs. Though Vey was her son, he had run away when he was only sixteen and not seen her again for over ten years. He struggled to read her moods still, but Thordric knew her better. Lizzie liked company when she was in a bad mood and, what’s more, she knew that they could mend her skirt in moments if she asked them to. Thordric thought he would offer first.

      ‘I’ll fix your skirt for you if you like,’ he said. She beamed at him.

      Thordric ran his hand down the soft fabric, feeling the tear and picturing it weaving itself back together, even stronger than it had been before. He was good at this sort of magic, for it was this kind that Lizzie had first set him to learning; fixing an old, battered kettle that was now whistling away merrily on the stove. He felt like patting it affectionately but thought better of it.

      Standing up, with Lizzie’s skirt in one piece again, he saw Vey tipping the potion into a glass behind Lizzie’s back. He sighed. Vey really lacked tact.

      ‘I know what you’re up to, Eric,’ she said sharply, turning to Vey. Thordric laughed inwardly at her use of Vey’s real name. No matter how much he heard it, he couldn’t get used to it.

      ‘At least let me have some cake ready so that I can deal with whatever foul taste that one has,’ she continued, pulling a face. ‘The last two left me feeling something dreadful.’

      Vey put the glass he had been about to offer her down somewhat guiltily. Lizzie waved her hand at the table and told them to sit down while she cut them all some cake and poured the tea.

      Thordric noticed sadly that Vey was right; her movements were so stiff and laboured that he thought arthritis could be the only cause.

      ‘Lizzie,’ he said, taking a gulp of tea. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you had arthritis?’

      ‘Arthritis? Is that what Eric’s been telling you?’ she said, casting a nasty glance in Vey’s direction. Vey paled visibly.

      ‘Mother, you know it’s arthritis. There’s no shame in it,’ he said quietly.

      Lizzie snorted as she took a seat. ‘If it was arthritis, then it would be consistent. I only get like this every other day. Unfortunately, you had to see me on one of them.’

      ‘Then what’s causing it?’ Thordric said, now taking a large lump of cake.

      ‘I’m not really sure, boy. It started about five weeks ago after I went to visit my dear sister-in-law. I admit it was a long journey, but I wouldn’t have thought it would have caused any lasting damage.’ She tightened her bun of hair, making her look rather like a stern schoolteacher, and turned her attention back to Vey. ‘Well, I suppose I had better drink whatever it is you’ve got for me this time.’

      Vey handed her the glass and she looked at the potion critically, sniffing it before she even thought of drinking. ‘At least it has a pleasant aroma,’ she said, and drank it in a single go as Thordric had.

      Vey and Thordric watched her closely. She looked back at them and ate a hasty slice of cake.

      ‘Well?’ Vey said after a moment. ‘How do you feel?’

      ‘I feel as though a good gust of wind would blow me away,’ she said and, glancing at her open window as it got further and further away, added, ‘and I do believe it is.’

      Thordric caught hold of her chair to stop it moving back any further. ‘That part wears off in a moment,’ he said, hoping that it still would. Vey gave her an encouraging look, and Thordric noticed he was sweating again.

      Lizzie sipped her tea, then stood up. ‘You’re right,’ she said, doing a girlish twirl. ‘I must say, Eric, it’s certainly done the job this time.’

      She walked around the room, her usual light and graceful movement returning more by the moment. ‘Honestly, I feel so light that I could dance on water. Though,’ she added darkly, ‘I would do something about the taste before you start selling it to the public. Perhaps a dash of mint would do the trick. I have some growing in the garden, you know.’

      Thordric caught the hint and got up to pick some while Vey groaned.

      There was a small patch of it outside the back door. He picked half and took it in. Lizzie and Vey’s conversation switched off quickly as he entered the room.

      ‘Vey was telling me that you seem a bit down of late, boy,’ Lizzie said, thrusting yet another slice of cake in his direction. ‘Would you care to tell me why?’

      Thordric didn’t care to, but it would do no good not to say. ‘I…’ he began, but his throat had grown dry. He felt so terribly guilty about it all.

      Taking another gulp of tea, he started again. ‘I’ve been part of the council for three years now and I’ve learnt a lot thanks to both of you,’ he said, his palms growing hot. ‘But I feel as though I haven’t done anything useful yet. Everyone is working on something except for me.’

      ‘That’s not true,’ Vey said, frowning at him. ‘What about that potion you made that stops bleeding? I know you haven’t finished it yet, but it’s almost there.’

      ‘That was an accident,’ Thordric said, looking down. ‘I was trying to develop a new fertiliser for the trees in the council garden, but I knocked over two of the batches I’d made, and they mixed together in a sticky mess. That potion was the result.’

      Vey couldn’t help but smile, but his face dropped as Thordric glared at him. ‘Well,’ he said, gulping slightly, ‘you’ve got to find something that you truly care about. Everything the council does now is a direct result of wanting to make things better for everyone. Like this potion. I would never have made it if I hadn’t wanted to help mother out, yet now I have something that will help many more people.’

      ‘So, I should think of something that I want to change for the better?’ Thordric asked.

      Vey nodded. ‘Just because I’m teaching you doesn’t mean that you’re not free to pursue something of your own. All I want to do is help you when you have need of it.’

      ‘My, my, Eric, how awfully grown up of you,’ Lizzie said to Vey slyly. She turned to Thordric. ‘He’s right, boy. It’s up to you to find what it is you want to do, but whatever it is, you’ll have our support all the way.’
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      The station house was insufferably warm as Thordric made his way to Inspector Jimmson’s office. As he passed, the constables, busy working at their desks, dipped their heads to him respectfully. No matter how much time passed, he still found it strange to think that he no longer had to run the inspector’s errands now that he was part of the Wizard Council instead of a lowly runner at the station.

      It had been nearly three years since Jimmson had married Thordric’s mother, but despite that and his new twin baby sisters, Thordric couldn’t help but think of him as an inspector first and his stepfather second.

      He reached the door and knocked politely before going in. The inspector was sitting in his chair, facing away, and he appeared to be making strange cooing sounds. Thordric raised an eyebrow and coughed.

      The inspector turned around quickly, his arms held protectively over Thordric’s baby sisters, frowning so much that his eyebrows met in the middle. However, that wasn’t what made Thordric snort the most. Inspector Jimmson was known for having a large, emotionally responsive moustache. On this occasion, however, it appeared to be half missing.

      ‘Now, there’s no need to laugh, boy,’ the inspector said, anxiously glancing at the windows to see if any of the constables were looking in. They weren’t. ‘You should have seen the trouble I went through this morning trying to get in without anyone noticing.’

      Thordric snorted again and his sisters gurgled at him happily. ‘What happened?’ he asked, taking Elle, the slightly bigger of the two. Her sister, Mae, scowled at her and dribbled over the inspector’s hand.

      ‘Look in her hand,’ the inspector replied, gesturing to Elle.

      Thordric looked down at Elle’s tightly clenched pudgy fist and gently prized it open. Inside was a handful of stiff brown hairs, matching the inspector’s moustache. Thordric laughed and the inspector shushed him impatiently.

      ‘Well, boy,’ he said. ‘Can you grow it back again?’

      ‘Of course I can,’ Thordric said. ‘I did it before, didn’t I?’

      He handed Elle back to the inspector and looked at his moustache, picturing the hair growing back while willing it to do so. It started growing almost immediately, catching up with the other side. Before it could get too long, however, Thordric stopped it. He pulled a mirror out of his pocket and held it up for the inspector to see. The inspector turned his head from side to side, looking at his moustache from all angles. Satisfied, he let out a large sigh which caused Elle and Mae to gurgle at him.

      ‘Thank you, boy. Now I can stop hiding from everyone. You, er, won’t tell anyone about this, will you?’ he said, bobbing the twins up and down on his knees. Elle, spotting the new hair growth, was already reaching up to grab it again but she couldn’t quite get it. Instead, she made herself content with teething on the inspector’s tie. Mae saw her and started chewing the other side.

      ‘I won’t say a word, not even to mother,’ Thordric promised. ‘I suppose she’s working today, seeing as you have the girls?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes, she’s in the morgue now. Two unexplained deaths came in this morning needing post-mortem examinations if I recall. Honestly, I can’t fathom how she does it. And to think she uses those same hands to make dinner of an evening.’ The inspector shook his head, turning a little pale.

      ‘You get used to it after a while,’ Thordric lied.

      

      His mother had her hands buried in the latest poor soul’s chest when he entered the morgue.

      ‘Thordric, what a pleasant surprise. Has Vey given you some time off?’ she said, wiping her hands on her apron and passing him a mug of tea. He took it, carefully avoiding the part that she had touched and took a sip. It tasted of blueberries and chocolate, a new blend made by the Wizard Council, if he was not mistaken.

      ‘I suppose you could put it that way. He told me to find something I’m passionate about, but I can’t think of anything.’

      ‘Well, what is it for?’ she asked, her hands back in her victim. Thordric averted his eyes.

      ‘I said I wanted something useful to do,’ he said.

      ‘Useful in what way?’ she said. Alarmingly, she picked up some type of saw and began hacking at the body with it. Thordric looked desperately into his teacup, trying to ignore the sound of metal grinding on bone.

      ‘That’s just it, I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘Vey keeps coming up with potions to help with different ailments, Wizard Batsu has developed a new type of plant that disperses bad odours and refreshes everything with its scent and Wizard Myak is the one who is developing all these new tea blends that give different benefits depending on the flavour. I don’t know how to compete with that.’

      ‘Then don’t,’ his mother said, shrugging as she put down the saw and looked critically at what she’d done. ‘Listen, Thordric. You and Vey have been working together trying to make the council a better place than it was when Kalljard was there. Why don’t you use your passion for that to help you figure out what to do?’ she said.

      Thordric stared at her without blinking. ‘Mother, you’re a genius!’ he said, getting up and splashing tea down his front.

      ‘I’m glad you think so,’ she replied, now picking up a dangerously sharp metal instrument and plunging it deep into the body. Thordric suddenly felt the need to stretch his legs.

      ‘There’s a cloth over there that you can dry yourself off with on your way out,’ she added, without looking up.

      Thordric took it and hurriedly left the room.

      

      He walked back to the Wizard Council’s turquoise, crescent-moon-shaped building, striding straight past the giant main doors and around to the back, where a single small door was set into the wall. He pulled a silver key from his pocket, emblazoned with the new Council emblem: a book and potion bottle in front of a silver half-moon.

      That had been Thordric’s idea, his way of letting people see that the council had changed. The book and potion bottle had been the old symbol, but he had added the silver half-moon as a tribute to Vey’s father, whose methods they now used to train young wizards, including half-wizards.

      He unlocked the door and went in, passing the dormitories of the lower-level wizards and making his way up to Vey’s room at the very top of the building. Vey opened the door before he could even knock and beckoned him in.

      ‘So,’ he said, handing Thordric a plate of cold meat and fruits. Thordric took it gladly, realising that he had missed dinner in the serving halls. ‘What was it that my dear Uncle wanted?’

      The inspector, as well as being Thordric’s stepfather, was also Lizzie’s brother, therefore making he and Vey like cousins. Thordric had always been comfortable with that arrangement, for Vey and Lizzie had been like family ever since he had known them. He thought Vey rather liked it too, after not having much of a family for so long.

      ‘He had a bit of trouble with his moustache,’ he replied. ‘One of the twins had pulled half of it out.’

      Vey laughed. ‘I think your sisters are going to be very lively as they get older.’

      ‘They’re lively now,’ Thordric said with a grin. ‘Mother seems to be able to handle them well, though.’

      He ate everything on his plate, absently levitating a large crystal ball between himself and Vey in an unusual game of catch. When he had finished, Vey looked at him seriously. ‘Have you given any thought to what I said earlier?’ he said. ‘I feel awful when you get all gloomy like that.’

      To his surprise, Thordric smiled. ‘Actually, I have. There’s a lot of wizards who refused to be part of the council before you took over, aren’t there?’

      ‘You mean the Wanderers?’ Vey asked, interested.

      ‘The very same. I thought I would find them and let them know what happened. I could also find other half-wizards and tell them about our training.’

      Vey sat back in his chair, tugging at his beard again. Thordric wondered how he hadn’t pulled it out by now. ‘It’s not quite what I was thinking, but it’s definitely a worthy cause. We’ve got a few records of them somewhere; nothing detailed mind, but I think they mention the location they were last at.’

      ‘Kalljard kept records of them?’ Thordric asked.

      ‘Of course he did. You know as well as I what a suspicious man he was. I think being High Wizard for nearly a thousand years went to his head.’

      Thordric had to agree; Kalljard had certainly been a nasty piece of work.

      ‘Come with me, I believe the records are now in the library,’ Vey said, getting up. ‘I need your help down there, sometime,’ he added. ‘You’ve worked with Father’s books more than I have; I’m afraid I don’t know which section to put them in.’

      

      The library was bathed in a warm red glow from the floating fires along the walls. Thordric had wondered whether it was safe to have fires like that around the books at first, but Vey had assured him that they wouldn’t actually burn anything.

      ‘Now, let’s see, where would it be?’ Vey said, scanning the shelves for the section names.

      ‘Maybe under Distant Towns?’ Thordric hastened a guess. If, as their name suggested, they really did wander, then he supposed they wouldn’t still be anywhere near Jard Town. He went over to the travelling section, finding the Distant Towns subsection a short way in. There, in front of him, was a thin, velvet-covered folder with a black label attached to it, with the word ‘Wanderers’ written on it in red ink. Snatching it up, he took it back to Vey.

      ‘Ah, you found it,’ he said as Thordric handed it to him. He put it on a table, carefully unwrapping the velvet cloth to reveal the leather-bound folder underneath. Opening it, among a great cloud of dust, they found a map and a few names written in faded ink on a small piece of paper.

      ‘Now,’ Vey continued, unfolding the map, and spreading it full out on the table. ‘As you know, all the wizards of the council and the Wizard Council Training Facility live here in town.’ He pointed to a dot on the map labelled Jard Town. ‘No Wanderers would have dared to stay here in case they were caught, so…’

      They both scanned the map. In the top right corner, in a place called Neathin Valley, was a cluster of red dots, much like ants. He counted seven.

      Thordric counted the list of names; there were also seven. ‘They must be here, look,’ he told Vey, showing him the names and dots.

      ‘Neathin Valley? I’ve never been there for myself, but I’ve heard some strange rumours about the place. I’m sure my father’s sister used to live there.’

      ‘Didn’t Lizzie say that she visited her sister-in-law fairly recently? Perhaps I could ask her about it,’ Thordric said, rather excitedly.

      ‘Yes, if my aunt still lives there.’ Vey looked at the large clock in the room, its pendulum floating rather than swinging. ‘Let’s go back to my chambers. It’s not altogether safe to be here after hours, not even for me. Wizard Callus will be furious if he catches anyone lingering here with his precious books still out of place, High Wizard or not.’

      Thordric agreed heartily. He had once had the misfortune to spill ink over a book he had borrowed. The word ‘imbecile’ that Wizard Callus had magically stamped all over his body hadn’t come off for six weeks.

      Once they were safely in Vey’s chambers, they spread the map out again on the floor. ‘So, how do I get there?’ Thordric asked, looking at the distance between Jard Town and Neathin Valley. It was nearly two thousand miles. ‘I can’t take a carriage all that way.’

      ‘Of course not,’ Vey laughed. ‘You’ll have to travel by floating ship.’

      ‘You mean the floating Ships of Kal?’ Thordric gasped. He knew that the late High Wizard Kalljard had created them over five hundred years ago, but he had never even set eyes on one before.

      ‘The very same,’ Vey said. ‘Kalljard had very few good ideas, but those ships were definitely one of them.’

      ‘But I thought that boarding one cost over a year’s worth of wages?’

      ‘It did,’ Vey said. ‘Until I found out how they really work. You see, everyone thought that the magic used on them was terribly advanced and took a lot of energy, so a large fee was at least somewhat acceptable. However, not long after Kalljard…departed, I had a chance to go on one.’

      ‘And?’ Thordric asked, fascinated.

      ‘It was nothing more than a compound of minerals and herbs, rather like a potion, in fact, used as fuel. I was terribly disappointed to find out that all of the ingredients were as easy to obtain as the ones we use in our simple potions.’

      ‘How much is it now?’ Thordric asked.

      ‘Six coins each way, including cabins and food. Of course, you won’t have to pay anything seeing as you’re going on official business,’ he said smugly. ‘Now, get to bed and we’ll discuss it all in the morning.’
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      Thordric rose early that morning, far too early to see Vey, who never awoke until breakfast was ready. Instead, he thought about his travelling plans and realised that he had no way of communicating with Vey or Lizzie while he was away. What if something didn’t quite go to plan? He could get lost or the Wanderers might reject him, or worse…

      There must be something he could use to send messages back and forth. He had heard of a number of stones that had powerful connective powers, but he had never been much good at using rocks and minerals. Plants were more his style, but was it possible to use one to communicate?

      He thought back to when he had helped Lizzie in the garden last. She had said something about being able to separate a single plant into two or more parts if it was starting to get too big. Perhaps if he found the right plant, the separated pieces could still be linked together. All he would have to do would be to make it possible for his voice to travel from one piece to the other. That way, he could give one each to Vey and Lizzie and keep another for himself.

      Searching through his rather limited collection of books, he found a small, neatly handwritten one. It was an encyclopaedia of plants, written by Vey’s father and though it had been a while since he’d read it, Thordric was sure that there had been something about a plant which aided communication.

      He flicked through it, glancing past the neat hand-drawn pictures showing what the plants looked like and listing their rarity and uses. It wasn’t Big Man’s Nose, it definitely wasn’t Winsome Sunbeam, nor Hedra Laxa, Ratel Arba, Glorious Poom…

      The list went on, but still he couldn’t find it. He was sure it had been here somewhere.

      Wait. Near the back, a page had been torn out. He could see that whoever had taken it had been somewhat hasty, as the remaining part was so jagged that it looked like a set of teeth.

      He shut the book with an aggressive snap and went up to see if Vey was awake yet. If someone was stealing, it should be reported. Of all things, it had to be the page that he needed…

      Once up the spiral stairs to Vey’s tower room, he knocked on the door, far harder than he was intending. There was a loud, rather startled shout from inside and the heavy sound of footsteps.

      ‘Hello?’ Vey said, his head appearing around the door. His dark hair and beard were a mess, and his eyes were squinted from the light. ‘Oh, Thordric, it’s you.’

      He opened the door a bit more and let Thordric in. Thordric noticed with amusement that not only was Vey wearing husky pink night robes, he was also sporting acid-green socks. Thordric had always felt sleeping with socks on was a most curious habit and would have said so if he’d not still been angry.

      ‘Would you like some tea?’ Vey asked, offering a cup he had just summoned from the kitchens.

      ‘Thank you,’ Thordric said, taking it. Tea would be good, particularly if it was the blend which calmed the drinker down after a single sip. He didn’t want to take his anger out on Vey, particularly when he was in such a sleepy state, for he would simply go back to bed and zoom Thordric’s chair out of the room.

      ‘What is it you woke me up for?’ Vey said, after Thordric had drunk some. He was awake enough to notice Thordric’s mood and had poured him an extra cup in case the first was not enough.

      Immediately Thordric felt better, but the question now made him feel guilty for not waiting until later in the day. ‘A page from one of my books has been torn out,’ he said quietly.

      Vey frowned, tugging at his beard again and noticing that it had somehow become tangled with his hair. ‘Which book was it? One of Father’s?’

      ‘Yes, it was the plant encyclopaedia. I was looking for a particular plant, but when I went to look for it, the page was gone.’

      To his surprise, Vey started chuckling and went over to his drawers. He opened the first one and pulled out a sheet of paper, with jagged edges on one side. ‘Is this it?’ he asked.

      Thordric took it and looked. It was.

      ‘And I thought I had a bad memory,’ Vey continued, still chuckling. ‘You gave that to me weeks ago to look at, something about using it in a potion to create psychic ability.’

      Thordric felt rather silly. He did remember.

      ‘I, er…thanks,’ he said.

      ‘So,’ Vey said, curious now. ‘What did you want it for this time? It must have been something exciting if you were looking for it this early.’

      Thordric winced as a fresh layer of guilt fell onto him. Nevertheless, he explained his idea. Vey listened, occasionally nodding, though mostly trying to untangle his beard.

      ‘Let me see if I’ve understood you,’ he said, finally getting the last of his hair free from his beard. ‘You want to divide a single plant into three, keeping it alive, so that each person who has one is linked with the other two?’

      ‘Yes,’ Thordric replied.

      ‘Then, you might be onto something there. Take a look at this,’ Vey said, digging around in his drawer again. ‘Ah, here it is.’

      He pulled out a wad of notes, transcribed in the same writing as Thordric’s book. Vey’s father had written them, then. ‘This is…!’ he began, scanning the first page. ‘It’s almost exactly what I had in mind, though I admit I wasn’t sure how to make voices carry across.’

      ‘You want to work on it?’ Vey said, smiling as he saw Thordric’s excitement.

      ‘Of course. With this, I’ll be able to speak to you when I’m in Neathin Valley.’ Thordric’s grin was so large that he was positively beaming.

      ‘Good. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going back to bed. Never did me any good getting up early…’

      Thordric left him to it.

      

      The plant Thordric needed was called Tenro Aqus and, despite having magical properties, was generally used as a table flower in cafe’s and sometimes at home. But Thordric needed more than just the flowers, he needed the roots. If he didn’t separate the plant at the roots, then it wouldn’t work.

      The only place where he knew they grew wild in town was the graveyard.

      With a sigh, Thordric dressed himself in his official robes and, after a hurried breakfast, made his way there.

      There was a fog that morning, but with it came a crisp freshness that Thordric found rather soothing. Unfortunately, the fog was so thick that he missed the graveyard entrance twice and had to keep circling back.

      When he finally got there, he had to push the fog away from the graves with one of his spells, for the Tenro Aqus only grew by two of them. He found them quickly, greeted by a clump of luminous blue flowers, each one no bigger than his thumb. Only then did it dawn on him that he had forgotten to bring a spade.

      Never mind; the groundkeeper would have one.

      Putting up a red marker so that he could find the Tenro Aqus again without having to shift the fog, he made his way to the groundkeeper’s shed. He found it locked, but with a trick he had learnt from Vey, summoned a spade from within. It didn’t go quite as he’d planned, however, for instead of it simply appearing in his hand, it levitated itself through the window with such a crash that several birds took to flight.

      Thordric winced but put the thought aside. He could fix it later. For now, he had a plant to dig up.

      

      It was nearing midday by the time that Thordric got back to his chambers, carrying a large clump of Tenro Aqus, and covered in earth. He had never thought that a plant could put up such a fight when trying to be dug up. No sooner had he put the spade in the ground than the plant disappeared and popped up again a few metres away, waving its blue flowers at him almost mockingly.
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