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Chapter 1

Captain Tagahra of the Kyer Altamar City Watch sat in his office, working his way through the foot-high stack of slates that represented the observations and actions of his Watchmen over the previous day. They told of the usual two or three fights broken up—a stray child reunited with his grateful parents—a complaint about excessive smoke from a smithy—a costermonger to be escorted to a hearing to answer charges of selling short weight.

On the bright side, he hadn’t come across any reports of more unexplained disappearances. But neither had anyone come forward with any information about the ones that had already happened. He made a note to have the patrol check the smithy again in a fortnight, and another to ask Commander Yebran to recommend that the City Assembly authorise a general inspection of all traders’ scales and measures.

There was a hesitant knock at the door. When the door didn’t open after a couple of heartbeats, he called, “Who is it?”

“Peri… Watchman Perinar, Sir.”

“Come in.”

The door opened to reveal the Watch’s newest recruit, a satchel hanging from his shoulder, looking as though he might bolt at any moment. His hand went to his forehead, as though to brush his fringe out of his eyes, and then he seemed to remember his hair had been cut to regulation length, and dropped his hand to his side.

“Don’t fidget, Watchman,” Tagahra said.

“Sorry, Sir.” Perinar shoved his hands behind his back.

“And don’t speak unless it’s necessary. I assume you’ve heard my orders unless it’s obvious you haven’t. Now, report.”

“I, uh, came to see you about the disappearances from the Inland Docks. I’ve read the Watchmen’s reports and the witness statements—”

Tagahra cut him off with, “That was what I told you to do. When I give a man an order, I assume he carries it out.” He gestured for Perinar to sit in the visitor’s chair.

Perinar swallowed nervously as he sat. “The victims all disappeared from dwellings in the streets immediately behind the warehouses, at night or early in the morning.”

Tagahra waved a weary hand. “Watchman Perinar, I am your Captain, not one of your teachers.”

“Yes, Sir,” Perinar said, clearly not understanding.

“Which means you don’t need to tell me things I can read for myself in my men’s reports.”

Perinar glanced at the two stacks of slates on Tagahra’s desk. “Do you read all the reports, Sir?”

Tagahra smirked. “It’s safe to assume I do.”

Perinar cleared his throat. “Well, Sir, five of the six people arrived in the city quite recently—within the last year.”

“So if someone is abducting them, he might be targeting people who wouldn’t be missed for some time after they’ve gone.”

Perinar smiled, perhaps pleased to have finally said something that hadn’t earned him a rebuke.

“I might have thought they’d simply had enough of city life and decided to go home,” Tagahra said, “except that we’ve had so many in such a short time, and no one saw them leave.”

“The dwellings of two victims showed signs of a struggle,” said Perinar, “but none of the doors or windows had been forced. That would suggest the victims knew the abductor, but I obtained lists of their, ah, known associates, is that the term? None of the names matched.”

Tagahra leaned back, gazing at a spot on the wall just above Perinar’s head. “What about the known associates of the other victims?”

“No names in common there either, Sir.”

“Really?” Tagahra straightened. “Six people living that close together, there’d surely be someone that more than one of them is friendly with.”

“The lists were, ah, rather short, Sir.”

Tagahra nodded. Given that the victims had come to the city to work and hadn’t been here long, it stood to reason they wouldn’t know many people. “A wizard could’ve opened the locks without needing a key.”

Perinar shifted awkwardly in his seat.

Tagahra paused, suddenly aware of the possibility of needless offence. “I’m not pointing my finger at any particular wizard, but it is something you learn how to do, isn’t it?”

Perinar glanced at his hands in his lap, as though wondering whether to confess something, then raised his head and stared straight at Tagahra. “It’s not something I was ever taught, Sir, though I was only in my third year when the school closed. I don’t believe Master Degoran would have included such a thing in the later classes.”

Tagahra leaned back again. “I saw Sergeant Adramal do it. Twice.”

“Oh. Well, I don’t know what they teach at Thuren.” He paused. “Where is Adramal these days, Sir?”

Tagahra had thought Perinar would never work up the courage to ask him that. The two young wizards had been smitten with one another at Kyturil, though the fires had cooled when they’d been apart, and they’d broken things off shortly before Adramal had joined the Watch. Tagahra wondered what she’d ever seen in him, but perhaps women from the western wilderness had lower standards than the ladies of Kyer Altamar. Perinar had gone home, but had evidently had second thoughts, as he’d returned to the city a few fortnights later, not long after Adramal had fled to Salmar.

Tagahra considered answering Perinar’s question with, You’re not authorised to know that, but that would only make him more determined to find out. He settled for, “I don’t know,” which, he realised, wasn’t really a lie. Yebran had told him she’d gone to Salmar, but hadn’t said whereabouts in Salmar.

“So,” said Tagahra. “A wizard might’ve used a spell to open the doors of the victims’ homes. He might also have used a silence spell to cover any sounds of a struggle.”

“That wouldn’t explain why no one saw any of the victims disappearing, Sir.”

“It was night,” said Tagahra. “Everyone else was asleep.”

“Not everyone, Sir. The first disappearance was just before dawn on Nerupar’s Day. Four people who were on their way to work at the docks passed by the building in Regent’s Row where the victim lived, over the course of perhaps half an hour. None of them saw him leave.”

“Maybe he went out the back.”

“That building doesn’t have a back exit, Sir,” said Perinar.

“How do we know the time of his disappearance, anyway? He could’ve spent the night somewhere else.”

“At about the same time as those four were passing the building, Watchman Kerekh and Watchman Ethkarn met two men in Tharl Street, heading towards the Western Market. One of them appeared to be very drunk, and the other was supporting him. The drunk man’s description matched our missing man.”

Tharl Street and Regent’s Row were only about a hundred yards apart, so the drunk could well be the victim.

“Odd for someone to be that drunk so early in the morning,” said Tagahra. The taverns closed halfway through fourth watch, and the long autumn nights should give plenty of time to sleep it off. “Why do you say he appeared to be drunk?”

“His movements were consistent with drunkenness, Sir, but neither Watchman smelt any drink on him, and his face was white, not red. The other man said he was taking him home.”

“Did they find out which tavern he’d been in?” said Tagahra. “The landlord shouldn’t have let him get into that state.”

“They didn’t ask, Sir, as they weren’t certain that he was drunk.”

“Any idea who the sober man was?”

“They didn’t recognise him, Sir. I checked the description against files, but didn’t find any likely matches. They said he spoke with an unfamiliar accent.”

“It’d be worth circulating his description to the rest of the Watch,” said Tagahra. “And ask Kerekh and Ethkarn to come and see me at their earliest convenience. I have an idea what that accent might sound like.”

“What might that be, Sir?”

“I want to see if it’s anything like the way Sergeant Galbreth talks.”





Chapter 2

Adramal lay curled up on her bed in the ship’s cabin, staring at the wall. Father had let her have the bigger bed, but it still wasn’t long enough for her to lie straight in.

She shifted slightly and felt a dampness on the pillow. She hadn’t even realised she’d been crying. That had happened a lot lately.

“How could he?” she whispered.

Lelsarin wandered into Adramal’s thoughts. Since Shomnakh Enkhyar, the well in Molkolin, had restored her memories, she now appeared all the time as a grown woman, calm and serene in a flowing green dress, not a petulant child in rags and dirt.

He was being paid, obviously, said Lelsarin. A lot more than you, I imagine. It wasn’t that he didn’t like you—you were just in the way of what his employer wanted.

You’re not helping, Adramal replied.

It’s no different from what that informer in Kyer Altamar did, or whoever betrayed you in Vannharial.

They didn’t worm their way into my life—my heart—my— She clutched at her belly, wanting to be rid of the monster growing within her.

You don’t know for sure you’re pregnant, said Lelsarin. It’ll be at least a fortnight, probably nearer two, before the baby—if there is a baby—is big enough for a sensing spell to show it.

Something’s changed in me.

That’s just worry and anger.

Easy for you to say. There were ways, she’d heard, to end an unwanted pregnancy, none reliable, and most unsafe for the mother too. But she couldn’t do that to a child—a baby—innocent of any wrongdoing. Couldn’t snuff out a life before it had even started.

The first definite sign would be a missed period, of course. Hers were normally quite regular, and the next one wasn’t due for another seven or eight days, by which time they’d be nearly in Kyer Altamar. Could she cope with that much doubt and uncertainty?

The door opened, and a wizard’s light filled the cabin. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you,” said Father.

“I wasn’t asleep.” Adramal dried her eyes and sat up.

 Father’s hair and beard were in disarray from the wind. “Studying the grain in the planks, then?”

“Something like that.”

“We should be passing Laskeron in an hour or so,” he said. “Do you want to take a look? The cliffs might be visible already.” On the outward journey, the ship had passed Laskeron at night, so they’d missed seeing it.

She shook her head.

“Is something bothering you?” he asked. “Apart from the obvious, I mean.”

Her worry must be blatant indeed for Father to notice it. “What’s ‘the obvious?’”

The creaking of the ship’s timbers abruptly stopped—Father had cast a silence spell. “Zorian, and how we’re going to defeat Him without that staff Lelsarin seems to think we need. Has she had any more luck with the meaning of the message from Shomnakh Enkhyar?” The message, supposedly Adramal’s purpose in life, showed the conception and birth of a son, but contained a lot of sensory detail beyond what Adramal might be expected to perceive in those circumstances.

“She said it must be a code,” said Adramal.

“So we need to find the key.” He sat on the edge of his bed.

“Where do we even start looking? Someone who’d hide a message in the smoke inside a chimney might choose anything.”

Father stroked his moustache. “I’ve sent and received a few coded messages, and the keys are always things that both people know, but no one else does—or that’s the ideal, anyway.”

“So the key is something that only Shomnakh Enkhyar and I know?” said Adramal.

“What knowledge did Shomnakh Enkhyar know you possessed?” said Father. “It didn’t have much time to study your mind between when you drank and when the message was revealed to you.”

“So the key might be something that was obvious in my mind at the time?”

Father nodded.

“Something I was thinking about?”

“Or something you witnessed.”

So just relive that day in your memory, said Lelsarin.

Adramal lay on her bed and recalled that day and night—realising that Galdrakh was planning something for the Succession Ball, being squeezed into her dress, waiting to be admitted to the Governor-General’s palace, trying to warn someone—anyone—about the plot, realising Lakhshram had been working for Galdrakh all along, sneaking into Akhmar-an-Terash, drinking from the well, swimming through the tunnel to the Governor-General’s palace, nearly drowning on the way there, being captured by the Kreztalin, being marched through the gardens and up the back stairs to meet Kerevash. She recalled her feelings—nervous when drinking, curious and confident at the start of her swim, then increasingly terrified when she thought she was going to die, relieved and exhausted when she broke the surface of the other well in the grounds of the Governor-General’s palace, afraid after her capture, but also alert for any chance to escape.

She waited a few moments for insight. Nothing happened. She sat up, shaking her head.

We don’t know how specific the key has to be, said Lelsarin. Maybe you have to remember in a lot of detail.

Adramal repeated this for Father’s benefit and added, “But the creature didn’t know how good my memory is.”

“It knew you’re a wizard,” said Father, “and that needs a good memory.” He cancelled the silence spell and stood up, stretching. “I’m going up on deck for a while. Laskeron should be in sight by now.”

“I think I will join you after all,” said Adramal. “It’s not as if I’ve anything else to do.”

On deck, they leaned on the port railing as the pale sandstone cliffs of the Melinandish coast slid past. Adramal glimpsed a ship astern, heading away from them. The only sounds were the calls of seabirds, the fluttering of the rigging and an occasional shouted order. The cliffs gradually became lower and more weathered. They saw more ships and boats, most of which were sailing towards or away from a gap in the cliffs.

As their ship drew level with the gap, Adramal saw that it was the mouth of a broad river. The cliffs rose above the river in a series of narrow terraces, on which the city was built. Many of the buildings were multi-coloured towers, and a good number of these overlooked the ground of the terrace above. On top of the left cliff stood a wide shallow dome, decorated with swirling patterns in weather-faded reds and yellows. Adramal guessed that was the Temple of Imil, as it resembled the one in Molkolin.

Two bridges spanned the river. The lower was a broad stone structure with three arches on the level immediately above the water. The higher lay further upstream, a thin wooden suspension bridge on the level above.

“It’s very pretty,” Adramal said, “but it doesn’t strike me as a practical place to live. Imagine if you lived inland on the top terrace and had to go to the shore on the other bank, and realised you’d forgotten something when you got there.”

Father smiled. “I don’t think the Melinanders have a word for ‘practical.’”

Adramal shivered in the breeze, and Father put an arm around her shoulders. The wind dropped, and the sounds of the rigging disappeared. She resisted the temptation to look behind her, knowing he’d cast another silence spell.

“So what other knowledge does Shomnakh Enkhyar have in common with you that no one else would possess?” he asked.

“What if it’s a spell I have to cast? As you said, the creature knows I’m a wizard.”

Father wagged a finger. “What I like about that is there’s no uncertainty over how detailed or intense the thoughts have to be to unlock the code.” When you cast a spell, the component thoughts had to be shaped and timed precisely, and any particular thought that could be used in a spell was either there or not. “It would also provide some protection against Kerevash seeing the key in your mind,” Father continued. “If he told you to cast the key spell, you could’ve made a deliberate mistake with it. So which spell is it? It can’t be one you use often—or not one you’ve used since you received the vision, anyway.”

She counted off spells on her fingers. “There was the advanced shield Lelsarin showed me, while I was swimming through the tunnel. There was the spell that detects magic, while I was sitting in the Governor-General’s bedroom, to try to see what Kerevash was doing to him. Then there was the shield I normally use, when Elector Galdrakh attacked me, and a few times after that. Lelsarin used her shield a couple of times, and tried to stun one of the Kreztalin—that spell’s different from the one we use on people. After I left the bedroom… a fire spell to light a candle, the usual stunning spell on a guard, mindspeech to try to talk to you, and healing for your arm.”

“And since we left Molkolin?” said Father.

Adramal gazed into the distance. “It’s odd that I have to stop and think about it. I haven’t used as much magic on this whole voyage as I used in those few hours. I’ve used mindspeech several times, of course, so you can hear Lelsarin, fire to light the lantern once or twice, and a sensing spell when that sailor claimed to be dying a few days ago, though I didn’t need to heal him.” He’d just banged his head on a beam when badly hung over, so Adramal had told the first mate to let him sleep it off and dock his pay.

“Is that all?” said Father.

Adramal nodded.

“There was one spell I thought would be the first you’d mention.”

Adramal frowned, then held up a finger. “Light.”

“The first one every wizard learns.”

“It couldn’t be that simple, could it?” she said.

Father shrugged. “It’s worth a try.”

They returned to their cabin—a wizard’s light was almost invisible in daylight, and they didn’t need any sharp-eyed sailors wondering what they were doing.

She sat on the bed and took a few slow breaths. It was one of the simplest spells, but she couldn’t help feeling self-conscious with Father watching as she cast it. She was almost surprised when the familiar fist-sized ball of white light appeared a foot in front of her. She squinted at it—she hadn’t appreciated how dingy the cabin truly was.

“Well?” said Father.

Before Adramal could answer, the light exploded. She had time to realise her skin was burning before she fainted.

“Adramal! Are you all right?”

She opened her eyes, blinking in the light—Father’s, not hers. He leaned over her, worry lining his face. Joints protested as she sat up. Her head and the top of her back ached—she’d fallen against the cabin wall.

“What happened?” He sat down next to her.

“My light… it’s never done that before.”

“Really? It just vanished, and you fainted.”

“No, it… it exploded.”

Father shook his head. “It disappeared, the way they always do.”

“I felt the heat,” she said. “My face.” Only now did she realise she had no pain there. She touched her cheek. The skin was smooth, unblemished.

“That’s an odd way to tell you you’ve found the key.”

We haven’t found it, said Lelsarin. The memories are still the same as they were.

Adramal relayed this to Father.

“Oh. Then why bother doing it?”

It might be meant as a clue that we’re on the right track.

Father winced once Adramal had repeated this. “The Diplomatic Service were experimenting with what they called chain ciphers. You encode a message with one cipher, then encode that ciphered message with another cipher, then another, and another, as many times as you like. The idea is to make it harder for an enemy to break the code.”

“It sounds very time-consuming,” Adramal said.

“It is, which is why they decided not to do it in the end.”

“So why are you telling me this?”

“Because the Diplomatic Service was limited by a man’s ability to calculate without making errors, and his tolerance for boredom. As far as we know, Shomnakh Enkhyar doesn’t have either of those limits.”

Adramal said, “So the message could’ve been enciphered five times, or ten.”

“Or fifty, or a hundred, meaning we have to find that many keys,” said Father. “And until we’ve found the last one and turned the message into something we can understand, we won’t know how many more keys there are.”

“When are we due in Kyer Altamar?” Adramal asked.

“Pethandril, or maybe Sujas.”

“Then we’ve got ten or eleven days to find the keys.”





Chapter 3

Someone knocked on Tagahra’s door. He opened it to see Watchmen Kerekh and Ethkarn, both stocky middle-aged fellows. They saluted him in the over-precise manner of men who weren’t sure why someone who wasn’t their commanding officer had summoned them.

He stood aside to let them enter, and they saluted again when they saw Sergeant Galbreth, who nodded politely in their general direction. Galbreth had arrived in the city with the first group of wizards from Thuren, not long after Adramal’s sudden departure. Tagahra had wanted to find a replacement for her, and Galbreth had been happy to take on the role. He had completed his apprenticeship, and so was a stronger wizard than her, but seemed dull-witted by comparison. Tagahra had often had to tell him what spells to cast, to the point where it seemed he knew more about magic than the wizard, at least insofar as it pertained to catching criminals.

Kerekh and Ethkarn stood at attention, looking straight ahead, waiting for orders. “At ease,” Tagahra said. “I want to ask you about a report you filed on Nerupar’s Day—suspected drunkenness and public nuisance.”

The Watchmen gave one another an uncertain look, then their gazes snapped back to the wall opposite.

“You’re not in any trouble,” said Tagahra. “I just want to clear up a few points.” He picked up the slate that held their report and read from it. “In the first hour, you were patrolling along Tharl Street and encountered two men. One appeared to be very drunk, while the other appeared sober and was supporting him. You questioned them to determine their business and see whether they needed any help. Yes?”

“Yes, Sir,” said Kerekh.

“Now, you say the sober man spoke with an accent you didn’t recognise.”

“Yes, Sir,” Kerekh repeated. “Like nothing I’ve ever heard. I had to ask him to repeat himself a couple of times.”

“I thought he wasn’t even speaking Centadorian at first, Sir,” Ethkarn added.

Tagahra nodded. “Can you tell me what he said?”

“I don’t remember exactly, Sir,” said Kerekh.

“Roughly, then.”

Kerekh frowned and tugged on his beard. “I said, ‘Is your friend all right?’ and he said, ‘Yes, he’s fine,’ and I said, ‘He looks like he’s had too much to drink,’ and he said, ‘I’m looking after him,’ and I said, ‘You take him straight home now and put him to bed—make sure he doesn’t cause any trouble along the way,’ and he said, ‘I’ll do that, Watchman—that’s what friends are for, isn’t it?’”

“Thank you,” Tagahra said. “Sergeant, would you repeat the words Watchman Kerekh attributed to the sober man, please?”

Self-consciously, Galbreth obliged. Tagahra had briefed him about what he’d ask him to do, and had told him to speak as naturally as possible, but he still sounded ashamed of his accent.

“Did he sound like that?” Tagahra asked.

“No, Sir,” Kerekh replied.

“Oh.” Tagahra had been certain the sober man would turn out to be from Thuren.

“Sir?” said Ethkarn. “I don’t like to go against another Watchman’s word, but, ah, to my ears at least, that fellow sounded a bit like the Sergeant.”

“How much is a bit?” said Tagahra.

“Hard to say. You’re from the west, aren’t you, Sergeant?”

“I am.”

“How far west?” said Ethkarn.

“Two fortnights by barge up the Aglos.”

Ethkarn pursed his lips, as if he hadn’t thought anywhere in Centador could be that far from Kyer Altamar. “In that case, I’d say this fellow sounded as though he was from four fortnights west. Maybe even six.”

“That would put him over the other side of the mountains,” Galbreth said with a slight smile.

“Something else…” Ethkarn scrunched up his face, as though squinting into the sun. He turned to Kerekh. “Again, sorry to be disagreeing with you, pal, but… what you said wasn’t what he said.”

Kerekh looked him up and down. “I did say it wasn’t exact.”

“You got what he meant, but those weren’t the words he used. He had a lot more big words in there, like a priest.”

Tagahra’s eyes widened. “You think that’s what he might’ve been?”

“I don’t think so. It was more like… you know when the mummers do The Ox of Kalkarak, and the bit where the priests are making their plans, and the audience laughs at what they say, even though no real priest would say things like that, but to an ordinary person, it sounds like the way they talk.” He paused, scratching his cheek. “Sorry Sir, I’m not explaining this very well. It was… it was how someone might think a priest talked if he’d never heard a real priest, but only the mummers pretending to be priests.”

“I think I see what you’re trying to say,” Tagahra said, “though I’m not sure whether it helps matters.” There weren’t many priests in the west of Centador, so somebody from there who wanted to imitate one might well have to rely on second-hand knowledge. But if the sober man had wanted the Watchmen to think he was a priest, why not dress as one? That would’ve been much more convincing.

Tagahra gestured to the door. “Well, thank you for your time, Watchmen. You’re dismissed.” Once they’d gone, he asked Galbreth, “Can you get a message to Councillor Sethraim by mindspeech?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Tell him I want him to gather the wizards together so Kerekh and Ethkarn can have a look at them.”

“Sir, you don’t seriously think one of them—one of us—is responsible.”

“You could’ve said the same of Shendar a few seasons ago. The fact that the two Watchmen disagreed on what this man said suggests magic was at work.”

Galbreth half-closed his eyes. His lips fluttered in silent imitation of speech, then stopped. This repeated a few times, and then Galbreth opened his eyes, blinking as though startled by where he found himself. “Message sent, Sir.”

“Good,” said Tagahra.

“Mindspeech doesn’t convey emotion particularly well, Sir, but he didn’t sound very happy.”





Chapter 4

When the wizards arrived at the Watch Building, Tagahra asked them to assemble in the refectory. He told Kerekh and Ethkarn to stand just inside the door to see if they recognised any of the wizards—or if any appeared to recognise them. A dozen had answered the summons—seven men and five women, mostly middle-aged with a couple of apprentices.

“I thought there were more of you in the city,” Tagahra told Sethraim, once they were all gathered.

“The rest are in the Marchwood, Captain,” Sethraim replied. This man, the leader of the Council at Thuren, looked exactly as Tagahra had expected a wizard to look before he met one—ancient, yet tall and majestic, with long flowing hair and beard. Any mummers’ troupe would’ve jumped to offer him the part of Darikel in The Death of Zorian.

“What are they doing there?” said Tagahra.

Sethraim smiled. “I don’t believe you’re authorised to know that. Ask Commander Yebran, if you must.”

“Would you ask them to come here, please?”

“I can’t release them from their duty.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Sethraim replied. “They’re not leaving the forest.”

Tagahra glared at Sethraim, wondering whether to find Yebran and ask him to overrule the wizard. But no—Tagahra had a hunch at the moment, nothing more. He needed the wizards’ cooperation more than he needed to show authority over them.

“Then we’ll go to the Marchwood once we’re done here,” he said.

With a slight nod, Sethraim answered, “As you wish, Captain.”

To the wizards, Tagahra said, “Were any of you in Tharl Street around dawn on Nerupar’s Day?” They said no or shook their heads. “You didn’t stop to assist someone who might have been drunk? You didn’t meet a couple of men from the City Watch who wanted to know what you were doing?”

Before they could respond to his last question, Sethraim interrupted with, “I hope you’re not implying, Captain, that any of us were engaged in unlawful activity.”

“Just let them answer the question, please, Councillor.” Tagahra gave him another hard stare. Sethraim held his gaze, unblinking, then nodded to the other wizards. Again, they all replied in the negative.

“Thank you,” Tagahra said. “Now, I’m going to ask each of you to repeat a sentence. I want you to say it in your normal voice, as naturally as possible. The sentence is, ‘That’s what friends are for, isn’t it?’”

“What do you hope to achieve here, Captain?” Sethraim asked.

“At the moment, Sir, I just want to establish some facts.”

“You’ve already established that none of us were in Tharl Street on Nerupar’s Day. So whoever you’re looking for isn’t here. And why are you so interested in who was helping a drunk, anyway?”

“If nobody ever lied to me, Councillor, my job would be very easy.” Tagahra held up his hands to head off a heated reaction. “I’m not accusing anyone here of lying. Just pointing out that I don’t know yet if anyone’s doing it.”

Reluctantly, the wizards each uttered the required sentence. Most of their accents sounded similar to Galbreth’s, with one from Kyer Altamar, and one that might be from somewhere near Salthes.

Once everyone had spoken, Tagahra asked them to excuse him, and beckoned Kerekh and Ethkarn to follow him to the lobby.

“Well?” he asked them.

“I’m very sorry, Sir,” said Kerekh, “but none of them looked like the fellow we saw, or sounded like him.” Ethkarn agreed.

Tagahra sighed. “Well, that’s one more possibility ruled out. Sometimes investigations are like that—you have to try every route until you find the right one. And sometimes you don’t find the right one. Go and see if Sergeant Yanmar will let me borrow you for a visit to the Marchwood.”

They saluted, though not before Kerekh’s eyes widened and Ethkarn’s jaw clenched. Tagahra didn’t blame them—if someone ordered him to go into the Marchwood, he’d wonder if they were mad or had a grudge against him. He returned to the refectory and told Sethraim the other wizards were free to leave. Sethraim agreed to take him, Kerekh and Ethkarn to see the other wizards in the Marchwood. Within a few minutes, the two Watchmen came back and confirmed that Yanmar had released them to Tagahra’s command for the rest of the day.

Tagahra found a spare Watchman and took everyone to a small wharf at the edge of Zemil Square, where the Watch kept a dinghy. Kerekh and Ethkarn rowed them across the river to the north bank, attracting concerned looks from other boatmen who realised where they were going. Once Tagahra, Sethraim, Kerekh and Ethkarn had disembarked, the spare Watchman rowed the boat back to its mooring place. The return journey was much faster than the outward one—and if Tagahra was any judge, not merely because the boat was four men lighter.

They stood on a bare, silty beach that stretched out of sight upstream and downstream. A hundred yards back from the river, the Marchwood began, dark and silent. All the trees were the same height, as though someone had cut down the younger ones at the edge of the forest.

He could see why Shendar had brought Adramal here to kill her. Nobody with any sense went into the Marchwood—not willingly, anyway. As a boy, for a dare Tagahra had stood in the shadows of the outermost trees, until the screech of a crow had sent him running for home, head full of imaginary monsters. When his father found out, he’d given him the worst beating of his childhood.

But that was a long time ago. He was a Captain of the Kyer Altamar City Watch now. He’d faced dangers he couldn’t have dreamed of when he was fleeing from the trees, the jeers and taunts of the older boys ringing in his ears. He had one of the most powerful wizards in the world with him. So why did he want to turn round and summon the rowing boat?

“I’d recommend you keep as quiet as you can,” Sethraim said.

“Why’s that, Sir?” asked Tagahra.

“If you keep quiet, you won’t have to find out. I’d also suggest not touching anything. The main camp is about two miles away.” Sethraim trudged towards the trees, his boots leaving deep prints in the sand.

“You heard the man,” Tagahra said to Kerekh and Ethkarn. They followed Sethraim, their faces indicating they’d much rather be sitting in a tavern.

When they crossed the edge of the forest, passing among the trees, something changed, like moving from one room to another in a building. Tagahra needed a few moments to work it out—the sound of the river had vanished, as though Sethraim had cast a silence spell. The ground crunched slightly under their feet, like fresh snow. There was little undergrowth, as if someone was keeping the paths clear. But who, if nobody lived here?

Tagahra kept noticing glints in the corner of his eye, like sunlight reflecting off metal, but when he turned his head, he saw nothing that could have caused them.

Sethraim tensed at the sound of a twig snapping, and glanced behind him, scowling.

“Sorry, Sir,” said Kerekh. Tagahra would’ve guessed he was the culprit, as he’d lived in Kyer Altamar all his life. Ethkarn had grown up on a farm, and so was more used to being in the wilderness.

After a few more yards, Kerekh whispered something to Ethkarn, who nodded nervously.

“Well go on, Watchman,” said Sethraim, not looking round this time. “Share it with the class.”

“I don’t understand, Sir,” Kerekh replied.

Tagahra tried not to smile, recalling his own education. “He wants to know what you said to Ethkarn.”

Kerekh studied his boots for a moment, then looked straight at Tagahra. “All I said was, this place feels like walking into a house where someone’s just died.”

Sethraim harrumphed. “Truer than you know. But I’ll thank you to save your observations until you return to the city.”

As they walked on, Tagahra noticed small pieces of glossy black stone at the sides of the path. Their jagged shapes suggested they’d recently been part of something bigger. At first there was one piece every ten yards or so, but they gradually became more numerous and larger. If they’d all come from the same object originally, it must’ve been truly enormous. He had an unaccountable desire to pick up a piece and examine it more closely. Was that just because Sethraim had told them not to touch anything?

Sethraim held up a hand, and everyone stopped. He turned to them and whispered, “The main camp is about a hundred yards further on. They’re expecting us. I take it, Captain, that you want to go through that ridiculous routine of hearing the wizards speak?”

This was neither the time nor the place to defend his investigative methods, so Tagahra just nodded.

Sethraim stared into the distance for a moment, then said, “They’ll do it.” Tagahra guessed he’d been mindspeaking with the wizards ahead.

They came to a clearing, thirty yards across. In the middle stood two tents, each big enough for two people. A few pots and pans lay outside, neatly stacked. Sethraim stepped over a length of string that hung loosely between the trees on either side of the entrance. As Tagahra followed, he saw a couple of small crude bells tied to the string. The string continued right the way around the clearing. This was an alarm system, then. Who—or what—was it meant to warn against?

A young man emerged from one of the tents and waved to Sethraim. At first Tagahra thought this fellow was alone here, but then spotted two women and another two men standing almost motionless at equally-spaced intervals around the edge of the clearing. These four didn’t acknowledge the newcomers—didn’t seem even to notice them—and Tagahra supposed they were performing some complex magic that couldn’t be interrupted.

“Where’s Teshan?” Sethraim asked the man who’d come out of the tent.

“Still at her campsite,” the man replied. “She—” He glanced at the Watchmen and fell silent. His gaze locked with Sethraim’s for a moment.

“We’ll call on her once we’ve finished here,” said Sethraim. He paused. “Well go on then, Captain. Tell your men to examine the witnesses or whatever it is you brought them here for.”

The young man stood up straighter, faced Tagahra and said, “That’s what friends are for, isn’t it?” His accent was the same as Sethraim’s and Galbreth’s.

Tagahra walked around the edge of the clearing, Kerekh and Ethkarn following. As they came within a few feet of each wizard, he or she said, “That’s what friends are for, isn’t it?” Their speech was flat and toneless, but their accents were unmistakably the same as the other wizards’. Their arms hung loose at their sides, and their eyes stared at nothing. Tagahra wondered what they were doing that required so much concentration, and then thought perhaps he’d rather not know.

“We’re finished here,” he said. “Thank you.”

They left the clearing, heading deeper into the forest. “So I take it none of them was our man?” Tagahra said once he judged they were out of earshot of the camp.

“No Sir,” said Ethkarn.

Tagahra shivered. The winter’s first snow couldn’t be far off. The sun was behind them now, already low in the sky. It sparkled off the stone blocks, which were now often the size of a pig or a goat. Whenever the splinters of light struck his eyes, his hand strayed towards the hilt of his sword. These were ideal conditions for an ambush, especially as the trees were closer together here.

After a mile, they reached another clearing, smaller than the first. This too had bells on strings around its edge. In the middle stood a tent, big enough for one person, or maybe two if they were friendly.

A woman stepped out of the tent. She was almost as grey and wrinkled as Sethraim, but moved with the easy grace of someone much younger. “Good day, Councillor.” Her accent was close to Galbreth’s. She gave Tagahra and the Watchmen a quizzical look.

“These are the Watchmen I mentioned,” Sethraim said.

“Don’t they have names?”

A scowl flickered across Sethraim’s face. “Captain Tagahra, and…”

“Watchman Kerekh and Watchman Ethkarn,” Tagahra finished.

Sethraim nodded to her. “This is Councillor Teshan, who teaches healing at Thuren.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Sirs.” She made a little curtsy.

“Likewise, Lady,” Tagahra replied, bowing.

“I understand you want to hear me say, ‘That’s what friends are for, isn’t it?’” She batted her eyelashes at Tagahra and repeated the words in a conspiratorial tone. He held her gaze, determined not to give her the satisfaction of making him break eye contact.

Sethraim coughed. “I’m sure your men can see and hear that the Councillor isn’t the person they’re looking for, so we can be on our way back to the city.”

Kerekh and Ethkarn made a show of studying Teshan’s face. Ethkarn had the decency to look embarrassed at having to do this.

“She’s not the suspect, Sir,” Kerekh said. Ethkarn nodded his agreement.

“Thank you for your co-operation, Councillor.” Tagahra bowed again. “We won’t take up any more of your time.”

“Oh.” Teshan pouted. “You only just got here. I mean, Sethraim told me why you wanted to see all of us, but I thought you might stay for a snack or a drink. You’re the first visitors I’ve had since Kharadar’s Day.”

“That’s kind of you, Councillor, but we’re very busy people. I’m afraid we don’t have much time for social calls.”

She looked at him sidelong. “Perhaps you should make some. It’s surprising what people will tell you if they think you’re interested in them.”

If he paid attention to every piece of gossip that came his way, half the city would be in gaol. But it didn’t do to irritate wizards needlessly. So instead he replied, “I’ll bear that in mind, Councillor.”

“Won’t you at least let me give you some cakes for the journey back?”

Kerekh responded with a smile that Tagahra took to mean cakes would be very welcome. Well, what could be the harm? If the wizards meant him or the Watchmen ill, they’d had plenty of opportunities already.

“That’s very kind of you, Lady,” Tagahra said.

Teshan practically skipped to the tent and ducked inside. She emerged a few moments later carrying a small cloth bundle. She unwrapped the top of it, revealing a stack of butter-coloured discs, slightly wider than her palm. She handed one to each of her visitors. “I baked them yesterday, so they should still be fresh.”

“We agreed no fires,” Sethraim said.

“There’s nothing in the forest, you goose. Or nothing that knows what fire means, anyway.”

Tagahra bit into his cake. It was so soft it almost melted in his mouth, coating his tongue with velvety sweetness.

“What do you think?” she asked once they’d finished.

Kerekh licked his lips and accepted the bundle from her, tucking it into a pocket of his cloak. “Lady, if you opened a shop in Kyer Altamar selling nothing but those, within a season you’d be the richest woman in the city.”

Teshan grinned at Sethraim. “I told you they’d enjoy them.”

Before Sethraim could reply, the alarm bells jangled, then stopped suddenly. Tagahra’s and the Watchmen’s hands went to their sword hilts. Sethraim motioned them to be still. Teshan closed her eyes. Tagahra peered into the shadows, eyes and ears sharp for any movement. Several bells seemed to have rung at the same time. Were they surrounded, or was it nothing more than a gust of wind? He hadn’t felt any breeze.

“It’s gone,” Sethraim said, though the fact he whispered this made Tagahra think he wasn’t sure.

“What was it?” Tagahra whispered back. Nobody answered. 

Sethraim jolted. A moment later, his lips moved inaudibly. He blinked twice, then stared at Tagahra. “Galbreth has just contacted me. He wants you to come back to the city, to the gaol.”

“The gaol?” Tagahra couldn’t think of any reason for his Sergeant to be there. If he’d arrested someone, they’d be held at the Watch Building for questioning. If a crime had been committed at the gaol, the gaolers were capable of finding and punishing the culprit—and if matters had got out of hand in that direction, Galbreth would’ve summoned people who were nearer. “Did he say anything else?” 

“Only that it’s urgent.”

When was Watch business ever not urgent? “We’re finished here anyway. Is it safe to leave?”

“As safe as this place ever is,” Sethraim replied.

Tagahra turned to go back the way they’d come.

“Begging your pardon, Sir,” said Ethkarn, “but I don’t think it’d be right to leave the lady here unprotected.”

Teshan gave him a cat-like smile. “Your concern is endearing, young man, but I wouldn’t be any less protected than before you arrived, and I’m not as helpless as I look. If you were to come at me with that big sword, I wouldn’t lay any wagers on your getting near enough to do any damage with it.”

“Then we’ll leave you in peace, Councillor,” said Tagahra. They bowed and curtsied to one another, and Sethraim led the way back to the city. Tagahra tried not to show any relief at not having to stay. Whatever it was that had rung the bells, he didn’t think swords would have stopped it had it been hostile.





Chapter 5

Tagahra arrived at the city’s gaol as tenth hour was ringing. It was a small single-storeyed building in the shadow of the city’s southern wall. It hardly looked big enough—or secure enough—to contain the hundred or so criminals it normally housed, but most of the cells lay below ground.

He gave his name and showed his badge to the guards at the gate. They checked with a superior before letting him in, which they hadn’t done last time. He passed through a short tunnel into a room where a clerk sat behind a desk.

Galbreth sat on a rickety chair on the other side of the room. When he saw Tagahra, he jumped to attention and saluted smartly. The clerk stood and tapped on a door that was labelled Head Gaoler, then opened it and went through, closing it behind him.

“So what’s this about, Sergeant?” Tagahra asked. The gate leading further into the gaol was locked, with a guard inside and out. Until now, it had been open every time he visited.

Galbreth fidgeted, as if he’d rather be elsewhere. His eyes flicked to the gate. “Sir, there’s a… a corpse in one of the cells.”

Tagahra took half a step back. “Prisoners die all the time.”

“It… he… isn’t a prisoner, Sir.”

“Oh. A guard, then.” But they wouldn’t need to involve the Watch, unless they didn’t know who’d killed him.

“No, Sir. They have no idea who he is.”

“How did he get in, then?”

“They don’t know, Sir,” said Galbreth.

That wasn’t surprising. The son of a Lesser House had once told him the gaol employed people who lacked the imagination to be Watchmen, though Tagahra wasn’t sure which group the man had meant to insult.

“And,” Galbreth continued, “the prisoner whose cell it is has escaped.”

Tagahra was about to ask the prisoner’s identity when the clerk emerged from the Head Gaoler’s office, followed by the Head Gaoler himself. He was a short, chubby, balding fellow who, in Tagahra’s estimation, cared more for his dinner table and his bed than for the prisoners in his charge. The last time a prisoner had escaped, he’d seemed to regard the event more as a bureaucratic nuisance than a danger to the public. Now, though, he looked genuinely shaken.

“Captain Tagahra,” he said. “Thank you for coming. I’d hoped you’d be the one they sent.”

“Oh yes?”

“The escaped prisoner was one you brought in, name of Eskalyn.”

Tagahra’s eyes widened. “The wizard?”

“The same.” The Head Gaoler grimaced. “He must’ve come out through the gate, because all the windows are intact.” The windows, Tagahra recalled, were all barred, and the gaps were much too small for even a wizard to squeeze through. “But none of the guards saw him. The first anyone knew was when we made our rounds in first watch.”

Tagahra scowled. “So why did you wait two watches to call us? He could be thirty miles away by now.”

“We wanted to be sure he wasn’t hiding somewhere else in the gaol.”

“Gods help you.” To Galbreth, Tagahra said, “I assume you informed the Duty Sergeant to tell all patrols to look out for him?”

“I did, Sir.”

“Could he have used magic to stop the guards from seeing him as he left?” said Tagahra.

“As I’ve never met him, I don’t know precisely what he’s capable of, Sir,” Galbreth said with a frown. “I’d expect he has some ability to cast illusions, but he couldn’t make himself invisible. The guards would’ve seen something. And even if they hadn’t, they would’ve seen the gate opening.”

“They mightn’t have heard it, though, if he’d cast a silence spell. So if he could make them look the other way while he opened it…”

“Possibly, Sir,” Galbreth replied.

“So there are some similarities to the disappearances,” Tagahra said. “Do you think Eskalyn could’ve been our sober man—the fellow Kerekh and Ethkarn met in Tharl Street?”

“It’s hard to say, Sir. I’ve heard some wizards can make themselves look like someone else, but it’s tricky to keep it up for any length of time.”

“In low light, for a few minutes, in front of people who aren’t expecting it?”

“That would be easier,” Galbreth said. “But then why draw attention to himself with such an unusual accent? And if he escaped, what, nearly a fortnight ago now, why come back to gaol?”

Tagahra sighed. “I don’t know.” In fact, he had an idea about that, but didn’t want to express it in front of the Head Gaoler. To that man, he said, “I suppose we’d better have a look at your uninvited guest.”

The Head Gaoler nodded to the guards, who unlocked the gate. Tagahra and Galbreth followed him along a torchlit corridor. From behind came the sound of the gate being relocked, which made Galbreth wince.

Guarded gates led to other parts of the building. At the end of the corridor, a narrow stone staircase descended into the earth. The three of them went down in single file. The stink of unwashed bodies and human waste rose from the depths. At the bottom of the staircase was another locked gate with a guard in front. He unlocked it and allowed them to squeeze past him.

A damp chill hung in the air as they walked along corridors flanked by cells. Most were big enough only for one man, though some had room for two or three. Each had the appropriate number of rough wooden beds bolted to the wall, plus a bucket for waste.

The Head Gaoler seemed unsure of the layout of the gaol—he had to backtrack a couple of times. The prisoners who caught Tagahra’s eye seemed cheerful, even smug, as might well be expected if one of their number had escaped without apparently leaving any clues as to how he’d done it.

“How do you make your locks wizard-proof?” Tagahra asked.

“Lots of little parts,” the Head Gaoler said.

“Too fiddly for a wizard to manipulate,” Tagahra replied.

“Yes. And a cover that’s too thick for their fingers to see through.”

“Could a wizard bend the bars of the gate enough to get through them?” Tagahra asked Galbreth.

“We’ve thought of that, too,” the Head Gaoler said before Galbreth could answer.

“Oh yes?” said Tagahra.

“You’ll see.”

They turned a corner, and came to another corridor, a dead end, with a guard outside the last cell. As they approached, Tagahra glimpsed a naked man lying on the cell floor. That, he supposed, had to be the corpse. The other cells in this section were empty.

“Stand aside,” the Head Gaoler told the guard. From a pouch at his belt, the Head Gaoler took a square of metal with an emerald in the centre. It resembled a smaller version of the raskarims that the priests of Mathran carried. He pressed this into a square hole above the lock. Tagahra’s skin prickled, as it sometimes did when he stroked a cat. The Head Gaoler put the not-quite-a-raskarim away and nodded to the guard, who inserted a more conventional key into the lock and turned it.

“The priests put a spell on the bars that makes you sleep if you touch them,” the Head Gaoler said. “That square thing stops the spell from working for a minute. We’ve got two of them. One is normally on the duty officer’s belt. The other is kept in a locked box in my office. Neither showed any signs of having been tampered with. The cell is as we found it. Once we realised the man was dead, we didn’t touch anything. Didn’t even move the clothes under the bed. I know how you Watch fellows don’t like anyone disturbing the scene of a crime.” He said it in such a way as to imply this was just a petty rule to make Tagahra feel important.

“Was anyone in the other cells along this section last night?” Tagahra asked.

“No,” said the Head Gaoler. “The priests recommended keeping him away from the other prisoners.”

Tagahra nodded. “Once we’ve finished here, I’ll need to talk to the guards who were on duty last night, as well as any prisoners whose cells are on the route Eskalyn might have taken to get out.”

“I doubt the prisoners will tell you anything, but I’ll have a list drawn up.”

“Thank you,” Tagahra said, almost meaning it. He stepped into the cell, Galbreth following. “This is likely to take some time, so don’t feel you have to stay.”

The Head Gaoler gave a slight bow and departed.

“You’d best cast a light spell, Sergeant, so we can see what we’re doing,” said Tagahra.

Galbreth frowned, and a ball of fuzzy white light appeared over his shoulder. The guard spun round, hand on his sword hilt, then relaxed when he saw the cause of the sudden brightness.

“Are there a lot of criminal wizards around here, Sir?” Galbreth asked.

Tagahra sighed. “I was going to say no, but we’ve had three this year. All of them were teachers at the school that closed in the summer. Eskalyn was in charge of it, but he was convicted of embezzling from the school’s funds. The second was blackmailing Eskalyn about the thefts. The third you know about—the cattle brand murderer.”

“Do you think the embezzlement might have something to do with Eskalyn’s disappearance, Sir?”

“Possibly,” Tagahra replied. “Let’s concentrate on the problem in front of us for the time being.”

The corpse lay on his left side in the middle of the cell, facing the back wall. His legs were bent slightly, his left arm tucked underneath him, and his right arm stretched out in front of him. In other circumstances, Tagahra could have believed he’d died in his sleep. He was old, wrinkled like a carelessly dropped cloth, and almost bald.

Tagahra walked around the corpse, seeing no obvious injuries. The soles of his feet were relatively smooth and the toenails short, so he’d probably worn shoes or boots most of the time and not done much walking or standing. Tagahra crouched for a closer look at the face. It was hauntingly familiar, though that might just be because old age tended to smooth out the differences between people. He poked at the corpse’s forearm. “Interesting.”

“Sir?” said Galbreth.

“You see the skin on his arms is loose? That could mean he spent a long time hungry before he died. But, he shaved recently. The moustache is quite neat, and there’s not much stubble. Which doesn’t sit well with his being hungry.”

“Why not, Sir?”

“If he can shave, he owns a razor. If he’s got no children to look after him, and no money to buy food, he can sell the razor, or barter it.”

“Maybe someone lent him the razor,” said Galbreth.

“Possibly, but again, why not give him food instead?” Tagahra pivoted on the balls of his feet to reach out for the man’s right hand. The fingernails were trimmed and clean, the skin soft—or as soft as a corpse’s hands were ever likely to be. The tips of his forefinger and thumb had little calluses. Tagahra indicated these. “I’d say our man did a lot of writing.”

“A clerk or a scribe, then. What’s that?” Galbreth pointed to something half-hidden under the body, glinting in his light.

“He’s holding it—we’ll have to turn him over to get at it.” Galbreth shuddered as he touched the man, evidently still not comfortable around dead bodies. Adramal had adjusted much quicker, after an unfortunate reaction to the first one she’d seen in the city.

“Ready?” Tagahra said. Galbreth nodded. “Lift.” The corpse was much lighter than an adult male would normally be, reinforcing Tagahra’s belief that he’d died hungry. The left arm flopped outwards, and the thing he’d been holding clattered on the floor.

“A raskarim?” said Galbreth.

Tagahra didn’t look. His gaze had fallen on the man’s chest. Over his heart was carved a symbol—a circle with eight lines radiating from it.





Chapter 6

“Sir?” said Galbreth. “What’s wrong?”

Tagahra glanced at the guard, who still stood with his back to them, staring at the wall opposite. “Silence spell,” he whispered, startled at how his voice shook. “Now.”

Galbreth frowned, but the sudden lack of background noise told Tagahra he’d obeyed.

“That’s the symbol you told me about, isn’t it, Sir—the… cattle brand murderer.”

Tagahra nodded. “Shendar.”

“I thought she was dead.”

“So did I. Adramal told me she drowned in the river, but her body’s never been found.”

“When did she drown, Sir?” said Galbreth.

“The middle of summer. Thirteenth fortnight.”

Galbreth moved to the side of the body for a closer look at the symbol. “That carving’s old, Sir. The skin has had time to heal. If Shendar did it, it might’ve been before she drowned.”

“A body that had been killed in the summer wouldn’t be in this condition.”

“No, Sir,” said Galbreth.

“Can you see whether the carving was done with magic?” said Tagahra.

Galbreth gazed at the corpse and closed his eyes for a few moments. “It wasn’t, Sir.”

“Probably not one of Shendar’s, then.” Did that mean they had another cattle brand killer? One who wasn’t a wizard? “Does he have any injuries?”

Galbreth closed his eyes and took a couple of slow breaths. The light went out, and the sounds of the gaol returned. As Tagahra’s eyes adjusted to the weak orange light from the torch further along the corridor, Galbreth muttered an apology. He sounded as though he wanted to swear.

“Just do what you need to, Sergeant.”

Again, Galbreth closed his eyes and took some slow breaths. He tilted his head down, so that if his eyes had been open, he would’ve been looking at the body. After a few heartbeats, he opened his eyes and shook his head vigorously, then closed his eyes once more. After a longer delay, he opened his eyes and gazed at Tagahra.

“That’s odd.”

“What?” said Tagahra.

“Let me check something.” Still facing Tagahra, he closed his eyes again. He nodded, then turned his head until he faced the guard. He then lowered his head to face the corpse for much longer than the first two times. At last, he looked up, and the sounds of the gaol disappeared again.

“I cast a spell to detect recent injuries,” Galbreth said. “I used it on you and the guard because at first I thought I’d made a silly mistake with it. You’re both healthy, by the way.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Tagahra replied. “So can you see any injuries?”

“That’s what’s odd, Sir. The spell is a variation on the general one that detects magic, or more accurately, differences from the prevailing background—”

Tagahra cut him off with, “I don’t need the details, and I wouldn’t understand them if I did.”

Galbreth wrinkled his nose. “Well, Sir, it makes injuries show up as bright white in my, ah, mind’s eye. Any flesh or bones that haven’t been wounded appear pale white. The reason I thought I’d made a mistake with the spell at first was that when I cast it on the corpse, I couldn’t see anything.”

“And what does that mean?” said Tagahra.

“There’s no magic in him, Sir.”

“Adramal told me that when someone dies, the magic in their body gradually leaks back into the surroundings.”

“It does, Sir, but that’s not what I’m seeing here.” He pursed his lips, then held his hand at the same height as his waist. “Imagine this is the background level of magic—what’s in the walls and the floor.” He stretched his arm above his head, almost touching the ceiling. “The magic in a healthy person might be here. When they die, the magic in them slowly fades, until it reaches the background level.” He lowered his hand back to his waist. “But that could take years.” He tilted his head. “Did you know that’s why we burn dead bodies? To speed up the magic’s return to the surroundings?”

“I’d heard it was to help their spirit rejoin the Gods,” Tagahra said.

Galbreth shrugged. “It probably amounts to the same thing.” He moved his hand to shoulder height. “If Shendar had killed this man in the summer, he might have this much magic left in him. But what he actually has is down here.” He tapped his foot on the floor. “There’s nothing left to take out of him.”

“Could Eskalyn have done it?” Tagahra asked.

“Perhaps,” said Galbreth. “A wizard normally casts spells by drawing in magic from the surroundings. Sometimes he draws it from his own body, but that’s dangerous—it’s easy to take more than you mean to. It might be possible to take magic from another wizard if you knew how, and if they allowed you. But I’m struggling to think of a situation where that would be less trouble than taking it from the surroundings. There are—it’s difficult to explain—it’s as if there’s a wall between the inside and the outside of a person, and magic has to go over that wall.”

“And what if they don’t want you to take their magic? Can you take it anyway?”

Galbreth stared at him, horrified. His mouth opened and closed a couple of times. Then he jerked his gaze away. “Sorry, Sir—I don’t mean to be rude—it’s—it’s…”

Tagahra felt his face grow warm, and thought he’d better change tack. “Adramal told me once that killing someone with magic would leave a hole in the world.”

Galbreth nodded. “The teachers told me that too, but they were vague about what it actually means.”

“Do you see anything you could interpret as a hole?”

“No, Sir.” He scratched his cheek. “So maybe that means he was killed by some other method and drained of magic afterwards.”

“Or killed somewhere else and moved here later,” said Tagahra. “Though that raises the question of why nobody saw him being brought in. Let’s leave that aside for now. The raskarim means the deceased was probably a priest, and they grow more powerful with age. Someone as old as him would’ve been very difficult for Eskalyn to overcome.”

“Maybe he isn’t a priest, then,” said Galbreth.

“How did he get the raskarim otherwise?”

Galbreth shrugged. “Stole it?”

Tagahra snorted. “That’s about as likely as Polkarn buying the first round.”

“Then perhaps it’s a fake,” Galbreth said, his blush apparent even in the low light.

“Perhaps.” Tagahra picked it up. The weight felt like solid metal, not the tin-coated wood he would’ve expected a fake to be. “Cast your light again.”

Galbreth obeyed, and the emerald in the middle of the raskarim glittered in response. Tagahra tilted it this way and that, glimpsing a glow within the gem. He was no expert, but that suggested it was genuine, not coloured glass. The metal was smooth and dull, its edges and corners rounded—obvious signs of being handled and worn inside clothing for years. A loop of thick cord for hanging it around the priest’s neck passed through a hole in one corner. Unlike the Watch’s badges, it bore no official stamp, nor any marks to indicate who it belonged to.

He put the raskarim on a corner of the bed. “It looks like the real thing, insofar as I’m any judge. The Church will be able to confirm it.”

Tagahra turned to the bundle of cloth under the bed. Before touching it, he told Galbreth to sweep his light over that part of the floor. It revealed nothing but dirt and dust. Tagahra picked up the bundle. As he expected, it was a tatty shirt and pair of trousers, made of thin, undyed cloth. A length of rope threaded through holes in the waist did duty for a belt. A variety of stains indicated that the wearer didn’t wash as often as might be desirable, but none of the holes in the clothes had been made recently, so he hadn’t been stabbed or cut while wearing them.

Tagahra told Galbreth to cancel his silence spell, and spoke to guard outside the cell. “Are these clothes that a prisoner would wear?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“And which prisoner would’ve worn them?” said Tagahra.

“It’s impossible to say, Sir. They all look the same.”

“They must be Eskalyn’s, surely,” said Galbreth. “The Head Gaoler would’ve told us if any other prisoner was missing his clothes.”

“I wouldn’t count on it,” Tagahra said. “Anyway, thank you, guard. You may resume your duties.”

The guard returned to staring at the wall of the corridor. Tagahra put the clothes on the bed, next to the raskarim, and Galbreth re-cast his silence spell.

“So Eskalyn left here dressed as a priest,” Tagahra said.

“Assuming that’s what our man here is,” Galbreth replied.

“Why leave the raskarim, though?”

“He didn’t need it?”

“It’s part of the uniform,” said Tagahra.

“Maybe he knew it would harm him.”

Tagahra grabbed the raskarim and, before Galbreth could react, pressed it to the back of the wizard’s hand.

Galbreth breathed in sharply. His light flickered, but stayed active. Tagahra lifted the raskarim, revealing nothing worse than a flush from the metal’s cold touch. Galbreth scowled at him.

“Why’d you do that, Sir?”

“A raskarim doesn’t do anything unless a priest is holding it and casts a spell,” Tagahra said.

“You could’ve just told me.”

“I can see you still have a lot to learn about priests. Sometimes it’s quicker to demonstrate than to lecture.”

Galbreth rubbed the back of his hand. “So why didn’t Eskalyn take it, if it was safe for him to do so?”

“He would’ve had to lift it off the priest’s neck to remove all the man’s clothing. They tend to be worn under the outer layer.”

“And he was in too much of a hurry to put it on himself,” said Galbreth. “But no—it was in the priest’s hand. If Eskalyn didn’t have time to put it on himself, he didn’t have time to put it anywhere else.”

“The priest could’ve picked it up,” said Tagahra. “Wanting the comfort of something familiar and sacred in his dying moments.”

Galbreth gawked at him. “He-he’d had all the magic drained out of him. He couldn’t have done anything.”

“Could he have picked it up while Eskalyn was draining him?”

“Possibly. I don’t see how Eskalyn wouldn’t have noticed it, though.”

“He would’ve assumed the priest was trying to cast a spell?” said Tagahra.

Galbreth nodded.

“Speaking of spells, isn’t there one you use to detect the condition of the bones and major organs?”

Galbreth regarded the body like a child’s accident he’d been told to clean up. “I don’t think that’s necessary, Sir. It’s obvious how he died.”

“The priests said the same about Shendar’s victims.”

Galbreth didn’t move.

“Sergeant, if you want to make something of yourself in the Watch, you’re going to have to overcome this fear of dead bodies you seem to have. This is much milder than some of the ones Adramal saw.”

Galbreth stared at him, and for a moment, Tagahra thought he might refuse the order. Then he knelt by the body and put his hands on the priest’s chest, over the symbol. Several moments passed, and the silence spell stopped. From the distance came the sounds of several people walking.

Galbreth’s hands inched across the priest’s chest and stomach. After a minute or so, he stood
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