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Part One.


	 


	Chapter 1.


	



Sated, after an hour-long writhing under his ministrations, she watched him walk away from her, his lust satisfied … ‘For the moment’, she thought to herself as he was as insatiable as a stallion around a mare in heat. 


	As Nightstar’s rays shone down on his lithe and muscular form she wondered which one he would take next, as he strolled over to the others where they lay on the stream’s grassy bank satisfying their carnal lust in their own fashion. 


	Turning her gaze away from the erotic trio, she rose up and waded into the stream and turned towards the flood, sighing as the water coursed between her thighs as she urinated. She moved on to midstream, the water cooling her intimacies where earlier constant friction had caused her indescribable joy, and there she washed herself. 


	As the cooling current passed her navel she took a deep breath and dived deep, swirling with the current’s pull. She looked about her as she glided with the flow. The rays from above lit up the stream bed, and she watched fish dart here and there. 


	Her skin sensed movement behind her and gentle hands ran over her body, causing her to cease her motion as the sensation commanded, which was to be short-lived as something crossed her vision in a downward movement and gripped her throat tightly.


	 She tried to free herself, arms and legs thrashing and as she tried, and with vision blurred, slowly but surely, her watery surrounds changed to blackness.  


	*


	They were unaware of their audience, two eyes glistening as they watched the naked forms.


	His movements became intense, she moaned, groaned, hissed and whimpered beneath his loving onslaught, and his flesh pressed more eagerly against hers as if in desperation, as if trying to prove something, maybe his love for her or lust for her body. 


	Between cries; sounds tainted with insatiable lust, she turned her head to him and muttered something. 


	The clouds hid the man’s actions as he reached forward after which the pleading tones changed to multiple, sharp unintelligible squeals, as two humans groped for achievement, bodies moving in steady unison, and on attaining it they cried out in unison.


	He rose up quickly, gathered his neatly folded clothing and dressed. He hurried over to his saddled mount and rode off, urging the horse on unaware of the figure moving stealthily towards the supine woman, as she lay amongst the hay, still lost in ecstasy.


	*


	The boy and his brother had intended bringing home fish for the midday meal. While one held a flaming torch to attract the fish they the other cast the net. Their boat rocked as they pulled it in, and they thought their catch would be a big one, but instead of a large pike or a shoal it turned out to be the body of a young woman they pulled to the surface. Her naked body shone white in the moonlight tangled in the net and the boys eyed her in naïve curiosity, gasping in horror as they saw the deep red marks around her throat.


	***


	She walked naked across the field, her plain cotton dress over her arm, hand in hand next to her lover who was wearing his shirt and nothing else as he led the horse-drawn cart. His breeches were rolled up with his shoes, fastened securely by his belt and lay with the rest of her things on the driver’s seat. They had already pleasured themselves on top the sacking on the back of the cart and were now intent on having a ‘roll in the hay’ which they were sent to collect. 


	As they neared the haystack, near to the road, they noticed that someone had been playing their games around the haystack and had not bothered to keep it tidy as someone had left a small mound by the main stack. 


	After they loaded the last fork-full onto the cart her lover came from behind and pulled her to him. 


	She went down with him on all fours, she rested her head on her arms as he squatted behind her. She gathered hay to make a pillow and in doing so, her hand rested on something soft and she recognised the shape of a human foot. 


	She rose up, gasping, cleared away the hay and saw a naked calf, then thigh. On clearing away the rest of the hay they found a naked woman lying on her stomach, spread-eagled, her mouth and eyes wide-open - the mouth silent and the eyes blind in death.


	 


	The Detective.


	They call me Alchemist, and I’m a traveller to boot, one of many gifted people entrusted with memories.


	These I collected from all over the country. In my case it was memories saved and cherished by the healing profession over the centuries. 


	As an alchemist I bring my self-made wares, and products of others, to healers and inform them of their usage. I explain clearly, and precisely, as some people, even though well-schooled, do not have a memory comparable to mine. Once I see or hear something, I never forget it; in fact I couldn’t even if I tried.


	My home is on four wheels, hence the term traveller. 


	It is a brightly-painted wooden caravan, in blue, red, green and white, with a round roof, pulled by two reliable work-horses standing head-high to me at the shoulder, horses I’d had since their birth. 


	I have another horse for riding, a gelding with a white face, and a neck covered in small brown patches that grow in size along its shoulders and back, changing to pure dark brown at the rump.


	I am not only a dealer in medicines, I am also a healer of the mind, and I traverse the coast of one the many islands on our world. It takes me approximately the whole four seasons to do so. I try to be in the farthermost regions in the warm seasons when no snow falls and in the cooler seasons I prefer to be in the warmer climes where snow is non-existent, making travelling easier. It was not the same for all travellers, the news carriers for instance. They were travellers like me with memories to match, and had to traverse the main continent on horseback, sometimes travelling its whole length, suffering extreme temperatures, through biting winds, sometimes scoured with sand and other times coated in ice and snow. 


	They would stop at every village, small and medium town, and the industrial cities, where metal was produced for cartwheels, and would be treated as heroes. 


	They saw starvation in the lean years, suffering during a pestilence or an influenza epidemic. They were hardened men and women, and some of them died lonely and alone after some mishap far away on a mountain side or in the middle of a pitiless arid desert; but their number was greater than mine. 


	I was the only one in my trade on our continent, an island, which was smaller than the others. 


	I am still seeking some youth or maiden with long memory, someone willing to dedicate their life to healing the sick, making medicines and finding new ones; someone who will take my place when I pass onto retirement at the beginning of the winter of my years.


	I was, like all others in high profession, also an officer of the law. Sometimes people would be disagreeable and injuries would occur. It was I who had to hear the charges and decide the punishment, usually manual labour for long hours in inclement conditions, be it man, woman or adolescent. At the moment, I had an unpleasant task, unpleasant because it was to do with murder. Somebody had strangled young women to death, and curious enough it had happened in the town I was heading for, this time in a hurry. 


	The news gatherer in the last town who had informed me of this also stated in confidence that there seemed to be no immediate pattern to the murders as one was a local entertainer, a singer with the voice of a songbird – not one from the travelling groups – and a woman who designed clothes in the town. She was coupled with a maker of clothes, as was the manner of things. As for a pattern to the murders, I would be seeking something else; a motive, a reason for the murders.


	The town itself was a small industrial one; it produced woollen cloth, glass and leather garments and certain metal objects. The raw materials, like wooden planking, metal or leather, came from other towns while several farms kept the town supplied with dairy produce and raw wool. 


	It even had a glass-blower, a traveller who had decided to stay and live out his retirement, and had taught one of the medicos how to grind glass for eye-glasses. He in turn used this process for the preparing of lenses used in telescopes to study the heavens.


	I was, like most travellers, a single man, in spite of the fact that the world was short of men, where monogamy was considered selfish, and where families consisted of more than three wives; some as many as ten in the large farming communities. I was, however, not childless, I had progeny in several towns and cities; fifteen sons and thirty-six daughters with several dozen on the way. I visited them every time I came to their adoptive home. I left my seed in at least one surrogate mother in every place I visited, as was the duty of every single man, and I more so in the hope that my long memory ability would be passed on.




	 


	 


	Chapter 2.


	 


	 I arrive.


	As I walked with my horses, for I seldom rode in the caravan; my boots and breeches spattered with mud and my two day-old shirt sweat-stained and hands grimy, I was met on the outskirts by a male collector of songs, one of the easier occupations. 


	He was known to me, and being a singer himself and not a musician, he was one of the permanent entertainers in the town and not a traveller. He was clothed in riding boots, breeches and a leather riding coat that hung over his steed’s haunches as the morning air still had a bite to it. 


	He halted in front of me, his roan mare expelling fog from her nostrils.


	He reached down from his steed and we shook hands. “Respect, travelling alchemist, the town song-collector welcomes you once more.”


	“I see you my friend, singer of songs and I greet you.” 


	His features altered as he spoke, “I must assume you are here to investigate the unfortunate passing of two of our people.”


	He asked me if I knew of the crimes which I knew to be callous murder, after confiding with the messenger who had seen the deceased at close hand, and I assured him it was the reason I had arrived a day early and told him in a discrete manner, “I came as soon as I heard of the mishaps brought upon your community, and offer my help in uncovering the truth in the matter.”


	He smiled at my choice of words, “Will you sup with my family this midday, traveller.”


	It would not have been bad manners to refuse under the circumstances as I was here in an official capacity and not my usual role as alchemist, although I would be here in that function also, but I accepted readily as I knew this man and his three wives, and each one was an excellent cook. 


	“I accept your offer of hospitality willingly, it has been a long drive, and I have had no time to break my fast several times, as I started my journey as soon as I received the news.”


	“Then you must be famished. I will ride ahead and prepare a feast for you.”


	He did not wait for an answer; he swung his mare around and rode off at a gallop.


	I washed the mud off my hands, face and boots and changed my clothing and set off. 


	I left my caravan and horses outside the city where they would be fed and watered and met my host once more at the city gates where my hands were washed thoroughly in fresh warm, soapy water (as was the custom, world-wide). This was a precaution against the transporting of unwanted viruses and bacteria in the guise of a welcoming ceremony, introduced and arranged by my forefathers centuries ago; one also carried out with every visitor when entering the house, whether it be a stranger or a relative. 


	As I said, I had had no time for a cooked breakfast, and had set out on my journey, only stopping to rest and water and feed the horses and nibble on dried bread and stale cheese, feeling rather bloated after the midday meal I made my way to the local ice-house.


	This was the usual place where the deceased were kept. It might seem a strange place to have a mortuary where bodies were sometimes cut open to ascertain the cause of death, but it was more convenience than anything, as sometimes the bodies were kept there for more than one day. Of course, they weren’t on display to the customers who bought the ice, brought down from the northern wastes in summer or the mountains in winter.
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