
THE ROCK AND ROLL ADVENTURING BUREAU 

Chapter One 

‘Do pay attention,’ the strig said, peering at Tychus down his hooked beak. ‘He was the owner of the 
Rock and Roll Adventuring Bureau, as I have already explained.’ 

‘And now it is mine?’ Tychus picked up a candle, holding it closer to the parchments spread out 
across the table. The Salon Lumiere did not live up to its name. 

‘And now it is yours. If you will just sign here, and here,’ the strig said, drawing forth a quill and 
offering it to Tychus. He pointed a sharp, finger-like talon at blank spaces on one particularly 
cramped page covered in tiny characters. 

Screwing up his eyes, Tychus studied the writing. His pupils strained at each tiny letter.  Try as he 
might, he could only make out one sentence in three. The minuscule, looping characters led his gaze 
astray so that he came back to the beginning of the few sentences deciphered.  

‘What does this bit mean about no indemnity for mortuary costs?’ 

‘It is all correct and legal. I drafted it myself,’ the strig said, smoothing the greying feathers that 
bristled beside his short, sharp beak.  

‘Yes, but I don’t understand it.’ Tychus said, studying the strig’s owl-like face. Despite living in 
Civitate Bestiæ for six years, Tychus still found the anthropomorphic forms of the bestia fascinating. 

‘What is there to understand? You are your second cousin’s closest living relative. As such, 
ownership of the bureau passes to you. I have investigated the matter thoroughly these past few 
weeks.’ Leaning back against the green leather of his padded chair, the strig stared at Tychus. 

‘Was there no one else he wanted to leave it to?’ Tychus asked, shifting awkwardly in his seat.  

He wasn’t used to the comfort. At work, he sat upon a hard, wooden clerk’s bench and, by night, lay 
on a straw-stuffed mattress. The Salon Lumiere was a world apart with its polished mahogany tables, 
cushioned seats, liveried staff, and wealthy patrons. 

‘It doesn’t matter if there was. He neglected to complete a will, despite my advice to do just that. 
Indeed, young man, I have taken the liberty of drawing a will up for you in advance, so you can spare 
me future pains. All you need do is name your beneficiary.’ 

Tychus frowned. ‘Why do I need a will?’ 

‘Does not the demise of your second cousin demonstrate the fragility of life, boy?’ the strig said. ‘We 
none of us know when might come that day and hour.’ 

Tychus shivered, despite the heat radiating from the Salon’s glowing fireplace. In his mind’s eye, he 
was seven years old once more, back by the watermill, watching his father pulled from the river. 

‘How long did my second cousin own this Adventuring Burea?’ Tychus asked. 

The strig looked at him. 

Tychus looked at the strig. 

‘Three days.’ 



‘Three days?’ Tychus said, putting down the quill. ‘He owned it for three days and was then speared 
by a falling portcullis?’ 

‘Quite.’ 

‘Quite?’ Tychus said. ‘Well, are the two things connected?’ 

‘How do you mean?’ the strig asked, pouring wine from a silver carafe into their cups. 

‘I mean, did his inheritance of the bureau lead to his death?’ 

‘I am not a philosopher. Who can say which of our choices or circumstances brings us closer to the 
grave?’ the strig replied. 

‘Choices and circumstances that lead us to stand beneath falling portcullises,’ said Tychus. 

There was silence between them. Tychus looked across the Salon Lumiere’s tables, crowded with 
patrons dressed in velvet and silk, towards the dining room. He wondered if the strig intended them 
to eat together. It was a little past noon when Tychus ate lunch, and he guessed the hour now 
approached eight. What delights, he wondered, might the Salon serve in its exclusive restaurant? 
Whatever they might be, they’d beat the eel pie he was about to buy from Rodderick’s stall when 
the strig first accosted him. 

Draining his cup and finding the carafe empty, the strig looked towards the bar at the far end of the 
Salon and hooted. 

A vulpine waitress sashayed towards their table, deftly flicking her white-tipped tail aside as a portly 
diner sat nearby tried to grab it. The man laughed, the waitress did not. 

‘You hooted, Monsieur Chouette?’ the waitress asked, looking at the strig along her narrow, red-
furred snout. 

‘We shall have wine.’ 

‘Very good,’ the waitress replied. Tychus watched her walk back towards the bar, giving the 
overweight man’s table a wide berth, tail swaying in harmony with her hips. 

Wine in the Salon Lumiere, Tychus thought to himself. He imagined the faces of the other 
apprentices when he told them. They already called him Scholar Tychus in jest, a nickname he’d won 
simply by being better spoken. What might they call him now he’d visited the city’s finest inn? 

Holding a silver tray that reflected the Salon Lumiere’s soft lamplight, the waitress returned and set 
down a fresh carafe of red wine at Monsieur Chouette’s elbow. 

‘Will there be anything else, Monsieur Chouette?’ she asked. 

Chouette waved his hand back towards the bar. The waitress’s pointed face remained impassive, but 
her peaked, velvety ears twitched. Tychus gave her an apologetic smile. For a moment, she studied 
him with narrowed eyes. In the Salon’s lamplight, their colour seemed to shift from gold to green 
and back.  

As he watched her walk away, Tychus noted that the would-be tail-grabber at the adjacent table was 
staring at him. 

‘Can I help you?’ Tychus asked. 



‘You're an apprentice over at Weights and Measures, aren't you?' the fat man said. He was balding, 
his forehead, shiny in the lamplight, beaded with perspiration. 

Tychus adjusted the grey clerk's robe he wore, a dowdy contrast to the fat man's burgundy doublet, 
and nodded. But before he could turn his attention back to Monsieur Chouette, the man clapped his 
hands.  

'Told you,' the fat man said to his two drinking companions – a yellow-haired mus in a purple frock 
coat and a brown-feathered gallus with a sagging red comb. 

Despite being but a few feet away, the mus took a pair of spectacles from his breast pocket. 'What 
are you doing here?' he squeaked, scrutinising Tychus. 

Monsieur Chouette rotated his head towards the mus, 'Do you mind? We have business to discuss.' 

The fat man clapped again. 'What manner of business brings an apprentice clerk to the Salon 
Lumiere?' 

‘Private business,’ Monsieur Chouette replied curtly. 

'You'll forgive us, I'm sure,' the fat man said with a wink to the gallus. 'But we have come to expect 
loftier company than apprentices in this establishment.' 

'What you expect or do not expect is no concern of mine,' Monsieur Chouette said. 'Now, you will 
leave us in peace.' 

'Will we?' said the fat man as he refilled his cup from a near-empty bottle of brandy. 'That is not very 
friendly, and we demand good cheer from our fellow drinkers.' 

Ignoring this, Monsieur Chouette turned back to Tychus, saying, 'If you do not wish to accept 
ownership of the bureau, you must sign a waiver to that effect. I hope you do not make such a 
foolish choice, both for your sake and mine.' 

'Your sake?' Tychus said, conscious that the fat man and his companions were still watching. 

'Yes. It would force me to begin my quest anew. According to the Bureau's founding charter, I would 
need to look for a new beneficiary in such a case, beginning with the kin of former owners.' 

'An inheritance is it?' said the fat man. 

Monsieur Chouette ignored him. 

'Oi!' the fat man said. 'I'm talking to you.' 

Slowly, Monsieur Chouette rotated his beaked head towards the bar and gave a loud hoot. 

Wiping a hand across his sweaty forehead and slicking back what little hair remained on his head, 
the fat man leant towards Chouette and poked his arm. 

Tychus gulped as Monsieur Chouette reached down to his knee-high top boots and drew forth a 
long-bladed dagger with bejewelled quillons. The pommel was a hefty yellow-green gemstone and 
the grip was bound with red leather. 

Tychus stared at the weapon. Its blade caught and magnified the Salon's subdued light, but from the 
corner of his eye, he saw the fat man shrink back as the gallus grasped for the sword he wore at his 
plumed waist. 



'I forgot to mention this,' Monsieur Chouette said, laying the dagger before Tychus. 'It is called 
Starfallen and is, amongst many other valuable things, the property of the bureau's rightful owner.' 

Tychus didn’t reach for the dagger until he saw the gallus relax, hand no longer at hilt. Then, 
hesitantly, he lifted it in both hands, laying the blade flat across his palms. The red leather grip felt 
warm against his hand. In the polished steel of the dagger's long blade, still ablaze with captured 
lamplight, he saw his reflection. But by some trick of the light, it was as though he looked upon a 
different face. Rather than the boyish bookworm he usually saw, the dagger reflected a man's 
hardened, confident eyes.  

'How may I be of service, Monsieur Chouette?' the waitress asked as she returned to the table. 

'Do you have a private room, one where we may dine undisturbed?' 

Looking at the fat man and his companions, the waitress nodded, saying, 'Come this way.' 

Still holding the dagger, Tychus followed. Passing the fat man's table, he locked eyes with the 
bespectacled mus.  

'That's quite the prize you have there, boy,' the mus squeaked, the whiskers either side of his 
triangular snout twitching. 

'They say bad company is its own punishment,' said the fat man with a glare. 'But I say, what goes 
around comes around.' 

The gallus, beady eyes rolling, clucked in agreement,  and snapped his beak. 

Lost in contemplation of the bejewelled dagger, Tychus did not reply. But glancing back over his 
shoulder, he saw that all three watched him as he followed Chouette and the waitress towards the 
private room. 

* 

Lamplight, reflected from the private room’s polished, ivory-inlaid tabletop, sparkled on the dagger's 
ornate blade, but Monsieur Chouette's large, round eyes were impenetrably dark. Now that he and 
Chouette sat alone in this oak-panelled, velvet-curtained chamber, Tychus was painfully aware of 
the silence. The strig sat watching him, as if he expected Tychus to make some remark.  

'How did it happen?' Tychus asked as he gingerly took a pastry from the silver platter. 

'What?' Chouette said, already holding one of the Salon's dainty macaróns under his beak.  

'The portcullis falling upon this second cousin of mine.' Tychus said, his eyes still on the trays of 
delicacies the waitress had heaped upon the round, ivory-inlaid table in the private dining suite. 

‘That’s irrelevant,’ said Monsieur Chouette. Tutting, he pivoted his plumy head all the way around 
and hooted towards the door. 

It is?' Tychus asked. 

'Yes,' Monsieur Chouette replied as he turned back to Tychus, pastry still in hand. 

'Well, I'd like to know, all the same, thank you,' Tychus set his own pastry down beside the 
bejewelled dagger and sheaves of documents, sitting back in his chair.  

'I am paid by the hour,' he said. 



'Not by me.' 

'Yes, by you. The bureau pays my fees and will receive my bill for legal costs in due order.' Choutte 
looked towards the door and hooted with even greater volume. 

'All the more reason why you should answer me then,' Tychus said with a smile. 

Monsieur Chouette coughed, adjusted his monocle, and twitched his filoplumes. 

'It was an unfortunate incident. The accidental triggering of a warding mechanism, I believe.' 

'That sounds odd,' Tychus said, sitting up a little straighter in his high-backed chair.  

'Does it sound odd?' Choutte replied, smoothing down his blue-black feathers. They were starting to 
look a little ruffled. 'Believe me, young man, as a professional in the matter of heirs and bequests, I 
have encountered things far odder.' 

'I'm sure,' said Tychus, in a deliberately formal tone. 'But perhaps you can explain how exactly the 
portcullis caused his death?'  

'Why, by falling on him, of course!' Chouette looked at the door leading back into the Salon's main 
chamber. 

'Well, I guessed that,' Tychus said.  

'So, now we have some privacy, if you will just sign here, and here…' Monsieur Chouette pointed to 
the documents once more. 

'No. Wait. I mean, I want to know. How did it come about that my second cousin died beneath a 
falling portcullis? Which city or castle was careless enough to allow their gate defences to drop down 
on him, and why?' 

'Oh, for goodness sake,' Monsieur Chouette said, waiving the pastry. 'All these questions. I'd have 
thought one of your station would be overjoyed to learn that they had inherited their own 
adventuring bureau.' 

'Well, that's another question,' Tychus said. 'What exactly is an adventuring bureau?' 

'I hope you aren't simple,' Monsieur Chouette said. 

'Hey now!' Tychus replied. 'You really are quite rude.' 

'I have worked long hours and travelled a great distance to bring you news of financial gain. And yet, 
all you do is quibble and question. Which of us is the ruder?' Monsieur Chouette crossed his arms 
over his brass-buttoned jacket. Tychus had to grant it was indeed a touch travel-stained. 

The door opened, bringing sounds of laughter from the Salon. As the vulpine waitress entered, her 
eyes rested a moment upon the dagger at Tychus' elbow. 

'This is not good enough,' Chouette's beak snapped as he spoke. 'When I requested a private room, I 
meant private from the hoi polloi, not to be sequestered away from the serving staff. Where have 
you been?' 

'We have other guests,' the waitress said, shrugging her slender, red-furred shoulders. 

'Insolence is not an admirable trait in serving girls. Have a care that I do not take this matter to your 
employer.' Chouette's beak plumes vibrated. 



Tychus, often berated by vexed merchants caught up in the bureaucracy of Weights and Measures, 
tried to catch the waitress's eye, wanting to offer another apologetic smile, but she looked at the 
floor, hands folded across her white apron. 

‘How may I be of service, Monsiuer Chouette?’ 

'I specifically requested madeleines, and yet we only have macaróns and mille-feuille,' Chouette 
said, with the air of a diner who has discovered maggots on his plate. 

Tychus looked down at the pastries. The mille-feuille, small three-tiered sandwiches of puff pastry 
with cream between each coco-and-sugar dusted layer, were the sweetest, most delicate things he 
had tasted. Looking at them now, he saw how each sugar-glazed top had its own geometric design 
etched in chocolate sauce. And for reasons he couldn't fathom, Tychus felt sad. 

'I shall bring the matter to the attention of the pastry chef at once,' the waitress said, head bowed, 
and stepped towards the door. But as Chouette turned back to Tychus, oblivious, she silently 
pirouetted, gave a mock curtsy, and poked out her tongue. Tychus laughed and she, eyes sparkling, 
returned him a white-fanged grin. 

'It is no laughing matter,' Chouette said. 'One must be firm in small things if one is to have surety in 
big things. Besides, I enjoy madeleines, even though they remind me of my annoying aunt.' 

Tychus took a breath, looked at Monsieur Chouette, and said, 'Let us start over. I do not think the 
evening has progressed as you imagined it might. Nor so has it for me. But an hour or two ago, I 
envisaged an eel pie and an early night. So perhaps you will understand that this whole matter is a 
big surprise.’ 

End of extract 

 


