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Thraxas

INTRODUCING FANTASY'S
BIG NEW HERO . ..

In the enchanted city of Turai, the royal family is corrupt, the politicians can be
bought, and the civic guards have better things to do than guarding. Thraxas may look
unprepossessing and overweight, and more interested in pursuit of his next beer than
pursuit of justice, but if you're in trouble in Turai, this portly private eye is probably your
only hope.

Join Thraxas as he's hired by a Princess on a case which leads him from the
sewers of Turai right up to the Imperial Palace. Never a man to turn his back on a
client (or an extra meal), Thraxas, aided by Makri, an axe-wielding young barmaid with
a touch of Orcish blood, fights his way through the dark and magical streets of Turai.

Two full-length hilarious novels in one volume introducing Britain's fantasy smash
hit to America.

Praise from the British Press for the Exploits of
Thraxas:

"Blindingly funny, deeply subversive . . . Martin Scott has invented a new genre:
pulp fantasy noir."
—The Guardian

"A pulp fiction hero par excellence." —SFX

"Funny and engaging. | laughed aloud." —Starburst

"Wonderful plotting, and the jokes come thick and fast. . .. This is funny. Really
funny." —Black Tears

Cover art by Monte Moore
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THRAXAS
Chapter One

Tura isamagica city. From the docks at Twelve Seasto Moon Eclipse Park, from the stinking
dumsto the Imperid Paace, avigtor can find al manner of amazing persons, astonishing items and
unique services. Y ou can get drunk and swap tales with Barbarian mercenariesin the dockside taverns,
watch musicians, tumblers and jugglersin the streets, daly with whoresin Kushni, transact businesswith
vigting Elvesin Golden Crescent, consult a Sorcerer in Truth is Beauty Lane, gamble on chariots and
gladiators at the Stadium Superbius, hire an Assassin, eet, drink, be merry and consult an gpothecary for
your hangover. If you find atrandator you can talk to the dolphinsin the bay. If you're ill in need of
fresh experiences after dl that, you could go and see the new dragon in the King's zoo.

If you have a problem, and you don't have much money, you can even hireme. My nameis
Thraxas. I've done dl of the things mentioned above. Apart from the King's new dragon. | haven't seen
that. | don't fed the urge. | saw enough dragonsin thelast Orc Wars.

| am forty-three, overweight, without ambition, and prone to prolonged bouts of drinking. Thesign
on my door mentions the word Sorcerer but my powers are of the lowest grade, mere tricks compared
to the skillsof Tura's greatest. | amin fact a Private Investigator. Cheapest Sorcerous Investigator in the
whole magicd city of Tural.

When the stuation is bad and the Civil Guard won't help, you can come to me. When what you
really need isapowerful Sorcerer but if you can't afford to hire one, cometo me. When an Assassinis
on your tail and you want someone to serve as cannon fodder, come to me. If the city Consul isn't
interested in your case and you've been gected from the offices of the high-class Investigators uptown,
I'm your man. Whatever peopl€'s problems are, when they've exhausted dl other avenues and can't
afford anything better, they come to me. Sometimes I'm able to help them. Sometimes not. Either way my
finances never improve.

| used to work at the Imperia Palace. | wasa Senior Investigator with Palace Security but | drank
myself out of the job. That was along time ago. No one there is much pleased to see me these days.

| livein two rooms above the Avenging Axe, adocksde tavern run by Gurd, an ageing northern
Barbarian who used to fight for Turai asamercenary. He was agood fighter. So was|. We fought


http://www.baen.com
http://www.webwrights.com
http://www.baen.com
http://www.webwrights.com

alongside each other on many occasions, but we were alot younger then. It'salousy placetolive but |
can't afford anything better. There are no women in my life, unless you count Makri, who worksasa
barmaid downstairs and sometimes acts as my assistant. Makri, astrange bastard mix of Human, Elf and
Orc, isahandy woman with asword, and even the drunken lechers who frequent Gurd's tavern know
better than to abuse her.

Asfar as| know, Makri has no romantic attachments, though I've caught her afew timeslooking
wigtfully a some of thetall handsome Elveswho occasiondly pass through here on their way from the
docks to Golden Crescent. No chance with them however. Makri's mongrel breeding makes her asocia
outcast practically everywhere. A pure-bred EIf wouldn't look at her twice, for dl her youth and beauty.

| have no desire for any persona involvements, not since my wife ran off to the Fairy Gladewith a
Sorcerer's Apprentice half my age. Enough to put any man off. | wouldn't mind aclient though. Funds are
low and Gurd the Barbarian never likesit when hisrent islate.

The Pdace should hire meto find the missing Red Elvish Cloth. That'sabig story in Turai just now,
though they tried to keep it quiet. Red Elvish Cloth is more vauable than gold. I'd bein for abig reward
if I found it. Unfortunately no one wants me. Paace Security and the Civil Guard are both on the case,
and express every confidence that they'll locate it soon. | have every confidence they won't. Whoever
was smart enough to hijack aload of heavily guarded Red Elvish Cloth onitsway to the city is smart
enough to hideit from the Guard.

Chapter Two

Early spring in Tural istemperate and pleasant, but brief. The long summer and autumn are
unbearably hot. Every winter it rains continually for thirty days and thirty nights. After that it freezes o
cold that beggars die in the streets. Which is enough about the climate for now.

The brief spring has ended and the temperature is starting to rise. Already I'm fedling uncomfortable,
and I'm wondering if it'stoo early for my first beer of the day. Probably. I'm broke anyway. | haven't had
aclientinweeks. Y ou might think that the crime rate in the city has dropped, except that crimein Tural
never drops. Too many criminas, too much poverty, too many rich businessmen waiting to be robbed, or
waiting to make anillegd profit. None of thismoney is coming my way however. The last timel worked
| was successful, finding amagic amulet that old Gorsius Starfinder the Sorcerer midaid during adrunken
spreein abrothel. | recovered it and managed to keep the whole affair fairly quiet. His reputation at the
Pdace might suffer if hisfondnessfor young progtitutes was too widely known.

Gorgus Starfinder promised to put alittle business my way in return, but nothing has come of it.

Y ou can't redlly depend on aPalace Sorcerer to repay afavour. Too busy socid climbing, drawing up
horoscopes for young Princesses and that sort of thing.

I'vejust decided that thereisredly no dternative to going downstairs and having a beer, early or
not, when there's aknock at my outside door. | have two rooms and use the outer one as an office. A
staircase comes right up from the street for anyone who wishes to consult me without walking through the
tavern.

"Comein."

My rooms are very messy. | regret this. | never do anything about it.

The young woman who walksin looks like she might wrinkle her nose at anything lessthan asuite
of rooms at the Palace. She pulls back her hood to revea long golden hair, deep blue eyes and perfect
features. Pretty asapicture, aswe Investigators say.

"Thraxas, Private Investigator?'



| nod, and invite her to Sit down, which she does after clearing somejunk off achair. We look at
each other from opposite sides of the table over the remains of dinner from yesterday, or maybe the day
before.

"I have aproblem. Gorsius Starfinder told me that you may be able to help. He dso told me you
were discreet.”

"I am. But | think you might aready have earned some attention coming down to Twelve Sees."

I'm not referring to her beauty. | gave up compli- menting young women on their beauty along time
ago. Around the time that my wai stband expanded too much to make it worthwhile. But sheis strikingly
dressed, way too expensively for this miserable part of town. She'swearing alight black cloak trimmed
with fur and under this she has along blue velvet toga more suitable for dancing with courtiersina
ballroom than picking your way over therotting fish headsin the street outside.

"My servant drove me herein asmal cart. Covered. | don't think anyone saw me coming up the
dairs. | wasn't quite prepared for—"

She waves her hand in amotion which covers both the state of my room and the street outside.

"Fine. How can | hep?'

When an obvioudy wedthy young lady vists me, which isvery seldom, | expect some reticence on
her part. Thisisnot unnatura, because such a person would only consult meif she'sin sometight
Stuation that she absolutely does not want any of her peers to know about, something so potentialy
embarrassing that she doesn't even want to risk going to ahigh-society Investigator up in Thamlinin case
word leaks out. Thisyoung lady however isfar from reticent and wastes no time getting to the point.

"I need you to recover abox for me. A smdl jewelled casket.”

"Someone ged it?"

"Not exactly.”

"Wha'sinit?'

She hesitates. "Do you need to know?"

| nod.

"Letters.”

"What sort of |etters?" | ask.

"Loveletters. From me. To ayoung attaché at the Niojan Embassy."

"Andyou are?"

She pausss briefly, dightly surprised. "I'm Princess Du-Akal. Don't you recognise me?”

"| don't get out much in high society these days."

| suppose | should have recognised her from my work at the Palace, but the last time | saw her she
wasten yearsold. | wasn't expecting thethird in line to the Imperid Throneto watz into my office.
Imaginethat. If King Reeth-Akan, Prince Frisen-Akan, and Prince Dees-Akan were dl to diein an
accident right thisminute, 1'd be Sitting here talking to the new ruler of the city-state of Tura. Over aplate
of three-day-old stew. Perhaps | should tidy my place more often.

"| takeit your family would not be pleased to learn that you've been writing love letters to ayoung
Niojan attaché?'

Shenods.

"How many letters?"

"Sx. Hekeegpstheminasmal jewdled box | gave him."

"Why can't you just ask for it back?"

"Attilan—that's his name—refuses. Since | broke off our relationship he's been angry. But | had to.
God knowswhat my father would have said if held learned of it. Y ou understand thisis very awkward. |
can't ask Palace Security for help. The Royal Family has occasondly used Private Investigators
for—other matters—but | can't take the risk of going anywhere I'll be known."

| study her. She seemsvery cam, which surprises me. Y oung Princesses are not meant to write



loveletters. And not to Niojan diplomats of al people. Although there has been peace for awhile now,
Tura and our northern neighbour Nigj are historica enemies. Nigj isvery strong and very aggressive and
our King spends haf histime desperately keeping the peace with them. To make thingsworse, the
Niojans are adeeply puritanical race, and their Church is particularly caustic about the state of the True
Rdigionin Tura, dways criticisng something or other. Niojans are not the most popular of peoplein
Tural.

If word of the affair leaked out there would be aterrible scandal. The publicinthiscity lovesa
scandd. | still know enough about Palace politics to guess at what some of the factions would make of it.
Senator Lodius, leader of the opposition party, the Populares, would exploit it as a means of discrediting
the King. So | wonder alittle about the Princess's apparent serenity. Perhaps our Roya Family are bred
to control their emotions.

| take some details. | bump up my daily fee but even then | can tell she's shocked at how little |
charge. Should have asked for more.

"l don't imagineitll be too difficult, Princess. Y ou mind spending alittle money to get them back? |
expect that's what he's after.”

She doesn't mind.

She asks me not to read the letters. | promise not to. She covers her head with her hood and
departs.

My mood findly lightens. An easy enough case, in dl likelihood, and | now have some money. It's
lunchtime. | go downstairs for abeer. No reason not to. Perfectly respectable thing for aman to do after
ahard morning'swork.

Chapter Three

The bar isfull of dock workers and Barbarian mercenaries. The dockers drink here every lunchtime
and the Barbarians are stopping off on their way to enlist in the army. All the tension between Tural and
Nioj hasled to heavy recruitment recently. There'strouble in the south aswell, on the border with
Mattesh. Some dispute about the silver mines. Tural belongsto aleague of city-states with Mattesh and
others, to defend us from the larger powers, but it'sfaling gpart. Damned politicians. If they lead usinto
another war I'll be on thefirst horse out of town.

Gurd frowns a me. | give him some rent money. He smiles. HEsaman of ample emotions, Gurd. |
look round for Makri to seeif shelll join me for abeer but she'stoo busy with the lunchtime trade,
hurrying round the tables with her tray, collecting tankards and taking orders. Makri wears atiny
chainmail bikini a work, in keeping with the generd "Early Barbarian™ decor that adorns Gurd's place,
and as she has aparticularly finefigure and the bikini exposesadmost al of it she generdly doeswell for
tips.

Makri isahighly skilled swordswoman and if she was actudly fighting you would never catch her in
achainmall bikini. She'd be dressed in full leather and sted body armour with asword in one hand and an
axe in the other and she'd have your head off your shoulders before you noticed whether she had anice
figure or not, but the bikini keeps the customers happy. Her long black hair hangs down over her dark,
dightly reddish shoulders, her unusud skin colour the product of her Orc, Elf and Human parentage.

It'sactudly regarded as virtually impossible to carry the blood of dl three races. The extremely few
people who do so are considered freaks and outcasts from society. In the smarter areas of Tura Makri
would not even be allowed into atavern. Makri getsalot of abuse about her parentage. On the Streets
children taunt her with "haf-breed,” "triple-breed," "Orc bastard" and much worse.



| notice her dipping some bread from behind the bar to Palax and Kaby, ayoung pair of travelling
mus cians who've recently moved to the neighbourhood. They're good musicians, but busking bringsin
little money in apoor placelikethis, and they're looking hungry.

"Never liketo seeaman drinking done," says Partulax, joining me.

| nod. I have no objection to drinking on my own but I'm happy enough to have Partulax's
company. He's a big red-haired man who used to drive wagons between the docks and the warehouses
up in Koota Street. Now he'sapaid officia in the Transport Guild. I've worked for him once or twice on
smdl métters.

"How'swork?' | ask him.

"Okay. Better than rowing adave gdley."

"How'sthingswith the Guild?'

"Trade's good, wagons are full but we're having a hard time keeping the Brotherhood at bay."

| nod. The Brotherhood, the main crimind fraternity in the south of the city, isawaystrying to make
inroads on the [abour guilds. Probably the craftsmen's guilds aswell. Maybe even the Honourable
Association of Merchantsfor al 1 know. The Brotherhood seemsto be al-pervasive these days. More
troublesome too. There have been numerous gang fights and killings involving them and the Society of
Friends, the crimina organisation operating in the north of Turai. Mot of the disputes revolve around
control of the dwatrade. Dwais a powerful and popular drug and theres alot of money to be made out
of it. The Brotherhood and the Society of Friends are not the only organisations angling for their share.
Plenty of otherwise respectable people make agood living from dwa, even though it'sillegd. The Civil
Guard doesn't seem to do anything about it. Bribery workswell in Turai.

"Y ou hear about the new dragon?’ says Partulax.

| nod. It wasin the news-shesets.

"I hauled it up to the Palace.”

"How do you transport adragon?”'

"Carefully,” replies Partulax, and guffaws. "It was adegp most of the time. The Orcs sent akeeper
who drugged it."

| frown. The dragon story isabit weird when you think about it. The King has onedragon in his
zoo and the Orcs have now lent him another one to mate with it. Very kind of them. Except Orcs don't
perform acts of kindness for Humans. They hate usjust as much as we hate them, even if we are
technicaly at peace right now. Partulax, another veteran of the last war, doesn't know what to make of it
ather.

"You can't trust an Orc."

| nod. You can't actudly trust most Humans either, and the Elves aren't ahdll of alot better when it
comesright down to it, but we old soldiersliketo air our prejudices.

The bar empties as the dockersin their red bandannas make their way back to their afternoon shifts
in the cargo holds, casting not afew backward glances at Makri's bikini-clad figure. Makri, ignoring their
gtares and comments, comes over to my table.

"Any progress?' she asks.

"Yes" | reply. "Got acase. Paid Gurd the rent.”

Shefrowns. "That's not what | mean.”

| know it's not what she means, but what she meansis adifficult proposition. Makri wishesto study
at the Imperia University and she wantsmeto help her. This, as| have pointed out on numerous
occasions, isimpossible. The Imperia Universty isadeeply conservative body and does not accept
femde students. Eveniif it did, it would not accept astudent with Orcish blood in her veins. Completely
out of the question. The aristocrats and rich merchants who send their sonstherewould be up in arms.
Quetions would be asked in the Senate. The Turai news-sheetswould create a scandd. Apart from all
thisMakri doesn't even have the basi ¢ academic qualifications necessary for entry.



Makri scoffs at these objections. She clamsthat it'swell known that any student can get into the
Univergty, no matter how sparsether quaifications, providing they have arich father to pay their feesor
widd influence at the Palace.

"And anyway, I'm going to philosophy night classes at the Revered Federation of Guilds College. I'll
get the qudifications”

"The Univeraty doesn't teach women."

"Neither did the Collegetill I inssted. And don't go on about my parentage, I've had enough of that
today from the customers. Y ou promised you'd ask Astrath Triple Moon to help me.”

"l was drunk when | promised,” | protest. "Anyway, Adtrath couldn't help.”

"He'sa Sorcerer. He must know people.”

"He'sa Sorcerer in disgrace. None of his old friendswould do him any favours.”

"Well, it would be agtart,” says Makri with thelook of awoman who is not going to stop harassing
meuntil | givein. | givein.

"Okay, Makri. I'll talk to him."

"Y ou promise?"

"l promise”

"Wl you'd better then, or I'll be down on you like abad spell.”

| ask Makri if shewantsadrink but she till has aload of tablesto clean so | take abeer upstairs
and finish it off while I'm getting dressed to go out. | put on my best black tunic, which is patched, but
quite professionally, and my best boots, which are amess. One of the heelsis about to come off. Not
very impressive for visiting aNiojan diplomat. Staring in the bronze mirror | have to admit that I'm
looking alittle shabby these days. Altogether not too impressive. My hair isfine, till dark and long, and
my moustache is asimpressive as ever, but |'ve put on weight recently. In addition to my expanding
waidtline | seem to be getting adouble chin. | sgh. Middle age.

| tiemy hair back in abraid and hunt around for my sword. | remember | pawned it last week to
buy food. What sort of Private Investigator pawns his sword, for God's sake? Turai's cheapest, that's
what sort.

| consider looking into the kuriya pool, but decide againgt it. The ability to use kuriyais one of my
few clamsto sorcerous power. It involves entering atrance and staring into asmall pool of kuriya, arare
dark liquid, wherein may gppear mysticd ingghts. In asaucer full of kuriyal have occasondly been able
to find the solution to an investigation—amissing husband, athieving nephew, alying business partner.
Very convenient. Solve amystery in the comfort of your own room. Unfortunately it rarely works. Using
magic to draw apicture of the past is extremey difficult. Even Sorcererswith agreat deal more power
than mysdlf are only sometimes successful. It requires precise caculations of the phases of the three
moons and suchlike, and entering the required trance is no easy feat. The Investigating Sorcerers of the
Civil Guard will generdly only attempt it in the most important crimina maiters, and fortunately for Tura's
criminasthey often get it wrong.

Another problem isthe price of kuriya The black liquid comes from the far west and the one
merchant who importsit keeps his prices high. He claimsit's dragon's blood, but he'saliar.

| place the deep spel in my memory. | can only put one spell in at atime these days, and even that
takesalot of effort. Mgor spelsdon't stay in the memory after you've used them, so you haveto learn
them dl over again. If I'm out on acase and think | may need alittle outsde help | usudly memorise the
deep spell, but | find the whole process pretty tiring these days. I'm not much of a Sorcerer. No wonder
| haveto work for aliving. A good Sorcerer can carry two major spellsat once. A truly great one can
walk around al day with three or even four spells safely tucked up in his memory, just waiting to come
out. | should have studied more when | was an apprentice.

| step through the outside door and get to work. | mutter my standard locking incantation over the
door, thisbeing aminor spell which I'm ableto use at will. Quite anumber of people can use these minor
spells. They don't require much studying.



"That's not going to help you much if you don't pay Y ubaxas what you owe him," comes arasping
voice from the bottom of the stairs.

| glower down at the large man who's waiting there for me. He's very tdll, very broad, and avirulent
sword scar runs from histempleto his collar bone. With his shaved head he's an ugly brute by anyone's
standards, and one I'd rather not have hanging around to see me. | go down the stairs and stop on the
third from the ground so that our eyesarelevel.

"What do you want, Karlox?" | demand.

"Passing on amessage from Y ubaxas. Money'sduein five days."

Asif | needed reminding. Y ubaxasistheloca Brotherhood boss. | owe him five hundred gurans, a
gambling debt after some very unwise speculations at the chariot races.

"Hell get hismoney,” | grunt. "I don't need gorillaslike you to remind me."

"Y ou better come up with it, Thraxas, or well be down on you like abad spell.”

| push my way past. Karlox laughs. He acts as an enforcer for the Brotherhood and he's a violent
and unpleasant man. He's also dumb as an Orc. No doubt he enjoys hiswork. | leave him without a
backward glance. The gambling debt isworrying me, but I'm not going to let an ox like Karlox seethat.

Theair stinks of rotting fish. It's hotter than Orcish hell out here. | redeem my sword at Priso's pawn
shop. I'd like anew pair of boots but | can't afford it. Nor can | afford to redeem my illuminated staff or
my spdll protection charm. | get depressed about my poverty. | shouldn't gamble. | should have stayed at
the Palace, riding around in officia horse carts and raking in bribes. | was afool to leave. Or rather | was
afool to get so drunk at the wedding of the Head of Palace Security that | tried to make amove on his
bride. No one at the Palace could ever remember an Investigator being dismissed from his post quite so
abruptly, not even proven spies and traitors. Damn that Deputy Consul Rittius. He always hated me.

| buy some bread at Minarixas bakery. Minarixagreets mein afriendly manner as| am avery
frequent customer. Outside | notice she's put up awall poster asking for donations to the Association of
Gentlewomen. Quite abold move on her part; many people disapprove of the Association of
Gentlewomen, an unofficia organisation, deeply frowned on by the King, the Paace, the Senate, the
Church, the guilds and practicaly every manin the city.

"A gnful thing," saysavoicebesde me,

It's Derlex, theloca Pontifex, or priest of the True Church.

| greet him politdly, if dightly dubioudy. | dwaysfed nervous around Derlex. | get theimpresson he
disapproves of me.

"Y ou don't sympathise with their ams, Pontifex Derlex?'

He doesn't. A women's organisation is anathema to the True Church. The young Pontifex seems
quite upset by it. Not only does he didike the poster, he doesn't seem to approve of Minarixa's bakery.

"Women should not run businesses" he states.

As Minarixarunsthe only decent bakery in the whole of Twelve Seas| can't agree with thisat dl,
but | keep my slence. | don't want to argue with the Church, it'stoo powerful to offend.

"I haven't seen you at church recently,” says Derlex, taking me by surprise.

"Pressure of work," | reply, foolishly, which gets me alecture about putting my work before the
Church.

"I'll certainly make every effort to attend thisweek," | say as convincingly as| can, and make my
escape. | can't say | enjoyed the conversation. The Pontifex isn't dl that bad, provided he leavesyou
aone, but it's not going to be much fun if he suddenly starts worrying about my soul.



Chapter Four

| step over three young dwa addicts lying unconsciousin an dleyway. | Sgh. The opening up of the
southern trade route through Mattesh was proclaimed by our King as atriumph of diplomacy.
Commerce has sarted to flow but unfortunately the main import has been dwa. Use of the powerful
narcotic is now rife throughout the city and the effect on its population has been dramatic. Beggars,
sallors, youthful apprentices, whores, itinerants, rich and idle young fashionables—all manner of people,
once content to aleviate their sufferings with e and occasond doses of the much milder drug Thazis,
now spend their dayslost in the powerful dream brought on by the ingestion of dwa. Unfortunately dwa
is both expensive and addictive. Once you've taken your dose you're as happy as an Elf in atree, but
when you come down you fed dreadful. Those regular users who spend part of their liveslogtiniits
pleasant grip are obliged to spend the other part raising money to buy their next day's supply. Since dwa
swept Tural crime of al sorts has mushroomed. In many parts of the city it's not safe to walk the streets
at night for fear of violent robbery. The houses of therich are ringed by wals and guarded by hired
members of the Securitus Guild. Gangs of youthsin the dumswho used to stedl the occasiond piece of
fruit from market stalls now use knives for street robberies and kill peoplefor afew gurans.

Turai isrotting. The poor are despairing and the rich are decadent. One day King Lamachus of Nioj
will come down from the north and sweep us away.

| fedl better when I've got my sword tucked snugly in my belt and I'm riding in ahorse cab, or
landus, up Moon and Stars Boulevard, the main street running north to south, up from Twelve Seas
docks through Pashish, a poor though generdly peaceful area, eventudly turning on to Roya Way, which
runswest through the upper-class suburb of Thamlin to the Imperia Palace. Attilan, our Roya Princesss
erswhilelover, lives here on aquiet street popular with young men about town.

I'm prepared to didike him. Niojans are never friendly to Private Investigators. Private Investigators
areinfactillegd inNigj. Mot thingsareillegd in Nigj. It'sagrim place. Thamlinisn't. Our well-off
citizens make their surroundings very comfortable—yellow and green tiled pavements and large white
houses with fountains in well-tended gardens. Civil Guardsmen patrol the streets, keeping them safe from
undesirables. It'sapeaceful place. | used to live here. Sometime ago. My old house is now occupied by
the Queen's Roya Astrologer. He'sadwa addict, but he keepsit quiet.

A young Pontifex greets me palitely as| turninto Attilan's private pathway. He's carrying abag
marked with the sgn of the True Church. Busy gathering contributions from our wedthier citizensl
expect. A servant answersthe door. Attilan isnot home and is not expected back in the near future. The
servant shutsthe door. | never enjoy having doors dammed in my face. | wak round the back. No one
interrupts me as | gtrall through the smal garden, ending up in apatio at the back with asmal statue of
Saint Quatinius and various well-tended bushes. The back door is solid enough, and locked. | mutter the
opening incantation, another minor spell which | can useat will, and it fliesopen. | walk in. | can guess
thelayout of the house. They're al much the same, with a central courtyard containing an dtar and private
rooms at the back. If, as| suspect, Attilan only has one or two servants, and they're lounging in their
quarterswhile hesaway, | may be ableto carry out some uninterrupted investigating.

Attilan's office is neat, everything in its proper place. | check the letter rack. No sign of the
Princesssletters. A safe behind apainting amost resists my opening spell, but eventually creaks open
reluctantly. | might have made afine burglar, athough anyone with anything realy vauable to hide gets
their safe locked tight with agood spell from a competent Sorcerer. Insdethe safel find ajewelled box
with the Princesssroya inggniaon it. Very good. Thingsare going well.

| am about to placeit in my bag when my curiosity overwhelms me. The Princess specificdly
requested that | did not open the box and read her letters. Which gives me an irresistible urge to open the
box and read her letters. Sometimes | just can't help mysdlf.

It doesn't appear to contain any letters. Just a parchment with aspell written onit. | frown. Thisis
definitely the box the Princess asked meto retrieve; it carries her roya indgnia. The spdl isan unfamiliar



one, not native to Turai. When | read it through I'm more puzzled than ever. It seemsto be aspell for
putting adragon to deep. Why would the Princess want to do that? | dip it into my bag, and hurry out
the back way. It should be an easy getaway but as| plunge through the bushes | trip over something and
cry out in surprise.

"Who'sthere?' demands a servant, appearing at arun. He staresin horror at me. Or rather, at
what's at my feet, which isadead body.

"Attilan!" he screams.

The case just took a bad turn. The servant obvioudy regards me as the man responsible for sticking
aknifein hisemployer. So do the Civil Guards, who appesar in less than thirty seconds. Not
unreasonable, | suppose, as| declineto offer any explanation for my presence. They drag me off. AsI'm
being hauled through the garden | sense the faintest aura of something unusua but it'stoo fleeting to
identify and | don't have a chanceto think about it. I'm dumped in awagon and driven smartly up to the
prison. Asthe Guardsfling meinacel, | reflect that, of al my reversas of fortune, thisis surely one of
the quickest.

Chapter Five

The city isdivided into ten administrative units, each one overseen by a Prefect, who, among other
things, overseesthe Civil Guard in hisarea. Prefect Gawinius, in charge of Thamlin, isalarge, tough
individud who wastes no timeininforming meI'min serioustrouble.

"We got no timefor Private Investigators round here," he snarlsa me, again. "Why did you kill
Attilan?'

"l didnt kill him."

"Then why wereyou there?'

"Just taking ashort cut.”

I'm flung back inmy cdll. It'stiflingly hot and stinks like asewer. Out of curiosity | try my standard
opening incantation on the door, but nothing happens. Thisisto be expected. All cell doorsareregularly
serviced by the Civil Guard Sorcerers using powerful locking spells.

Hours pass. | hear the Crier calling Sabap, thetime for afternoon prayer. At thisdl faithful members
of the True Church—in theory the whole population of the city—are supposed to get down on their
knees and pray. Pray for the second time, as al true devoteeswill aso have prayed at Sabam, the start
of theday. | missed the morning prayers. Didn't wake up intime. | haven't donein years. | decideto pass
on the afternoon sesson aswell.

The door rattles and Captain Ralee stridesin.

"Don't you know al citizens are legaly obliged to pray during Sabap?' he says.

"| don't see you on your knees."

"I'm excepted for officid business.”

"What business?’

"Coming down to order you to stop being such afool and tell the Prefect what he wantsto know."

It's some relief to see Captain Rallee, though not much. Weve known each other along time; we
even fought in the same battalion during one of the Orc Wars. Wewerefairly friendly once, but sincel
left the Palace and set up on my own we've grown gpart. He knows I'm not afool but he doesn't owe me
any favours.

"Look, Thraxas, we don't want to keep you here. We've got better thingsto do. No one thinks you
persondly stuck aknifein Attilan.”



"Prefect Galwinius does”

Captain Rallee makes aface indicating he doesn't think too much of the Prefect.

"Weran atest on the knife. Our Sorcerer reportsthat your auraisn't onit. Of course some
Sorcerers could remove their aura, but you aren't good enough to do that.”

"Absolutely, Captain. I'm drictly smdl time."

"But he picked up your aurain the house. What were you doing there?"

| continue staring at the ceiling.

"Y ou know how seriousthisis, Thraxas? Attilan was a Niojan diplomat. Their Ambassador is
rasng hell. The Pdaceisraisang hell. The Consul himsdlf's been down here asking questions.”

I'm impressed. The Consul is Turai's highest officia, answerable to no one except the King. Captain
Rdlee staresat me. | stare a him. He's weathered his middle age better than | have. With hislong blond
hair and broad shoulders he's still ahandsome man. Probably still ahit with the ladies, in his smart black
tunic and cloak. No fool, though. Sharp as an Elf's ear in comparison to some of the blunderersthey've
got in the Civil Guard.

"So what's going on?"'

| remain Slent.

"l don't reckon you killed Attilan," saysthe Captain. "But | reckon you might have been involvedin
alittle robbery.”

"Don't be supid.”

"Stupid? Maybe. Maybe not. 1've never known you rob anyone before, but then again, I've never
known you owe the Brotherhood five hundred gurans before.”

He seesmy look of surprise.

"You'rein big trouble, Thraxas. Y ubaxas will have your head if you don't pay. Y ou need money
badly, which naturally makes us suspicious when you're found in rich people's houses where you haven't
been invited. So why don't you tell me what's going on?'

"l don't discuss my businesswith the Civil Guard. Or anyone d<se. If | did, 1'd soon be out of
dients"

"Who'syour client?'

"| don't have one."

"Inthat case, Thraxas, you'd better reconsider your attitude to prayer. Unless you tell uswhat we
want to know it's going to take divine intervention to get you out of thiscell.”

He departs. | remain. Languishing, | believe would be the correct term.

Later | bribe ajailer to let me have a news-shest.

The Renowned and Truthful Chronicle of All the World's Events is one of the variousrags
published each day in Turai. It's neither renowned nor truthful, being given moreto hinting at scandaous
relationships between Senators daughters and officers of the Palace Guard, but it's entertaining. It'sa
sngle sheet, poorly printed, and often contains nothing but gossip, but today it has the sensationa news
of Attilan's death, about which the Niojan Ambassador isindeed raisng hell. He has protested to the
King about this gross breach of diplomatic privilege. He hasapoint. Y ou can't have your diplomatic
privilege violated much more than being murdered. For our King, always keen to appease the Nigjans,
it'satricky Stuation, and the Palace needs the murder cleared up quickly. Quickly enough to pinit on
me, quite possibly.

Thinking it over in my cdl, | can't make much sense of the affair. I've no ideawho killed Attilan. Or
why the Princess sent me to recover some love letters which turned out to be aspell for putting adragon
to deep. Who needsto do that? There are no dragons around, apart from the King's pet in his zoo, and
the new one from the Orcs. | muse about this. It's an interesting tale. Thisdragon, newly arrived at the
King's zoo, was on loan. The Orcish nation of Gzak sent it to King Reeth-Akan last week to mate with
the King's dragon as atoken of friendship. Thereis, of course, no friendship whatsoever between Turai



and Gzak, or any Human and Orcish nation, peace treaties notwithstanding. Why exactly the Orcs have
sent it I'm not sure. | doubt very much that they are overly concerned that King Reeth-Akan's dragon
might befeding londy. Maybeit'sjust to fool peopleinto thinking they aren't planning another war as
soon asthey can get their armies up to strength after the last beating we gave them. Gzak is one of the
richest Orcish nations and has its own gold and diamond mines. It won't take them too many yearsto
build up their strength again.

Why, however, Princess Du-Aka might want to put this or any other dragon to deepisamystery.

| glance at the rest of the news-sheet. Usual round of Palace intrigue and scandal, and a story about
akiller called Sarin the Mercilesswho's apparently carried out a string of murders and robberiesin the
southern nations, making her the most wanted crimina in the west. This makes melaugh. | tangled with
Sarin the Mercilessalong time ago. Ran her out of town, if the truth be known. Just another small-time
crook. The news-sheets dways like to build up these petty criminasinto something they're not. | hope
she comes back to Turai. | could do with some reward money.

Under thisis a piece about Senator Lodius, the leader of the opposition, who is haranguing the
Consaul for the outbreak of lawlessnessin Tural. Killings and robberies are on the rise, and there's till no
sgn of the Red Elvish Cloth, for which the Treasury will have to pay the Elves, even though we haven't
got it.

What makesthis cloth so rare and vauableisits ability to form atota shield against magic. It'sthe
only substance in the world no sorcery can penetrate. Very handy in aworld full of enemy Sorcerers. But
it's presumably far away from the city by now. If it had been brought to Turai by the hijackers, our
government Sorcererswould have traced it by now. Initsfinished state, the cloth is undetectable, but
Elves aren't dumb. Any time they despatch some, they brand it with atemporary sorcerous mark only
they can remove. Once the Cloth reaches our King, an Elvish Sorcerer removesit. So someone has
Spirited the stuff away from the city. It'swell known the Orcs have been after Red Elvish Cloth for years.
If they'vefindly acquired some, it's bad newsfor us.

My musings are interrupted as the cell door bangs open and the jailer ushersin ayoung woman.
Sheintroduces hersdlf as Jaideti and flashes an officia sedl a me.

"I'm Princess Du-Akai's handmaiden.”

"Whisper. Y ou never know who'slistening.”

Jaideti whispers, "The Princessisworried.”

"It'sokay. | hid the box before | was arrested. I've kept her name out of it."

Jaideti looksreieved. "When can she get the letters back?!

"Assoonas| get out of here.”

"Well see what we can do. But you mustn't mention her name. Now Attilan's been murdered it
would be an even worse scandd if the relationship were to be discovered.”

"Don't worry. Stubborn slenceis one of my strongest points.”

She departs, gticking to the pretence about love | etters. No mention of dragonsat al.

Chapter Six

The call for Sabav, evening prayers, rings out through the jail. Sabam, Sabap, Sabav. Three prayer
cdlsaday. Gets me down. Still, we get off lightly in Tura. In Nigj they have six. | knedl downto pray in
case somejailer is spying on me; there's no sensein giving the authorities another excuse to hold me here.
Perhapsit isn't such abad idea, because I'm rel eased shortly afterwards. God may now be on my side.
More likely the Princess pulled some strings. Captain Ralleeis most displeased. He can't understand how



aguy like me can ill have any influencein thistown.

"Who you working for, the Royal Family?' he grumbles, asa Sorcerer muttersthe spell to let me
out thefront gates. "'Y ou watch yoursdlf, Thraxas. The Prefect's got hiseye on you. You try putting
anything over on him and hell be down on you like abad spell.”

| smilegracioudy in reply, and climb into alandus heading for Twelve Seas. | stop off at the public
baths, wash off the stink of prison, grab a beer and food at the Avenging Axe and head off out.

"Where have you been?' asks Makri as1'm leaving.

"In prison.”

"Oh," saysMakri. "I thought maybe you were hiding from the Brotherhood."

| glareat her. "And why did you think that?"

"Because you can't pay your gambling debts.”

| am outraged to learn that Makri knows about thistoo.

"Does everyonein Twelve Seas have to stick their nosesinto my persond affairs? It'shigh time
people around here started minding their own damned business.”

With which | ssorm out into the street. A beggar sticks awithered hand in my direction.

"Get ajob," | bark a him. It makes mefed dightly better.

It'sdark by thetimel reach Attilan's house. It's risky returning so soon but it hasto be done. In the
time between my discovery in the garden and my arrest, | threw the box under abush and | need it back.
No one seemsto be around, apart from ayoung Pontifex hurrying home after ahard day's praying. |
wish | could make mysdlf invisible but the invishbility spell isway too complicated for me. Trugting to luck,
| haul mysdlf over the fence, scramble through the garden and dive beneath the bush. The box isn't there.
Someone beat meto it. Two minutes|ater I'm back over the fence and hurrying south, not pleased at the
way thingsare going.

Horsetraffic isbanned in the city after dark. The night is<till hot and it'satiring wak. When | reach
Pashish | decideto drop in on Adtrath Triple Moon. I've promised Makri I'll ask him if he can help her.
Moreto the point, | need a beer.

Pashish, just north of Twelve Sess, isanother poor suburb, though rlatively crime-free. Its narrow
tene- mented streets comprise mainly the dwellings of harbour workers and other manua labourers. It's
an unlikely placeto find a Sorcerer, but Astrath Triple Moon is somewhat of an outcast among hiskind,
thanksto certain dlegations afew years back when he wasthe officia Sorcerer a the Stadium
Superbius, with responsbility for ensuring that al chariot races and suchlike were run fairly, without
outside sorcerous interference. Certain powerful Senatorsfelt that their chariots weren't getting afair
ded, leading to a Pragtor's investigation accusing Astrath Triple Moon of taking bribes.

Adtrath employed meto dig up evidence on hisbehaf. Hewas, infact, asguilty ashell but |
managed to cloud theissue enough for him to escape prosecution or expulsion from the Sorcerers Guild.
Thisalowed him to remain in the city—no Sorcerer expelled from the Guild is alowed to practise
here—but the stigma attached to his name thereafter forced him to leave his high-class practicein Truth is
Beauty Lane. He ended up in straitened circumstances with asmall practice in Pashish ministering to the
humble needs of the loca population.

Adrathisstill apowerful Sorcerer. Asaways heis pleased to see me. Not many men of my
learning and culture visit him these days. He pours me abeer and | down it in one. He pours me another.

"Hot as Orcish hdll out there," | say, emptying the glass.

He pours me athird. He's not a bad guy for a Sorcerer. | dump my cloak and bag on the floor
among the astrolabes, charts, test tubes, herbs, potions and books that form the standard paraphernaia
of aworking Sorcerer.

| ask him about the spell, describing it as best as1 can remember.

"That'sarareitem,” says Agtrath Triple Moon, stroking his beard. "Asfar as| know, no Human
Sorcerer has ever concocted a successful spell for putting adragon to deep. The best we've come up



with is some temporary distraction.”

He'sright. | know from painful experience. My platoon faced adragon in the last Orc Wars, and |
tried my deep spell, full strength. 1 had more power in my spells then but the dragon hardly blinked. Still,
wekilled it in theend.

"Do the Orcs have aspdll like that?"

"They might,” replies Astrath Triple Moon. "After al, they have more experience with dragons than
us. And their Sorcererswork on adifferent system. Weaker in some ways, stronger in others. It wouldn't
aurprise meif they've mastered dragoncraft enough to put oneto deep. | wouldn't have thought they'd let
agpel likethat out of their hands though. There's aways Horm, of course.”

"Horm the Dead?"

| suppress ashudder. Y ou can forget to include mein anything involving Horm the Dead. He's not
the only mad renegade Sorcerer in the world but he's one of the most powerful and, by al accounts, by
far the mot frightening.

"Y ou ever have any dedingswith him?'

Adtrath strokes his beard.

"Not redlly. But afew members of the Sorcerers Guild have encountered him in the course of their
travels and they told me stories about him. That was back when | could ill go to Sorcerers Guild
meetings of course. Takes dwaand flies, gpparently.”

"So do alot of people.”

"No, heredly can fly. So they say anyway. And rides dragons.”

"| thought only Orcs could ride dragons.”

"Hormishaf Orc," says Adrath. "And he spends histimein the Wastelands working out waysto
combine Orc and Human magic. Last we heard he was working on a spell to send awhole city mad. The
Eight-Mile Terror, he caled it. So we were told anyway. Of course, you can't trust informants from the
Wastelands, but it worried the Guild enough to start work on some counterspell. Horm the Dead doesn't
much care for Humans."

"l can't seewhy hed have any involvement in this spell the Princess had though.”

"Neither can |," admits Agtrath Triple Moon. "And from what you can remember of the spdll, it
doesn't redly sound like hiswork. More likdly it was stolen from an Orcish Sorcerer. Or maybe their
Ambassadors brought it herejust in case the dragon decided to go mad and start burning the city.”

| should hurry home and work this one out. After another beer, alittle klee, and a portion of beef
from Adtrath's servant, | do just that. | St in my shabby room and mull it over. What would a Niojan
diplomat be doing with an Orcish spell? Trying to sall it perhgps? A vauable item, certainly, which any
government would pay well for, but how did he get it? How did the Princesslearn of it and why did she
want it? And whereisit now? Who removed it from Attilan's garden?

Faced with so many questions, | go downstairs for abeer. Makri comes over to my table and | tell
her about the case. She's a sensible woman, often good for talking things over with, providing she's not
haranguing me about helping her get into the Imperid Universty.

"I don't think Attilan was ever on diplomatic duty in the Orcish lands, but its possible he's come
across the Orcish diplomats at our Palace. They don't show themsalvesin public but they must meet
other Ambassadors sometimes.”

"Maybe hedidn't sted it," suggests Makri. "Maybethey gaveit to him."

"Seems unlikely, Makri. Niojans are dl swines, but they don't like Orcs any more than we do. And
even if hewasworking with them, what was he doing with that spell? And why isthe Princessinvolved?
She sent meto find it. How did she know he had it? And what did she want it for?

"Maybe the dragonsin the King's zoo make her nervous.”

"Could be. Dragons would upset anyone.”

"| fought one once," says Makri.



"What?"

"| fought one. In the Orcish dave arena.”

"On your own?"'

"No, there were ten of us. Big fight to entertain the Orc Lords. We bedt it, though | wasthe only
oneleft alive a the end. Tough skin. My sword wouldn't go throughit. | had to stab it in the eyes.”

| stare a her. I'm not sure if she'stelling the truth or not. When the twenty-year-old Makri arrived in
Tura ayear ago after escgping from the Orcish gladiator dave pits, she was ahardened fighter but
unused to theways of civilisation. That isto say, shedidn't tell lies. After ayear inthe Avenging Axe,
surrounded by notable embroiderers of the truth like Gurd and mysdlf, she's learned the art.

"| fought adragon too, back in the Orc Wars," | say, which istrue, though rather beside the point. |
just don't like Makri to think she's the only one round here who's done any serious fighting.

Some customers call for beer. Makri ignores them.

"I hope you're not going to get Princess Du-Akai into trouble," she says.

"Why?"

"Because if you do agood job for the Princess shelll be grateful and you could ask her to use her
influenceto get meinto the University.”

The standard degree course at the Imperid University features rhetoric, philosophy, logic,
mathematics, architecture, religion and literature. Why the hell Makri wantsto learn al thet is beyond me.

"Also," addsthe young Barbarian, "1 heard that Du-Akal is sympathetic to the Association of
Gentlewomen.”

"Where did you hear that?"

"Atamedting."

| sare at her. I'd no idea Makri was going to Association of Gentlewomen mestings.

"Don't come crying to meif you al get arrested for illegd gatherings.”

"l won't."

| consder consulting the kuriya pool for some answers but decide againgt it. | don't know enough
exact dates and places for the things I'd like to know, so a good connection with the past would be
amost impossible. Anyway I've hardly any of the black liquid Ieft and | can't afford any more. Sorcerous
Investigator. Big joke. | can't even afford the basics.

"Get ajob," says Makri.

"Very funny. Y ou want to play some niarit after your shift?'

Makri nods. She tells me she saw some Elvestoday, travelling up from the docks on horseback
with an escort of Civil Guardsmen.

"Probably some deputation from the EIf Lord who sent the Red Elvish Cloth. | don't imaginethey're
very happy it'sgone missng.”

Makri grunts. The whole subject of Elvesistroubling to her. Basically, her Orcish blood appals
them. Makri pretends not to care, but really she does. Shewon't admit it, but I've seen her looking
amost longingly a some of the young Elveswho pass through Twelve Sees.

She adjusts her bikini and gets back to work, taking orders from thirsty late-night drinkers. This
includes me and it's around two in the morning by thetime | sumble upgtairs.

Sitting on my grubby couch is Princess Du-Akai.

"l let mysdlf in," shesays. "'l didn't want to comeinto the tavern.”

"Fed freeto vigt any time" | grunt, with less politeness than would be normal towardsthethird in
lineto the throne. I'm not particularly pleased to find anyone, even aRoya Princess, in my rooms
uninvited. It gives me the strong suspicion she might have been searching them.

"Did you get the box?"

| shake my head. "I went back for it. Someone must have seen me hideit. It'sgone.”



"l must have those letters!”

| stare at the Princess. For the first time she looks uncomfortable. Good. | decideto giveit to her
draight.

"There weren't any letters, Princess. Y our box wastherein Attilan's safe dll right. Nice box. Very
fineinlay. No lettersthough. Just an Orc spell for putting adragon to deep.”

"How dare you examine the contentd™

"Welcometo the red world. And how dare you send me on a case with false information. Thanks
to you, Princess, I'm up to my neck in the murder of a Niojan diplomat. Sure, you used your influenceto
get me out of prison but that's not going to prevent the Consul pinning the murder on meif no one better
comesdong. So I'd suggest you gtart teling me the truth.”

We gtare at each other for awhile. Princess Du-Aka shows no inclination to start telling the truth.
"Do you know who killed Attilan?" | demand.

“No."

"Didyou?'

She's shocked. She deniesit.

"Why did you want meto get that spell? Where did it come from? And why wasit in your box?'
The Princess clams up. She makesto leave. I'm mad ashell. Anytimel'm throwninacel | at least

like to know the reason. | say afew lessthan complimentary thingsto her. Shetossesasmall purseon
the table and tells me our business relationship is ended.

"Don't dam the door when you leave."

She damsthe door. | count the money. Thirty gurans. Three days pay. Not bad. Another four
hundred and seventy and the Brotherhood will be off my back. | wish | knew what it had al been aboui.
| drink some more beer. It feelstoo hot to go to bed. | fal adeep on my couch.

Chapter Seven

I'm woken about three thirty in the morning by Makri.

"Makri, how many timesdo | haveto tell you not to barge into my rooms? | might be doing
something persond.”

Shelaughs at the thought.

"I'm going to start putting a closing spell on that door.”

"Y our closing spdl wouldn't hold out for fifteen seconds againgt me, Thraxas."

| expect it wouldn't. Makri started fighting in the dave pits when she was thirteen. Seven yearsasan
Orcish gladiator does give aperson atendency to be forceful. | struggleto rise as Makri clears some
space on an old box to set up my niarit board.

"What's the matter with you?' she asks. "Y ou're looking sadder than aNiojan whore."

| tell her what happened with the Princess. "1 got three days pay but | was hoping for alot more. |
guess shewon't hire me again after this. And | wouldn't count on her help getting into the University.”

"Y ou mean you insulted her?"

| admit it, but point out it wasjudtified.

Makri takes out acouple of thazis sticks.

"Thisll cheer you up."

"If Gurd catches you taking them from the bar you'll be out on your ear.”
She shrugs. | light my thazis stick.



"How'syour sudies at the Guild College?' | ask.

"Okay. Better than rowing adave gdley.”

"Y ou don't sound too happy about it."

"It would be fineif the other students weren't on my back all thetime. | heard someone whispering
"Orc" when | was coming out of my rhetoric lecture. 1'd have chopped his head off except then they'd
throw me out. Also they don't et me take my axeinto class.”

Makri lights up another thazis stick and sets up the opposing forces on the board, the front rank
being, from left to right, Foot Soldiers of the Hoplite variety, Archers, then Trolls. The back rank
comprises Elephants, Heavy Mounted Knights and Light Mounted Lancers. Each player hasin their Sde
aSiege Tower, aHeder, aHarper, a Sorcerer, aHero and a Plague Carrier. At the very back of the
board isthe Castle, the object of the game being to defend your own Castle and storm your opponent’'s.

"Kerk was hanging around outside your door earlier,” Makri telsme.

Kerk isan informant of mine. Fairly usdess generdly, and ahopeless dwaaddict.

"Must have someinformation for me. Hewouldn't comeinif he heard | waswith aclient. I'll ook
him up tomorrow."

| open abottle of beer, pour us out alittle klee, draw deeply on my thazis and make my standard
opening, sending my Foot Soldiers up the flanks. Makri responds, as she generally does, by sending out
her Mounted Lancersto harry them but | notice that sheisaso surreptitioudy preparing to bring her
Plague Carrier up the board early. | advance my Archersto support my Foot Soldiers and make sure my
Sorcerer and my Hedler are ready to react.

Makri, generaly an impetuous player, triesto force an early engagement by suddenly sending out
the rest of her Heavy Cavalry, followed by her Elephants. | withdraw dightly and, in anew variation,
send my Harper, protected by my Hero, to play to the Elephants. The Harper's music has the power of
entrancement and it sends Makri's Elephants to deep. She can only watch in frustration asmy Trolls
advance among the immobile beasts and finish them off.

My solid phalanx of Hoplites and Archersis meanwhile holding off her cavalry and | start to send
my Siege Tower lumbering up the board. Makri's cavary are causing casualties among my Hoplites but
I've dready got my Healer on hand to dleviate the Stuation. My Sorcerer is meanwhile holding her Hero
at bay.

Dueto her imprudent attack Makri's Sorcerer isout of position and when battleisthickest in the
centre | am able to send my Hero up the right flank with a horde of Elephantsand | start to break
through. My forces have an awkward moment when Makri suddenly and unexpectedly backtracks with
her Plague Carrier and | lose afew Elephants to the plague before my Hero engages the Plague Carrier
and puts him to flight. Meanwhile my own Plague Carrier is sneaking up the | eft flank, weakening Makri's
forces. Suddenly | break through on both sides. My Trolls and Heavy Mounted K nights surround and kill
her Sorcerer and her Hero. My Hoplites break her cavalry in two and march up the board, followed by
my Siege Tower. Shetriesto muster her forces but her last resistance is broken when my Plague Carrier
kills her Harper before getting in amongst her Trolls and decimating them. Soon I'm svarming over her
forcesand | move my Siege Tower right up to her Castle.

In niarit it's possible to come back from a poor position but not when playing against amagter like
me. Makri's remaining forces are hemmed in and gradually whittled down as | prepare my final assaullt.
My Hero leads ahorde of infantry up the Siege Tower and into her Castle. Victory to Thraxas.

"Damn," says Makri, and looks extremely annoyed. She's not agood loser. Neither am 1.
Fortunately | dwayswin.

"I'll beat you next time," states Makri.

"Noway. I'm still number one chariot around here.”

Makri grins, drinksthe rest of her kleein agulp and departs to her room aong the corridor. |
struggle into my bedroom, blow out the candle and settle down to deep. My dumbers are badly
interrupted when Hanama, deadliest member of the extremely deadly Assassins Guild, pricks my throat



with her dagger. It'sapoor way for a man to be woken up after ahard day's work.

Chapter Eight

A night candle caststhe merest glimmer of light in my room. Barely enough to illuminate the knife at
my throat, or the figure of the Assassin looming over me. I'm pinned to my bed, unable to move. A bad
awakening indeed. I've encountered Hanama before. She's number threein the Assassins Guild, a
ruthlesskiller. And yet, asmy sensesclear, | redise I'm not about to be immediately assassinated. If |
was I'd be dead dready. The Assassins don't worry about formaities like waking up their victims.

"Whereisit?' shehisses,

"What?' | croak inreply.

"The Red Elvish Cloth," says Hanama, plunging meinto further confusion.

"What are you talking about?"

She pressesthe knife afraction further.

"Hand it over or die," says Hanama, her eyes as cold as an Orc's heart.

The door to the next room swings open. Light from alantern floodsin. There stands Makri, sword
in hand.

"Lethimgo," shesnarls.

Hanamalaughs, athin, humourless Assassin's laugh.

"Nicebikini," she says, mockingly, and in one swift movement draws ashort sword and dropsinto
afighting crouch. Hanamas smdl, thin figure is exaggerated by her featureless black clothes, making her
appear amogt childlike. | wonder if Makri realises how deadly sheis. | ready mysdlf to spring to her aid.
Suddenly the outside door crashes open. Men pound into the office and on into my inner room. Makri
and Hanamawhirl round to face the intruders. | leap from the bed and grab my sword. Therésno timeto
think and little room to move as a horde of savage sword-wielding thugs threaten to sweep us away by
sheer force of numbers. A massive man waves an equaly massive scimitar & me. | avoid it nimbly and
gick my knifeinto his heart. My next assailant dams a hatchet towards my head. | dodge the blow, kick
him in the knee and dash my knife through histhroat. I'm good at this sort of thing. So are Makri and
Hanama. Wedrive our attackers back into the next room, then Makri legps after them impetuoudly,
followed by Hanamaand me.

In the larger space of my office we find ourselves at a disadvantage. More attackers are pouring in
from outsde and they start to encircle us. Theréslittle time to think, though | get abrief glimpse of Makri
scything two men down with one blow and flying over alow dash aimed by another to smash her boot
into hisface. | parry another blow but before | can counter-thrust my senses start going haywire. | detect
magic, powerful magic, very close. | gain animpression of alarge, cloaked figure in the doorway, one
arm raised, before therésaviolent flash and I'm thrown back againgt the wall along with Makri and
Hanama. Thethree of usliethere, gasping and bleeding. | don't know what the spell was but it was
pretty effective.

"Kill them," saysthe Sorcerer, entering the room.

Suddenly Gurd, roused by the commoation, hurtlesinto the office with his axe above hishead. Two
men fall dead before they can scream. | drag myself to my feet as Gurd disappears into a maglstrom of
blades and bodies. Theinterruption alows Makri and Hanamathe few seconds they need to recover. A
knife flashes out of Hanamas palm, transfixing one man, while she deftly stabs another in the back. Makri
hacks her way through to Gurd. | do likewise. Our savage attack beginsto carry the day and our
attackers start to crumble. One more push should do it. My senses go haywire again and | redlise we're



infor another sorcerous attack. Damn all Sorcerers.

It'sinterrupted by the shrill screech of whistlesin the dley below. The Civil Guard has arrived.
There's confusion as our attackers fight their way down the stairsto make their escape. | don't bother to
pursue them. | can hardly stand upright. The exertion of the battle and the effects of the spell haveredly
drained me. Also, | have ahangover.

"What was that about?' demands Gurd, as Civil Guards pile into the room.

| shake my head numbly. | don't know. I look round to check on my companions. Makri isfine,
camly wiping blood from her swords on to the clothes of one of our many dead opponents. Of Hanama
thereisno sgn. She'sdipped out in the confusion.

"What was that about?' echoes Captain Rallee.

"Noidea," | pant. "But I'm sure pleased to see you.”

"We had them best anyway," saysMakri, dismissvely.

Makri fights with asword in each hand, or asword in one and an axein the other. It's an unusua
technique, dmost unknown in Tural, and her mastery of the skill makes her pretty much invulnerable
againg your run-of-the-mill street fighter.

"Look, Captain,” cries one of the Guardsmen, holding up the arm of one of the bodies and pointing
to atattoo. The Captain crosses over to examine it. Two clasped hands.

"Society of Friends," he says. "What have you done to offend them, Thraxas? Y ou owe them
money aswe|?'

| shake my head. | had no idea I'd offended the Society of Friends. | try to avoid offending large
crimina organisations.

Consdering there are nine dead bodiesin my room the Civil Guards make surprisingly little fuss.
The attackers tattoos confirm them al as members of the Society of Friends, and the Society cutslittle
ice down herein Brotherhood territory. The Civil Guard isn't going to waste too much time on the matter,
especidly asI'm a Private Investigator. Captain Rallee observes that, whatever the reason for the attack,
| probably deserved it.

Gurd isdistressed at the damage to the room, but reasonably jovid about the whole affair. He
hasn't had a good fight for along time.

"Who was that woman?'

"Hanama. A high-up member of the Assassins Guild."

Makri's eyeswiden. "There's an Assassins Guild? | never knew they were so organised.”

"Wl it'snot an officia guild. They don't go to meetingswith other guilds or send representetivesto
the Senate. But they exigt dl right. And abunch of very deadly killersthey aretoo. They're behind most
of the politica murders here, and they'll work for anyone who paysthem.”

"But shewasn't trying to nate you, was she?'

| shake my head. " She seemed to think | had some Red Elvish Cloth.”

"Huh?'

| shake my head. | can't make it out either. "The consignment that went missing on itsway to Tural,"
| explain. "But what it's got to do with the Assassins, or why HanamathinksI've got it, isamystery."”

A municipa cart rolls up outside and some government workers start carrying the bodies out.
Thoalius, Prefect in charge of Twelve Seas, doesn't spend alot of the King's money on keeping the place
tidy but he does at |east provide a service for mopping up corpses.

"What isthis Cloth?" asks Makri, as| pour myself abeer to cdm mysdf after the fight.

"The most val uable substance in the west. Worth more than gold or dwa becauseit's completely
impenetrable to sorcery. It's extremely rare and the Elves guard it pretty closely. They make it from the
roots of some bush which only flowers every ten years. Or maybe twenty. | can't exactly remember, but
itsrare. It'sillegal for anyone but the King to own it here. HEs got aroom lined with it at the Palace
where he discusses state secrets with his advisers. Because it forms atotal magic-proof barrier it'sthe



only place that's completely safe from prying Sorcerers, so he can be sure that enemy Orcish Sorcerers
aren't eavesdropping in wartime for ingtance. The Orcs don't have any of this stuff, which givesusan
advantage. Plenty of people would like to get their hands on some.”

"Werethe Society of Friends after the samething?'

"It'spossible. | can't think why el se they'd be here. How did word get around that |'ve got the Red
Elvish Cloth? It'sgot nothing to do with me. It's not even in the city.”

"How do you know?"

"Because the Elvesmark dl their cloth when it'sin transit. A sort of magica sgnd, so any Sorcerer
can locateit. After it reaches our King, an Elvish Sorcerer removes the mark, making it undetectable, but
before that's done, Palace Sorcerers could locate it with their searching spells, and | know they've been
scanning the aity.”

"Maybe whoever soleit removed the mark," suggests Makri.

"Unlikely. Elvish magic markings are practicaly impossible to erase. Usudly one of their own
Sorcerersdoesit for the King. | wish | knew how I'd become involved in dl this. I'd better l[earn amore
powerful locking spell for my door. It didn't take Hanamalong to get through it.”

"I like her," saysMakri.

"What d'you mean, you like her? She was holding aknife at my throat.”

"Well, gpart from that. But she was agood fighter. | dwayslike good fighters.”

"You'l be afine philosopher, Makri."

| deep soundly for what's left of the night. Crisisor no crisis, I'm aman who needs his deep.

Chapter Nine

| look suspicioudy &t the coinin my hand. An Elvish double unicorn. Very rare. Very vauable.

"Wewill pay you ancther oneif you findit."

| look suspicioudy a my visitors. Elves are very well regarded in Tura—fine upstanding race, good
warriors, excellent poets, beautiful sSingers, kind to trees, at one with nature and so on—but | have my
reservations. In my line of trade |'ve seen some evidence of Elvish misbehaviour that most people havent.
Okay, I've never come across an ElIf who was aviciouskiller like some Humans I've known but 1've
certainly encountered afew with distinctly crimina tendencies. What's more, in my businessavist from
an Elf usualy meanstrouble, because if they have any sort of minor problem then their Ambassador sorts
it out for them, with plenty of help from our authorities, who dways like to keep on their good side.

Y et here are two young Elves, green-clad, tdl, fair and golden-eyed, and they want to hire me. Hire
meto find the Red Elvish Cloth. The substance is plaguing me. I've dready explained my involvement in
thewhole affair isaccidenta.

"If you heard arumour | haveit, it'sjust that, arumour. | don't know how it got started but I've no
ideawherethe Clothis."

"We have heard no such rumours," states Calis-ar-Del, the older of the two. "We have come here
because our cousin, Vas-ar-Methet, loya adviser to Lord Kalith-ar-Yil, who sent the Cloth,
recommended you to us as a clever and trustworthy man."

| enjoy being called aclever and trustworthy man. | look on the young Elves with more sympathy.
More importantly, the name of Vas-ar-Methet takes me back. One of the very few Elves|'ve ever been
redly friendly with, he came up from the Southern Idands with an Elvish battdion in the last Orc Wars.
After the western forces took a beating we ended up sharing a ditch together along with Gurd,
inglorioudy if prudently hiding from alarge Orcish dragon patrol scouting the area. We hid for three days



before fighting our way back to safety. Sneaking back to safety might be more accurate actudly, but we
did haveto cut our way through aband of Orcish warriors before we reached the city. It's one of our
favourite wartime stories. | relateit at least once aweek in the bar downgtairs,

"How is Vasthese days?'

"Heiswell. Histree of life grows strong with the sky."

| don't exactly know what that means but decide not to pursueit.

"Before we | eft the Idands he ingtructed usto cometo you if we found oursel ves unable to make
progress.”

The Elves have been sent from the Southern Idands by their EIf Lord to locate the missing Cloth but
they have made no progress. So here they are. They've been to their Ambassador, seen our Consul,
been to Palace Security, consulted the Civil Guard and asked around at various Investigating Sorcerers
uptown, al to no effect. Which brings them to Twelve Seas—otting fish heads, stinking sewers, cheap
detective. Welcometo the big city.

| shrug. Since I'm dready involved in this affair, someone might aswel pay me now I've been
sacked by the Princess. | agreeto take the case. The Elves, Cdlis and his companion Jaris-ar-Midt, tell
me what they know, which isn't much. Their EIf Lord, Kalith-ar-Yil, sent up the Cloth on a ship bound
for Turai, but it had to put in south of Mattesh because of ssorm damage. Rather than walit for repairsto
be completed the Cloth was loaded on to awagon train and sent up to the city. Somewhere dong the
way the escort was murdered and the Cloth disappeared. And that's about it. Callis and Jaris don't seem
to have learned anything since being sent to investigate, but then they're not professionals.

| stare again at the double unicornin my hand. Very vauable indeed. And another oneto follow if |
locate the Red Elvish Cloth. That would go along way towards paying off the Brotherhood. Then there's
the reward for the Cloth offered by the Consul. Things might be looking up. | might even earn enough to
get out of Twelve Seas. The Elves prepareto leave. A very well-mannered pair. They haven't wrinkled
their noses at the state of my rooms.

Makri gppears, failing to knock as usud. Sheistaken aback and gawps dumbly at the Elves, who
dtare back at her. Their mannerslet them down. They can sense her Orcish blood and it requireslittle
ingght to seethey don't likeit at dl. They edge away from her uncomfortably. A look of annoyance
flickers over Makri'sface.

"Well?' shedemands, aggressively.

The Elvesnod to me and hurry out. | ask Makri what she wants.

"Nothing. I've got work to do," she sayswith what she probably imaginesisdignity, and ssorms out,
banging the door behind her.

I'm annoyed. | don't like to see Makri upset, but before | can pursue her Pontifex Derlex appears at
my door. | try to look like aman who woke up in time for morning prayers. The Pontifex expresses
concern for the attack last night.

"I'mfing" | assure him. "Meand Makri fought them off."

Derlex suppresses agrunt. His concern for my welfare doesn't extend to Makri. With her Orcish
blood, chainmail bikini and sword-wielding abilities, Makri is about one step up from ademon from the
underworld in the eyes of the Church.

"l am gravely concerned a theincreasein crimein the Twelve Seas," saysthe Pontifex, fingering his
sacred beads. "Asis Bishop Gzekius."

| grunt. "l doubt Bishop Gzekiuswill lose much deep over me, Pontifex."

Derlex looks pained. "The Bishop is concerned with the welfare of every one of hisflock," he says.
He keeps astraight face, which is more than most people could do when attributing Bishop Gzekius with
any sort of charitable fedings. The good Bishop Gzekius, whose pastoral responsibilitiesinclude Twelve
Seas and the rest of Turai's miserable dockland dums, is an ambitious schemer with his eyes on the
Archbishopric. HEsfar too busy striving for power and influence among the city's aristocracy to worry
about the poor of Twelve Seas, or anywhere else.



"Why did the gang attack you?"

| profess not to know, and usher Derlex out after again promising to attend his church. I'm finding
this concern for my hedlth alittle hard to take, particularly before bregkfast.

My breekfast is acheerless affair, eaten under the frosty gaze of Makri who is currently asangry as
an Orc with atoothache. She dams my plate down on my table and refuses to spesk.

"Don't you think you're being a bit over-sensitive?' | venture, as she passes with amop in her
hands.

"l don't know what you're talking about," she snaps, brandishing the mop in a quite dangerous
manner. "I'm ashappy asan Elf in atree.”

She mops under achair, knocks it over, and stamps on the remains.

Cugtomersarrive for an early drink, ending our discussion. | curse the delicate sengtivities of my
axe-widlding friend and prepare for aday'sinvestigating. | go down to the local Civil Guard station to see
if Guardsman Jevox can throw any light on things. | once used my influence to protect Jevox's father from
the Brotherhood when they were threatening hislivelihood as abookmaker a the Stadium Superbius,
which makes Jevox rather more helpful to me than your average Civil Guardsman.

"Any leads on the theft of the Red Elvish Cloth?"

Jevox issurprised at my question. ™Y ou working on that?"

| look vacant and he doesn't press the point. Jevox has heard about the fight at my house with the
Society of Friends, but he can't throw any light on why they or anybody €l se should have thought | had
the Cloth. He does tell me that the Society is rumoured to have been connected to the hijacking, though
there's nothing definite.

"Areyou saying they don't have it any more?"

"Possbly.”

| ask himto let me know if the Guard makes any progress, particularly on the name of the Sorcerer
who might be working with the Society, and Jevox agrees. He asksme how | got mixed upiniit.

Naturaly | declineto explain. "What's the reward?'

"Just went up to five hundred gurans.”

A nicefigureto aman in urgent need of money. Tholius, Prefect of Twelve Sees, arrives
unexpectedly and throws me out. Tholius doesn't like me. Prefects never do. Any time | solve something
it makesthem fed inadequate.

Outsde the Civil Guard station some young kid from the Koolu Kings, thelocd street gang, shouts
adigparaging remark about fat men who aways gamble on the wrong chariots. | scoop up astone and
hurl it a him in one smooth movement. It hits him on the nose and he burstsinto tears.

"Never mock atrained soldier, brat."

Pdax and Kaby are busking beside the harbour. Both are dressed in their usud bizarre assortment
of shabby but colourful clothes. They augment their outfits with many strings of beads and grest numbers
of earrings. Each of them wearsameta stud piercing their left eyebrow (among other parts of their
anatomies) and they dyetheir hair in colours bright enough to get any normd citizen attacked in the street,
though astravelling entertainers they have some licencein this sort of thing. Their horse-drawn caravan is
parked on a patch of waste ground behind Gurd'stavern. | was shocked the first time | saw them, and
recommended that Gurd ran them off the land, but I'm used to them now. They're actudly anice young
couple and we're quite friendly. It's beyond me why they have to look so strange though. I mean, pierced
noses and eyebrows? Ridiculous. | listen to them play for aminute, and drop acoin into their cup.

Itstimeto vist the Mermaid, one of Twelve Seas' least pleasant taverns, which is saying something.
More youths from the Koolu Kings jeer a me as| pass. Everyone in Twelve Seas knows me, but |
wouldn't claim to be popular. The prostitutes and dwa dealersignore me as| pick my way over thefilth
strewn over the Street.

Kerk can usudly befound around here. Asadwadealer he often learnsinteresting factsin the way



of hisbusiness. Unfortunately for him, he consumes rather too much of his own product, and istherefore
generdly in need of money. | find him outside the tavern, leaning unsteadily againgt thewall. He'stadl and
dark but his once handsome features are sunken and undernourished and hislarge eyes are dull and
vacant. From hiseyes| think he may have atrace of Elvish blood, which wouldn't be so strange. Elvish
vigtorsto our city are not above dallying with our whores, whatever their professions of moral
superiority.

| ask him if he knows anything about the Cloth.

"Choirsof Angdls," he mutters, staring at thefloor. | don't know what that means. | presume he'sin
the grip of some powerful halucination. Kerk's been getting worse recently. I'm surprised he managesto
keep his businessgoing.

"Red Elvish Cloth," | repest.

He focuses on me with some difficulty.

"Thraxas. You'rein trouble.

"I know that dready. | just don't know why."

"Y ou robbed Attilan."

"No| didn't."

"That's what people say."

"Well what about it?" | demand.

"Attilan wastrying to get his hands on the Elvish Cloth for Nioj. Some peoplethink he already had it
whenyoukilled him."

"I didn't kill him. Or rob him. Anyway, how could Attilan have had the Cloth? It isn't in the city.”

Kerk shrugs. "Don't know. Maybe Glixius Dragon Killer'sbehind it all.”

"Who the hell is Glixius Dragon Killer?' | demand.

Kerk looks a me. "Don't you know anything? Y ou're not much of an Investigator, Thraxas.
Surprised you've stayed dive so long. Glixius Dragon Killer isthe rogue Sorcerer who hijacked the stuff
inthefirst place. HE's been working with the Society.”

Kerk holds out hishand. | pressacoinintoit.

"Choirsof Angds," he mumbles again. He dribbles, dides down thewal and passesout. | must find
some informerswho are not the scum of the earth. At least | now know why my name became
connected with the Cloth. Attilan was after it and | had the misfortune to be arrested for his murder. No
wonder people thought 1'd robbed him.

| stare with distaste at Kerk's unconscious figure. | doubt I'm the only person he sdlsinformation to.
If he's been spreading what he knowsit's no surprise that various other people might think | have the
clath.

It's hot. | want to go home and drink beer. However, with the Assassins Guild and the Society of
Friends both out to get me, and two Elves waiting to pay me handsomely, | have an incentive to start
work. | need to talk to Captain Rallee but it takes awhileto find him. He had acushy desk job at the
Abode of Justice up till last year, which he didn't mind at al, but then he fell out of favour when the
whed s of interna Palace politics moved againgt him. Deputy Consul Rittius replaced him with hisown
man, and the Captain is therefore once more pounding the streets. Which does a |east give me something
in common with the good Captain, because Deputy Consul Rittius, the second most important
government officid in Turai, hatesmeaswell.

| find the Captain staring morosely at afew dead bodies on the outskirts of Kushni.

"What happened?

"Sameasusud,” he gruntsin reply. "Brotherhood and Society fighting over territory for the dwa
trade. It's getting out of hand, Thraxas. Half the city'scaught up init."

We watch as city employees|oad corpsesinto wagons and drive them off. | don't bother asking the
Captain if hel's planning to arrest anyone. The drug barons of the Society of Friends and the Brotherhood



have too much protection in this city for the Civil Guard to touch them. Asfor their lesser minions, theré's
so many of them it hardly makes any difference how many hethrowsinjail.

"Just trying to keep thelid on thingstill | retire,”" sighsthe Captain. "And now the elections are about
to start. More chaos."

He shakes his head, and asks mewhat | want. | explain my situation to him, without mentioning the
Elves. He nods.

"We heard arumour that Nioj was interested in the Cloth. The Elvesdon't like sdling to them. They
get annoyed when the fundamentaist Niojan clerics denounce them as demons from hell. Don't think the
Niojans were involved in the hijacking though. We've obtained information as to who was responsible.”

"Yeah, | know, Glixius Dragon Killer," | say, dis- gppointing the Captain. "I've met him aready.
Any leads on where the suff is?'

"No," repliesthe Captain. "But | reckon it'slong gone. Probably never reached Tura at dl."

| ask himif the Guards are any closer to finding Attilan'skiller.

Captain Rallee sneers. "We reckon you make a pretty good suspect, Thraxas.”

"Comeon, you know | didn't kill him."

"Maybe. But that might not stop us charging you anyway. If no one better comes dong. Rittius
would be delighted to see you in aprison galey. And he's going to have to charge someone. The Nigjan
Ambassador israisng hdll."

"Don't you have any red leads?' | ask him.

"Y ou expect alot, Thraxas. Information from me, but you won't say what your involvement is. Why
should | help you?'

"I once pulled you out from under the whedls of an Orc chariot?!

"That was along time ago. I've done you enough favours since then. Y ou got yoursaf mixed upin
this, and now the Society's on your tail. Tough. Come clean with us, Thraxas, and | might be ableto help
you. Otherwise you're on your own."

That'sas much as| get from the Captain, though he does tell me that an even more powerful form
of dwa has appeared in the city, going by the name of Choirs of Angels. No one knowswhereit's
coming from.

"Kerk seemsto likeit. Well, Captain, if you refuseto help me, I'll just have to find the Cloth myself.
| could do with afat reward."

"Well, if wefind you were mixed up in itstheft, you won't get out of prison to spend your reward.
Stll, Thraxas, maybe you should look for it. If the Society of Friendsthink you've got it, your lifeisn't
worth much anyway. Not that it's going to be worth anything at al in two days timeif you don't hand
over five hundred guransto Y ubaxas."

| sneer a him.

"No doubt the Civil Guard will provide me with constant protection if acriminal organisation such as
the Brotherhood is out to harm me?”

"Yeahright, Thraxas. Surewe will. Best thing you could do is leave town. Except you cant,
because you're till asuspect for Attilan's murder. Looks like you'rein adifficult postion.”

"Thanksalot, Captain.”

The heat isbecoming oppressive. The sun'srays are trapped between the six-storey dumsthat line
the streets. It'sillegal to build above four storeysin Turai. Too dangerous. The property developers bribe
the Prefects and the Prefects pass on some money to the Praetors' officials and then no one minds that
it'sdangerous any more. tas, the small black birdswhich infest parts of the city, Sit miserably on the
rooftops, lacking the energy to scavenge for scraps. I'm swesting like a pig, the whoreslook tired and the
sreetsgtink. It'sabad day. | might aswell visit the Assassins.



Chapter Ten

Kushni isthe most disreputable area of acity which has more thanitsfair share of disreputable
guarters. The narrow, filthy streets are comprised of brothels, gambling dens, dwajoints and dubious
taverns. The streets are full of pimps, prostitutes, derdlicts, junkies and thieves. It is perverse of the
Assassinsto have their headquartersthere. Not that they're in any danger of being robbed or assaulted
by any of Kushni's low-life habitués. No one would be so stupid.

"I'm surprised a you visiting us," says the black-hooded woman sitting opposite me. "Our
informants didn't say you were possessed of great intelligence, but neither did they tell usyouwerea
foal."

I'm Sitting in aplain room without decoration of any sort talking to Hanama, Master Assassin, and |
can't say I'm enjoying it. Hanamais number threein the Assassins chain of command, or so | believe.
They don't publish details of their ranks. She'saround thirty, | think, though she looks younger, but it's
hard to tell as her head and part of her face are generaly covered by ablack hood. Sheissmadl, very
pale-skinned, and rather softly spoken.

"It was easy to break the locking spell on your door," she murmurs. "I doubt if your protection spell
would hold out againgt mefor long."

Little does she know I'm not carrying a protection spell. | put the deep spell into my subconscious
before | came out, and | can't manage two spells these days. Could | utter the deep spell before she
made it across the table to kill me? Possibly. Possibly not. I've no intention of finding out.

"| don't expect to need protection. After al, you're mistaken in thinking | have the Red Elvish Cloth.
Why did you think | had it?"

No reply.

"Why do the Assassnswant it?"

"What makes you think | would answer questions from you?”

"I'mjust doing my job. And protecting mysdlf. If you, the Society of Friends and God knowswho
else bdieve I've got the Cloth, my lifeisn't going to be worth much. The best | can expectisalong stay in
the King's dungeon. Or rowing one of histriremes.

She gazesat meslently. Thisannoysme.

"Perhaps | should report last night's events to the Civil Guard,” | say. "The Consul and the Pragtors
tolerate the Assassins because they find them useful. But they wouldn't be very pleased to hear you were
trying to get your hands on Red Elvish Cloth reserved for the King."

"We would not appreciate anyone spreading false rumours about us,”" says Hanama, threateningly.

"I'd hate to do anything the Assassins would not gppreciate. Y ou know anything about the theft of
the Cloth?'

"The Assassinsdo not indulgeinillegd activities.”

"Youkill people.”

"No charges have ever been brought against us" says Hanama, coolly.

"Yeah, sure, | know. Because you're always hired by people rich and important enough to avoid the
law. Why are you looking for the Cloth?!

"Wearent."

"No doubt you're aware the Cloth is valued at thirty thousand gurans?

Hanamamaintains her cool indifference. | get more annoyed.

"Y ou cold-blooded murderers make me sick. Stay well away from me, Hanama. Bother me again
and I'll be down on you like abad spell.”



Hanamarises gracefully to her fedt.

"Our interview isover," she says, dightly lesscoolly.

I've succeeded in riling her. Good. Just goes to show what areckless old fool I've become, riling an
Assassinin her own den.

"Just one last question. How do you Assassins all keep your skin so pae? Isit make-up, or specia
training, or what?'

Hanama pulls a bell-rope. Two junior Assassins enter the room and escort me aong a corridor to
the front door.

"Y ou should brighten the place up abit,” | suggest. "Get afew pot plants.”

They refuseto reply. Practising being grim-faced, | expect. Outside, in the dusty road, | shudder.
Assassins. Give methe creeps.

Chapter Eleven

Walking through the busy outskirts of Twelve Seas| take my usud short cut through Saint
Rominiuss Way, anarrow aley. Round the first corner I'm confronted by three men with swords at the
ready.

"Wel?' | demand, drawing my own sword.

They take afew steps towards me.

"Where'sthe Cloth, Thraxas?' demands one of them.

"Noidea"

They moveto encircleme. | bark out the deep spdll. My three assailants ingtantly fal to the ground.
Very satisfying. I'm most pleased. Every timel do that it gives me awarm glow. Makes mefed like my
life has not been entirdly wasted.

The deep odl usudly lastsfor around ten minutes 0 | havetimefor alittle investigating before |
quit the scene. Delving into their pockets, | find nothing of interest, but they're all tattooed with the
clasped hands of the Society of Friends.

Behind me someone speaks. | wheel around, and redlise I've made somewhat of ablunder in
hanging around. The words belong to one of the arcane languages known only to us Sorcerers, and they
formed acommon countermanding spell. Which means any spell currently used in the areais no longer
operationd. Which meansthat three angry members of the Society of Friends are at this moment coming
back to consciousness.

| glare at the Sorcerer with disgust. Ther€'s no point in me going to al the trouble of learning, storing
and using adeep spel if he'sjust going to come dong and countermand it. Whilst glaring, | notice that,
for aSorcerer, he's pretty damned big. Carries a sharp-looking blade aswell. ™Y ou must be the Glixius
Dragon Killer everyonestalking about.” He doesn't reply. The three Friends start climbing to their fedt,
groping for their swords. | run like hdl dong Saint Rominiuss Way.

I'm worried. Not so much by the blades of the three men—I'll take my chances at swordplay
againgt most inhabitants of Turai—but by the Sorcerer. Something in the way he chanted his counterspell
makes me fed that he's a powerful man, skilful enough to be carrying one or two more spells. If one of
thoseisa heart attack spell I'm done for. Even adeep spdl would give them the opportunity to finish me
off. | wasafool to pawn my spell protection charm. | must have badly needed a beer.

For aman in poor condition I'm making good time, but as| round the next corner | see three more
thugs coming towards me. Six armed men and the Sorcerer. | certainly have offended the Society of
Friends.



In front of me | spy awooden manhole cover. The sewerage system of Tural is one of the wonders
of theworld, so they say, with atunnd leading dl the way from the Palace to the sea. Not for thefirst
timeinmy crime-fighting career, | find mysdlf in apostion to admireit. | whip off the cover and plunge
into thetunndls.

The stench isunbearable. Rats scatter in al directions as | stumble my way through the blacknessin
front of me. | bitterly regret pawning my illuminated staff dong with my protection charm. Thisisagrim,
hellish place to be in the dark. Still, having been here before, | know this sewer leads to the harbour, and
just beforeit dischargesinto the sea there's another manhole cover through which | can make my escape.

Unsure of whether I'm gtill being pursued or not | hat and listen.

"Try further down,” comesavoice.

Somewhere behind meisagreenish light. The Sorcerer'silluminated staff. | worry again about how
many spells he might be carrying. Rogue criminal Sorcerersarerarein Tural, thanksto the Sorcerers
Guild, but when they appear I've no redl protection against them. | wade on through thefilth, ignoring the
gtink and the squeaking rats, feding along thewall for the ladder which will tell me when I'm under the
exit. | hopethere aren't any aligators down here. Rumours abound of dligatorsliving in the city sewers. |
don't think | believe them. Even they must have somewhere better to go. There'sawhole sandy bay
outside, unless the dolphins chase them in here, | suppose. Dolphins aren't fond of dligators, apparently.

| pick up the pace alittle, but thisis amistake because almost immediately a man somewhere
behind shouts that he can hear me and this cry isfollowed by the sound of feet splashing quickly through
thewater. | curse and hurry on but the splashing footsteps draw nearer.

Round the next bend | pause and turn with my sword and dagger at the ready. Anignominious
desath, | reflect, succumbing to aheart attack spell in the city sawers. Everyone will think | fell in drunk.

The sewer isaround four feet wide and just tall enough for meto stand up in. Not alot of room for
fighting. Thefaintest of glows appear round the corner, followed by thefirst of my pursuers, groping his
way round, adagger stretched out in front of him. He's dead before he even sees me, histhroat cut by
my blade with the sort of well-measured stroke | learned in the Army when | was a confident young
soldier and we drove the Nigjans back from our walls and the Orcs out of our country.

After thisit's not so easy. The next two advance more dowly. A little more light now shows,
alowing them to see me more clearly. | use my sword and dagger to parry their dual attack and retreat
dightly, aware that thisisrisky. Who knowswhat | might trip over down here. The combat isgrim and
slent. The two Society men drive me steadily back, offering no opening for atack. Behind them | can
just make out the dim outlines of their companions, and further back isthelargely shadowy outline of the
Sorcerer, hisstaff casting an eerie green light over usall.

My assailants are not top-class fighters—gang members rarely are—but in the confined space of
the sewer | find it hard to bring my superior sword fighting skillsinto play. The sewage comes up to my
knees, preventing me from manoeuvring, and dl the time I'm worried that the Sorcerer will unleash a
deadly spell in my direction, athough this depends on what he's carrying. Some aggressive spdllsare hard
to direct. Inthistunnel hed be quitelikdy to hit his own men too.

Thefighter on my right grows impatient and makes a sudden lunge, but he's cardlessand leaves a
gap low down in his defence through which | plant the tip of my sword into histhigh. He groans and
stumbles backwards. Another man is about to step into his place when the Sorcerer pulls him back.

"Leave himtome" he commands, and his staff glows brighter.

I've only afraction of asecond inwhich to act. | draw back my dagger, preparing to hurl it at the
Sorcerer's face, and hope that he's not carrying a persona protection spell. Before | can release the
wegpon, or he can utter his spell, ahorrifying shape erupts out of the water. The swordsman closest to
me screams and |egps backwards in fear and the Sorcerer's spell is choked off in mid sentence.
Attracted by hislight, an dligator surfaces from the mire and grips the Sorcerer'sleg in its monstrous
jaws.

| look on, frozen with horror. The beast is huge and the grip of itsjaws must beterrible. I'm sureit's



death for the Sorcerer, but he's not aman who is prepared to surrender hislife easily. Mere seconds
away from being dragged under the stinking water he shouts out aspdll and immediately the dligator
dartsto writhe dementedly, shaking its huge body around in wild agony, dl the while holding on to theleg
of the unfortunate Sorcerer.

| turn and flee. He must have used a heart attack spell, or something smilar. What thiswill do to an
dligator I'm not certain. Kill it eventudly, I'm sure, but maybe not before it killed you. Whether the
Sorcerer will survive the encounter is anybody's guess. A dreadful fateif he dies, but the thought that the
deadly spell was destined for use on me mitigates my sympathy somewhét.

Heart pounding for fear of encountering another monstrous dligator, | find the ladder. | haul my
bulky figure up the creaking rungs as quickly as| ever scaled anything in my life. At thetop of the shaft |
push off the cover and drag mysdlf into the street. All around people stare in astonishment as, filthy,
bedraggled, wild-eyed and stinking, | emerge into the sunlit Streets of Twelve Seas.

"Sewer ingpection,” | mutter to oneinquisitiveindi- vidua who nearsme as| struggle on my way.

"What'sit like down there?' he cdls after me.

"Fing" | cal back. "Good for afew yearsyet."

Chapter Twelve

| present a desperate figure as | march into Quintessence Street. The stink from my disgusting
sewage-encrusted clothes is unbearable and I'm obsessed with the desire to be clean and to wash the
terrible experience out of my system. Down asmdl dleyway isthe public baths. | know the manager well
but that doesn't mean she's pleased to see me striding in looking like an apparition from hell.

"Need awash,” | say as| march past her, ignoring her protests and admonitions for me not to go
anywhere near her pool in my condition. Bathers scatter like theratsin the sewer as| make my
gppearance. Mothers grab their small children out of the water in panic as| walk fully clothed into the
water. People scream abuse. There are callsfor someone to fetch the Civil Guard to protect them from
the plague carrier who's just poisoned their bath.

Ignoring them dl, | Sink under the warm water and roll around, rubbing the filth from my skin and
my clothes. As| let the heat take away some of thetension, | fedl some gratitude towards the King. He
doesn't do much for the miserable poor of Twelve Seas, but at least he built us agood bathing house.
Sometimelater | emerge clean, my clothesin my hands. | wrap my now sadly bedraggled cloak around
my frame and march out, till ignoring the abuse poured on mefrom dl directions.

"Thanks. Pay you tomorrow," | grunt & the manager, Ginixa, who isloudly promising alaw suit
againg mefor ruining her business.

Makri gapesas| appear a the Avenging Axe. "What happened to you?"

"Bad day inthe sawers,” | reply, grabbing athazis stick on the way up to my rooms. I'm gtill high on
shock and fear, and the effects of my using the deep spdll are starting to show. Spell casting isatiring
business. Even without the subsequent pursuit, putting those Society men to deep in the dleyway would
have taken it out of me. The episode in the sewers has completely worn me out. | need to lie down and
deep, but I'm too worked up to relax. | smoke the thazisin three long draws. Makri arrives with a beer,
and in between gulps| finish off thelast of my klee. The strong spirit burns my throat as it goes down.
Probably there are heathier methods of calming down than thazis, beer and klee, but none so quickly
effective. By thetime I've gone next door and dressed myself in some dry clothes I'm starting to return to
my normal jovid sf.

"Who wasit?" enquires Makri.



"The Society of Friends. With a Sorcerer.”

"They 4ill think you've got the magic Cloth?!

| nod. Theresaknock on the outside door. | answer it with asword in one hand and aknifein the
other. Outsideis Karlox, the enforcer from the Brotherhood.

"Whet the hell do you want?'

"We hear you found the Cloth. Go along way towards paying off your debts—" he begins.

"| don't have the damned Elvish Cloth!" | yell, damming the door in hisface.

"Thisis preposterous, Makri. Two Elves are paying meto find the stuff, and everyone else thinks|
haveit dready. It's getting confusing. When | smoked that thazis| swear for amoment | started believing
it mysalf. I'll kill that damned Kerk, it'sal hisfault. He sporead the rumour that | Soleit from Attilan.”

| notice that Makri isno longer listening. The mention of the Elves has put her in abad mood. I'm
not certain why it's bothering her so much. Makri has experienced plenty of prejudice againgt her inthe
city, with customers downgtairs dways commenting on her Orcish blood. She doesn't likeit but it doesn't
usualy make her unhappy for long. Often forgetsit amost right after hitting the customer. What seemsto
make mattersworseisthefact that it involves Elves. | guess Makri, being one third Elvish, and spesking
their language, and detesting Orcs quite as much asthey do, finds rgection by them particularly gdling. |
don't bother trying to cheer her up. Karlox'svisit has put mein a pretty bad mood myself.

Welight up some more thazis. Our mood improvesalittle.

"I think the Clothistill inthecity.”

Makri points out that only yesterday | said thiswasimpossible.

"I changed my mind. | don't know how, but that Clothisin Turai. | can senseit.”

"Very astute, Thraxas. Though | suspected as much mysalf when all these people started trying to
kill you."

| tell Makri about the dligator.

"You'rejoking. There aren't redlly dligatorsin the sawers?'

| assure her there are. A wave of fatigue rolls over my body.

"I'm going to rest. The Society of Friends probably won't risk another open attack on me down
herein Brotherhood territory, but if a Sorcerer with asoreleg comeslooking for me, tel him I'm not in.”

It'sdark when | wake. A few thoughts of sewers and dligators come to mind but | banish them.
Moreimportant business cals, namely I'm hungry. Redly, redly hungry. | launch mysdf downgairsto
investigate Tanrose's cooking. It's now late evening, and drinking at the Avenging Axeisin full swing.
Gurd isregaling some off-duty Civil Guardsmen with tales of the time he and agroup of fellow
mercenaries were trapped south of Mattesh and had to fight their way back to Turai through hundreds of
miles of unknown terrain and whole armies of ferocious enemies. It'satrue story actudly, though | have
noticed it doestend to grow in theteling.

Makri, chainmail bikini more or lessin place, is gathering tankards and scooping up what looks like
afairly handsometip from agroup of sailorsjust back from the Southern Idands and full of the wonders
they saw among the Elves. | head straight for the side of the bar where Tanrose sits selling her waresand
cast agreedy eye over her food.

"Evening, Tanrose. I'll have awhole venison pie, alarge portion of each vegetable and three dices
of your apple piewith cream. No, better make that four dices. Tell you what, just give methe whole pie.
And you'd better give me abowl of beef stlew aswell. Stick afew yams on the side will you? What'sin
the pastry? Pork and apple? Give me two of them, and I'll take six pancakes to mop up the sauce. No,
make that eight pancakes and four pastries. Any cake? Pomegranate? Good, I'll have adiceto finish
with. A large dice. No, larger. Okay, I'll take the whole cake."

"Had abusy day?' grins Tanrose, piling up atray.

"Terrible. Couldn't stop for abite to eat anywhere. Better make that two venison pies. If | don't eat
them Gurdll only finish them off."



Vadt tray of food in hand, | pick up aspecia "Happy Guildsman" jumbo-sized tankard of de at the
bar and retreat to a corner to edt. | have apowerful appetite. Satisfying it gives me intense pleasure.

"One whole venison pie feeds afamily of four,” comments Makri, passing with atray.

"Not if | get therefirgt," | reply, moving on to the pork and apple pastries, one of Tanrose's
specidities. By now the beef stew has cooled sufficiently to let me mop it up with my pancakes, and |
wash it dl down with therest of my de, caling Makri over to bring me asecond giant ""Happy
Guildsman" tankard to accompany my gpple pie.

Sometime later, pomegranate cake finished to the last crumb, third "Happy Guildsman” resting
invitingly in front of me, | reflect that lifeis not so bad. Okay, you might get chased around sewers by the
Society of Friends, but there's aways Tanrose's cooking and Gurd's de. Make aman glad to be dive.
Makri appears beside me during her break. She makes afew snide comments about my appetite, but |
wave them away benevolently.

"Y ou haveto stay dim, Makri. Y ou need agood shape under that bikini to earn tipsfrom sailors.
Me, | need something more substantial. Y ou can't solve crimes and face dangerous crimindswith only a
few morsdsinside you. When people see me coming they know they've got a problem on their hands.”

Makri grins. Asusud she's carrying apurse on along string over her shoulder for holding her tips,
though | notice that today she has anew one, dightly larger than normal.

"Tipsincreasang?'

Makri shakes her head. "Same as ever. I'm using thisto carry round some other money 1've been
collecting. Don't want to risk leaving it in my room."

"What money?"'

"Contributionsto thefund.”

"Pardon?"

"Y ou know. The fund for raisng money to buy aRoyd Charter for the Association of
Gentlewomen.”

Thisisthefirgt I've heard of any fund, dthough | did know that the Association of Gentlewomen
was applying for aRoya Charter, without which they cannot be recognised as an accredited Turanian
guild, and take their place on the Council asamember of the Revered Federation of Guilds, and send an
observer to the Senate.

"I didn't know you were that involved, Makri. How much have you raised?'

She snorts. "Only afew gurans. When it comes to the Association of Gentlewomen people round
here are meaner than a Pontifex. Gurd won't let me collect in here but 1've been going round the local
shops. | wouldn't say your average Twelve Seas shopkeeper was keen to contribute. | have afew
donationsfrom loca women though. Ginixaat the public baths gave me five gurans.”

"If she sues mefor ruining her business she might be able to afford alot more. How much doesthe
A.G. need for the Charter?”’

"Twenty thousand."

"How much havethey got?"

Makri doesn't realy know. She's only collecting money, and isnot involved in the organisation in
any mgjor way. Shethinksthey till have along way to go.

"And paying for the Charter isonly one part of what we need. Before you even make the
application, theresthe large fee to the Revered Federation of Guildsto processthe papers. And all the
way dong the line there's people to be paid and pams to be greased—the Pragtor for Guild Affairs, the
Deputy Consul, Paace officiads and who knows who ese. Apparently it's standard practice for the
Consul's Secretary to demand a ten-thousand-guran bribe before he | ets an application go through.”

"That's going to add up to alot of money."

"It does. And we're going to need twice as much in bribe money because of the opposition from the
True Church and dl the other people who don't want to see the Association of Gentlewomen make any



advance. | heard thefigure of fifty thousand mentioned. There aren't many wedthy womenin Tural. Even
the onesthat do run their own busi nesses have a hard time surviving because the guilds won't admit them.
Wéll, if they won't et usin to the Bakers, Innkeepers, Transport or other Guilds, they're going to haveto
face us on the Revered Federation Council when the Association of Gentlewomen getsits Charter.”

"Who do you give the money to?'

"Minarixathe Baker. She'sthelocd organiser. Care to make a contribution?

"What will the Association of Gentlewomen do for me?"

"Get me off your back."

"Yes, wdl, maybelater, Makri."

"Why not now?'

| look around anxioudy. "The placeisfull of Barbarians and dock workers. If they see megiving
money to the Association of Gentlewomen they'll ridicule me haf to desth.”

Makri sneers. | will give her some money later. Not right now though, not in public. | have animage
tomantain.

"Y ou should have asked the Princess, Makri. She must have alot of money."

"She hasn't.”

"How do you know?"'

"Because | heard at last night's meeting that Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, aready asked Du-Akai
for somehdp.”

"Lisutaris, Migtress of the Sky? She's pretty senior in the Sorcerers Guild. Works at the P ace too.
Issheinvolved in your group?'

Makri nods. "All sorts of women are. But the Princess couldn't make a donation. The King controls
her money. And they don't get on very well."

"I'm not surprised, if sheliesto the King the sameway shelied tome. | ill wish | knew why she
sent meto find that spell. Why would a Princess want to put adragon to deep? It's not likeit's guarding
anything. No reason to bother with it that | can see. Unless. . ."

| bresk off, and stare into space.

"Sudden Investigator'sintuition?' says Makri, dightly sarcagtically.

"That's right. Y ou might want to put a dragon to deep to make it easier tokill."

"Why would Princess Du-Akai want to do that? It's a present to her father. They don't get on that
bedly."

"I've been wondering how all thisfits together, Makri. In my experience, when various troubles
descend on me, they generally turn out to be connected in some way or other. No one knows how the
Red Elvish Cloth was brought into the city. No one knowswhereit isnow. And if the rumours of the
Orcsbuying it are right, no one knows how it's going to be transported to them. Well, what if it was put
ind de something that was very secure, which was going back to them eventualy?'

"Y ou mean indde the dragon?"

"Why not?'

"How the hell would you stuff aroll of Red Elvish Cloth insde adragon?!

"l don't know. But that Sorcerer who chased me through the sewersis powerful. He might have
doneit after he hijacked the shipment.”

Makri scoffs. "Dumbest ideayou've ever had, Thraxas."

"Ohyesh? Wdll, | trust my intuition. And my intuition tellsme that the Red Elvish Cloth isright this
minute insde the new dragon at the King's zoo. It's the perfect place—in fact it'sthe only place, because
dragons are well known for disrupting sorcery. If the Cloth was ingde that beast, our Palace Sorcerers
wouldn't be able to detect it, Elvish marks or not. A very clever notion, Makri, very clever indeed. Hide
the Cloth in the dragon, wait till it mates with the King's, then off it goes back to Gzak, taking the Cloth
withit."



Makri consdersthis. Two Barbarians shout for beer but Makri gesturesfor them to be quiet. "So
what did Attilan haveto do with al this?'

"I think helearned of it somehow and decided held intervene. Steal the Cloth for his own country.
King Lamachus of Nigj would be very pleased with him if he did. Which would explain what Attilan was
doing with aspdll for putting a dragon to deep. A Niojan diplomat might be able to gain accessto the
zoo when it was closed to the public.”

"Where did he get the spdl?*

| admit | don't know. But I'm pretty sure he was killed before he used it. Which means the Cloth
should still be inside the dragon, right under the noses of the Palace Sorcerers. Just waiting for meto
recover it.

| notice Makri seems even more exposed than usual, and is bulging out of her bikini in amanner
guaranteed to make even the most experienced sailor's jaw drop.

"Makri, how old are you?'

"Twenty-one."

"Inwhich case, unless your unique parentage has produced some very strange effects, your breasts
should have stopped growing.”

Makri glances at her chest.

"They have. | took acouple of links out of my bikini to makeit abit smaler. | need to earn more
tips, Samanatius the Philosopher is starting anew classand | haveto raise thefee.”

If Makri ever does make it to the Imperia University no onewill be able to say she doesn't deserve
it.

Chapter Thirteen

Next morning Derlex, the young Pontifex, arrives a my door, thrusting a collection box under my
nose. He's come for adonation to the fund for repairing the tower on the loca temple, recently damaged
inafire. | rummage around for afew coins. Always pleased to do my civic duty. Also it might get him off
my back. It's making me nervous, the way he's dways around these days, asking me how | am,
encouraging meto go to church. There must be worse sinners than me for him to worry about. Makri
appears and Derlex departswith afrown.

"To hell with him," sniffsMakri, which | guessis exactly what he'sthinking about her.

Makri is reading today's copy of The Renowned and Truthful Chronicle of All the World's Events.

"Anything interesting?"

"Another Sarin the Merciless story. Apparently shekilled arich merchant in Mattesh and fled with
his money. Fought off three Civil Guardswho were after her."

| scoff at this. "I bet. These news-shests, they exaggerate everything.”

"How?"

| explain to Makri that I've tangled with Sarin the Merciless before. "I ran her out of town about six
years ago. Shewastrying to set up some protection racket. The Transport Guild hired meto get her off
their back. Bit of ajoke, redly. She'sno killer, just some petty hoodlum with big ideas. The papers
awaysliketo build these people up. It gives them something to write about. If shefetchesupin Tural I'll
soon show her who's number one chariot around here. Hope she does, | could do with some reward

Makri grins. "Who's Mirius Eagle Rider?" she asks, glancing again a the news-sheet.

"Sorcerer,” | reply. "Worksfor Rittius at Palace Security. One of the most powerful Sorcerersin



the city, although not averse to dwa, fromwhat | hear. What'sit say about him?"

"He's been murdered.”

| raise my eyebrows. That is news. Mirius Eagle Rider murdered? Mirius was not an obvious
candidate for murder. Thereisn't much to the report. Palace Security have it under wrapsfor just now.
But it does contain one notable fact. Mirius was found by one of his servants this morning with abolt
from acrossbow in hisback. Strange. A crossbow isan unusua wegpon for amurder. Pretty
cumbersome thing to carry around as a concealed weapon. It would have to be concealed becauseit's
illegd to carry onein the city. Too powerful, makesthe Civil Guard nervous. Generdly they're only used
inwartime.

Deputy Consul Rittiusisn't going to be pleased at such asenior Sorcerer being killed like that. The
thought of the Deputy Consul not being pleased gives me some pleasure, though asaman'sdeath is
involved | don't get too carried away. Strange, though, that a Sorcerer like Mirius should have
succumbed to any norma wegpon, no matter how powerful .

"Dwad out of hishead, | expect. Probably had an argument with his dealer. These Palace
Sorcerers, they're dl degenerate.”

"Everyonein Tural isdegenerate,” opines Makri. "I met people with better mannersin the Orcish
davepits”

With that she goes off to her early shift downdtairs, and | head off to visit Jevox at the Guard Station
to seeif he hasany information for me. | stop off at Minarixa's bakery and arrive at the station till wiping
crumbs off my face. It'salready too hot to be comfortable and I'm perspiring fredly as| stroll insde. My
sword isuncomfortable at my hip. It's chafing at my skin. | never used to notice that sort of thing when |
was ayoung soldier.

Jevox ison duty at the desk. HE's mopping hisbrow as| arrive. "Hotter than Orcish hell in here.”

"Damnrightitis" | ask himif he'slearned anything.

"That Sorcerer who's been chasing you about, Glixius Dragon Killer. He had abig reputation in the
west. Very bad, and very powerful. He was expelled from Samsarinaafew years back. Involved inan
attempted coup.”

Samsarinaisalarge, wedthy country some way to the west, one of the strongest of the Human
Lands. Glixius Dragon Killer. A name I'd never heard before Kerk mentioned it. It doesn't tell me much.
Sorcerers dways take on exotic names when they finish their training and don the rainbow cloak. He
might be able to kill dragons. He might not. He's of aristocratic birth though. Any man with aname ending
in"ius' belongsto an arigtocratic family. It's one of these dass digtinctions we have, just like anyone with
"ox" or "ax" intheir nameislow-born. Like Jevox the Civil Guard. Or Thraxasthe Investigator.

"Our Prefect got areport he'd been seen in Mattesh. Left suddenly after the roya vaults
mysterioudy emptied themsdlves of gold.”

| wonder if he survived the dligator attack.

"Who's got the Cloth?" Jevox asks me,

| tell him | don't know. | don't mention my theory that it'sinside the dragon.

"Y ou know you're famous now, Thraxas?"

"Huh?'

"Prefect Tholius says you were mentioned in a debate in the Senate. Senator Lodiuswas
denouncing the authorities for their incompetence and he cited you as prime example. Wanted to know
why you hadn't been arrested and charged with Attilan's death. He claimed there must be some sort of
cover-up going on. Isit true?'

| shake my head. I'm not important enough for anyone to cover up for.

"Inthat case | reckon the Consul might swear out awarrant for you just to shut Lodius up. He's not
going to want L odius accusing the King and his ministers of incompetence with the e ections gpproaching.
Maybeit'stime you found yoursdf alawyer."



I'm swesting and thirsty so | visit the large street market that separates Twelve Seas from Pashish
and buy awatermelon. When I've got most of it insde me | notice Palax and Kaby, who often busk here
during the day. They're ditting on asmall patch of waste ground next to afruit Sall, talking to someone.
As| wander over to say hello their companion risesto leave and | smile, because hesagiant of aman,
completely dwarfing the young buskers. He dwarfsme aswdll, in height if not in girth. He must be close
on seven feet tal, with shoulders and biceps to match. Not aman to tangle with, though from the way
Pdax and Kaby are waving and grinning | guess he must be friendly.

"Who wasthat?" | ask, while accepting adraw on athazis stick Kaby offers me. The mild narcotic
isdtill technicdly illegd in Tural but Since dwa swept the city the authorities don't bother much abot it.

"That was Strongman Brex. We used to work with him in the circus, down in Juval. We played
music while he smashed rocks with his bare hands. Sometimes held come busking with us. Hed hold us
up intheair, one on each pam, while we played. We earned alot of money like that."

"What'shedoing in Turai? Isthe circusin town?"

Pdax shakes his head. Strongman Brex has apparently |eft the circus. Hed had enough of thelife
and cameto Turai looking for proper employment.

"He'sdready got ajob. Pity, he won't be able to busk with us."

"What's he doing?' | ask, passing the thazis back to Kaby.

"He got ajob at the Palace. Working for Princess Du-Akai."

| blink. "Princess Du-Akai? What's she want with a strongman?”

"Don't know. But Brex likesit. He getswell paid and he doesn't have to smash rocks with his hands
any more

| leave them to their busking. People round here don't have much money to spare, and if they try
playing up in the better areas of town the Guards chase them away.

Why would the Princess want astrongman? | wonder, as| haul mysaf up the outsde stairstowards
my office. Bodyguard? Can't be—Palace Security provides her with bodyguards. Maybeit's only
temporary employment. Maybe she just needs someone strong enough to cut open a dragon.

| reach the top of the steps. | open the door and gape stupidly a my room. It appearsto have been
torn gpart by awhirlwind. Papers, broken glass and smashed furniture lie strewn in an incredible jumble
acrossthefloor. Thelast of my precious kuriyais seeping through the floorboards. | groan, and rescue
what | can. | do more than groan when | see my only bottle of klee lying smashed beneath achair. | was
saving that.

"Goddamn those Brotherhood pigs!™ | roar, unsheathing my sword.

The noise attracts Makri. "What's happening?' she says, finding me about to march outside, sword
in hand.

"That gtinking Brotherhood istrying to put the frightenerson me!” | ydl. "Wéll, I'm not having it!"

Madder than amad dragon, | storm back down the outside stairs. Makri, perhapsfeding that a
single-handed assault on Brotherhood headquartersisalittle ambitious, grabs her swords and hurtles
down the steps behind me,

| am precticaly blinded by fury. Gambling debt or no gambling debt, no one comesinto my room
and smashes my last bottle of klee. | don't have far to go to vent my wrath. There, coming round the
corner, is Karlox and his gang, eight of them. They appear surprised as | confront them and start hurling
abuse.

"Try threatening me again and you die, Karlox! Who do you think you're dedling with here?!

Karlox grunts angrily. He's aman of few words, too dumb to know many. He draws his own sword
and the Brotherhood men fan out. | am ready to fight. Makri stands at my side. A landus whedls round
into the street, kicking up aspray of dust and scattering the beggars. A head appears from the curtained
window. It's Y ubaxas, loca Brotherhood boss. He demands to know what's going on. | inform him that
I'm about to administer some punishment to histhugsin retribution for wrecking my room.



Y ubaxas actudly smiles, something he rarely does. It doesn't suit him. "We didn't wreck your
rooms, Thraxas. Not worth the effort. Y ou know the position aready. Y ou have three days to pay up,
then we wreck you."

He motionsto Karlox and his cronies. " Get up to Kushni quick. We're needed.”

The landus departs. The Brotherhood thugstrot after it. I'm left standing alone in the street, deflated.

"So, who did wreck your rooms?* asks Makri.

| shrug. | suppose Y ubaxas could have been lying, but | can't seewhy. | don't imagine he was
terrified a the Sght of me,

Makri kicks a stone. Trudging back to the Avenging Axe, sheisdisconsolate. "'l waslooking
forward to afight,” she says.

"Wel, if | don't come up with the money in three daystherell be plenty of fighting to do.”

Makri looks happier. | fed somerdlief that Makri, despite her weird predilection for studying
philosophy, is akeen enough fighter and a good enough friend to automatically support meinacriss,
eventhoughit'snot her effair.

| begin the weary task of putting my roomsin order. I've got no ideawho wrecked them, or why.
I'min aterrible mood.

Chapter Fourteen

Gurd stumblesinto the bar from the street outside clutching the remains of abox of tankards.

"Therésariot outside," he says, as he starts to barricade the door.

A riot. | seethe dections are under way. It'sawaysadifficult timein Tural. With the success of the
Populares, or anti-monarchy party, things are getting more tense dl the time. When Rittius won the
position of Deputy Consul last year it was asensationd victory for the Populares, led by Senator Lodius.
The Traditiondss, covering the Roya Family, Consul Kaius and mogt of the Senate, regarded it asthe
end of civilisation. Civilisation isstill here, but if Rittius holds on to his post thisyear, it might not be soon
enough. The Roya Family can no longer sweep aside al opposition, but neither are they weak enough to
be easily overthrown. Pragtor Ciceriusis standing for them againgt Rittius, trying to regain some of the
lost ground for the Traditionals. HE's an honest man though not particularly popular. Still, he has a chance
of victory. Since he was elevated from Senator to Pragtor, many people think he's done agood job, and
he has the reputation of not taking bribes, which isamost unheard of in this city. People might support
him in hisbid for the higher post of Deputy Consul.

| muse on things, while theriot rages. Who killed Attilan? Trying to pin down some sort of lead, |
decide to work backwards. Where, for instance, did a Niojan diplomat get an Orcish spell for putting a
dragon to degp? Not the sort of thing you can buy at the local apothecary. Could Attilan have obtained it
from one of the Orcish Ambassadors at the Paace? Possbly. But if their Ambassadors are anything like
our diplomats, they won't be magicians. Diplomats are always drawn from the oldest, most respectable
families and they tend not to practise magic, regarding it as beneath them. Orcs have their classdivisons
and snobberies, just like us. Also, unless utterly treacherousto their country, they would not let such a
vital spell fal into western hands. | doubt Orcish diplomats are capable of such treason.

Who elsein Turai might have such a pell? There's aways the dragonkeeper. Now theresan Orc
who might well have such aspell, and could be bribable. Many Orcs are greedy for gold, another
attribute they share with Humans. Sometimes | swear if they weren't so ugly | wouldn't be ableto tell the
difference. | catch sght of my reflection in the mirror behind the bar. I'm no oil painting mysdlf.

I'd like to ask Pazaz afew questions. My Orcishisvery rusty so | recruit Makri, who is arather



unwilling accomplice. She's il in abad mood and it got worse when she was caught in the riot and had
to kick her way through to her afternoon ethics class. The prospect of visiting an Orc appasher. Her
hatred for Orcsis such that she protests she may not be able to prevent herself from attacking the
dragonkeeper on sight. | extract apromise that shewill not kill him without provocation but sheflatly
refusesto leave her swords at home.

"Tak to an Orc without asword at the ready? Are you mad?'

"He's here under diplomeatic protection, Makri."

"Widl, hell need it if hetries anything with me," retorts my young and hot-headed companion,
fastening on her blade.

| dbsolutely refuseto let her bring her axe.

"We're visiting the Paace, for God's sake, Makri, not going into battle. And take that knife out of
your boot. It'll be hard enough getting you into the Paace grounds without you looking like an invading
amy."

The Orcish diplomats are housed in an Embassy within the Palace walls. They never appear in
public for fear of causing unrest. We all hate Orcs here. Fair enough. They dl hate us. The dragonkeeper
ishilleted in asmall housein the grounds of the zoo, which are open to the public during the day. It's
forbidden to speak to him, but | figureit'sworth atry.

Makri is afforded some very strange looks by Guards and officids at the huge Lion Gates that open
into the Palace grounds, and when it's learned that we're going to visit the King's zoo there are some
unpleasant comments from some of the soldiers on duty.

"Must be missing her dragons,” saysone.

"Orc," sneersanother.

Makri scowls but manages to restrain her temper until they require her to hand in her sword. They
don't ingst on meturning in my weapon, and Makri islivid about the prgjudice againg her. | pacify her
thebest | can, whichishardly at dl, and we enter the Palace grounds with Makri angrier than awounded
dragon and threatening terrible vengeance on the next person to insult her.

TheKing'sPdacein Tura isone of the wonders of theworld. Many larger Satesthan us havefar
lessimpressveimperid buildings. Since money started flowing in from the gold minesafew generations
back, various Kings and Princes have turned their hands to building an ever more splendid residence for
themsdves

Behind the huge Lion Gates, six timesthe height of aman, isafabulous den of luxury. The gardens
aone are famous throughout the Human Lands, with towering arbours, vast lawns, avenues of trees,
banks and beds of flowers, al fed by streams and fountains that were engineered by Afetha-ar-Kyet, the
great Elvish garden-maker of afew generations back. The Paaceitsdf isavast edifice of white marble
and slver minarets. The courtyards are paved with pale green and yellow tilesimported from the far west
and each wing is roofed with golden dates. The corridors and state rooms are covered with mosaics of
gold leaf and coloured stone, and the private quarters were decorated by artists and furnishers drawn
from dl over theworld.

| used to work here. When | was a Senior Investigator for Palace Security | had the run of the
place. Now I'm about as welcome as the plague.

The grounds are vast and it takes us some time to reach the zoo. It'shot, and I'm tired. | don't much
fedl in the mood for seeing Orcs or dragons. | point out afew of the architectura glorieswhich surround
usto Makri, but she'sin too bad amood to admire them, even though architecture would be part of the
Univergity course. Her bad mood intensifies deeply when the call for Sabam rings out from anearby
tower and we are obliged to knedl and pray. | haveto practicaly wrestle her to the ground. If wefailed
to make our prayersright herein the public grounds of the Paace wed be up on an impiety charge so
quick our feet wouldn't touch the ground.

| have trouble staying awake in the heat and doze off during the prayers. Makri unceremonioudy
boots me awake. | ignore her coarse witticism on my religious shortcomings and haul myself to my feet.



The zoo isnow in sight but as we approach itswhite walls afearful commotion erupts and Guards and
civilian officias start pouring thisway and that. We hurry on and reach the zoo but the entrance is barred
to dl the people flock- ing round from every direction. | recognise variousimportant Palace officials,
including Kalius the Consul. The Niojan Ambassador arrivesin asedan, followed by another sedan with
thick curtains and an odd, aien crest on the side. The Orcish Ambassadors. One of the Roya Princes
hurries past with his bodyguard. What on earth is going on?

Behind the Prince comes, of al people, Pontifex Derlex. | grab the priest's arm and demand to
know what's happening.

"The new dragon'sbeen killed!" he yells. "It was cut open during prayers! Princess Du-Akai's been
arrested!”

Chapter Fifteen

| have no opportunity for further enquiries as Makri, myself and everyone dse are summarily
evicted from the grounds. We share alandus home with Pontifex Derlex, who is so excited by the whole
affair he doesn't seem to mind travelling with Makri, the demon from hdll. It'salot for him to be excited
about, | suppose. Derlex isafairly lowly loca priest. HEd never normally be found at the Palace but he
had been invited there as the guest of Bishop Gzekius, who was presiding a some religious ceremony for
the Roya Famiily.

The sensationa story soon spreads all over Tural. People gather on street corners and barsto
speculate over the affair and study the latest reportsin the specid editions of the news-shests. It's one of
the most serious scandal's anyone can remember, and it is bound to have great repercussions. Senator
Lodiusisdready fulminating againgt corruption in the Royd Family. The Populare candidatesin the
forthcoming elections are fighting to outdo each other in condemning the decadence and graft that they
say isgripping the city. Persondly | tekelittle interest in politics, and any enthusiasm | might have for
reform istempered by the fact that Senator Lodiusisin redlity anakedly ambitious power-seeker ready
to use any meansto attain his ends. Deputy Consul Rittius belongsto his party, which suggests how bad
itis

None of this mattersto me right now. What does matter isthe sensationa events at the King's zoo.
The dragon had its belly dit open, not the easiest of things to accomplish, given that adragon'sskinislike
armour. Arrested at the scene aong with the Princess was Strongman Brex, with an axe over his
shoulder. When the Princess was found to be carrying alarge quantity of dwait was presumed that she
had somehow drugged the beast before Brex hacked it open. Asfar as| can learn, no one knows why
they didit.

Naturdly the Orcs arefurious. The King isfurious. The population isin uproar. And when you
consder that the Niojan Ambassador is till threatening war if the murderer of Attilan isnot brought to
judtice, it might be agood time for the faint-hearted to vacate the city. Senator Lodiusis going to exploit
thisto the utmost, which means the eectionswill be more violent than usud. Werein for atough timethis
summer, unlessthe Niojansjust invade and get it over with.

Makri ishurrying her medl before rushing out to tonight's class. Principles of geometry, | think. She's
wrapped in the al-over cloak she's obliged to weear at the Ingtitute to prevent her from panicking the
young scholars,

"What are you going to do?' she asks me.

"Seeif | can find out where the Princess has hidden the Cloth. It hasn't cometo light yet, and no one
else s;emsto redise that it was hidden insde the dragon. | might sill be able to recover it for the Elves.”

"Aren't you going to help the Princess?'



"Of course not. Sheisn't paying me, and | don't owe her any favours.” Sometimes Makri just
doesn't understand the commercial nature of my business. | don't help peoplefor fun. | do it for money.
Anyway, the Princess may well be beyond help. If she'sfoolish enough to be caught daying the King's
dragon, that's her problem.

Of course, if | kegp on looking for the Cloth it might be harder to convince those murderous people
who think | dready haveit to leave me aone. But that's my problem.

Thisevening, lifeinthe Avenging Axeisin full swing. Mercenaries, dockers, labourers, pilgrims,
sallors, loca vendors and shop workers drink heartily, washing away their troubles. Y oung Palax and
Kaby arrive and get out their mandolins, flutes and lyres and start entertaining the crowd with some
raucous drinking songs, ssomping traditiond folk dances and afew maudlin ballads for the tavern'slonely
hearts. They're good musicians and popular with the crowd, whichisjust aswell redly, or they might
suffer more than the friendly abuse they dready get for that brightly dyed hair and those colourful clothes
and pierced ears and noses. Gurd pays them with free drinks. Quite agood scam really. Makes mewish
| played an instrument.

Despitedl thejallity Gurd islooking as miserable as a Niojan whore and fails to respond when |
clap him on the back and ask him if he remembers the time we faced fourteen hdf-Orcsin the Smlan
Desart with only one knife between us and gtill came out on top. He looks a me gloomily then asksif Il
come and see him tomorrow.

| nod, though it's not something I'm looking forward to. Thetalk | imagine will be about the cook,
Tanrose, with whom Gurd thinks he may bein love. Asan old bachelor who's spent mogt of hislife
wandering the earth as amercenary, Gurd finds this very confusing. He can't make his mind up what to
do, not wishing to offer her hishand in marriage and then find out that what he thought was love turns out
later to be merely an infatuation with her excellent venison pies. He frequently asks my advice on the
matter, even though I've pointed out that | have apoor record in affairs of the heart. Still, lending him a
sympathetic ear isadways agood thing. Makes him more tolerant when I'm late with the rent.

People laugh, dance, gamble, swap stories and talk about the day's scandalous affair. By the light of
the ail lanterns Palax and Kaby work up afurious rhythm which has the whole tavern either dancing or
stamping their feet. | bang my tankard on the table in time to the beat, and shout for more beer. All indl,
itsafine night in the Avenging Axe; more fun with the poor of Twelve Seasthan | ever had with the
arigtocrats at Palace socid functions. | end up hideoudly drunk, which would be fine but, just as Gurd and
Makri are carrying me upstairs, Praetor Cicerius arrives. Heis Turai's most famed Advocate and aman
of great influencein the city. Heinforms methat | have to come up to the Palace and interview Princess
Du-Akai right away.

It takes me some time to realise what he means, and for awhile | keep trying to tell the Pragtor it's
no good. |'ve heard the rumours about hiswife but | don't do divorce work.

"There are no rumours about my wife," retorts Cicerius, who is not the sort of man you can havea
laugh and ajoke with. HE's around fifty, thin, grey-haired, austere, and isfamoudy incorruptible. | invite
him to join in an obscene Barbarian drinking song | learned from Gurd. He declines.

"Why don't you sort things out in this city, Praetor?' | demand, suddenly aggressive. "Everything's
going to hell and the government's about as much use as aeunuch in abrothd.”

Colour drains from the Praetor's face. Gurd and Makri abandon mein disgust. The Pragtor'stwo
servants pick me up bodily and bundle me outside and into alandus, which Ciceriusis alowed to ride at
night as part of his senatorid privilege. | begin to enjoy the experience, and sart bellowing the drinking
song out the window as we ride through the quiet streets of Pashish. Cicerius looks a me with contempt.
Let him. | didn't ask him to comevisit me.

"No uselooking a melikethat," | tell him. "If the Princess chopped off the dragon's head, it's her
fault, not mine. Bad thing to do. Poor dragon.”

| fal adeep, and have only dim memoaries of being carried into the Paace. The servants are insulting
about my weight. | insult them back. I'm not the first man carried drunk into the grounds of the Imperia



Pdace, though | may well be the heaviest. I'm deposited in some building | don't recognise and the
servants start forcing deat down my throat. Deet isahot herba drink. Sobersyou up. | detest it.

"Gimmeabeer," | say.

"Get him sober," says Cicerius, not bothering to conced hisloathing and contempt. "I will bring the
Princess. Though why sheingsts on seeing himisbeyond me."

| drink some dest, fail to sober up, and start wondering exactly where | am.

"The reception room of the Princesss chambers," aservant tellsme.

"Right,” I grunt. "l suppose Princesses don't get thrown in the dammer like ordinary people.”

| think of dl thetimesI've been thrownin jail and get dightly maudlin. "Nobody lovesme," | tell the
servant.

Cicerius arrives back with Princess Du-Akai. | greet them genidly. The Princess thanks mefor
coming. She doesn't comment on my drunkenness. Good breeding.

"l amin gravetrouble.

"| bet you are.”

"l need you to help me."

"Too bad," | say, again gripped by acoholic aggression. "I'm dl out of help for clientswho lieto
me"

"How dare you spesk to the Princesslike that," roars Cicerius, and we start to argue. Princess
Du-Akai intervenes. She motions both the servants and the Pragtor outside, and draws up achair next to
me

"Thraxas," she says, in the most pleasant of voices. "Y ou are adrunken oaf. Taes of your
misdemeanours while working at the Palace do not do you full justice. In the norma course of affairs, |
would have nothing whatsoever to do with you. You're so far below mein the socid ladder | wouldn't
noticeif | stepped on you. That woman with the Orcish blood is better bred than you. Aswell asbeing a
drunk, you're gross, and a glutton, both quaities | despise. Y ou belong in your dum in Twelve Seas, and
I'd much rather you were there than here in this room with me. However, | need your help. So sober up,
stop playing the fool, and get ready to listen.”

"l seem to be doing alot of listening dready. Why should | help you?"

"For two reasons. Firgly, | shdl pay you extremely well. | understand you are badly in need of
money. Gambling is another of your bad habits."

| curse. My gambling debt seemsto be the most talked about thing in this city. Even the Roya
Family knows about it.

"What's the second reason?"

"If you don't help me, | will ensurethat your lifein thiscity ishdll on earth. | may be heading for a
secure cdl inanunnery but I'm gtill third in lineto the throne, and | have more influencein my little finger
than you havein your wholefat body. So listen.”

She holds out a heavy purse. | listen.

Chapter Sixteen

When I'm finished listening I'm led into the next chamber by a servant. Ciceriusiswaiting for me. He
isno morefriendly than before. The fact that the Princess thinks | can help her doesn't make him any
keener on me. Ciceriusisnot known for his affability. Despite his unparaleed reputation for honesty heis
commonly regarded as arather distant and austere man. Senators rarely hobnob with commonerslike
mysdlf, and Pragtors never do, except when they need their votes.



Asl enter heisin animated conversation with ayounger man whom | recognise as his son, Cerius.
The Praetor sees me enter but does not acknowledge my presence so | it down heavily and wait for him
to finish. I'm tired and want to go home and degp. Damned Princess.

Findly Ciceriusturnsto me. "l trust your interview was satisfactory.”

"Very satisfactory,” | brag. "The Princess knows I'm number one chariot when it comesto
investigating S0 she's decided to put the whole affair in the hands of aman who can get things done.
Smart woman, the Princess.”

Ciceriusfixes mewith ahosgtile gaze. Heisfamous for his oratory and advocacy in the law courts.
Part of his congderable armoury while making speechesis hisrange of facia expresson, and the
expression he wears when looking a me speaks volumes, rather like aman peering at arat crawling out
of asawer. No way to behave when he's trying to be elected to a public post, | would've thought, but |
suppose he doesn't care too much about my vote.

If I am to help the Princess I'll need Cicerius to open afew doorsfor me. While we are discussing
arrangements, we are interrupted by the arrival of a Captain from Palace Security.

"Praetor Cicerius," he says, "'l have awarrant here for the arrest of your son, Cerius."

The Praetor masks his outrage, and demands quite coldly to know the reason why.

"A charge of importing dwa," says the Captain. He shows Cicerius and Cerius hiswarrant then puts
his hand on Ceriuss shoulder. Ciceriusisleft speechlessashissonisled away. It'sacrud strokeand a
well-timed one by hisriva Rittius. Pragtor Cicerius hasjust lost hisfamily and the dection at the same
time

| wak uptohim."Hireme," | say. "I'll help your son.”

Cicerius glares a me with increasing loathing before marching swiftly out of the room.

"Only trying to help,” | say to the servant as he guides me out.

It'saround two in the morning when | arrive back at the Avenging Axe. I'm fairly sober, sober
enough to avoid stepping on the drunks and desolates who litter the night-time Streets, or tripping over
the wreckage that's still piled up after theriot. | have aheadache. I'm tired. | can't sand any more
aggravation. When | reach my room it has again been wrecked.

| stare at the incredible messwith dumb fury. Every piece of furniture has been reduced to
matchwood and everything | own is strewn over the floor. Who is behind this? Whoever itis| swear an
oath to run them through and dance on their remains.

Makri'salight deeper. She'swoken by my cursing and appears with asword in her hand. She's
naked.

"Shouldn't you get dressed before you challenge intruders?’

"What for? They'd be dead before they noticed | wasn't wearing anything. What's going on?"

"My room's been wrecked again,” | say, needlesdy. Makri offers me the use of her couch. | shake
my heed.

"l wasn't planning on deeping yet. I'm still working. And | need you to come and spesk Orcish.
Cicerius has arranged for me to see the dragonkeeper.”

"Now?"

"Hasto be. If things get any worsefor Cicerius he might not have enough influence to even get me
into the zoo."

"How come?"

"His son just got arrested for dealing dwa. But that's his problem, he doesn't want any help from
me. I'mworking for the Princess again. I'll explain on the way."

Makri nods, and departs to get dressed. She loads up with weapons and | don't object. On our
way back to the Palace fill her in with the detalls.

"Princess Du-Akai claims she'sinnocent. She admits she was going to cut open the dragon to get
the Red Elvish Cloth. Which iswhy she wanted the deep spdll origindly. | asked her if sheld got the spell



back but she denied it. That'swhy she had the dwa, to try drugging the beast. Anyway, someone besat
her to it. So when the King and hisretinue walked in and found her and Strongman Brex standing beside
the dead dragon with an axe and abig bag of dwait naturally looked suspicious.”

"Naturaly. Where did she get the dwa?'

"She stoleit from the apartments of her brother Prince Frisen-Akan, though she didn't tell the King
that. He doesn't know what a degenerate hisoldest sonis. | reckon the King might have tried to hush it
up about her killing the dragon but Senator Lodiuswasthere on officia business. Naturaly he started
rasing ascandd right away."

"So what are we going to do?'

"Find out who redlly killed the dragon before the Princessis dragged in front of the specia Royd
Judiciary and sentenced to lifein anunnery. Y ou see | wasright about the Elvish Cloth, Makri, evenif no
onedseredises. It wasingdethe dragon. Find that and well find the killer. Maybe the killer of Attilan as
wdl."

"Areyou hired for that?'

"Not exactly. But Turai badly needsto produce a culprit. Nioj israising hell about it. Cicerius
agreed that areward would be forthcoming if | cleared the matter up. Praetor Ciceriusisapillar of the
establishment, or wastill his son was arrested. He's as cold as an Orc's heart but he's aso one of the few
menin Tura I'd trust. Incidently, he regards me as the scum of the earth. Just hisbad luck I'm the only
one who can help the Princess. Mind you, I'm not entirely sure the Princess didn't kill Attilan, or have him
killed. She was having an affair with him. That's how she learned about the stolen Cloth and Attilan's plan
tointercept it for Nigj. Attilan had heard about it from a Niojan agent who was spying on the Orcish
Ambassador. The Orcsinitiated the whole thing. They hired Glixius Dragon Killer to stedl the Cloth and
load it into the dragon so they could ship it home later. Who else knew about al this1'm not sure, but it's
asafe bet otherslearned of it. Turai isahard place to keep asecret, especialy in diplomatic circles, with
Sorcerers prying everywhere. Anyway Attilan bribed the dragonkeeper to let him have an Orcish spell
for putting the dragon to deep so he could recover the Cloth. Princess Du-Akai decided it would be a
good ideaiif shedid it instead, which iswhy she sent me to recover the box with that phoney story about
the love letters. Which iswhere we camein, more or less. | guesswhoever ended up with the spell took
the opportunity of the Roya Family dl being at their religious ceremony to sneak into the zoo and do the
deed. I've no ideawho it was though. Not many people have accessto the private zoo at that time of
day. Diplomats mainly. There again, the Brotherhood and the Society of Friends are quite capable of
bribing their way anywhere."

"How did the Assassins get involved?'

| shrug. That'saloose end I'm far from tying up. Why Hanamawanted the Cloth isamystery. But it
isnever easy to interpret the actions or motives of the Assassins. Asfar as| am aware they never hire out
their servicesfor any purpose except murder, but who knows? Maybe they've taken up investigating asa
Sddine

"l can't see an Assassin like Hanamawanting to be an Investigator,” says Makri.

"Why not? It's better than rowing adave gdley.”

Were now amost at the Palace. Makri has digested everything I've said, as she always does, being
asmart woman, but she doeswonder why the Princess wanted the Elvish Cloth in thefirst place.

"Shewouldn't tel me, evenin private. Maybe she was acting from patriotic motives, to prevent the
Orcsor the Nigjans getting it. More likely, knowing our Roya Family, she's got secret gambling debts
and needed the money. Probably planned to sdll it to the Orcs hersdlf.”

"So who are you finding it for now? The Elves or the Princess?’

"I'm finding the Cloth for the Elves. And I'm clearing the Princess of dragon murder.”

"Youll get confused.”

"Confused? Me? When it comes to multiple investigations I'm sharp as an Elf'sear. Anyway, | need

themoney.”



The landus enters the Pal ace gates.
"Timeto meet an Orc," | say to Makri. "Keep your sword inits sheath, | need to hear what he's got
tosay."

Chapter Seventeen

Orcsarealittle larger than Humans, and dightly stronger. But uglier. They're much given to wearing
crude jewellery with motifs of eagles and skulls, and probably originated the nose-, lip- and
eyebrow-piercing style with which Kaby and Palax now distress the respectable population of Tural.
Craggy-faced with dark, inky-red skin, they generally dressin dark shaggy leather clothes of smple
design and wear their hair long. They're usudly savage fighters and, despite what Humans say, are not
stupid. | know that their diplomats have proved to be shrewd negotiators. It's said in the west that most
Orcsdo not read, and there is no literature of any sort in any of their nations, but Makri clamsthisis not
true. Nor, she says, isit true that they play no music; nor are they cannibals. She even says she's seen
Orcish paintings, though | find this very hard to believe. Makri loathes al Orcs, but refuses to admit that
Humans are much more civilised. | know little of their civilisation. The only time I've encountered Orcs
has been in battle, and most of the ones I've faced have ended up dead before we had a chance for much
conversation. I've never even seen afemale Orc, or achild.

Asisthe case with the Human Lands, Orcs speak their own nationa diaect aswell asthe common
Orcish tongue. Very few people in the west know any Orcish—it's regarded as very unlucky even to
utter aword of it—so Pazaz the dragonkeeper is surprised and disconcerted when Makri addresseshim
in the common Orcish language. He's naturally suspicious, but as he's been told by his superiorsto
cooperate with the investigation, and we're bearing aletter from the Praetor himself, he answers our
questions.

"He clams not to know anything about the killing," reports Makri, who is hersdf finding the
conversation very unsettling. The last time she talked to an Orc, she wastheir dave, and she doesn't
enjoy the memory. "He's upset though. He liked the dragon.”

"Heliked it?'

"Used to read it stories at bedtime.”

"Ask himif he sold the degp spell to anyone but Attilan.”

Pazaz deniesthat he sold adragon deep spell to anyone at dl but wetdl him we know he'slying. |
threaten to inform his Ambassador and he breaks down alittle. He admits selling acopy to Attilan, but
swears there was no one else.

Itsdifficult to know if he'stdling the truth. | get afeding with most suspects, but the emotions
behind this craggy face are strange and unreadable. | lay some more of my cards on thetable and tell him
| know all about the plot to export Red Elvish Cloth to Gzak. Now heisredlly worried. Even though he's
under diplomatic protection held find himself in an uncomfortable position if the population of Turai
learned about it. There's enough bad feding in the city about Orcsbeing hereat dl, without it being
known that they've been trying to stedl our magical secrets.

Nothing in hisanswers brings me any closer to learning who killed the dragon, or where the Elvish
Cloth might be now. Praetor Ciceriustold me that the religious ceremony attended by the Roya Family
had lasted no more than half an hour. Whoever came here and killed the dragon must have had good
ingdeinformation, but in acity as corrupt as Tural good insde information is available to anyonefor a
price. Moreinterestingly, Cicerius aso informed me that the Investigating Sorcerers from Palace Security
have been unable to detect the aura of any unusud visitorsto the zoo, which makes matters worse for the
Princess. Still, with the dragon's disruptive effect on any magica fied, it'snot absolutely certain that no



stranger has been here.

"It can't have been easy for anyoneto kill the dragon and remove the Cloth, deep spdll or not. Has
no one been around showing any unusud interest in its habits?'

No one has, according to Pazaz. No onetalksto him at al, apart from Bishop Gzekius, who's
made one or two attemptsto convert him to the True Religion. I'm amost moved to sympathy for the
Orc. Bishop Gzekiusis dwaystrying to put one over on hisfelow Bishops. Probably wanted the Orc's
soul asatrophy.

It'stimeto leave. Apart from having my suspicions about Attilan confirmed, | haven't learned much.
Lights burn till in the Palace as we're led through the grounds to the gates. Insde | expect everything isin
uproar, dueto the arrest of the Princess. Times are changing. At one time a Princess would never have
been arrested in Tural, no matter the crime. A Pragtor's son wouldn't have been arrested elther. Now,
with Senator Lodiuss Popularesincreasing in power, the upper classes are feding the pinch. Do them
good maybe, having to obey the laws of theland.

| am dead tired. The heat of the night weighs me down. | could happily lie down and deep where |l
am. The stress of the day and my tirednessis making my head pound; the prospect of facing my room,
once morein ruins, makesit worse. Wetravel back in silence to Twelve Seas. Makri's thinking about
Orcs. Shetellsmelater that Pazaz had seen her fight in the arena, which made her fed even morelike
killing him.

"The next timel meet an Orc it'll take more than diplomatic protection to keep hishead on his
shoulders" she says before lgpsing into gloomy silence. Neither of ushasany inspiration. Thenight is
oppressively warm and al | want to do is clear a space on my floor and deep. Which is something | can't
yet do, because there at the Avenging Axe, in hisblue-edged Pragtorian toga, is Ciceriusin alandus, with
his customary severe expression and a couple of servants |ooking nervousto find themselvesin Twelve
Seasin the middle of the night.

I've had my fill of the upper classes. I'm so tired | can't even be bothered to berude. | just ask
Ciceriusif he can wait till tomorrow for the progress report on the Princess.

He hasn't comefor a progress report. He's come to hire me to get his son off the hook. | fail to stifle
ayawn, and lead himinside. | help mysdlf to aflagon of aefrom behind the bar and try to concentrate on
what Cicerius hasto say. | could cope with being Turai's cheapest Investigator but I'm finding it hard
being thebusest.

Chapter Eighteen

Onething abut Cicerius, hesaman for plain speaking when necessary. He gpologises stiffly for his
former brusgque refusa of my offer of help, and admitsthat | am probably the man for the job.

"Asyou know, my son Cerius Junius has been accused of dedingin dwa"

Onetimethat might have shocked me. It doesn't any more.

"Deputy Consul Rittius, acting on information, obtained a search warrant this evening. Hevisited my
house while | wasn't there. In the course of his search he found dwain Ceriuss rooms.”

"How much?’

"Two imperid pounds.”

"Right. Too much for persona use. Who'shededing it to?"
Ciceriuslooks pained. "l refuseto believe that my sonisadwadeder.”

| point out that these days even the most respectable families are finding themselvesinvolved in
dwa. Ciceriusfrowns. His famous € oquence departs him as he considers the prospect of his son ending



hisdaysinaprison gdley.

"So what do you want meto do?' | ask, drinking some beer.

"Find out the truth. Asyou know, Rittiusand | are bitter rivals and are standing against each other
for the post of Deputy Consul. He has legpt at the chance to discredit me. If Rittius defests me and
remains Deputy Consul, great harm will cometo thecity.”

By which Cicerius meansthat Lodiuss Populares will gain the ascendancy. Asabastion of the
Traditionas, Cicerius doesn't like the thought of that at al. Not being interested in palitics, | don't much
care.

"I'd say you're discredited aready.”

"Not quite. Consul Kaius has no wish to see my son ruined. Nor does he wish to see me
discredited and the Populares gaining ground. With the political Stuation in Tural being so volatile these
days, itisvitd that Senator Lodius does not increase hisinfluence.

"So the Consul isgoing to sweep it under the carpet? Then why do you need me?”

"The Consul will not sweep it under the carpet,” retorts Cicerius with asperity. "All citizensin Tural
are subject to the law. But he will seethat the caseis not brought to court if Cerius names the people he
bought the dwafrom, and whom it was intended for. That is sandard practice.”

True enough. Many smdl dwa ded ers have wormed their way to freedom by sdlling out their larger
partnersin crime.

"Unfortunately Cerius absolutely refusesto speak. | cannot understand it. All hehasto doto
safeguard hisreputation, not to mention hisfamily's, istell the Consul the full story. He refuses.”

Poor Cicerius. Y ou spend dl your time being the most respectable palitician in Turai then your son
goes and gets arrested for drugs. Just goes to show that even the blue-lined Pragtorian toga can't
guarantee you happiness.

"You'rethefinest lawyer in Tural, Cicerius. I've heard you tearing people gpart in court with your
cross-examination. If you can't get anything out of your son, what makes you think | will?"

Ciceriuslooks pained. The whole episode has obvioudy come as aterrible shock to him. He admits
that his courtroom techniques somehow don't seem suitable for dedling with his son.

"Also | havelittle experience of these matters. Even in these decadent times | did not imagine that a
young man of Ceriuss character would become involved in dwa. Furthermore, in thefew hours sincethis
happened, | have dready invited Tupariusto investigate the matter. Tuparius could learn nothing from my

Tuparius. A high-class Investigator. Works out of Thamlin. | don't like him much but he's not abad
Investigator compared to some of the othersthat work up there.

"Ishe dill onthejob?!

Cicerius nods. | don't mind too much. Frankly, in a case of dwadedling | wouldn't expect Tuparius
to come up with much. Not enough low-life contacts.

"Evenif you can learn nothing directly from Cerius" continues the Pragtor, "I shal expect you to
find out full details of the business, including where the dwa came from and who it was for. Once that
information is passed on to the Consul, Ceriuswill not be brought to court. If heis not brought to court,
we may keep it from reaching the ears of the public.”

"Rittiusis down on you like abad spell. Hell make sureit does.”

Ciceriusraises one eyebrow dightly. Which means, | imagine, that he till has enough influence
around here to hush it up, providing thereis no court case.

"How long do | have?!

"It generaly takes one week till the preliminary hearing. After that it will betoo late."

| point out that | am already busy, far too busy to be wading into another case.

Cicerius points out that the public scandd will undoubtedly hand the eection to Rittius. Which isn't
so good for me, | must admit. Evenif | don't care about poalitics, my lifewould be easier if the Deputy



Consul wasn't aman who hated me. If | help Cicerius here, and he winsthe éection, then the new
Deputy Consul would be in my debt. | become dightly more enthusiastic. Maybe I'll get back into the
Pdace one of these days after dll.

Redlly I'm too busy to take on the case. | think about the money | owe the Brotherhood. I'm not
scared of Karlox, but | can't fight them dll.

"I'll take the case."

| pick up my standard retainer and another thirty for expenses, and promise to get on the job first
thing in the morning. The Pragtor departs. Makri, waiting sllently al thistime, isof the opinionthat | am
foolish to take on more work.

"That'sthree difficult cases a once. Y ou'll end up making amessof dl of them.”

"I need the money. | got two days |eft to pay off Y ubaxas, and who knowsif I'll recover the Cloth
intimeto get paid before the Brotherhood come after me. I'm in no position to turn down employment.
And don't bother lecturing me about my gambling, I'm too tired to tekeit in.”

| clear the junk off my mattress and deep, but not for long. Kerk wakes me up by kicking my door.
He has some information to sall and badly needs his morning dose of dwa. The early interruption to my
dumbers puts mein afoul mood.

"Makeit quick," | snap.

"Wl you look as happy as a dragon with aheadache," mutters Kerk, and grins stupidly. "I got
some information about Prince Frisen-Akan.”

| frown. I've dready had enough of the Roya Family. "What about him?"

"He'simporting dwa."

I'm amost moved to laughter. That the heir to the throne should be adrug dedler isquitein line with
our national character these days.

"What's that got to do with me?"

"He'safriend of Cerius."

Word has got around quick about thisone. | don't bother asking Kerk how he knows about Cerius.
He's generaly well informed about drug-related mattersin Turai.

"And?

"Ceriuswas holding on to the dwafor him."

| frown again. It'sgoing to be difficult clearing young Ceriuss nameif it involvesimplicating Prince
Frisen-Akan. Hardly the sort of result Ciceriusislooking for.

| placeasmal coinin Kerk's hand. Helooks at it with contempt, and demands more.

"Or | won't tell youwho eseisinvolved.”

| press another coin in hishand. His hand trembles. He needs his dwa, and quickly.

"Glixius Dragon Killer."

"That'sdl | need. Y ou sure?'

"Absolutely. He's overseeing the operation in the city. Hesworking with the Society of Friends.
And the Princeis bankrolling them. They're bringing in Choirs of Angels. Very good. Very strong. And
cheap."

| demand to know how Kerk knowsdl this.

"Simple," he says. "Ceriustold me. He can't hold hisdwa. Rambleslike an old man.”

Kerk laughs, but it costs his broken-down body agreet deal of effort. | ask him who's supplying the
Choirs of Angels, but Kerk doesn't know. He's becoming too desperate to speak much more. He holds
out his hand urgently. | give him more money and he hurries off to buy dwa

| head back to bed, not wishing to think about what |'ve just learned. Maybeif | just ignoreit it will
go away. Unfortunately my bedroom is already too hot to deep in. | fling open the window. Outside a
galholder starts shouting about his produce and enters an argument with acustomer. | shut my window
in disgust. There's no getting away from the heat and the noisein Twelve Sees. | detest it.



My two Elvish clients pick thismoment to visit me. As| open the door, the argument outside
intengfiesinto a screaming match and severd bystanders get involved in the uproar.

"Just ignoreit,” | say, shutting the door and motioning them in. They look round at the wreckagein
bewilderment.

"Just tidying up,” | say as| clear some space by kicking junk into the corners of my room. Y oung
Kaby unfortunately chooses this moment to burst through my outside door with her boyfriend Pdax in
her arms. She lets him go and hefalsto the ground, where he's sick on the rug.

"He'soverdosed!" shewails. "Help him."

Out in the street people are screaming. My room is as hot as Minarixas oven. Broken furnitureis
srewn everywhere. Pdax'sfaceisturning blue. Makri rushesin with asword in her hand to seewhat dl
the fussis about. The Elves are close to panic.

"So how are you enjoying your vigt to the city?' | ask, and offer them a beer.

Chapter Nineteen

The Elves pass on the beer. Cdlis-ar-Dd, the younger of the two, swiftly draws apouch from his
bag, crosses over to the vomiting Paax, and placesasmdl leaf in his mouth.

"Swdlow," he orders.

Kaby bringswater. Palax swallows. He stops being sick. Colour returnsto hisfeatures. Cdlis
cradles hishead in hishands for afew moments, and concentrates. Palax falls adeep.

"Hell befine now," saysthe young EIf, gently releasing his head.

I'mimpressed. "You aheder?

Cadlis nods, before turning to Kaby, who is squatting beside her deeping lover, sill concerned.

"Don't worry," saysthe EIf. "Hewill befine. The leaf of the ledasaplant isvery effectivein clearing
poison from the system, and | have stabilised the colours of hislife energy. But heisvery unwiseto
partake of dwa. Itisan evil drug.”

"I know," says Kaby. "And Choirs of Angelsisthewors kind. | didn't know hewastaking it till |
found he'd spent our week's earnings.”

Kaby and Makri carry Pdax down to the caravan. | thank Cadlisfor coming to the rescue.

"Arethese ledasaleaves any good for hangovers?!

He saysthey are so | grab afew off him. Clever, these Elves. Tak to the trees and cure your
hangover. | fill themin on the case, though in redlity thereisnt much tofill theminon. | tell them about my
theory that the Red Elvish Cloth was inside the dragon but have to report that, if it was, it was spirited
away before | got there.

They listen with interest and seem quite willing to believe my theory. Well, they have heard that | am
an honest and competent man. | till like that. They take their leave, satisfied at least that | am working
hard.

Makri arrives back in my room and reports that Plax seemsto be out of danger.

"Morethan he deserves,” | say. "He should know better than to mess with this new dwa. It'stoo
strong. Addicts al over the city are going to be taking their usua dose and ending up dead.”

"But it fedlsgood when you get it right,” saysMakri.

| glance a her suspicioudy.

"Well that'swhat I'm told," she adds.

| hopesheisnot indulginginit hersdf.



"The Elves said to thank you for your help with Pdlax,” | tell Makri. "They must be getting used to
you."

"Wl that makes me happy as a drunken mercenary,” says Makri, wryly, and departs.

| clean up some of the messand ask Gurd if hell bring in aservant to do something with my rooms.
Hewill, but it will cost me extra

| head on out. | have an gppointment at the Thamlin gymnasium, a place where aristocrats go to
bathe, exercise and relax. It's avery respectable establishment. Senators and their families only. No
young girlsor pretty boysfor hire, at least not openly. Just Senators bathing, reminiscing and talking
about palitics, while their sonslook on respectfully. Asin al gymnasia, women are not allowed, one of
the many things which aggravate Makri about Tural, athough she does claim that given the choice she
would rather not see the naked bodies of Tura'srich and flabby upper classes.

There are some very flabby bodies here, though I'm not oneto talk, and | fed self-consciousand
annoyed as I'm obliged to waddle naked past young athletes disporting themselvesin the water, or
reclining on coucheswhile servant rub ail into their bodies. I'd rather have kept my towel on but it's
frowned upon. | fed more a home when | reach the room at the far end of the gymnasium where elderly
Senators and their retinues are gathered, mostly as unfit asme. Also they havelesshair. | may get mine
oiled, brushed and perfumed while I'm here.

Thisgymnasiumis, incidentally, another of Tura'sarchitecturd marvels. It hasmorethanitsfar
share of splendid friezes, statues and scul ptures, although I'm in no mood to appreciate them. I'm here to
talk to Cerius. He doesn't want to talk to me. | drag him to a private a cove and shove him on a bench.
He'slong-haired and skinny and again | fed ridiculous without agood baggy tunic to cover my obesity.

"I'm working for your father."

Ceriusimmediately clams up, and stares at hisfeet. Incongruoudy, he's clutching abag of grapes,
which servants digtribute for free.

"Tdl meabout it," | say.

Ceriusremainsslent and hogtile. Theinsde of the marble gymnasum ismarginaly cooler than the
baking city outsde, but it's sill uncomfortable. I get astrong urgeto walk away from thisfoolish young
man and legp in the bathing pooal. | think about my gambling debts, and try again.

"Y ou're going to court in aweek, Cerius. Dwadeding'saserious charge. Y our family'sinfluence
won't get you off, because Deputy Consul Rittiusis prosecuting and he's an enemy of your father. Do you
want to see your father disgraced?"

No reaction.

"Y ou want to end up pushing an oar in aconvicts galey?'

Cerius putsagrape in hismouth. | consider dapping him. Better not, with so many Senators
around. | just can't get him to speak. | don't understand it.

"Who are you protecting? The Prince? They'll find out in court, so you might aswell spill it whileit
can do you some good.”

Ceriusstsdumped in sullen sllence. Thisishopeless.

"I'll find out, you know. I'll study your past in the kuriya pool and see where the Choirs of Angels
camefrom.”

All of asudden the young man looks anguished.

"Dont!" he pleads.

"Why not? Who are you scared of 7'

Cerius abruptly rises from his couch and rushes off. He leaves his bag of grapes behind. | watch him
go then pick up the bag and help mysdlf to the rest of the grapes. | notice he's been doodling on the
paper. Odd, ugly shapes, scraiched inink. | rise dowly from the bench. Acrossthe hall thereésafresco
of two beautiful water nymphsfrolicking with ayoung man with wings on hisfeet. He floats gracefully
over thewater. Lucky guy. | drag my body outside. I'm pleased to leave. All these young bodies make



mefed old.

| walk down Moon and Stars Boulevard till | reach the centre of town then take a shortcut through
the ruined temple of Saint Isnius. I'm passing a broken-down column when dl of a sudden something
smacksinto the marble in front of me, sending splinters cascading around my head. | drop into afighting
crouch and spin round, sword in hand. No one'sin sight. | pad softly round the column, then through the
archway in front of me. Still no one. Not even afootprint in this dried-out ground. Theruins are silent and
when | sniff theair | can't sense anything. Very carefully, | go back to the column. | have ashrewd idea
what struck it.

Lying on the ground is acrossbow bolt, nineincheslong. | sareat it, and | don't likeit one bit. The
crosshow isaletha weapon, extremely powerful. It can send a bolt through solid armour, take aknight
off hishorse at ahundred yards. | finger the bolt uneasily, wondering who fired it. I've never heard of the
Assassins using such awespon. Nor the Society of Friends. Very strange. | place the bolt in my bag and
hurry on, sword still in hand, which earns me afew funny lookswhen | pass out of the ruins and back
into the main street beyond.

Back at the Avenging Axe, Gurd, adow reader, is ponderoudy working hisway through The
Renowned and Truthful Chronicle.

"Bad weapons,” he says.

"Huh?'

"Crossbow. Brotherhood boss got killed up in Kushni yesterday. Crosshow bolt through the neck.”

| read the report. Apparently that was the second important Brotherhood man to be killed in two
days, both by crossbow. It seemslike the Society of Friends might be getting the upper hand in the drug
war. Aided by the mysterious crossbow wielder. It hasto be the same person who shot a me. The
crosshow isaspecidised art. Y ou need a serious amount of training before you can start firing bolts
through peopl€e's necks from a distance.

Later Makri wonders why the Society of Friends should befiring at me. It'snot like I'm on the best
of termswith the Brotherhood. | can't think of an explanation. If the Society till think I've got the Red
Elvish Cloth, killing me outright isn't going to get it back for them. Maybe I'm just good for some target
practice.

My rooms are back in some sort of order. Time| think for alittle sorcery.

Chapter Twenty

| stare at the kuriya pool with fury. I'm looking at a picture of the Fairy Glade. | presume the magic
pool is once more making afool of me. Having spent a considerable time working mysdf into atrance
looking for information al | get isapicture of the place where my ex-wife had her assgnationswith the
young Sorcerer. | thought it wasdl in the past but it must still be troubling me to interfere with the kuriya
likethis. Any strong image in your own mind can cause interference. Sorcerer's A pprentices often get
pictures of their favourite actresses. So do Sorcerers.

Thisisthelast of my kuriya. A waste of money. I'm about to give up in disgust when the pleasant
vision of grass and flowers suddenly darkens and amalevolent face beginsto take shape. | try to break
the connection but it'stoo late, I'm trapped and | lack the power to pull away.

"Bad mistake, Thraxas," growlsthe malevolent image. "Y ou should know better than to meddle with
me"

"And who the hdll areyou?' | demand.

"l am Horm the Deed.”



| cringe. My skin crawls. I'm scared. | try not to show it. "Waell, nice to meet you, Horm. But I've a
few thingsto be getting on with—"

Horm rasps out some evil spell and my room seemsto explode. I'm blinded by a searing light and
flung against thewal. My desk bounces on to my chest and shards of broken glass rain down on my
head as| crumpleto thefloor. Makri hearsthe noise and rushesin to find me lying hurt and confused
with most of my furniture piled on top of me. She hauls the desk off me then helps meto my fedt.

"What happened?’

It takes me awhileto get my breath. "A message from Horm the Deed," | gasp, eventudly.

Makri unshesthes her sword and whirls round.

"Not here. In the pool. He sent a spdll through.”

"Can you do that?'

"No," | reply. "Wdl, not according to what | learned anyway. | guess Horm the Dead might have
some tricks we don't know in the west."

Makri bursts out laughing.

"What'sfunny?'

"You'recoveredinink."

"Makri, | just suffered an attack from one of the world's most deadly Sorcerers. | don't see anything
funny inthat."

Thismakes Makri laugh some more. Y ou shouldn't have pawned your protection charm. Why is
Horm trying to kill you?"

| redly can't say. Just something I've blundered into as usud. But if Horm has been wrecking my
room, | must have got closer to hisbusinessthan hed like.

Even Makri has heard tales of the maevolent power of Horm the Dead. "Didn't | hear you say one
timethat you'd never go up againg him?"

| shrug, pretending to be unconcerned. Makri is not fooled. She lectures me on the stupidity of
getting involved in too many cases at once.

"Y ou don't even know why people aretrying to kill you any more.”

"I keep tdling you | need the money."

"Y ou shouldn't have got in debt to the Brotherhood.”

"You think | don't know that? Can't you do something useful instead of lecturing me dl the time?"

| hateit when | find mysdlf involved with powerful Sorcerers. | should stick to divorce work.

Gurd isfurious about the room. Destroyed three timesin three days. A new record. He mutters
darkly about looking for atenant who won't keep ruining hisfurniture, and | have to divert him by
Steering the conversation round towards Tanrose, which | don't redly havetimefor.

Later | tell Makri about the latest developments with Cerius, and the crossbow attack.

"| used the last of my kuriyalooking for some cluesbut al | got was avision of the Fairy Glade.”

"What'sit like?"

"Likeapuddleof black ink."

"Not the kuriya, idiot. The Fairy Glade."

"Oh. Well, it'sidyllic, during the days. Fairies flying around, unicorns wandering through the trees,
Nymphs and Dryads playing music, beautiful flowers, sparkling streams. Y ou should go, Makri, youd
likeit."

"Maybe. | could use ahit of peace after living in this stinking city for ayear. But Gurd saysno one
with Orcish blood can get in."

Thisistrue. The Fairy Gladeis deep in the woods, along way from the city, and it's protected from
harm by various natura magics, one of which does not alow an Orc to enter.

"Y ou're only one quarter Orc. And you're one quarter Elf. The Fairiesare big on Elves. They might



taketo you."

Makri says she has had quite enough rejection from Humans to risk more at the hands of Fairies,
Nymphs and Dryads.

| wonder where my wife and the young Sorcerer went after running off to the Glade all those years
ago. They couldn't have stayed there long. No Human can spend anight there. Sleep comes on even if
you fight it, and then the dreams drive you mad. Literally mad. Every year afew romantic or foolhardy
young soulstry it, and the result is dways the same; they wander off to perish somewherein thewildsor
end up back in Tura begging amlesdy on street corners. The Fairy Glade is drictly for daytime visits
only.

Makri says she keeps passing meetings with orators haranguing crowds in the streets, and earlier in
the day she'd seen one meeting disrupted by agroup of armed men.

"Election. Deputy Consul's post's coming up for grabs.”

"Why?"

"Don't you know anything about the city you livein?'

"No."

| remember Makri hasn't been in Turai long enough to have seen an dection, so | explain to her that
the Deputy Consul is second only to the Consul, who's second only to the King, and that the post comes
up for grabs every two years.

"The Traditionals, who support the King, always held the post but last time Rittiuswon it for the
Populares. Since then Lodiuss party has been gaining power. Something to do with the Roya Family
bleeding the city dry, no doubt. Ciceriusistrying to win it back for the Traditionals."

"Sowhy dl thefighting?' asksMakri.

"Politicsislikethat in Tura. No onewins an eection without bribing some voters and frightening
others. The Traditionas generdly employ the Brotherhood astheir strong-arm men and the Populares
usethe Society of Friends."

Makri asksif she'sentitled to vote and | tell her no, women aren't dlowed, which puts her in abad
mood, even when | point out that no oneisworth voting for.

"Not even the Populares? Wouldn't some democracy be a good thing?'

"It might be" | admit. "But we won't get it from any party with Lodius asitsleader. The man's
nakedly ambitious and cold as an Orc's heart into the bargain. And he's going to make abid for power
one day, whether his party winsthe eection or not. The King should have had him assassinated years

"Why haan't he?'

"Heleft it too late and now he's scared. L odius has powerful backing these days—rich merchants,
disaf-fected aristocrats, ambitious generals and so on. | tell you, Makri, it's not worth getting involved.”

We play agame of niarit. | win. Makri is displeased.

"What's this?' she says, picking up ascrap of paper.

"It'sabag of grapes. Minusthe grapes.”

"But it'swritten on."

"Written on?" | say, Sudying the meaningless scribbles.

"Don't you recognise Low Orcish when you seeit?"

"No. What isit?'

"Thelanguage of the Orcish underclass. Not the common Orcish tongue, or any of their national
languages, but a sort of pidgin Orcish they use in the Wastelands where there are Orcs, Humans and alot
in between. They speak it in gladiator pits.”

| have to hand this one to Makri. | would've recognised standard Orcish characters but | had no
ideathere was awritten form of pidgin Orcish.

"What'sit ssy?"



"Load, or consgnment . . . in spirit grass place. Spirit Grass Place? | don't know what that means.”

| Sgh. | redliseimmediately what it means. "'l imagine that Spirit Grass Placeis Low Orcish for the
Fairy Glade, Makri. Y ou might be getting to see it sooner than you think.”

Makri wonders out loud why Cerius, a Praetor's son, would carry around amessage written in
Orcish.

"| was wondering the same thing. If the Prince and Cerius are redlly importing dwalike Kerk says, |
can't see them being involved with Orcs. Unlessit's coming from Horm . . . which would explain the
warning he sent me. If Cerius has got mixed up with Horm the Dead it's no wonder he'sterrified. He
terrifiesme”

"IsHorm adwadeder?'

"He could be, He usesit himsdf, and it's profitable enough to interest him."”

"There are two letters at the end of the message," continues Makri. "Sand M, | think. Mean
anything toyou?'

| shake my head. Makri has the afternoon off from work and is due to attend alecture on
Theologica Philosophy by Samanatius, one of Tura'sleading thinkers. Much the same as mysdlf, |
reflect, downgtairsin the bar, as| down afew beers and do some serious thinking.

A messenger from the Brotherhood arrives. Y ubaxas is getting impatient,” he says.

| throw him out of the bar. "I have two days|eft. Tel Yubaxas hell get hismoney.”

Spurred on to action | return to my musings about the Cloth. | figure that I'm close somehow, and
what's more, when | find it, I'm sure I'll be able to clear the Princess.

Praetor Cicerius walksinto the bar in his blue-edged toga, to the genera consternation of the
assembled drinkers. They gape in amazement as he crosses over and greets me. Not bad, | reflect,
having the Pragtor himself call on me. Might earn me alittle respect round here.

Upgtairsin my rooms he has some grave news. "The Investigator Tuparius has learned that Prince
Frisen-Akan is paying Horm the Dead to bring dwainto Turai. Furthermore the Prince has sent aletter of
credit to cover the payment. If this becomes known to the public, the government will fall." The Pragtor
shakes his head sadly. "My sonisinvolved in passing drugs from that renegade half-Orc Sorcerer to
Prince Frisen-Akan. Thisisworse than anything | could have imagined. How can | explain thisto Consul
Kdius? Think of theterrible repercussionsif word got out! 1t was bad enough before, when the
Populares merdly sought to discredit me. If the Princeis dragged into the affair, what chance do the
Traditiondshavein the dection?'

Ciceriusinggsthat he does not care about winning the post of Deputy Consul for himsdlf, but only
about the good of the city. Strangely enough, | believe him. He demands to know what 1'm going to do.

"What's Tuparius going to do?" | ask.

"Nothing. After rdating thisinformation to me he was murdered on hisway home. A crossbow bolt
through the neck.”

"Y ou're not making thisinvestigation sound too attractive, Pragtor. How about caling in the Civil
Guard?'

"That isnot possible. Many of the Guards owe dlegiance to Rittius. We can't risk this scanda
getting out. Y ou will haveto retrieve the letter of credit and see that the Prince's nameis kept out of the
afar.”

Cicerius notesmy lack of enthusiasm and enquiresin an acidic tone what the matter is. | point out
that every man hashislimits. Even me.

"If the case involves Horm the Dead, Glixius Dragon Killer and Prince Frisen-Akan, no wonder
your son isscared. They scare the hell out of me. Look what happened to Tuparius. Anyway, what do
you expect of me? The state should be handling the job, and isit? No, it's not, because half the forces of
the state are in the pay of these people. If you want to stop Glixius Dragon Killer importing dwafrom
Horm the Dead, get someonedseto doiit.”



"l am not asking you to do any such thing.” retorts Cicerius. "But my son must not be convicted of
these charges. And Prince Frisen-Akan must not be implicated.”

"That's going to be difficult, seeing asthe only way for your son to get off isby naming the Prince.”

Ciceriusfixes mewith his stedly gaze, and demandsto know if | am aware of the importance of the
afar.

"Yes I'll probably get killed."

"There are things more important to this city than your life, or mine," hereplies. "If Deputy Consul
Rittius succeedsin prosecuting Cerius, and disgracing the name of the Roya Family, he will win the
election. If Rittiusis re-elected, more Senators will move over to Lodiuss party. The Popularesmay gain
control of the Senate. Turai will be torn gpart. L odius seeks nothing less than the overthrow of the
monarchy, and hewill stop at nothing to procureit. He has succeeded in gathering support for his party
by promising democratic reforms, but hisred aim isto seize power."

Asl sad, | takelittleinterest in Turai's politics but I'm aware that Ciceriusis putting forward avery
one-sided view of things. Plenty of people support Senator L odiuss Populares for good reasons. The
massed poor of the city have no representation in the Senate at all. The aristocrats are heavily taxed to
pay for the Royal Family'sluxury. Our merchants, some of whom have amassed vast wedth, are even
more heavily taxed, and also have little representation, being alowed only observer satusin the Senate.
Among the Honourable Association of Merchants there can now be heard mutterings that, as they
contribute so much in taxes to the state, they should have some say in how it's governed. This has spread
to lesser guilds once renowned for fierce loyalty to the King. So the King faces an dliance of disaffected
aristocrats, powerful merchants, and city artisans. He can't givein to thisaliance but it'stoo strong for
him to sweep away. Lodius has artfully harnessed these disaffections. Were| to give the matter much
thought, I might well find mysdlf in sympathy with him. After al, Tural has certainly deteriorated in the
past twenty years. Unfortunately Cicerius hasatrump card to play.

"Do you know that at this moment Deputy Consul Rittiusis preparing alist of men who will no
longer be dlowed to trade in the city? Y our nameison that list, Thraxas. If heisre-elected, your
Investigator's licence will be withdrawn.”

I'm not sureif Ciceriusistdling the truth. He might be. "Okay, Pragtor Cicerius, I'll ssewhat | can
do. Y ou better write me an introduction.”

"Anintroduction?’

"To Prince Frisen-Akan. I'll have to speak to him. Don't look so appalled, Pragtor. | promise I'll be
polite”

| down afew beers and head out, looking for Captain Ralee. | find him easily enough, directing the
removal of aload of dead bodies from the corner of the street. Stals are fluttering around looking
interested in the prospect of some profitable scavenging.

"Another atack by the Society?'

He nods. They are getting the upper hand in their war with the Brotherhood.

"It'sthat damned crossbow killer. He's now killed four Brotherhood bosses in the past two days."”

The Captain tellsme that Choirs of Angelsisflooding into the city. It's now chegper than standard
dwa

"Won't be chegp for long, of course. Just long enough for these poor foolsto get addicted.”

| mention Horm the Dead. The Captain isinterested, athough anything happening so far from the
city isredly beyond his power. No state has much control over what goes on in the Wastelands.

"The Society of Friendsis cornering the market. The Brotherhood is going to have to strike back
with everything they've got. Things are bad enough with the eections, without this happening aswell."

"How come the Society can get awvay with such alarge operation?”

The Cagptain shrugs, which might mean anything. The higher ranks of the Civil Guard are not above
corruption. Nor are senior city officias. When deding with his superiors, Captain Rallee never knows
whether or not he might be talking to someone who's raking in drug money himsdlf. It would be



practicaly impossible to find any person of influence in the whole city who wasn't involved in some way
or other. All Captain Rallee and his guards can doistry to keep the peace, and pick up the pieces when
they fall.

"IsGlixius Dragon Killer still working with the Society?" | enquire.

"We never had any proof he was working with them in thefirst place.”

"Well, he certainly was when he chased me through the sewers with abunch of Society men a his
back."

The Captain shrugs again. Glixius Dragon Killer is not on any wanted list, nor can he be proved to
have committed any crime. Which makes me wonder who he's bribing.

"Excuseme," saysthe Captain, "I have work to do. A gang's been robbing pilgrims out at Saint
Quatiniuss Shrine. Wouldn't have happened afew years back. People used to have some respect. Since
haf the city got hooked on dwa everything's goneto hdl.”

A Civil Guard messenger thunders up on horseback and tells them they're needed fast up in Kushni
where amgor confrontation is again taking place between two heavily armed gangs. They depart on the
double, and not long after | see Brotherhood men pouring out of the Mermaid with swordsin their hands,
heading north. Captain Rallee might be right. Everything is going to hell. What's more, the heet is
absolutely unbearable.

Makri returnsfull of enthusiasm from the philosophy lecture given by Samanatius.

"A grest man,” she enthuses.

Perspiration is running down her neck and she douses her head and shoulders with water while she
tells me about the lecture. It's something to do with the nature of eternal forms, and the human soul, but
most of it passes over my head.

"| asked him aquestion and he answered right off," says Makri. "Without looking at me with
contempt, that is. Incidentdly, | just remembered someone whose initidlsare SM."

"Pardon?"

"SM. The Orcish initids on the bag, after the message. It might be Sarin the Merciless.”

| laugh.

"What'sfunny?'

"Sarin the Merciless. Sarin the Pussycat morelike. | keep telling you, | ran her out of town before.
She's nothing. If she's the best muscle Horm can find I've got nothing to worry about. Just start counting
out my reward. Now, I'm off to seeaPrince."

Chapter Twenty-One

On the way home from the Palace | pass three corpses and numerous wal king wounded. Two men
demand to know who I'm going to vote for. | draw my sword.

"Put me down as undecided,” | growl.

On the corner of Quintessence Lane acrowd has gathered. They'relooking at the young guy who
sdlsdwathere every day. He's out of business now, with a bolt from a crossbow embedded in his neck.
| have astrong appetite for four or five beers.

"How did it go?" asks Makri.

| note with disapproval that she has had her nose pierced.

"Pdax and Kaby did it for me. Don't you likeit?"

| shake my head. I'm too old for these outlandish fashions.



"Shouldn't you betrying to look normal, Makri, to get into the Imperia Universty?”

"Maybe," she concedes. "But | like having aring through my nose. Do you think | should have my
nipples done?"

"Who's ever going to see? Y ou've never had alover."

"I might have, if dl the men in Twelve Seasweren't such scum. Do you think that Elvish hedler will
vist agan?'

"Yes. But if hefindsyou with your nipples pierced hell panic. Body piercing istaboo to the Elves.”

Makri thinks she could probably change hismind. | refuseto discussit any more.

"So what happened at the Padlace? How's the Prince?”

| Sgh. | can hardly bear to describe how heis. "All the stories about Prince Frisen-Akan are true.
Besides being as dumb as an Orc he'sthe biggest dwa addict in the city. Not to mention astinking drunk,
athazis abuser, a hopeless gambler, aheavy debtor and dl-round degenerate piece of rubbish. | look
forward to his accession to the throne with great anticipation. Incidentally I'm setting out for the Fairy
Glade early inthemorning.”

"Why?"

"To recover the dwathe Princeis bringing into the city for Horm the Dead.”

"Whet?'

| shake my head and tell Makri the full sorry tale. Not only has Prince Frisen-Akan sunk so deeply
into drug addiction that he barely knows what he's doing any more, he's so deeply in debt to so many
people that it's becoming impossible to hush up.

"So he was planning to sell the dwato make some money.”

Makri laughs at the thought. It isfunny in away. Some Prince.

"Hewas getting smal amounts of the stuff from Cerius. Unfortunately that wasn't enough so he
decided to try something bigger. He's putting up the money for this transaction. It's the behaviour of a
lunatic—if the King finds out hell exile him. Which wouldn't bother me a bit except the Prince dragged
Ceriusinto this madness and if the story comes out then Ceriuswill probably end up taking therap.”

"Dump your client," advises Makri.

"I'dliketo, but | can't. It'sall got too complicated. If Ciceriuss son goesto jail, Ciceriuslosesthe
election. If that happens, | lose my licence. Also, Cicerius has offered me much more money to intercept
the dwaand bring it back safely. Or rather, bring the |etter back safely.”

"What |etter?!

"The letter the Prince sent authorising payment.”

Makri gapes. | gaped too when | heard about it from the Prince who, in arare moment of lucidity,
did redise that sending aletter authorising payment for six sacks of illegd drugs, and signing this letter
with hisown sedl, wasn't the brightest thing he could have done.

If the public learns about it they might aswell cancel the eection. The Populareswill walk it. The
people of Tura will forgive the Royd Family for many things but not wholesde drug dedling with amad
Orc Sorcerer. Particularly asthe Princessis at thismoment awaiting trid for killing the dragon. Poor
Royd Family. I'm dmost starting to fed sorry for them.”

"Y ou shouldn't get involved,” says Makri.

"Ciceriusis paying me six hundred guransif | can keegp Cerius and the Prince out of it."

"I'll go and sharpen my swords.”

We hire acouple of horses and set off early next morning. I don't know who istaking the Prince's
letter of credit to the Glade, so | plan to arrive therefirst and intercept it. Either that or attempt to make
off with the dwamysalf and swap it later. Makri has her usua assortment of weaponsincluding some
small throwing stars I've never seen before.

"Assassns wegpons aren't they?'

She nods. "1 saw them on Hanama's belt that night we had thefight. | thought I'd try them out."



The dtreets are still empty save for one or two dead bodies from last night's gang warfare, and the
ever present beggars. I'm fairly immune to beggars now, though some of them are so pitiful it'simpaossible
to be completely unaffected; mothers with misshapen children, men back from the wars with no legsand
no army pension, hopeless itinerants going blind with cataractsin their eyes. Tural isno placeto be old,
sck or without friends or family. Which gives me adightly bad feding about my own fate. No oneis
going to nurse me through my dotage if I'm crippled on acase.

The Fairy Gladeisagood two hours ride from the city, east through the farmlands and the
vineyardsthat skirt the hills. It's some way inside the huge forest that serves as the boundary between
Tura and Misan, our smal eastern neighbour. Nothing much goes on in Misan, which ismade up of small
villages and clugters of nomadic tribesmen. After that it'safew hundred miles of increasingly wild and
lawlessterritory before you reach the lands of the Orcs.

Glixius Dragon Killer ismeant to collect the Choirs of Angelsfrom the Glade tomorrow. It'sbeing
deposited there by Horm the Dead.

"Why isthe pick-up point the Fairy Glade?' asks Makri.

"Glixiusingsted. He knowsthat as Horm is half Orc he won't be ableto get into the Glade. |
imagine Glixius doesn't trust him completely and wants the stuff delivered someplace he can examineitin
peace without fear of Horm double-crossing him or just stedling the Prince's credit note without delivering
the goods. Somehow we've got to intercept that credit note.”

Whether or not Makri can get into the Fairy Glade remainsto be seen. Whichever guardian spirits
protect it, they won't be used to anyone with Orc, Elf and Human blood. I've told Makri to keep smiling
and to think pogitive thoughts. That dways pleasesthe Fairies.

The countryside is parched and dry. Around the city theland isirrigated with aseries of small
channelsfed by the river but further on the fields are barren. Much of thisland has been overfarmed and
is becoming infertile, which is one more thing for Turai to worry about. Someway on, asthe land rises
gradudly and the trees become more numerous, the vegetation looksrather hedthier. Morerain fallson
these hillsthan falls on the city. Astrath Triple Moon explained the reason to me once but I've forgotten
what it was. Thevast forest is now visible on the horizon. | glance at the sky. | don't like it out here. | fedl
exposed in al this space. I'm too used to the city. | don't ride much these days and I'm already sorein the
saddle. Makri rides without a saddle, like the Barbarian she is. She seems untroubled by the heet, evenin
her leather and chainmail body armour. Her axe is strapped to her saddle and her two swordsform a
cross on her back. We're both carrying light helmets with visors,

A small copseisin front of us, then the forest proper begins.

"I've never beenin aforest before,” says Makri.

Horm the Dead rides out from the copse followed by twenty Orcish warriors.

"It might beavery short vigt."

Another twenty Orcs ride out from the trees dong with afew heavily armed Humans. They encircle
us. | curse mysdf for my carelessness but | wasn't expecting to meet Horm in person. Certainly not this
sde of the Glade. He must have deposited the dwaand come thisway to wait for Glixius, or whoever is
bringing the Prince's credit note. Makri dips her hdlmet over her face, takesa sword in her left hand and
her axein her right, and prepares to make her death stand. I'm till hoping to talk my way out of it.

Horm rides up. Hisface is deathly white and his features, not unhandsome, areimmobile, setin
stone. Hismaevolent black eyes stare a me. Histhick black hair hangs round his shoulders, with dark
eagle festherswoven into his plaits and black and gold beadstied into their ends. Even in this hegt he's
wearing hisblack cloak. Hisaurais so powerful that it'sintimidating just to be near.

| put on abraveface. "Greetings, Horm the Deed. All iswdll with you, | trust?"

"I warned you to stay well away from me." He demandsto know what brings me here.

"A letter of credit which the Prince very unwisdly gaveto Glixius Dragon Killer."

"That isfor me, not you."

"I'm sorry, Horm. Wejust cantt let such athing fal into your hands. Praetor Cicerius offersto



redeem it for the full amount.”

Thisisaliebut I'm hoping to buy some time. Horm the Dead shakes his head. Heisn't interested in
sling usthe Prince's note.

"l have other plansfor it, Thraxas. Do you think I'd be such afool asto sl it for itsface value?
Oncel haveitin my handsthe Roya Family will find themsdves paying mefor therest of their livesto
keep the matter quiet.”

"TheKing of Turai doesnot pay blackmailers” | say, with dignity.

Horm the Dead laughs. "He doesif he doesn't want to be swept out of power by the Populares.”

The Orcsdraw intighter around us. They're ugly. Ugly and well armed, with scimitars and hunting
bows.

"How can you dare to confront me, Thraxas? Y ou have so little power."

"People often say that to me. But | get by somehow.”

I'vetaken asmadl bal out of my bag.

"What isthat?" sneers Horm the Dead.

"A child'stoy," | reply, and hurl it at the ground where it explodes with aflash of light and a series of
powerful, reverberating crashes. The multiple firecracker causes Horm's horseto rear in terror. The Orcs
behind him likewise fight to control their mounts. Makri and | need no encouragement. We're through
their lines at agalop and into the forest before anyone has time to loose an arrow at us.

"Nicemove," yellsMakri, yanking her visor back to see better in the gloom.

It was anice move. Only asmart guy like mysalf would know that Turanian horses are used to
fire-crackers because they encounter them at our festivals. To an Orc's horse from the Wastelands, it
must have come as quite asurprise.

We pound aong thetrail, dowing as the branches droop. Behind uswe hear sounds of pursuit but
thisforest path isadifficult place to chase anyone, as the branches are too low and the undergrowth too
thick.

"How far to the Fairy Glade?'

"About ahundred yards."

"What if | cant get in?"

"WEell plead with the fairies

Suddenly we burst into aclearing, a beautiful stretch of grass and flowers with asparkling stream
running down into arocky pool. Standing beside the pool isaunicorn.

"Werehere" | say, and dismount.

"Wow," says Makri, asthe unicorn looks at us, unconcerned, and carrieson drinking. | joinit,
SCcooping up some water to splash over my face.

"Isit safe?"

"Everything's safe in the Fairy Glade, Makri. Provided you don't stay the night.”

Four Fairies, each about six inchestall and wearing brightly coloured garments, flutter out of the
treesand hover in front of Makri's face, examining her. Four more appear, and then more, till eventually
Makri is completely surrounded by small sllver-winged Fairies. They start to land on her arms, and walk
over her head and shoulders.

"They likeyou. | thought they would.”

Somewhere afluteis playing, very gently. The Orcs can't reach us here. Strange though it seems,
weforget al about them, and sit down to rest and watch the Fairies, and the unicorns and the Dryads
that appear from the trees, and the Naiads that surface from the pool to play with the butterflies.

"l likethis place," says Makri, removing her body armour.

| likeit too. I'm surprised. | thought I'd become too much of acynic.

"What'sthat?' asks Makri as ahdf-man, haf-horsetrotsinto view.



"A Centaur. Pretty inteligent, by al accounts. Lascivioustoo."

The Centaur approaches. Like all the magical creatures here he seems completely unconcerned by
our presence. He hdtsin front of Makri, staring appreciatively at her curves. Makri shiftsalittle
uncomfortably.

"Seen enough?' she says queruloudly, as the Centaur keeps on staring.

TheFariesgiggle

"Pardon me," saysthe Centaur, pleasantly. "Force of habit."

He makesto leave. | remember what I'm herefor. "Excuse me," | say. "We're looking for some
sacks of dwa."

The Centaur frowns, and looks a me accusingly. "Bringing such athing into the Gladeisa
violaion."

"I know. That'swhy we're going to removeit.”

| give him abrief rundown of events, stressing heavily that mysdaf and Makri are on the Sde of law
and order.

"Your city'slaw and order mean littleto us."

"Webdievein peace and love," says Makri, which is curious coming from awoman currently
carrying an axe, two swords and God knows how many knives and throwing stars. | can't imagine where
Makri picked up such an odd phrase but it seemsto go down well. The Centaur likes the sound of peace
and love. So do the Fairies. They're clustering round Makri like bees round honey, flying round her,
walking over her, playing with her hair. Obvioudy they love her. Makri basksin the sunshine and the
attention, happy as an Elf in atree. The Fairies don't take much notice of me.

"I'll take you to the sacks," says the Centaur, who introduces himself as Taur. "We will be pleased if
you remove them. Although they were not prevented from entering the Glade, we did not like the people
who brought them. They were Orc friends."

Wewalk past the pool where the Naiads are combing their long golden tresses. The water spirits
are young, beautiful and naked. Twenty years ago |'d have dived right in the pool. Oh to be young.

Taur leads us through the clearing and under the shadow of some massive old oak trees. It's so cool
and pleasant that | have astrong urge to deep. | shakeit off. It's only midday but we can't waste time.
We haveto be out of here before nightfall.

"Were making progress,” | tell Makri. All we haveto do isget hold of the dwa and we can trade
with Glixiusfor the note.”

"What about Horm the Dead?"

"I don't know. I'll think of something.”

Taur takes usto the far end of the Glade and into the trees where the Six sacks are partialy hidden
in the undergrowth. He then departs for an assignation with aDryad. I'm amost moved to smile. Mission
accomplished, as my old Commanding Officer used to say. Now I'min apogition to trade for the | etter
of credit. The Fairies stay with Makri while we |oad the sacks of dwa on to our horses.

"How do we get out of here?' enquires Makri. "'l don't mind fighting forty Orcsbut | can't guarantee
I'll kill every oneof them.”

"Y ou disgppoint me. Asthey can't get in here, maybe we could stay just insgde the boundary and
pick them off? If we killed enough of them we could makearun for it."

Makri pulls out her throwing stars. "We might get afew of them. But Orcs aren't that stupid. Once
they see what's happening they'll just withdraw far enough away that we can't reach them.”

"Do you have a better idea?"

"No."

"Sowemight aswell try it."

We hurry back to the clearing where our horses engage briefly in conversation with two Centaurs
who greet us affably aswe pass. It's strange being surrounded by these peculiar creatures, al of them



without a care in the world, while our lives are in such extreme danger. We creep through the treesto the
edge of the Glade, then separate. | get down on my belly and crawl forward, trying to spot the line of
sentries. Therésno sign of any. | can't find an Orc anywhere. Makri returnswith the sametae. The Orcs
are not guarding the Glade.

"Strange. They must be waiting outside the forest, watching the paths.”

"I know thisforest," | say, gaining confidence. "I can lead us north and out of the forest far avay
from the path. Well be back in Tural before they know we've gone.”

I'm surprised at such poor tactics from an experienced warrior like Horm the Dead. Dwamust be
addling hismind. We hurry to make our escape. The Fairies till flutter dong happily beside Makri. They
seemto beenjoying it al. Centaurs call out appreciatively as we reach the clearing. Taur, back from his
assgnation, isjust making some gracious comments about Makri's figure when he stops short, tossing his
head in darm and sniffing the air. The hairs on the back of my neck start to prickle. I can sense something
very bad about to happen.

"What isit?" asks Makri.

"Horm the Dead. He's close."

"Horm can't get in herel”

| look up, shielding my eyes againg the burning sun. High above, amonsirous shapeiscircling the
Glade. Asit descendsits great wings beet the air like avision of hell. The Centaurswail. The Fairies
ghriek and fly into the trees and the Naiads disappear under the water. Horm the Dead and thirty Orcs
are gliding towards us on the back of adragon. A real war dragon. Not asmall onelike the onein the
King's zoo. Not a half-grown thing like the one Makri fought in the dave pits. A proper Orcish war
dragon, black and gold, vast in Size, with terrible fangs, fiery bresth, scales like armour and talons that
can tear aman in two. The mogt frightening creature ever to draw breath, and it's coming our way, fast.

"A war dragon,” | say to Makri. "God knows how Horm got hold of it but it looks like he's decided
to smash hisway into the Glade."

Makri stands firm with her axeraised. "l fought one before. . ."

The dragon circles closer.

"It was an awful lot smaler than that though,” she admits. "Did you and Gurd redly kill adragonin
thewar?'

"Yes. Not nearly asbig as this though, and the deep spell gave us acouple of secondsto get its
eyes. But you can't use magic here. My deep spdl won't work in the Fairy Glade.™

"It'sfunny theway your spedllstend not to work whenever we need them most.”

"Yes, I've noticed that aswell."

Asthe dragon nears we see that it's wearing avisor of steel mesh to protect its eyes. When the
dragon is about fifty feet above the ground, and Horm and his troops are screaming at us and brandishing
their swords, therés aterrific flash of lightning asit hitsthe protective magica field that coversthe Glade.
The dragon screams and ablast of flame bel ches from its nogtrils. One Orc plummets to the ground but
the rest hang on grimly, asthe dragon furioudly throwsitself against the barrier. It screams and writhes,
beeting at the air with itswings and talons. Bolts of blue lightning split the sky and thunderous explosions
rock the Glade. A tremendous flash lights up the forest asthe barrier finally givesway. The vast golden
bulk of the beast crashesto the ground and lies stunned in agreat cloud of smoke and dust. Therésa
brief moment of silence, then with fierce war cries the Orcs emerge like demons from the smoke, and
charge towards us, waving their swords and screaming.

| turnto flee. Makri stands her ground. | curse at her, and grab her arm. She brushes me off.

"I'm not running from Orcstwicein one day,” she declares, gripping her axe and dipping on her
helmet. Neither of us has had time to don our armour so Makri faces the charge wearing only her
chainmail bikini and hdmet whilst I'm standing in an undershirt hoping no one shoots an arrow into my
bdly.

An amazing thing happens. A greet phaanx of fabulous creatures emerges from the trees, ready to



fight to defend the Fairy Glade from the hated Orcs. Centaurs, unicorns and Dryads, with clubs and
spears, rush forward to meet the Orcs charge. The air isthick with furious, spitting Fairies, and odd
Pixie-like creatures that ride on the backs of the Centaurs, brandishing knives.

Battleisjoined. The Glade dwdlers plus mysdf and Makri againg thirty huge Orc warriors and the
malevolently powerful Horm the Dead. Thank God the dragon is stunned. The air still cracklesasHorm
attemptsto force his sorcery to work in the magic-dampening space around him. Bolts of lightning flicker
from hisfingers, powerful enough to drive back the Centaurs but not yet strong enough to spread
destruction. The Orcs attempt to dash their way through us and their huge curved bladesinflict some
damage but they're driven back by stabbing unicorns and clubbing Centaurs, and Fairies who fly round
them spitting in their eyes and pricking them with tiny, needle-like wegpons.

Makri starts hacking her way through towards the Orc Commander, a huge creature with two
massive swords who ralies hisforces with an evil, screeching battle cry. I'm confronted by two Orcsand
forced Sdeways againgt atree. | manage to strike one of them down and before the other can attack he's
trandfixed from behind by aunicorn's horn.

Horm the Dead is not one of those Sorcerers who shuns battle. Seeing his Orcs hard pressed, he
abandons his effort to work his magic and lays about him with ablack sword to murderous effect. He
sends aNaiad flying backwards screaming and amost decapitates a Centaur with agreat curving blow.
In the midst of the mayhem, | glimpse some naked Naiads emerging from the water and swiftly dragging
the bleeding Dryad away from the scene and into the pool.

The forces of the Fairy Glade have the Orcs out-numbered. We start to outflank them, forcing the
Orcsto retreat towards the till unconscious dragon. The Orcsform up in front of the gigantic, smoking
beadt, using its bulk to guard their backs. Fighting is extremely fierce. The Glade beings|ose some
momentum in the face of determined Orcish resistance, and the outcome hangs in the balance. Then
Makri daysan Orcish warrior and bursts through their ranks to mount a furious attack on their
Commander. Heroars an Orcish curse at her and assails her with histwo huge swords. Makri parries
with her axe and sword, screams acurse of her own, and buries her axe deep in hishelmet. The
Centaurs cheer and charge forward with their clubs and the Fairiesrenew their efforts at confusing their
enemies, buzzing and stabbing like ahorde of tormenting insects.

The Orcs crumble under our fina assault and are hacked down in front of the dragon. Horm the
Dead, streaming with blood, screamsin rage as he holds off Makri and a Centaur. Summoning one last
great burst of energy, he shouts out ademonic spell and the air around him crackles with fire as the spdll
struggles againgt the magic dampening aura of the Fairy Glade. Findly it burdgts through, sending Makri
and the others spinning backwards. Horm screams a desperate command to the dragon, causing it to
rouseitself with aterrifying roar. Makri picks hersalf up and sprints back towards the Sorcerer, but
before she can reach him he scalesthe side of the dragon and ordersit into the air. With agreat beating
of itswingsthe huge war dragon lifts off the ground. Makri, frustrated by the escape, whips athrowing
gtar from her bag and hurlsit at Horm. He screams asit embeds itsdlf in hisleg, but he hangson. There's
another terrific flash of blue lightning as the dragon crashes up out of the magicd field leaving thirty dead
Orcs below, and not afew casualties on our side.

Weve won. Thraxas, Makri and the unicorns beat off Horm and adragon. When | tell them about
it a the Avenging Axe, they'll never believe me.

Chapter Twenty-Two

I'm completely drained. | can bardly stand. | haven't been in abattle like that for along time. | dump
to the ground. The Centaurs and their friends take no rest, but immediately start dragging their wounded



companions towards the pool. When | see thefirgt badly wounded Dryad emerge hedlthily from the
water just moments later | understand that the water has heding powers, and will protect the inhabitants
of the Glade.

Makri has some wounds of her own. She has agash on her arm and her noseistorn and bleeding
where an Orcish blade ripped out her nosering.

"Damn," she says, and wincesin pan.

Taur trots over. He'slooking pleased with himself.

"A finebattle," he says, as he scoops up water from the pool to rub on Makri'swounds. He carries
on rubbing longer than is gtrictly necessary, but the bleeding stops, and Makri startsto hed right before
our eyes.

"Y ou have astrong condtitution,” says Taur. "And afine body. Are you planning on staying?'

"Won't it drive me mad?'

"It drives Humans mad. But I'm sure that awoman of your extraordinary make-up would be quite
sfe”

"Y ou hear that, Thraxas? A woman of my extraordinary make-up.”

| snort. I'm getting fed up with this. She declines Taur's offer however, tdling him that she must get
back to the city. The Centaur is disappointed.

"Vigt usagain soon," he says.

"Weloveyou," say the Fairies, and settle on her shoulders. Makri ishappy asan Elf inatree. A
pleasant vigt to the Fairy Glade and agood bettle al in one day. She's particularly pleased to havekilled
the Orcish Commande.

"l knew himwhen | wasadave," shetdlsus. "He badly needed killing."

| drink plenty of water from the pool. Makri declaresit to be the most refreshing thing she's ever
tasted. I'm not entirely satisfied.

"Got any beer?' | ask Taur aswe saddle up our horses.

Hiseyestwinkle. "Not exactly, Thraxas, but we do have somefine mead.”

Mead. Alcohol made from honey. Not one of my favourites, but better than nothing | suppose. |
accept the flagon from Taur and the rest of the Glade dwellerslook kindly on us aswe depart. They like
usfor helping protect the Glade against the Orcs, and for removing the dwa from their presence.

"Vidtusagan,” cdls Taur to Makri, waving goodbye.

Shewavesfarewdll.

"Y ou know, given that you're asocid outcast in polite society, it's amazing the way some people
taketo you, Makri," | say, asweride out into the forest path.

"Widll, the Centaurs certainly liked me," agrees Makri. "And the Fairies. But they liked you too, |
saw some of them resting onyou.”

"They were usng my bely asasunshade."

| guzzle down some mead. It tastes sweet; not unpleasant though no substitute for beer, and not
nearly potent enough after my recent experiences.

"Y ou want to be careful," says Makri. "We have along way to ride and | don't want you faling off
your horse."

"Pah," | snort, and drink more from the flagon. "It'll take more than Fairy juiceto affect me."

By thetime were hafway home | am spectacularly, roaringly, hopelesdy drunk. Taur'smead is
obvioudy more powerful than | thought. Aswe pass some farm labourers | brandish my sword and sing
abattle song to them. They laugh, and wave back genidly. We pass through some lightly wooded hills
and | let go with another fine old drinking song. Suddenly | fed overwhemingly tired and fal off my
horse. Thereisaloud thwack as something thudsinto atree next to me.

"What—7?"'

Makri leansover. "A crossbow bolt!"



It occursto me, nonetoo clearly, that it would have hit me had | not at that precise moment had the
good fortuneto fal off my horse.

| struggle to my feet. The bolt is embedded deep in the tree. Makri legps from her horse, swords at
the ready, and croucheswatchfully. | grab my own sword and try to pull mysdlf together.

A figure steps out from the trees to our right, a crossbow in his hands. He walks towards us with
the shaft pointing at Makri. Fifteen feet away from us he hdts. It'snot ahim, it'saher. A tal woman,
plainly dressed, with her hair cropped very short, wearing, for some reason, agrest many earrings. She
turns her gaze on me.

"Y ou drunken oaf, Thraxas," she says, with some contempt.

"A friend of yours?' enquires Makri, who is crouched ready to spring.

"l never saw her before.”

"You have. | looked rather different then. | am Sarin. Sarin the Merciless. And you would be one
dead Investigator if you hadn't falen off your horse.”

Shelaughs mirthlesdy. "But | can soon fix that."

Sensing Makri about to spring, she ingtantly turns the crossbow on her.

| can't quite make this out. Sarin the Merciless never used to be a deadly woman with a crossbow.
Must have been taking lessons. | curse mysdlf for drinking so much mead, and shake my head to cleer it.

"What do you want?"

She fixesme with astare. Her eyes are black and cold as an Orc's heart. Thisis not the same
woman | remember a al.

"Y ou dead would be agood start, drunkard. But that can wait. Right now I'll take the dwa."

Her black eyesflicker back to Makri.

"TheFairiesliked you," says Sarin. "Strange. They didn't seem to take to me.

"They didn't like me either,” | growl. "They probably guessed I've got aterrible temper. So get out
of my way."

Sarin pulls something from her tunic. "1 takeit you are hoping to trade the dwafor this?!

It'sthe Prince's credit note, but Sarin doesn't seem keen to enter into negotiations.

"I've decided | might aswell keep the note and take the dwa. Now hand it over. I'm very good with
this crossbow. I'd say you're at my mercy. Asyou may know, that is not something | have much of.”

Shelaughs

Unfortunately Makri is not the sort of person you can rob and expect to put up no resistance. Her
fighting code, not to mention her pride, just won't allow it. Any second now | can tell that sheisether
going to leap at Sarin or try and catch her with athrowing star or knife before she can shoot. | don't like
thistoo well. Sarin the Merciless has proved she's skilful with that crossbow, and I'm not sure that she
might not transfix Makri before she could cometo grips.

A terrible wave of tiredness passes over me. Delayed shock from the war dragon. Or just too much
mesad. | take aquick decision to act before things get out of hand. I'm still carrying the deep spdl. 1l
take Sarin out before she can do any harm. Thefatigue is overwheming. | can hardly stand. | bark out
the spell. Makri looks briefly surprised, then crumples gently to the ground. | redlisethat | have rather
messed things up. The effort of casting the spell finishes me off. | fall to the ground. Thelast thing | hear
before passing out is Sarin's mocking laughter.

Chapter Twenty-Three



An Elf isstanding over me. It's Cdllis, brandishing alesadaleaf. He must have guessed I've been
drinking. I wash it down and struggle to my feet. Makri is till degping gently on the grass. Jaris has
rounded up our horses and is leading them over.

"What happened?' asks Callis, as he goesto attend to Makri. | declineto comment. Calistelsme
that when he appeared atall woman was in the process of loading sacks on to her horse.

"Sherode off. Wasit the Cloth?' he asks.

"No. Something else. But related to your case,” | add, just in case he thinks I'm not working hard
enough for him. | curse. Everything has gone wrong. Now Sarin the Merciless has the dwa and the | etter.
It'sjust as well the Elves appeared before she used my deeping figure for target practice. | wonder why
the Elves did happen aong, and ask them.

"Wewerelooking for you," explains Calis. "Gurd at the Avenging Axetold usthat you had goneto
confront Horm the Dead and we wished to help. Evenin the Elvish Lands Horm has an evil reputation.

Makri wakes suddenly and legps to her feet with asavage snarl and asword in each hand. She
looks round in confusion, wondering where the enemy is. When the redlisation of what hgppened sinksin
sheisangrier than I've ever seen her. The Elves watch in bemusement as she berates me at length at my
utter stupidity in misdirecting my deep spell, sending her instead of Sarin crashing to the ground.

| canthink of little to say in my defence and am forced to listen to her rage about my drunkenness,
incompetence and genera stupidity, after which she proceeds to fume about the disgrace to her fighting
honour.

"I met sub-Human Trollsin the gladiator pits who were smarter than you! Number one chariot, are
you? Sarin would have stuck you full of holesif the Elves hadn't rescued you. Y ou're about as much use
asaone-legged gladiator. Y ou made mefall adeep in front of an opponent!” sheyells. "I'll never liveit
down. That'sit, I'm finished. Next time you want some help, don't bother asking, I'm busy.”

And with that she legps on her horse and gallops off without even acknowledging the Elves
presence. They look at mewonderingly.

"A very volatile character,” | say, waving my handsin vague explanation. "Takes defest too
persondly.”

| ride back to Turai with the Elves. They are puzzled that afine sorcerous Investigator like mysdlf
could actualy misdirect aspell, thereby putting his companion to deep, but after | explain about Sarin's
own con-Sderable sorcerous powers, and the spells she was throwing a meright and left, | don't think
their confidence in meis shaken too badly.

Next morning | wake with the mother of dl hangovers, the Brotherhood beating on my door, and
the city in violent uproar. Once again it isapoor start to the day.

"Money's due tomorrow," says Karlox.

"Fing," | grunt, avoiding someflying debris. "Itl be there. Which is more than you'll beif the Society
of Friends keeps picking you off."

Karlox snarls. He doesn't like that. "We got their measure. And we got yours. Y ou don't pay up
tomorrow, you better make sure you've been saying your prayers.”

| dam the door on him.

| don't say my prayers but it doesn't prevent young Pontifex Derlex from visiting meright after the
riot cams down. The sun is beating down more ferocioudy than ever, making him swesat insde his black
religious robe, but he declines my offer of abeer. The Pontifex is doing the roundsin his congtituency,
checking up on people after theriot. Makri pushes her head through the outside doorway and is about to
say something when she notices the Pontifex and clams up. She departs. | notice Derlex's deep frown.

"Loosen up, Derlex. No need to look like your soul'sin torment every time you catch sight of
Makri."

He gpologises, rather iffly, but admitsthat Makri does make him very uncomfortable. "The Orcish
blood, you know."

"She's got Human blood aswell. Elf too. Probably avery interesting soul. Y ou should try and



convert her."

He looks uncomfortable again. "I don't think | am alowed to try. It's blasphemous to preach the
True Religionto an Orc . . . even one quarter Orc might involve mein some heresy .. ."

| laugh &t the thought, and tell him not to worry. Makri isnot in line for any sudden conversion.
After alittle talk about this and that, he goes on hisway.

| wander out into the corridor. A thought strikes me suddenly. Makri appears, heading downstairs
for her firgt shift of the day. | ask her what she wanted earlier.

"Totell you never to spesk to me again. Or communicate in any way. From now on, Thraxas, you
dontexis."

"Makri—"

Shewalks gtiffly pagt, tossing her head so that her long hair swings around her shoulders. Obvioudy
she has not yet forgiven me for yesterday's escapade.

"It could have happened to anyone!” | yell a her departing form. Now I'm distracted. What was|
thinking about? The True Church. Something about it is nagging me.

Downgtairs| st over abeer and aplate of stew and think things over. Why did Derlex vist me?
Plenty of other peoplein riot-torn Twelve Seas must need his help more than me. Now | think about i,
Derlex never stops visiting me these days. | never used to see him from one year to the next. What made
the Church so interested in my welfare dl of a sudden?

Thinking about the Church nudges my memory aong and | relisewhat it isthat's been bugging me.
Pazaz. The Orc dragonkeeper. He said that no one spoke to him, apart from Bishop Gzekius. According
to Pazaz, Gzekiustried to convert him.

"But that'simpossible,” | say, out loud to no one. "Derlex just told meit was blasphemousto preach
the True Religion to an Orc. The Bishop couldn't have been trying to convert him. He's not going to lay
himsalf open to aheresy charge just for one dragonkeeper. The other Bishops would be down on him
like abad spell.”

| stand up, banging my fist on the table. Makri looks a me very coolly.

"That'sit! That'swhy Derlex has been round here dl the time. He's spying on mefor the Bishop.
And the Bishop is &fter the Cloth! The Churchisbehind it dl! The Roya Family was atending some
specid religious service when the dragon was cut open. Which means that the Church would know
exactly when the zoo was going to be empty. And the Bishop was talking to the dragonkeeper before
that. He waan't trying to convert him. He was pumping him for information! Just like Derlex has been
round here pumping me for information! Derlex was at the Palace that day; he rode homewith usin the
landus. He probably had the Cloth on him then, passed to him by some other Churchman. And now |
think about it, when | returned to Attilan's house to retrieve the spdl| there was another young Pontifex
passing by. He could have stolen the spell, just before | came looking for it."

Makri raises her eyebrows. Swet is running down her body, making her muscles glisten. She's
been listening, but still refuses to acknowledge me.

| wonder why the Church would want the Elvish Cloth. There could be any number of reasons.
Maybejust to sdll it. Or perhaps the Bishop needs to do some secret planning without getting spied on
by the other Bishops. Gzekiusis an ambitious man, it's about time he made atry for the Archbishopric. It
seemsto fit together well enough. And if I'm right, then the Red Elvish Cloth should be somewherein the
Church's possession right now.

"It might even bein Derlex'schurch. Andif itis, I'm going to find it! Areyou free tonight?'

Makri glowersat me. "No. I'm studying. Y ou're on your own."

She grabs atablecloth, savagely wipes afew tables, then stalks off through the back to bring ina
box of tankards. Tanrose gppears carrying alarge chunk of beef for the lunchtime stew. | buy a pastry
and tell her about Makri being mad at me. Tanrose dready knows all about it.

"She'sangrier than aTroll with atoothache,” says Tanrose. "But shelll get over it.”

"l need her hep tonight. Any suggestionsfor helping her get over it quickly?'



"Bring her someflowers" saysthe cook.

The suggestion isso strange that at first | fail to grasp what she means. "Howers? What for?'

"To say sorry of course.”

"Say sorry with flowers? To Makri? Y ou mean go out and buy some flowers and give them to
Makri as apresent? Asaway of saying sorry? Flowers?'

"That'sright."

"Are we taking about the same Makri here? Makri the axe woman?'

"Just because awoman wields an axe doesn't mean she wouldn't appreciate abunch of flowers."

"Sheld probably attack me with them.”

"You'd be surprised,” says Tanrose, and gets on with hacking up the lump of beef.

Tanrose must belosing her mind. FHowersfor Makri, indeed! The idea makes my head hurt. Right
then Praetor Ciceriuswalksin, accompanied by the Consul himsdlf. Well, well. | certainly get ahigher
classof vigtor these days.

Ciceriustersdly relatesthat the city isfast degenerating into chaos. The fighting between the
Brotherhood and the Society of Friends has reached new heights and the Civil Guardislosing control.

"I've advised the King to suspend the condtitution,” says Consul Kdlius, "and send inthe Army."

| imagine the King will be hesitant to do this. The Populares might come out in open revolution.
Various generas are suspected of being supporters of Senator Lodius, and there's no knowing how
obedient the Army would be.

"We're facing complete anarchy,” complains Cicerius. "The Traditionas must retain power if the city
isto survive. Did you get the letter?”

| admit that | didn't. This doesn't go down too well. | relate the events of the previous day, more or
less. | don't explain exactly how Sarin the Merciless ended up with the dwa and the letter. Cicerius and
Kalius are aghast and berate mefor my failure. The Consul openly impliesthat I'm fabricating the whole
story about the dragon in the Fairy Glade just to make my failure look better, and wonders out loud if |
might not have sold the dwafor mysdlf.

| haven't had enough deep. | never get enough deep. It's hot as Orcish hdll in here. My head is
pounding. | can't take much more of this. | point to the door and order them to leave. The Consul is
shocked. As Tural's most powerful administrator, he's not used to being shown the door.

"How dare you!" herages.

"Why not? I'm afree man. | don't haveto listen to anyone cdling me aliar, even the Consul.
Especialy when I've got aheadache. | did my best. If that best isn't good enough, then tough. Now
leave™

Ciceriuswavesthisaway. "Thisis no time for squabbling,” he Sates. "'If the Society of Friends
obtains—"

| wave him quiet. I'min no mood for speeches. "I know. Prince disgraced, your son disgraced.
Traditionds disgraced, you lose e ection, Populareswin, Lodius marches to power. That's the scenario
according to you. I've heard it before. What do you expect meto do?"

"Find the letter," saysthe Pragtor.

"| dreedy failed.”

"Then you must try again. Don't forget, my son Ceriusisyour client. The letter will send him to
prison.”

| frown. | hate theway Cicerius keeps pulling the"can't desert aclient” routine. | wish I'd never
heard of the damn client. It'stoo hot to think clearly. What will Sarin the Merciless do with the damning
letter of credit? Shewon't have any interest in using it for politica means but shell certainly know how
vauableit isto the King's opponents. The Populares are the obvious people to el it to, and easy for her
to reach, because Senator Lodiusis supported by the Society of Friends, and Sarin's associate Glixiusis
himself associated with the Society. | don't even know if they are still working together. It seemslike



Sarin might have gone off on her own. Double-crossing your associates is standard behaviour in the
Turanian underworld.

"We gtill might be able to buy it back, but it would cost you plenty to outbid the Society. Be better if
we could just stedl it. Haven't your Sorcerers been able to locate her? She's carrying six bags of dwa.
Someone should be able to pick up the aura.”

"Tas of the Eagtern Lightning has scanned the city without finding anything.”

Tas of the Eastern Lightning has taken over from the murdered Mirius Eagle Rider asthe Chief
Sorcerer a Paace Security. He's powerful enough. If he can't find it by magic, probably no one can.

The cdl for morning prayers resonates through the city. The Consul and the Pragtor are lessthan
pleased to be obliged to knedl and pray in atavern, but there's no getting out of it. | find mysaf kneeling
in prayer beside a blue-edged toga and a gold-edged one. | notice my own tunicisfrayed. | wonder if
my prayerswill have some extra effect, seeing asthey're being offered up in such high-powered
company. Afterwards we discuss thingsfor awhile and | agree to do my utmost to locate Sarin. They
depart, sill brushing the dust from their knees.

Makri reappears and starts cleaning the debris off the floor. | appedl to her better nature and tell her
| could really do with some help tonight. She refusesto talk, and practically sweeps me up with the
rubbish. | catch Tanrose looking at me from behind avast cauldron of beef stew.

"To hdl with this" | grunt, and storm out the front entrance. Baxos the flower sdller has plied his
trade on the corner of Quintessence Street for thirty years. | etimateit istwenty yearsat least since |l
availed mysdf of hisservices. He practicdly fals over in surprise when | march up and demand abunch
of flowers.

"Hey Rox," he cals over to afish vendor on the other Sde of the road. "Thraxasis buying some
flowers"

"Got alady friend, hashe?' ydlsback Rox, loud enough for the entire street to heer.

"Time you were courting again, Thraxas!" screams Birix, one of Twelve Seas busier progtitutes.
The cry istaken up enthusiastically by her companions.

| grab abunch of flowers, toss some pennies at Rox and march off hastily, pursued by agreat dedl
of ribald witticisms. | amin the foulest of tempers and will have more than afew harsh wordsto say to
that idiot Tanrose.

Back at the Avenging Axel practically crash into Makri and her mop. | thrust the flowersinto her
hand, figuring it's best to get it over with quickly.

"I'm sorry | put you to deep in front of an opponent,” | say. "Here are some flowers."

Makri gawpsin amazement while | march swiftly onwards to the bar for amuch needed flagon of
de

Almost immediately | am tapped on the shoulder. It's Makri, who then proceeds to do a number of
strange things. First she embraces me, then she burst into tears, and runs out of the room.

I'm bewildered. "What's happening?'

"The gpology worked," replies Tanrose, in asatisfied manner.

"Areyou sure?'

"Of course I'm sure.™

"It dl seemsvery strange to me, Tanrose.”

"I wasn't surprised your marriage broke up, Thraxas," says Tanrose, as she shovels some stew on
to aplatefor me.



Chapter Twenty-Four

| spend the afternoon drinking afew beers, thinking things over, and swapping taleswith a
mercenary from the far north. He passed through Nioj on hisway to Tura and from his account it sounds
asif the Niojans are preparing for war.

"They say they heard some rumours that some Orcs were marauding on the borders.”

It could betrue. Or it could be astory put about to deceive our King into thinking they weren't
about to attack us. It's bound to happen some time, and they till have the excuse of their murdered
diplomat. Citieshavefalen on flimser excusesthan that.

Could the Church have murdered him? Would Bishop Gzekius go that far? Maybe. | have no other
candidatesin mind.

Makri returns from her lunchtimelogic class. She does gppear to have been pacified by the flowers.
Apparently no one ever gave her flowers before. Smart ideafrom Tanrose, | must admit, though Makri is
embarrassed at burgting into tears and instructs myself and Tanrose never to mention it to anyone.

Makri reportsthat things are pretty grim outside. She had to fight her way through three street
brawls on the way to the Guild College.

"I have alecture in mathematics this afternoon,” she says. "I'd better sharpen my axe before | go.
Incidentaly, Sarin the Merciless didn't seem quite S0 usaless as you made her out to be.”

"She got lucky. She'slearned how to use acrossbow. Big ded. Just wait till | meet her again. |
suppose | will, now the Consul wants meto find her. But it's going to have to wait because I'm going
looking for the Red Elvish Cloth. Whichisjust aswell maybe, because I've no ideawhere Sarinis. If Tas
of the Eastern Lightning can't find her, how do they expect meto? | wonder if Rittiusisredly planning to
take away my licence. Cicerius might just be saying that to scare me. Y ou know it's rumoured Rittiusis
going to introduce abill banning the Association of Gentlewomen?”

Makri nods. She attended an A.G. meeting last night and as a consequence has now gathered
further knowledge of Turanian palitics,

"It'sconfusing,” she admits. "Some powerful women in the city are dready campaigning behind the
scenes againg Rittius because he's againgt the Association. But alot of the Association of Gentlewomen
gtill support the Populares because they'd like to see some reform. The meeting ended with everyone
aguing.”

"I'm not surprised. No onein Turai can ever agree about politics. I'd like to take aholiday till it'sall
over."

"Where?'

"Anywhere I'm not wanted by the law. Which doeslimit the choice, now I think about it. I've
violated gatutesin every neighbouring state. Maybe | could trave to the furthest west and see what
Kamaraislike."

"It'snot like you to admit defeat, Thraxas."

"l know. But | redly can't think how to find Sarin. If Tascan't find her, then no magic of mine or
even Adrath'sis going to be any good. And I've got no influence in the north of the City. If she'swith the
Society, I'll never reach her."

A messenger arrivesfor me, bearing abrief note: " Come alone to the Stadium Superbius at
midnight if you want to bid for the letter," it says. It'ssgned by Sarin the Merciless.

"| supposethat smplifiesthings,”" | admit. "Might end up agood day after dl. Burgle Derlex's church
tonight and pick up the Cloth, then move on and buy the letter from Sarin. With any luck I'll be paying of
the Brotherhood tomorrow."



Chapter Twenty-Five

"Fedl like going to church, Makri?'

"If wemug."

The dtregts are quiet, barely illuminated by the oil lamps on each corner. The whores have dl gone
home, and the only people in Sght are the homel ess beggars who seep in doorways.

We make our way down to the end of Saint VValiniuss Stregt, right by the docks. Behind usthe
huge hulks of triremes and quinquiremesfloat high in the water, ready to take on cargo tomorrow. The
sght makes me pause. | saw afair amount of the known world in my younger days, but it's been agood
many yearssince |'vetravelled far from Turai. What would it belike, | wonder, to get on aship and sall
to Samsarinaor Smniain the west? Or further, to the distant, barely explored shores of Kastlin? South
perhaps, to the Elvish Idands, where the sun shines on perfect white beaches and music floats through the
trees? | shake my head. I'm too old to go travelling again. | guess|'ll be stuck in this city for the rest of
my life

Infront of usisthelarge and imposing Church of Saint Volinius, the only richly decorated building in
Twelve Seas. So far the dwa addicts haven't started robbing the churches. It's only amatter of time. No
lights show though alamp isvisblein thewindow of the smdl house in the grounds where the Pontifex
lives. We hurry to the back of the church. | hesitate. I've never broken into achurch before and | don't
relish the prospect. Just because | can't be bothered praying doesn't mean | relish offending the Divinity.
Makri sees my hestation.

"If someone finds us here and | cut their head off the Divinity will be far more offended,” she says,
encouragingly.

| mutter the opening incantation. Nothing happens. Not surprising. Y ou'd expect a Pontifex like
Derlex to know the common minor incantations, even if the Church does disapprove of magic.

"Locking spdll,” | mutter, and get to work. It doesn't take long. | was picking locks as soon as|
could walk. | have anaturd talent for it. We hurry insgde. Makri takes one of the huge candles off the
dtar and lightsit from her tinderbox. | get theimpression she's enjoying this sacrilegious behaviour but it's
making me uneasy. Shadows from the statues around usloom out eerily aswe passand | half expect
some ancient saint to step out from an acove and reprimand me for desecrating church property.

We gtart to hunt, lifting up the dtar cloth, peering under the pews, poking around in dl the nooks
and crannies of the church. We haven't got very far when we areinterrupted by afaint noise from the
door we camein. Makri swiftly blows out the candle and we disappear silently under apew. A tiny
glimmer of light flickersinto view. | risk aquick glance, then put my mouth to Makri's ear.

"Glixius" | whisper. "And three others™

Concealed under the bench, we wait as the Sorcerer and the Society of Friends search the church.
Obvioudy | am not the only person who suspects the True Church of the theft.

Again noises come from the door. Glixiussilluminated staff is extinguished and the four men conced
themsalves somewherein the far sde of the church. | peek out from my hiding place. Entering the
building, sword in hand, is Hanama. Watching her creep slently towardsthe dtar | am again mystified by
the Assassins interest in the Cloth.

Hanama has even lesstime to search than Glixius. Sheisinterrupted dmost immediately by the
sound of yet another party entering, and swiftly conced's herself behind the dtar, disappearing only
seconds before Y ubaxas and five Brotherhood men stedl slently into the church.

"| think I'm going to laugh,”" whispers Makri.

| shoot her awarning glance, though | have to admit it isfunny in agrim sort of way. With us, the
Society of Friendsand an Assassin dl hiding under chairs and suchlike, it's starting to remind me of one
of thesllier comedies at the thestre.



When sounds of entry force Y ubaxas and his companionsto scurry for cover, Makri actualy does
giggle, though thisisfortunately covered up by the voices of the new arrivas who are making no effort to
bedlent. A quick glance reveds Bishop Gzekius and four Curates with lanterns, led in by Pontifex
Derlex.

"Whereisit?' demands Gzekius, hisvoice booming through the church.

Derlex unlocks aside room. They enter, and emerge quickly with alarge piece of folded Red Cloth.

"Excdlent,” saysthe Bishop.

| wait tensely. Are any of the people hiding here about to rob the Bishop? | certainly do not intend
to, not even to clear the Princesss name and claim the huge reward. I'd be in endless trouble afterwards.
It's disgppointing that so many others worked out where the Red Elvish Cloth was, but | can live with the
disappointment. It's better than being hauled up in court for burglary, and probably heresy and treason as
well.

The back door flies open. Shockingly, four Orcs stride in. The Bishop criesout in horror. Orcsare
quite definitely not alowed in atrue church. | groan. | know what's going to happen now, but I'm
powerlessto prevent it. Makri leaps from under the pew and hurtles towards the Orcs, asword in each
hand and murder in her eyes. | drag myself to my feet and run after her. | can't et her fight four Orcson
her own.

"Thraxad" yells Pontifex Derlex.

"Orcgl" screams 'Y ubaxas, as the Brotherhood reveal themselves.

It goes badly for the Orcs. Makri and | engage with them while the Brotherhood and Hanama
outflank them. Even the Curateslend ahand. The Orcs are quickly cut down.

"Orcish scum,” spits Makri, and kicks one of the bodies.

"What are you doing here?" screams Bishop Gzekius.

Personaly I'm stuck for an answer. The awkward silence doesn't last long. There's a huge thunder
flash and everyone except meisflung to thefloor. | remain upright, if shaky. One advantage of carrying a
lot of weight—good centre of balance. Glixius Dragon Killer has emerged to enter the fray. He makes
graight for the Cloth.

"I notice you didn't come out to fight the Orcs," | say as he advances, and grab the Red Elvish Cloth
fromthefloor.

"Alliescomeand alies go. Now give methat!" he shouts.

"Blagphemerd!” ydlsBishop Gzekius. "Youll al pay for this! Get out of my church!”

Glixiuslunges a me. Makri sticks out her leg and he crashesto thefloor. | take the Bishop's advice,
and fleewith the Cloth.

By thetime| reach the dley outade Makri isa my shoulder and we're about fifteen secondsin
front of Glixius and the Society of Friends.

"Look!" gasps Makri. At thefar end of the dark dley are eight armed men.

Makri's swords appear in her hands.

"We're trapped,” | groan.

Bizarrely, amanhole cover opensin front of us.

"In here!" hissesavoice.

It's Hanama. Typicaly, she dipped out of the Church unnoticed.

| hesitate. Meeting Assassinsin sewersisn't al that attractive a prospect. And | haven't forgotten the
aligator. Suddenly my senses go crazy. Glixius Dragon Killer has rounded the corner and is about to
unleash aferocious spell. | unfurl theroll of Cloth in aningtant and hurl it over mysdf and Makri. The
spell bounces harmlesdy off us but Makri, taken by surprise by my unexpected manoeuvre, sumbles
backwards into me and we both fall through the manhole into the stinking darkness below.

"Not again,” | groan as| struggle to my feet in thefilth. Two visitsto the sewers on one case seems
excessve,



"Let'sgo.”

| bundle up the Cloth as quickly as | can and we head off, while up above thereis shouting and
confusion.

| don't know where we are. I've never been in this part of the sewers before, so | let Hanamalead.
She carriesasmadl lantern of cunning design which lights our way.

I'm not surewhy I'm following her. | don't think we're dlies. At least she'staking me away from
Glixius. | solemnly swear to mysdf that if | survivethisnight then 1 will make every sacrifice, including
beer, to buy mysdf anew spdl protection charm. They're hideoudy expensive but | can't go running
scared from Sorcerersdl the time, not in my line of work.

"Where arewe going?'

"Exit on the shore," replies Hanama, who seems entirely a home down in the sewers.

"Keep alook out for dligators,” | pant to Makri.

"I will," she replies, and even she seems dightly worried by the prospect. We make good time. The
level of sewageislow dueto thelong spell of hot weather. Water in Turai's agueducts has already
started to run short. Hanama suddenly comesto a halt.

"We're close to the exit."

With that she abruptly douses her lamp. Before | redise what she's up to she grabs the Cloth and
triesto yank it from me. | hold on grimly and in consequence we both fall over and start rolling around in
thefilth, struggling for the Cloth. 1'd say she was amore skilful close-combat fighter, but | have aweight
advantage.

"Let go!" hisses Hanama. We struggle some more, till my senses again pick up an ominouswarning.

"Glixius" | ydl. "Magic coming."

"What'sthat noise?" calls Makri, as a huge roaring starts reverberating through the tunnels.

"It soundslike aflood."

"It can't be, it'ssummer."

Suddenly and terrifyingly a huge wave of water surges through the tunnd, carrying us off withiit. I'm
buffeted and dragged aong, unable to breath as the flood water carries usbeforeit like rats. My last
conscious thought isto curse Glixius Dragon Killer for unleashing such athing. The manis completely
heartless. | didn't even know there was aflood water spell. Eventualy | pass out, with visons of my past
lifeflickering before my eyes.

| drift back to consciousness somewhere on the sea shore, beached like awhale. | cough and retch
about ten gdllons of water out of my lungs and rise unsteadily to my knees. It'svery dark and | can just
make out the figure of Makri lying close by. As| struggle towards her she opens her eyes and turnson
her side to spew out the water she's swallowed.

"Sill dive?'

"Just about,” mutters Makri, clambering to her feet. She'srdieved to find she still has both her
swords. She brought them with her from the Orcish gladiator pits, and they're fine weapons. Orcs might
be hated the world over, but they make afine blade. Then | notice something wrapped around my
fingers. A grip of Red Cloth, ripped from themainrall. | gareat it glumly. | doubt if anyonewill pay me
areward of sx hundred guransfor this miserable fragment. | curse, and stuff it in my pocket. Hanama
must have kept hold of the rest. As usual, she has now disappeared. With the Cloth. | curse.

"| can't shake that damned woman off. She's sharp as an Elf's ear at thisinvestigating business. How
the hell did she know to come to the church?’

| haul myself up the rocky beach. | cometo ahalt, surprised. Lying prostrate beside apoal isthe
small figure of Hanama. Aswe approach sherolls over and groans. Makri hurries and kneels down
beside her.

"Someone's dugged her."

The Assassin has a nasty wound on the back of her head. She comes round at the sound of our



voices. Makri cradles her head and drips alittle water from her flask into her mouth.

"Thanks, Makri," saysthe Assassin. She strugglesto her feet.

"What happened?’

"Someone hit me from behind. | was till spewing up water from the flood—"

"So where'sthe Cloth?" | demand.

Hanama stares coolly at me, and turns on her hedl. She makes her way up the beach, unsteadily. |
sare after her, but don't bother pursuing her. She wouldn't answer questions from meif her life depended
onit.

Two of the three moons are visblein the sky. Light from them glimmers on arock about the size of
my fist. | reach down and find it is sticky with gtill damp blood. Whoever hit the Assassin didn't bother
with anything fancy. | dip the rock into my pocket.

Makri and | reach the patch of waste ground that leads into the warehouses beside the harbour.
Steam rises from my clothesin the heat of the night. At least the flood water washed off the sewage. We
walk past awarehouse and turn the corner and there, right in front of us, is Glixius Dragon Killer. He
looks bedraggled, asif he might have been caught up in his own flood.

"You—" hebegins, and startsto raise his voice for aspell.

Nothing happens. His spellshaverun out. | amile.

"Too bad, Glixius," | say, and punch himintheface ashard as| can It'sagood punch. Therésalot
of feding behind it, and alot of weight. He goes down in a heap and stays there.

"Nicepunch,” saysMakri, admiringly.

"Thank you."

After dl thismagic, there's something very pleasing about agood punch.

Wewalk on. Part one of tonight'smissionisafailure. Let's hope the next part goes better. We have
an agppointment with Sarin the Merciless but we don't get far. Before we reach Quintessence Street three
landuses hurtle up and screech to ahat beside us. Pontifexes, twelve of them, leap out and surround us.
At least, they're wearing priestly garments, but as they're carrying swords and look like they know how
to usethem, | guessthey belong to afairly specidised division of the Church.

"Bishop Gzekiuswould liketo see you.”

Makri's hands go to her swords. | shake my head.

"Fine. I'll be delighted to see the Bishop.”

We climb in and the landuses take us off through the ill dark streets of the city.

The Head of the Churchin Turai is Archbishop Xerius, who hasfour equaly ranked Bishops under
him. Gzekius's parish includes Twelve Seas but he doesn't live there of course. Helivesin avery large
villaup in Thamlin, where he gets hisrdief from ministering to the poor by stting by his swimming pool
eating delicacies from hisown private fish ponds.

Gzekiusisalarge, powerful man, around fifty with thick grey hair. Ambitious too, though he
concedsit fairly well under hisnormally placid exterior. | say normaly, because when weareled in he
looksfar from peaceful. In fact he's close to exploding and wastes no time in threatening me with arrest,
excommunication and alengthy visit to the prison gdleys.

| regard him coolly while he thunders on about the desecration of churches and the genera
disgraceful sate of the citizenry in Tural, particularly me. "It'sal very well threastening me, Bishop,” | say,
when | can get aword in. "But | wouldn't say you're in too strong a position yoursdlf. | doubt that the
King will be very amused to hear that you stole the Cloth in thefirst place. Illega for anyone but the King
to haveit, remember. And of course there's dso the matter of Attilan. Y our man stole the spell from the
garden. Had he murdered the diplomat before | got there?”

"How dare you accuse the True Church of murder!" fumes the Bishop.

"Not forgetting stedling a spdll, and putting the King's dragon to deep then hacking it to death. I'd
say you might be joining me on the prison ship.”



I'd hoped to shake the Bishop with this. He doesn't ook shaken, but he does calm down alittle.

"Neither mysdlf nor the Church had any involvement in the theft of the Cloth." He claimsthat he has
no idea how the Cloth cameto bein Derlex’s church. "Do you serioudy expect anyone to believe that
one Pontifex stole adragon deep spell from aNigjan diplomat while another hel ped cut the cloth out of
the dragon?’

"y es"

"They won't. Not when the accusation comes from aman like you, Thraxas," he saysdismissvely.

"I might not be able to persuade the King or the Consul, Bishop Gzekius, though I'll have agood
try. But I'll sure ashell persuade Pragtor Cicerius. And remember, it wasn't just me that saw you and
Derlex with the Elvish Cloth. So did an Assassin, the Brotherhood and the Society of Friends. And the
Orcish Ambassadors must know you had it as well, because they sent their Orcsto recover it. That'sa
whole host of witnesses. None of them good witnesses | grant you, but more than enough to persuade
the population that you've been up to something. A very juicy story for the Chronicle. Very poor
publicity for the Church, Bishop, particularly at atime when Senator Lodiusis on the rampage. He
doesn't likeyou at al. What wasit he called you last week? 'Bloodsucking parasites on the poor,' |
bdieve"

Weface each other in sllencefor awhile. | hedp mysdf to alittle wine. Makri sands mutely ina
corner, uncomfortable in these surroundings.

"I don't know why you wanted the Cloth. Maybe you just needed some cash. But | think you might
have been looking to make a magic-proof room for yoursdf. Y ou're an ambitious man, Bishop Gzekius.
The Archbishopric comes up for grabs soon. Y ou are not favourite for the job, but everyone knows you
want it. So it's going to take some serious plotting on your part to land it. The other Bishopsin Tura
wouldn't likeit at dl if you had a magic-proof room. Far too much of an advantage in plotting. So they'll
believe my story anyway."

The Bishop raises his eyebrows dightly, which seemsto sgnify that I've got through to him. He
dismisses his atendants from the room. | help myself to some more wine. Tastes like afine vintage.

"Whereisthe Cloth now?" he demands, when we're done.

| tell him truthfully that | don't know.

"Disappeared down a sewer and it's probably not coming back. Which isbad for me, as| was
meant to be finding it. But that's not my main problem. I'm meant to be clearing the Princesss name.
That'swhat I've been hired to do. The rest doesn't bother me too much. Help me sort that one out and
the whole sordid story will never passmy lips.”

Bishop Gzekius Sps hisown wine, savouring it. "Areyou telling me that you were not after the
Cloth for yoursdf, Investigator?'

| shake my head. "Just doing the work | was hired for."

The Bishop looks at mefor along time. HE's puzzled by the thought that | might be honest. He
transfers his gaze to Makri. He'swondering how far he can trust us.

"I have heard, Thraxas, that you do perform thejob you are paid for. In an honest fashion. Perhaps
| can trust you to keep your word. It would, in some ways, be easier than having you killed.”

We gare a each other. It floats through my mind that Pontifex Derlex must havegivenhima
reasonable report of my character, which comes asa surprise.

"And how would you suggest | help clear the Princesss name?”

| shrug. "Call in some favours at the Palace. From what | hear, the King owesyou afew. The
Cloth's gone now, it doesn't do you or the Church any good to have amagjor roya scandal.”

The Bishop staresat mefor awhilelonger. "I do have influence” he says, findly. "Enough to sway
the King, possibly. And enough to make your lifein Twelve Seas short and full of incident. So be sure
never to trouble me again.”

He dismisses usfrom his presence.



"What did that mean?" asks Makri, aswefind oursaves again out in the warm night-time streets.

"I think it means helll help the Princess. And give me hell if our paths ever crossagain. Well, that'll
do for now."

| glance up at the stars.

"About an hour till we're due to meet Sarin. We've just got time to go and see Agtrath Triple Moon.
It'shigh time | had some proper sorcerous help on dl this. Someone dugged Hanama and took the Cloth
and | want to know who. Also | wonder if he might locate Sarin. Tas of the Eastern Lightning couldn't
find her but, whatever means she was using to hide, she might be out in the open now. If | knew where
shewas | might be able to take her by surprise and get the letter back for free. No point wasting
thousands of Ciceriussguransif wedon't haveto.”

| glance a Makri. "Incidentaly, when did you and Hanama become friends?'

"What?We're not friends.”

"Oh yeah? Theway you cradled her head when we found her unconscious seemed pretty friendly to
me. And she said, "Thanks, Makri," when you gave her water. That'sfriendly for an Assassin.”

Makri snorts dismissively. "So? Sheld been hit on the head. Y ou're rambling, Thraxas. | only met
her one time, when she attacked you in your room."

I'm suspicious about this, but | let it lie, and we hurry down to visit Astrath Triple Moon. It's il the
middle of the night. The streets are quiet, except for afew bakery workers on their way to light the ovens
for tomorrow's bread.

Our vigt to Adrath is unproductive. He doesn't actualy mind too much that | wake himinthe
middle of the night, but when | ask him if he can locate Sarin he draws ablank. Likewise for the six sacks
of dwa

"Shemug haveleft the city.”

"Impossible. She's due to meet us at the Stadium Superbiusin haf an hour.”

The Sorcerer shrugs and asksiif I've anything else he can look at. | fill have the fragment of the Red
Elvish Cloth but of course he can learn nothing from that. By now | am fairly sick of Red Elvish Cloth.
The stuff is nothing but trouble. | hand him the rock I've been carrying, the one that was used to club
Hanama, and ask him if he can learn anything fromiit.

"Takemeawhile, Thraxas. It'saways difficult getting information from rocks. Auras cling to them
very tenuoudy, if at dl.”

| tell him to do hisbest, and meanwhile ask if he can lend us hislandus.

"You cantrideinthecity at night."

"I have senatorid privilege”

"Redly?'

"No. But I'mworking for Cicerius, so | can pretend. And we're late.”

"So which one of usisthe Senator?" enquires Makri, as we thunder off in the carriage.

Makri knows full well that women can't be Senators. I'm starting to think she's going to too many of
those mestings.

Chapter Twenty-Six

In the centre of the town Civil Guards are till out in force because of the tension that hangs over the
city. Wild rumours abound about cancelled dections, planned coups, bribery and nation. It'seven
whispered that the Roya Family has been buying drugs from the Orcs and selling them to the popul ation.



The Guards challenge us. "Urgent businessfor Pragtor Cicerius,” | roar, and gallop on towards the
Stadium. | have with me abag of gold from Cicerius and ingtructionsto bid as high asis necessary to
obtain the Prince's | etter of credit.

The Stadium Superbiusis Stuated just insde the city walls, over on the east Sde of town. It'san
enormous stone amphitheetre, built by King Varquius a hundred years or so ago, and it'savery
important place. It'sthe setting for circuses, theatrica performances, religious ceremonies, gladiatoria
shows and, cause of my recent misfortune, the chariot races. | love the chariot races. Twice aweek
during the racing season the amphitheetre is packed full of race-goersfrom every stratum of Turanian
society. Praetors, Prefects, Senators, priests, society ladies, Sorcerers, high-ranking guild officids: all
mingle with the huge mass of proletarian Turaniansthere to enjoy aday out and maybe pick up alittle
money on the side. Prince Frisen-Akan is an enthusiastic race-goer with his own stable of chariots. Even
the King sometimes attends. Naturally, the Stadium Superbius d so attracts a swarm of petty criminds,
and most of the bookmakers are controlled by the Brotherhood or the Society of Friends.

We dismount from the landus and stride into the giant, dark building. Makri has atorch with her.
Shelightsit, casting weird shadows on to the old stone walls from the statues of famous gladiators and
charioteers of the past. No oneisin sight.

| take out the strip of Red Elvish Cloth | wrenched from Hanama's handsin the sewer, andrip it in
two.

"Tiethisround your neck."

Makri looks perplexed.

"If Sarin'sherethen soisher associate Glixius Dragon Killer. Thisstrip of cloth will act asaspell
protection charm.”

"Areyou sure?!

"Not sureat al. But it might.”

We round the Triumphd Arch through which the victors parade at the end of the games. In front of
us, in the shadows, afigure lies prostrate on the ground. We draw our swords and advance carefully.
Makri knegls down.

"It's Sarin," she hisses. " She's been clubbed on the back of the head.”

Firg Hanamaand now Sarin. Someone's making my life easier. | glance around. No one'sin sight,
but down by thewall thereisasmal pile of dull white powder. | reach down, poke my finger init and
taste.

"Dwa. Lookslike Sarin had the sacks with her and someone seized them.”

Makri aso pokes her finger in the powder and tastes it. This does not seem strictly necessary to me
but I let it pass.

| knedl down and gtart searching Sarin. " She might gtill have the letter. No point paying for it if we
don't haveto."

Sarin has been clubbed quite vicioudy and I'd swear shelll be out for along time but to my surprise
she suddenly opens her eyes. To my further surprise she yanks my long braid in avery painful manner
and sends me tumbling away in the dust. She legpsto her feet. Despite her recent lapse from
conciousness and the ugly wound on her head, she faces mein afighting crouch.

"Lost your crossbow?" | jeer, and chargein, aming ablow of my own. A cunning street fighter, |
feint with my left and land her with my right. At least that's the theory. Sarin avoids both blows and kicks
mein theribs, sending me hurtling backwards. | pick mysdlf up, fairly puzzled at thisturn of events. |
hurtlein again, figuring to overpower her with my weight, but Sarin performs some fancy movewhich |
don't exactly follow, except | end up on the ground again. | get pretty mad because | notice out the
corner of my eyetha Makri, instead of legping in to help like she should, isactualy laughing. | draw my
sword. Sarin takes out asmall knife. We circle each other. | can't find an opening. | can't understand it at
al. | wasn't lying when | said I'd run her out of town before. How the hell she hasreturned as a hardened
warrior isbeyond me.



We exchange afew blows. I'm starting to get short of breath. I've been fighting and running around
to excessin the last twenty-four hours and | don't seem to have eaten or dept. The heat is getting to me. |
lunge a Sarin and she parries again and kicks my legs from under me, so | fall very heavily to the ground.
| struggle up again and turn my head towards Makri.

"Will you stop standing there like aeunuch in abrothd and give aman some help?’

"Just giving you achance, Thraxas. Y ou told me you'd be down on her like abad spdll if she
showed her face again.”

| glare a Makri then make another assault on Sarin. I'll show her who's number one chariot round
here. She parries my sword with her smal knife then hits me so hard with the flat of her hand that I'm sent
spinning into the wal where | once more dump to the ground.

Before Sarin can follow up, Makri decides she's had enough laughs for one day and appears above
me with her sword drawn.

She confronts Sarin. "Thraxastells meyou can't fight.”

| clamber painfully to my feet. "Well, she didn't used to be ableto.”

"Three yearsin the warrior monastery a Kvalir," says Sarin, and amost amiles.

"| take it you weren't sudying religion,” | say, grateful for the chance to catch my bregth.

"No. Just fighting. | used to find it annoying the way people could defeat me. No one defeats me

"Y ou weren't looking too good when we found you.”

"Someone crept up behind me" Sarin the Mercilessfrowns, and looks alittle puzzled. "Normaly no
one could do that."

"Maybe your pd Glixius Dragon Killer decided he didn't want you around any more."

She shakes her head. "Glixiusisno longer my associate. Horm and Glixius double-crossed me.
After | cleared the way for them with my crossbow, they tried to edge me out of the operation. They
didn't like sharing their profitswith athird party. Particularly awoman.”

She shrugs. " So much the worse for them. | out-smarted them. And it was not Glixius who clubbed
me. He wouldn't be capable.”

She casts her eyes around, and looks troubled. "My horse has gone. And the dwa." She reaches
into her tunic and producesthe Prince's letter. "But | still have this. And it will cost you ten thousand
gurans. Unless you would liketo try and take it off me?’

|'d as soon not. | remain slent.
"To business,” she says.
"l bdievethat letter ismine" comesavoice.

A tal figurein arainbow cloak strides out of the darkness. It's Glixius Dragon Killer. He glowers a
mewith hatred in hiseyes.

"| presume we are seeking the sameitem,” he says.

| gruntinreply.

"Y ou are wasting your time, Thraxas. Theletter ismine."

"Y ou seem to be having trouble holding onto it.”

"l was not expecting such treachery from Sarin the Merciless”

| turn to Sarin. "So what are you going to do now? | doubt if your warrior monk training is going to
enable you to fend off me, Makri and Glixius."

Sarin sneers. | haven't impressed her.

"As representatives of the honourable politiciansin this city, you make asorry pair. An obese,
drunken Investigator and a treacherous criminal Sorcerer." She holds up the letter. "For blackmailing a
Prince. The opening price isten thousand gurans. Who'd like to make an offer?”

Glixius Dragon Killer has no intention of bidding. Heraises hishand to fireaspell a her. Seconds
later heistossed to the ground and lies stunned. His spell has rebounded on him. Another rainbow-clad



figure floats gently down from the top of the arch.

"Who'sthat?' saysMakri.

"Tas of the Eastern Lightning,” | reply. "Looks like Palace Security are getting in onthe act at last.”

I'm expecting Tasto wrest the letter from Sarin and possibly send her crashing into awall with a
spell for good measure. What he actudly doesis stroll over and kiss her lightly on the cheek. Makri and |
look on in amazement as she kisses him back.

"No wonder he said he couldn't find her. They'rein league now."

"Indeed we are," booms Tas, atall man with long brown hair tumbling down over hisrainbow
cloak.

"What's the matter with these Sorcerersin Tura?" | snarl, curang them dl. "If they're not dwa
addicts or drunks, then they're psychoatic criminas.”

"Lucky you never finished your studies,”" whispers Makri, eyeing the pair warily. "Is Tasmore
powerful than you?'

"Like atiger compared to arat. Try not to upset him. Remember what happened to Mirius Eagle
Rider."

"Do | hear abid?' cals Sarin the Merciless.

| offer her the ten thousand gurans. Glixius Dragon Killer hauls himsdf to hisfeet and swearsa
savage oath. Hefires up another spell and Tas bouncesit right back, sending Glixius thudding to the
ground again. It'sasight | enjoy. I'd kick him while hesdown but | haven't thetime.

"It ssemsyou are the only bidder, Thraxas," says Sarin. "Very well, ten thousand guransto you.”

Sarin holds out the letter. | hold out the bag of gold. The transaction isinterrupted by abolt of
lightning which searsinto the ground between us, sending everyoneflying. | land on my back, staring
supidly at the sky. Just discernible in the darknessisthe vast shape of awar dragon, something not seen
thisfar west since the war ended fifteen years ago. Its nogtrils are red with fire and riding atop the besst is
the crazed figure of Horm the Deed, long black hair and feether jewd lery flying in the wind. His shrill
voice cuts through the night.

"Theletter isrightfully mine, | believe.”

Tas of the Eagtern Lightning climbs camly to hisfeet. "Not yours, Horm the Dead.”

With that Tas unleashes apd| that sends the dragon spinning through the sky, screaming with rage
and bafflement.

"Wow," says Makri.

We'reimpressed. Horm the Dead and awar dragon obvioudy hold no terrorsfor Tas of the
Eagtern Lightning. Horm regains control and flies back overhead.

"Saveyour energy, Tas of the Eastern Lightning,” shouts Horm. "I haven't comefor the letter, or the
gold, or to fight with you, though one day | will kill you a my leisure.”

"Atyour leisure,” shouts Tas. "Then why have you come?’

"To destroy your city, and dl the Humansin it who | have found so annoying of late. Humans such
asyoursdf, Thraxas."

Horm the Dead startsto intone aspell. A very long spdll, in Orcish, never before heard in the
world. He completes hisincantation, waves us amocking farewell, then whedls his dragon up and away
into the night. We al stare at each other. Nothing seems to be happening.

"What wasthat al about?"

Tas of the Eastern Lightning looks very grim. He takes Sarin's hand. " Get the gold. It'stimeto go.
That wasthe city-devouring spell. The Eight-Mile Terror. Horm has remadeit. Madness will now grip
the population. Turai isgoing to be destroyed.”

| should know better than to aggravate these mad half-Orc Sorcerers. Y ou never know when they
might come and destroy your city.

"l don't fed anything," protests Sarin.



"Y ou're wearing a protective necklace," says Tas. "So am |. But the population isn't.”

Outside alow murmuring isgrowing in intengty. We run from the Stadium Superbius and are
confronted with the terrible sight of the city tarting to burn. Y élow flameslegp into the sky to meet the
first rays of dawn. Sarin holds out the | etter.

"Thegold," she snaps.

| make the transaction, though what useit'll be once Turai succumbsto the flames of madness|
don't know. Glixius Dragon Killer runs up behind me and tries to snatch the letter out of my hand. Sarin
the Merciless executes afaultless kick to his head, worthy indeed of atrained warrior monk, and Glixius
dumps unconscious to the ground.

"A bad mistake to double-cross me," she mutters. She takes out aknife and bends over him. | think
she'sgoing to finish him off but instead, with amalicious grin, she dits his protective charm and takesit
from hisneck.

"Happy awakenings," she says, putting her arm round Tasswaist. Tas muttersa spell and they rise
intotheair.

"You cant just leave Turai to be destroyed!”

"I believe Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, was working on a counterspell to Horm's Eight-Mile
Terror," calls Tas, now high above us. "She might be able to save you dl, if she can stay awakelong
enough.”

They disappear into the blackness.

"Why wouldn't Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, be able to stay awake?"

"She's dways stoned. Smokes her thazis through abig water pipe.”

Glixiusgirs

"We better get out of here.”

We run. Behind us Glixius screams like amaniac and starts bellowing out spell after spell, far more
than he could possibly retain in hismemory in normal circumstances. Statues Sart falling from plinths and
walls explode in flame as the now insane sorcerer vents hiswrath on the world.

"That Sarinisamean woman!" | gasp, aswe divefor the safety of the nearest buildings. "I don't
give much for Tass chances once he's outlived his usefulness.”

All of asudden we're surrounded by demented citi zens waving clubs and swords and attacking
anything that moves. An old woman with astick charges at Makri. Makri boots her out theway but is
obliged to gut ahuge northern mercenary who flies at her with abattle axe. Wefleeinto an aleyway and
legp the wall a the end, seeking safety, though nowhereis safe. Between us and every city gateisa
crowd driven mad by Horm the Dead's evil spell.

A hand appears from nowhere and grabbs Makri. She disappears with ayelp into adoorway. |
plunge after her and find her in the grip of asmdl dark figure. It's Hanama, Master Assassin.

"Oh God, not amad Assassin,” | cry, and legp a her throat. Hanama side-steps neatly and | thump
agang thewall.

"Not amad Assassin,”" says Hanama coolly, and fingers her own protective necklace, made from
the same Red Elvish Cloth asmine.

| don't know if this meeting isacoincidence or if Hanama has been following us. With the city
gtarting to self-destruct thereis no timeto think about it.

The Assassin scansthe crowd with distaste. "My guild didikes too much socid unrest," she says.
"Some discontent is good for business, but too much always spoilsthings.”

"True, Hanama. No one needs A ssassins when everyoneskilling everyone else anyway. | guessthe
investigating businesswill go downhill aswell."

"Wed better try and reach Lisutaris house," says Makri, and explainsto Hanama that the Sorcerer
may have a countermanding spdll to the Eight-Mile Terror. Hanama agrees. | ook at her with suspicion.
Her behaviour of |ate has been strange, out of character for an Assassin. They usually keep themsalvesto



them-selves, apart from when they're killing people.

| have no great hopes of Lisutaris being ableto end theriot but | don't have any better idea
Besides, it's possible that the Sorcerers up in Truth is Beauty Lane will be able to hold off the maddened
crowds so it seems as good adestination as any. | can't say I'm pleased to throw in my lot with an
Assassin though, and | tell her to depart.

Twenty or so soldiers, fully armed and fully mad-dened, charge up the street towards us. Weflee,
and | find mysdlf keeping company with Hanamaanyway, much against my will.

Unfortunately, Truth is Beauty Laneisapopular destination for the crazed inhabitants of the city.
Evenintheir madnessthey seethat it will be afine place to burn. Everyone has gone violently insane.
Apart from the Roya Family, only Sorcerers, senior officids and afew wedthy merchants have
protective necklaces, and | wouldn't give much for their chances against the demented mob.

Makri and Hanamasfighting skills and my enormous body weight get us close. The resident
Sorcerers are making a desperate effort to keep the crazed citizens at bay. Theair crackleswith magica
energy asthe barrier they've erected is subjected to a continual barrage of flaming torches and missiles.
Not dl of the Sorcerersin Truth is Beauty Lane are as powerful as Tas of the Eastern Lightning or
Harmon Half Elf. Many of them arelittle better than astrologers, with few more resources than mysdlf,
and the effort is starting to tell on them. Gorsius Starfinder, and Old Hasius the Brilliant, Chief Sorcerer at
the Abode of Justice, both powerful Sorcerers, sand firmly in the street repelling al comers, but severd
of their companions are Sarting to retreet, forced back by the weight of incoming missiles. A few
firebrands penetrate the magica barrier and the houses at the end of the street start to burn. Of Lisutaris,
Mistress of the Sky, thereisno sign.

The crowd are fully occupied with the attack and make no attempt to prevent us drawing near.
When we reach the end of the Street | bellow at Gorsius Starfinder at the top of my voice, straining to
make mysalf heard above the roar of the mob. Gorsius hears me. He stares at me dubioudly. | hold up
my protective necklace, screaming for himto let mein. He motionswith his saff. The barrier flickers.
Hanama, Makri and | plunge through.

"Bad place to comefor refuge,” gasps Gorsus Starfinder, who's standing flinging spellsin his
underwesar, having not even had timeto don his rainbow cloak. "We can't hold them off much longer.”

"WherésLisutaris?'

"Stoned, | expect,” says Gorsius, ducking asarock flies overhead.

"Tas of the Eastern Lightning told me she was working on a counterspdl| to the Eight-Mile Terror."

"The Eight-Mile Terror?" screams Gorsius. "Isthat what has caused this?!

"What did you think it was? Something in the water?"

Gorsius groans. "Then thereis no chance of it ending. Whereis Tas? We need hishelp.”

"He'snot coming, I'm afraid.”

In the distance flames are rising from the Imperia Palace. Another rock penetratesthe barrier.
Gorsius Starfinder crumples to the ground. His Apprentice runs up and drags him to safety but the
Sorcerers are now harder pressed than ever. Some of the junior ones who've never been to war are
losing their nerve. We sprint up the road to Lisutaris mansion. Around it lie the bodies of her servants,
subdued in their madness by the Sorcerers. The door islocked.

"The crowd just advanced,” says Makri.

| charge like an e ephant and the door splinters. Hanama, fleetest of foot, isthefirst to find the
Mistress of the Sky, Sorcerer of vast power, and hopeless thazis abuser. She'slying beside her water
pipe with afaraway look on her face. Theroom isthick with smoke, thicker than the Avenging Axe after
an all-night celebration. The woman redlly does smoke far too much of this stuff. Once more | cursethe
degeneracy of our Palace Sorcerers.

"Try and rouse her, Makri. I'll look for the spell.”

Makri starts shaking Lisutaris, while Hanamaand | tear the house apart looking for the counterspell
to the Eight-Mile Terror. From outside the roar of the crowd intensifies as more and more of the



demented citizens break through the Sorcerers barrier.

Asl| plungeinto Lisutaris workroom acrazed servant appears from somewhere waving acarving
knife. | dodge the strike and dug him. He'stoo mad to fed it and comesat meagain so | trip him up and
break achair over hishead. If we survive Lisutaris can patch him up later. | start rummaging through the
Sorcerer's books.

"Isthisit?' asks Hanama, appearing with afreshly written parchment. | study it quickly.

"Afraid not, thisisaspdl for making thazis plants grow quicker." Hanamatossesit away in disgust
and we carry on searching. A rock crashes through the window. The crowd are closing in. Gorsius
Starfinder and his Apprentice sumble in through aback door, dragging Old Hasus the Brilliant with
them. All three are cut and bleeding.

"The crowd's breaking through!”

Hasiusthe Brilliant is reputed to be a hundred and ten years old. Hell be lucky to reach ahundred
and eeven if the counterspell doesn't turn up soon. | drag open another drawer, and uncover various
newly worked parchments, which | scan frantically.

"Yed" | scream intriumph. "A counterspdl| to the Eight-Mile Terror!™

Gorsius hobbles over to study it with me. As he readsthrough it quickly, he wipes blood from his
face. More rocks crash through the windows. Hisface fdls.

"Shehaant finished it."

| quit the room immediately and tell Makri to stop trying to revive Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky.

" She hasn't finished the spell. There's nothing to do now but get out of here before the whole city
goesup inflames™

"Well, so much for civilisation," says Makri, and makesto leave with me.

"Where are you going?' demands Gorsius Starfinder, appearing beside us.

"Anywhere. Were going to fight our way out before the city burns.”

"You can't just run away," protests the Sorcerer.

"Only thing to do," says Makri, matter-of-factly. "We can't fight the whole population.”

"Just buy us sometime. Lisutaris can complete the spell.”

Before | can reply the door crashes open and there stands Glixius Dragon Killer with madnessin his
eyes.

"Desgth to al Sorcerers!" he screams.

He leapstowards me, armsraised. | hope my spell protector is strong enough to resist hisinsane
sorcery.

| don't get the chance to find out because instead of casting aspell Glixius punches mefull inthe
face and | tumbleto the floor. He screams with laughter.

"l enjoyed that," he says, and draws his sword.

Makri legpsin front to protect me and engages Glixiusin combat. At that moment ahorde of
deranged rioters burst into the house waving swords and flaming torches. Makri and | flee the room,
dragging Gorsius Starfinder and Lisutaris with us. We run back to the workroom where we find Hasius
the Brilliant dumped unconscious and Hanama expelling two intruders from the back door.

We're surrounded. We barricade the doors with furniture, and look at each other, wondering what
to do. Lisutaris, Migtress of the Sky, moans, and shows signs of coming round. The mad crowd hammer
on the door and there's the sound of axes breaking it down.

"Cant dl you Sorcerers do something?' demands Makri.

We can't. No one has any spdlsleft. Mine went long ago and the collective power of dl the others
was dissipated in holding the crowd back in the street outside. We have no more power than anyone
else. Less, given the condition of Hasius, Gorsius and Lisutaris. Smoke starts to cregp under the door.
Therioters have set the house onfire.



Chapter Twenty-Seven

Somebody is screaming, "Put the fire out, put the fire out!”

It'sme. No one puts the fire out.

| don't believeit. Here | am, surrounded by Turai's most powerful Sorcerers, and I'm going to diein
ahousefire.

"Doesn't anyone have even one pd| 1eft?!

Gorsus Starfinder shakes his head. His Apprentice looks blank. Hasius the Brilliant is unconscious.
Lisutaris, Migtress of the Sky, is gtill stoned. The smoke getsthicker. Flameslick under the door. Makri
and Hanamatry to wrench the door open but it now seemsto be barricaded from the outside.

| lose my temper completely. | grab Lisutaris, haul her to her feet and give her adap which nearly
takes her head off. She opens her eyes, and grins stupidly.

"Hello!" | scream. "Anybody there? Listen good. We're about to burn to death. No one else has
any power left soit's up to you. Put thefire out.”

"What?"

"PUT THE FIREOUT!"

"No need to shout,” says Lisutaris, showing some signs of coming back to redlity. She waves her
hand. The fire goes out.

“I'mredly hungry," shesays.

| begt the door down with afew mighty blows. Lisutaris spell has gected the rioters from the house
but they are screaming outside, regrouping for another attack. 1'm getting out of here. Unfortunately an
even larger crowd of maniacs, including severa heavily armed soldiers, now surroundsthe house,
occupying the Praetor's gardens like an invading army. All of a sudden afancy landus careersinto view.
Thedriver is struggling desperately to control the horse asdl around misslesfly and flames spurt into the
ky.

The carriage thunders through an ornamenta hedge and over some beds of flowers before scything
itsway through the crowd. Whoever isin it seemsto be ddiberately heading our way.

"Nicedriving," mutters Makri, asthe carriage veers round sometrees a afurious pace. The driver
is hunched down low, trying to avoid the rocks hurled by the rabid mob. It most makesit to the house
but comes shuddering to a hat when the front whedls get stuck in an ornamental pond.

"It'sthe Princess!”

"She's picked apoor timefor ajail break."

Du-Akai, showing more spirit than | would have given her credit for, legps from the driver's pillion,
fends off an attacker and dashes towards us, crowd in pursuit. She makesit to the front door and we
haul her in. She collapses on the floor, panting for breeth. Unfortunately for her, her sanctuary islikely to
be brief. Maddened by her appearance the crowd charge the house and start removing the door frame.
Any second now they'll be pouring through. | groan, and turn quickly to Lisutaris.

"Finish your counterspell and makeit quick!" | tell her, then wearily get back to the task of
preserving my life againgt the mob. Hanamaand Makri join me at the door and we hold them off the best
we can. Even intheir maniacal state, the sight of our three blades is enough to deter some of the rabble,
but the soldiers seem to relish the opportunity for combat and fly at uslike we are hotile Orcs. It'sagrim
battle, and the fact that we're being forced to day innocent people makesit worse. Horm the Dead has
certainly wreaked aterrible revenge. Makri should never have stuck him with that throwing star.

I'vejust dispatched an opponent when Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, shouts at us from behind.
"What'sthe Orcish for "peace’?"



I'm baffled by thisinterruption.

"What are you talking about?' | scream.

"I haveto trandate my counterspell into Orcish to make it work. My Orcish isn't very good. What's
their word for 'peace?’

"Vazey," ydls Makri, kicking an opponent away from her.

We carry onfighting.

"What's the Orcish for 'Harmonious Conjunction'?’

Thistakes Makri afew minutes, which is not surprising as she'slocked in combat with ahuge
soldier carrying atwin-bladed axe.

"Tenasata zadad, | think!" she screams back after digpatching him.

Bodies are now everywhere but the attackers don't et up. Their madness seemsto be intensifying
and smoke is starting to drift into the room from the houses burning in the street. I've got a serious cut on
my face and another on my shoulder and | notice that Hanamaisn't moving too well and seemsto be
wounded in theleg.

"What'sthe Orcish for 'All men shdl be brothers?'

"For God's sake, Makri, go back there and trandate her damned spell. Me and Hanamawill hold
them off."

Makri seesthe wisdom of thisand hurries back leaving myself and the Assassin to fight on. In my
vainer moments I've been known to claim to be the best street fighter in the city. Thisisan exaggeration,
but | an good at it. So isHanama. | wonder about the incongruity of fighting shoulder to shoulder with a
heartless Assassin, but | don't wonder for long because atruly frightening opponent now leaps at me.
He's one of the largest men I've ever seen and he's carrying an axe the size of adoor. He attacks me with
aferocity that drives me backwards, and | find it dmost impossible to block his axe. HE's extremely
fierce and strong and I'm too weary to fight much longer. | lunge a him and stick my sword in his
shoulder, but he's madder than amad Sorcerer and doesn't even fed it. His axe crashes on to my hastily
raised blade and I'm forced to my knees. He chops at me again and my arm goes numb. | drop my
sword. He dashes a my throat.

His blade stopsright at my skin and he tumbles to the ground with Hanamas knife sticking in his
back. | gasp out athank you and haul myself to my feet, ready to meet the next wave of attackers.
Behind me | can hear Makri, Lisutaris and the other Sorcerers bandying around Orcish and Elvish terms
asthey try to complete the counterspell.

Hanama's wounded leg gives way and she Snksto one knee, heavily pressed. Again showing some
spirit, the Princess runs forward and clubs an opponent to the ground. I'm gripped with sudden fury
about being forced to make my degth stand in such aussless manner. | never figured I'd go out fighting a
crowd of demented Turanian shopkeepers. | turn my head and bellow at the top of my voice.

"If you don't finish that spdll, Lisutaris, I'll come and kill you mysdlf before they get mel”

"Hold on," she shoutsin reply. "Another minute.”

We hold on for another minute. As Lisutaris startsintoning the spell | go down under the weight of
six attackers armed with clubs, and pass out of consciousness.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

When | wakeit'sdark and quiet. Either I'm dead or theriot's stopped. A door opens, letting light
into the room, and Makri enters. Her head is bandaged, but she seems heslthy.

"What happened?’



"Lisutaris counterspell worked. The whole city started to return to sanity about three hours ago.
Just intime for you and Hanama. Good fighting, incidentaly."

"Thank you."

| notice that I'm not fedling too bad, considering what I've been through.

"The Sorcerers patched you both up. After they'd seen to the Princess of course. All therioters
have departed to put out fires and lick their wounds. Half the city's been burned but the Sorcerers that
are|eft seemto haveit under control now, And the Civil Guard isout in force.”

"Where's Hanama?'

"Next door. It took the Sorcerers along time to heal her wounds.”

"Should have let her die”

Makri points out thisisrather ungrateful of me. Without Hanama, the mad crowd would have
overwhelmed us.

"Maybe. Maybenot. | figure | had things pretty well under control. Well, time to get back to work,
| guess.

"Isit?’

| nod.

"I've got the Prince's letter back and probably gathered up enough information about the dwa
dedling to keep Cerius out of court. Not sure about the Princess though. Well have to hope that Bishop
Gzekius comes through on that one and persuades the authorities that she didn't kill the dragon. And then
therésthe Cloth.. . . I've been doing afair bit of thinking about that . . . let's go and see Hanama."

Makri declines. She's keen to get back to the Avenging Axe and check on things there. She's
concerned that someone might have made off with the funds she's been collecting for the Association of
Gentlewomen during theriat.

"What if my philosophy notes have been burned?'

Makri departsin ahurry, leaving meto seek out Hanama. The diminutive Assassinisnot inthe
room next door, but | find her in thewine cdlar Stting on the floor with abottle in her hand. Her black
clothes arein tatters after the fight but like me she seemsin good shape after her hedling.

"Well well," | say. "That makestwo surprising discoveries about you in one day.”

"Whet?'

"Firgly, you can be sufficiently shaken by eventsto need adrink to cam you down.”

"l do not need adrink to calm me down," says Hanama, coldly.

"Wadl, | do," | say, sdlecting abottle and opening it with the corkscrew | keep on my key ring, and
gtting down beside her on the floor. "We just fought off more maniacs than two Humans could
reasonably be expected to cope with. A magnificent effort, though | say so mysdlf. Anyone deservesa
bottle of wine after that, even an Assassin, trained to be emotionless. Which brings me to my second
discovery about you, Hanama. Y ou're not emotionless.”

"And why do you say that?'

"Y ou saved my life. I'm touched.”

"Y ou shouldn't be. | merely saved you because | needed you a my sideto fight off the mob."

| don't pursueit. She's probably telling the truth. ™Y ou know, Hanama, | seem to run acrossyou a
lot these days. | haven't worked out why that isyet. Still, | must say, for the number threein the
Assassins Guild, you're not such abad sort. A little distant, perhaps, but hey, for awoman who once
scaled the sheer walls of Menhasat Castle in a snowstorm to assassinate Consul Pavius, you're not bad
company. Isit true you once killed a Sorcerer, a Senator and an Orc Lord dl in the same day?’

"The Assassins Guild does not discussitswork,” replies Hanama

"Cheers" | say, raisng my bottle.

Sheraises her own afraction, and we drink together. All around are wine racks stuffed with
excdlent vintages, though | can't see any beer. | finish one bottle and open another, sdecting the finest |



canfind.

| don't bother asking Hanama why she has been after the Cloth as1 know she will smply deny it.
But | do express some surprise about finding her unconscious on the beach.

"Even though you'd just been half drowned in that sewer I'd have thought it was impossible for
anyone to sneak up behind you."

Shelooksfaintly troubled. "Sowould I. | swear I'd have sensed an attacker, half drowned or not.”

"Sorcery perhaps?”

She shakes her head. She didn't sense any sorcery and awoman of her skills and training would
have. | didn't pick up anything at the scene either. It remains a puzzling mystery. And apuzzling
coincidence aswell, now | think about it, because it seemsvery unlikely that anyone could sneak up
behind Sarin the Merciless after the warrior monk training, yet they did. Obviousy someone very good at
sneaking isgoing around Turai clubbing people on the back of the head. Doesthat mean, | wonder, that
the same person who took the Red Elvish Cloth from Hanama aso took the dwafrom Sarin? An
interegting thought.

"Therewas something, but . . ."

| look at her inquigtively.

"l can't put my finger onit. But at the instant | was hit | thought | sensed .. . . well | don't know . . .
something not quite Human."

"Likean Orc?'

Shecan't say. It wastoo fast and she was half drowned at thetime. A dim memory risesinside me
but disappears before | can identify it.

Hanamatakes another drink then rises gracefully. It'stime for her to get back to see how thingsare
at Assassins Guild headquarters. As number three in the organisation, Hanamais important enough to
wear aspecia protection charm, but that doesn't gpply to dl Assassins by any means. Must have made it
interesting when they al went mad with the Eight-Mile Terror.

Sheleaves. | open another bottle of wine. The cdllar iscool and it'sthefirst time I've been
comfortablein weeks. | find mysdlf drifting off to deep and it's an effort to rouse myself and get back to
work.

"l guessit's better than rowing adave gdley,” | mutter, and haul myself to my feet.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

The Princessiswearing anew robe borrowed from Lisutaris and has brushed and plaited her
golden hair. Her fancy arm bracelets are dented where she was struck by arock, and she'slost an
earring along the way, but dl in al shelooks not bad for awoman who had to fight her way through a
riot. As| emerge from the cellar—to the well-deserved thanks and congratul ations of the Sorcerers—she
grabs an opportunity for aword. While not exactly apologising for her previous rudeness, she letsme
know she thinks better of me now. | reply gracioudy. | can just about remember how from my days at
the Palace.

The Sorcerers are recovering from the riot with atable full of delicacies and a generous selection of
Lisutaris wines, although | think Lisutaris herself is il alittle on edge, probably because shefed sthat
sheislong overdue for ablast on her water pipe but doesn't actudly want to smoke thazis while the
Princessis gtill there. | don't expect the Princess would mind, what with the riot and everything, but a
Sorcerer hasto respect the forms of polite society if she wantsto get on. Princess Du-Akai risesto
leave. Lisutaris offers her a carriage and an escort back to the Palace, but it seemslike the Princess has



been waiting for my arrival because she declinesthe offer and dectsto go with me. | grab apastry off the
Sorcerers table and follow. Some servants haul the carriage out of the pond, fit afresh horse on the front
and | squeezein behind her.

The sun is beating down even more strongly than yesterday. The ever present sdsarewilting inthe
trees, what's |eft of them. After the coolness of Lisutaris wine cdllar it's hard to take.

"Hot as Orcish hell out here. Where exactly are you going, Princess? Back to captivity?"

She supposes 0. When the riot broke out and she found herself trapped in a burning wing of the
Palace she naturaly decided that it would be agood ideato get out of there fast, but now it'sal over it
seems best to go back. Shewouldn't get far if shefled for real. Too easily recognisable.

"I'll be locked up in my chambers again. Better than aprison cell, | suppose.”

We make our way dowly up the debris-strewn road. The elegant pavement tiles are cracked and
soot-blackened. The trees, specidly bred to stay green through the fierce summer, are broken and
burned. Suddenly | spot two familiar figures emerging warily from the shaitered front of another villa. It's
Cdlisand Jaris, my Elvish clients. They're followed out by a couple of young and rather shaken-looking
Sorcerers.

We stop and greet them. The Elvestdl methat they werefortunate to bein Truth is Beauty Lane
when theriot broke out, and they took shelter with the nearest Sorcerers. As Elvesthe Eight-Mile Terror
did not affect them directly, but being trapped in the middle of thousands of mad Humans has shaken
them badly. They've had enough of city life. They're heading home and plan to take the next ship south
out of the harbour at Twelve Seas. I'm displeased to have failed my clients but theré'snot alot | can say.
| came closeto the Cloth but | didn't recover it. Clients are never impressed when you just come close,
and neither am |. We bid each other farewdll.

Aswe ride on the Princess expresses her disappointment at my failure.

| try to reassure her. "1 didn't get the Cloth back but | found out who gutted the dragon and
removed it."

| explain to her about Bishop Gzekius and the True Church. "I can't exactly proveit in court but |
have afair amount of leverage over the Bishop and | reckon hell do what's necessary to show you're
innocent. If he doesthenit dl stays quiet. Otherwise I'll have no choice but to give afull report on his
recent activitiesfor The Renowned and Truthful Chronicle. It lovesaChurch scandd.”

The Princessis grateful. She should be. Till | stepped in shewas facing alifetimein amountain-top
nunnery.

"Please al's0 convey my gratitude to Makri for her efforts on my behaf."

"Twill."

"This Cloth has proved to be very troublesomefor Turai, Thraxas."

"Anything floating round that's worth thirty thousand guransis bound to betrouble.”

"Who ended up with it?"

The Palace is now in view. Smoke drifts above, but it's till in one piece, just about.

| admit | don't know who ended up with the Cloth.

"It waslast seen in the hands of an Assassin but she was clubbed by something not Human."

"Not Human?"

"That'sright. Which narrows it down | guess. Orcs, probably, or ahaf-Orc agent. Or . . ."

| fed someinspiration coming on. Right back at the start of the case, when | was being hauled away
from Attilan's garden by the Guards. | sensed something there but couldn't identify it.

"Or someone very good at sneaking up on people. Someone renowned for stealth.”

"Like?"

"Likean EIf. God damn it! The Elves. It wasthem dl dong! No wonder they keep popping up al
over the place! Hiring meto help them indeed! Princess, can | borrow your landus?!

She nods. We're at the Palace grounds and soldiers and guards rush up to surround the Princess. |



take aswift leave, dragging on the reins and sending the horse racing back theway | came.

| had been meaning to call on Cicerius and pick up some payment, but it'll have to wait. Isit today
or tomorrow | have to pay my debt to the Brotherhood? | can't remember. Too much excitement. Too
much dl-night rioting.

The Elves have gone from Truth is Beauty Lane. | run through the ornamenta gardens and hammer
on Lisutaris door. When a servant answers| run right over him and find Lisutaris consoling hersalf with
her water pipe. Fortunately she doesn't yet seem to be too stoned.

"Lisutaris, | need afavour, and quick."

"Vey wdl."

"Can you tell mewhere a couple of Elvesare now?'

| describe them to her. Lisutaris closes her eyesfor afew minutes. An expression of tranquillity
Settles on her face. My nose wrinkles at the powerful smell of thazisin the room.

Her eyes open. "They're at Twelve Seas docks. Boarding aship.”

She'sapowerful Sorcerer, Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky. Pity she smokes so much. | impinge on
her for another favour, which she again iswilling to grant, aware that | saved them al intheriot. So
minuteslater | am thundering through Turai on afine horse from her stables, on my way to intercept two
treacherous Elves.

The streets are chaotic. Rubble lies everywhere. Municipa horse carts are starting to collect the
bodies but there are il plenty left to choose from. The streetsto the south are flooded from a burst
agueduct. Steam risesin the burning sun. It takes me along timeto get down to Twelve Seasand I'm
swegting and cursing by thetime I'm in sght of the docks.

A giant figure stridesin front of me, grabbing the reins and bringing me to ashuddering halt. It's
Karlox, of al people.

"So you survived theriot," he growls. "Good. Y ou got another three hoursto pay up.”

"Karlox. You are dumb as an Orc and you have no idea how much you annoy me."

| swing ahefty boot and catch him full in the face and he goes down in ahesp. | spur my horse on,
struggling through the hopeless crowds of Twelve Seas, many of whom have been burned out of their
pitiful dwellings. There are huge gapsin the skyline where the six-storey dums have collgpsed into
smouldering rubble on to which municipa firemen are still pouring water. My horseis starting to protest.
Inthe heet it finds carrying my bulk quite adifficult task. We struggle on.

"Thraxed"

It's Makri, sword in one hand and a bag of manu-scriptsin the other. She's on her way to her
mathematics class.

"Makri, you are amadwoman. There won't be any classestoday. The Guild Collegeis till onfire
and the Professors are probably al hiding in their cdllars, unlessthey'redead . . .

She looks disappointed.

"Areyou sure?!

"Of course I'm sure. Now, if you want to bein on the end of the case, get up on the horse.”

She leaps aboard. The horse protests some more. No doubt Lisutariswill be able to nurse it back
to hedlth.

"Where are we going?

"The docks. I'm chasing the Elves. They've got the Cloth. Probably the dwaaswell.”

Makri findsit hard to believe that the Elvesare criminas. "Callisisaheder.”

"Hell need heding when | get through with him. Can you think of anyone better qualified to snesk
up unnoticed behind Hanama and Sarin? And don't forget the way the Elves mysterioudy appeared when
Sarin had us cold outside the city. They'd been following us. They've used me al along, Makri.
Representatives of an EIf Lord indeed. They're after the Cloth for themsdves.”

"Crooked Elves?'



"That'sright. | wasafool to take them on face vaue."

Makri asksmewhy | didn't check their credentidsin thefirst place. "Because they handed over a
load of money of course. Now, stop asking stupid questions.”

We're next to the harbour. Just as well as the horse absolutely refuses to take another step. We
dismount and look around. Severd ships have been sunk in the harbour and afew more are smouldering
at their berths. Only one vessal seemsto be in good shape and the captain is obvioudy keen to get out of
the city fast because he's preparing to weigh anchor as we approach.

Helooksat us curioudy: alarge fat man, ragged and filthy, dripping with swest, and an exotic young
woman with achainmail bikini and a sword sticking out from under her cloak.

"Travdling fa?' hesays.

"Not travdling at al,” | reply. "Just looking. For Elves. Any aboard this ship?!

He stares a me blankly, the universal sgnin Turai that abribeiscalled for. | passhim aguran.

"Just got on," he says. ""Cabin at the front. We're sailing in three minutes, with you on board if you're
dill here

Makri and | rush adong the deck past various surprised-looking sailors who are making ready to
cast off. Most of them are bruised from the riot but work away busily. Y ou have to be tough to sail these
Sess.

There's only one cabin door at the end of the ship—most passengers on atrader like thiswould
smply bunk down wherever they found an empty piece of deck—and we kick it open and stride right in.
I'm not prepared for what we find and am rendered temporarily speechless.

| unsheathe my sword dmost involuntarily, although there is obvioudy no one here to fight with. No
one here at al except two dead Elves, each with aknife deep in his heart. They've both been stabbed in
the chest, | mean; I'm not absolutely certain if Elves hearts are in the same place as ours. They're dead
ayway.

| catch amomentary flicker of sadness passing over Makri'sface at the sight of the young healer
dead on the floor, but she'stoo hardened to death to show much emotion. Mysdlf, I'm not sad at all, but
I'm sure as hell puzzled. From the lack of outcry outside | presume that no one on the ship knowswhat's
happened, but it can't be an easy thing to kill two Elves without making the dightest sound. | study the
weapons. Small throwing knives, unleashed with murderous accuracy before the victims knew what was
happening.

"Lookslike they met their match in snesking,” | grunt, and start searching the cabin.

They've stashed the dwaunder their bunks. There's no sign of the Cloth. A cdl comesfrom the
ship's mate that they're about to sall. I'd like to take the dwa but it's not strictly necessary and | don't
want to draw attention to mysdlf by struggling off heavily laden. | notice the hedler's pouch lying spilled
open on thefloor. There's afew lesadaleaves among abunch of other herbs. I pick them up and stuff
them into my own pouch.

"Shameto wastethem,” | tell Makri. "Very good for hangovers.”

"Y ou don't haveto explain, Thraxas. | never expected you to have any qualms about robbing the
dead.”

We leave the cabin and stroll off the ship as though nothing has happened.

"Shouldn't we inform the Captain his passengers are dead?"

"What for? Just make trouble dl round. For two dead Elvesthe authoritieswill be crawling al over
the ship. It'll be weeks before he can sail. And well be answering questions from the Guard for amonth.
Thisway he getsto dump the bodies out at sea as soon as they're discovered. | expect they aready paid
for their passage. And hel's got six bags of dwato make up for histrouble. Much easier dl round.”

I'm moretired than aman should be. | have difficulty walking home.

Large parts of Quintessence Street are unrecog-nisable, mere burned-out shells. The municipal
carts haven't got round to collecting the bodies from Twelve Seasyet, so the placeis quiteamess. The



Avenging Axeisbadly damaged but at least it survived. When Gurd went mad and started swinging his
axe around not many of thelocasfancied taking him on.

| walk in, climb upstairs and fal adegp on the remains of my couch.

Chapter Thirty

Karlox hasanasty cut on hisface where | kicked him. | know, because he's standing over me with
asword in hishand.

"Y ou ever congider knocking?' | growl.

"Door wasn't locked,” says Karlox.

I'm il lying on the couch. The point of Karlox's sword is making it awkward for meto rise. He's
got five men with him. They'relooking for the money | owe. | don't haveit.

"The Orc bitch went out,” grunts Karlox, reading my mind. | was hoping sheid burst in and rescue
me. "Got the money?'

"Onitsway. I'm just waiting for payment to arrive.”

Whichistrue. Cicerius owes me plenty for clearing his son, and clearing the Princess. | can't redly
explain thisto Karlox however, and | doubt it would make any differenceif | could. For Karlox it'smore
funif I don't have the money.

"Got aspell ready?' he asks, knowing full well that | haven't.

"No? Not much of a Sorcerer, are you? Not much of anything realy. Apart from agambler. A bad
gambler. Very unlucky. And thisisthe most unlucky day you're ever going to have, fat man.”

One of histhugs laughs. They advance and stand round me, swords drawn.

"What isgoing on here?' demands anow familiar voice. It's Cicerius. | never thought I'd be so
pleased to see him. He gtridesinto my shattered room, agrim frown on his narrow face.

"WeI?" he says, going right up to Karlox and looking him squarely in theface. Thisisalittle
awkward for Karlox. Not only is Cicerius much too important for him to push around, but the
Traditionals use the Brotherhood as muscle during the e ections.

"Some private business, Pragtor,” says Karlox, uncomfortably.

"The gambling debt, no doubt,” says Cicerius.

Of course. | forgot everyonein the city knew about it.

Cicerius motionsto his attendant. The attendant draws out a purse, counts out some coins, and
hands them over to the Brotherhood enforcer.

"Depart,” ordersthe Praetor.

Poor Karlox. He's sadder than a Nigjan whore at thisturn of events. He was looking forward to
doing alittle enforcing on me. He departs, followed by his men.

| rise, grateful at thisturn of events, and thank Cicerius. Helooks at me with disapprova and gives
me abrief lecture on the supidity of gambling, particularly if I'm not good enough to win.

"The money will be deducted from your fee"

Praetor Cicerius, looking more incongruous than ever in his crisgp white togain my shattered room,
informs me that the Princess has been cleared.

"The Consul has been reliably informed that the dragon wasin fact killed by Orcsfrom their
Embassy. Aninterna Orcish power struggle, apparently. The Civil Guardsmen picked up their bodies
herein Twelve Seas." None of thisistrue, of course. It'sjust the story circulated by Bishop Gzekiusto
clear the Princess's name, as promised. " The Orcish Ambassadors are not happy, but as severa of their



Orcswere found in a place they were forbidden to enter, a church, they cannot protest too much. The
Kingisrelieved to learn that his daughter has not beenindulging inillegd activities. It'sa satisfactory
outcome. | don't suppose it'strue?’

| tell him no, it isn't and fill himin on most of the details, including everything | know about the
Bishop's misdemeanours. The Pragtor is shocked to learn the extent of the Bishop's machinations. |
imagine Gzekiuswill find hisinfluence a court waning from now on. Of course Bishop Gzekiuswill now
haveit in for mein no uncertain fashion so it won't hurt to have Cicerius ranged againgt him. Despite
being troubled by what | tell him the Pragtor has to admit that I've done what | was hired to do. The
Princessisin the clear. Soon everyonein Tura will hear rumours that the whole trouble was the fault of
the Orcstrying to stedl the Cloth. There's some truth in that, | suppose. They did sart it when they hired
Glixiusto get it for them, athough events quickly spirdled out of his control.

The Pragtor informs me that he has aready let it be known to the Niojan Ambassador that his
attache Attilan was killed by the rogue Orcs after he stumbled on their crimina activities. Clever of the
Praetor. Gets Tural abit of breathing space. Nioj will still destroy us one day.

Whether it was the Pontifex | saw at Attilan's house or the Elvesthat killed the attaché, | don't
know. The Elves, | think. Now that the Orcs have been blamed, it doesn't seem to matter much.

"Of course our Elvish alieswho sent usthe Cloth are not fully satisfied. We may have shifted the
blame for the theft on to the Orcs but there is fill no sign of the Cloth. Do you know whereit is?'

| shake my head. I've been expecting Ciceriusto give me ahard time about this—| haven't
forgotten Consul Kdius accusing me of lying—but he seems quite prepared to beieve me.

"WEell, | cannot expect you to do everything. | am dready grateful to you for keeping my son out of
court and preserving his reputation. And that of the Prince. However undeserved that may be."

He makesto leave, but hats at the door. "Princess Du-Akal wishes meto pass on her sincere
gratitude," he says, and departs abruptly. As he opens the door the smell of smoke driftsin from the
smouldering buildingsin the street outside.

| muse on the Praetor's words. Not bad. The Princess likes me. Maybe | can do alittle socid
climbing on the back of that. Anything to get out of Twelve Seas. Makri gppears the moment he departs.
Having returned haf-way through hisvisit she has, of course, been listening at the door.

"Lookslike your luck's changing, Thraxas. Everyone's pleased with you. The city officids, the Roya
Family—even the Brotherhood is of f your back.”

| nod. It'strue. Things do look better than afew days ago. My enemies are either pacified or
departed. Apart from Glixius Dragon Kille—with my luck he will have survived the riot—and the
Society of Friends, who will no doubt be mad as hell & me for messing things up for them. | can live with
that.

| stub my toe on something on the floor. It's a bottle of beer. Must've been hidden under the sofa. |
open it and take along swig, then stare out the window at the wreckage outside.

"Somehow you don't seem too pleased,” says Makri.

| turn to face her. "I'm pleased enough, | guess."

"Well you're looking as miserable asaNiojan whore."

| take another drink. "I don't like being given the run-around, Makri. Not by anyone, but
particularly not by you."

Makri raises her eyebrows. | tell her to stop acting innocent.

"The Association of Gentlewomen stole that Cloth, didn't they? Don't bother looking shocked and
per-plexed, you haven't been in civilisation long enough to fool an experienced liar likeme."

Makri continuesto look shocked and perplexed. She denies any knowledge of what 1'm on about.

"Ohyes?I'vewondered dl dong what Hanamas involvement in al thiswas. The Assassinsdon't
hunt for stolen goods, they nate people. It seemed just possible that they would've wanted the
Elvish Cloth for ther guild, to make their own magic-proof room perhaps, but in that case why wasit
aways Hanamawho kept appearing everywhere? Why not some other Assassin? There are plenty of



them. Way too many in fact. But it was dways her. And she'sa difficult woman to shake off, asthe Elves
found out last night."

Makri continuesto be silent. | continueto talk.

"l knew immediately when | saw the Elvesthat Hanamahad killed them. A knife throw to their
hearts before they could even move. Very efficient. Difficult to carry out, of course, given that Elves are
practically impossible to take by surprise, and they move pretty damned quick when they'rein danger.
But not beyond the powers of Hanama. They only outsmarted her before because she was haf drowned
intheflood. | wondered at first how she could possibly have known it was the Elves—after dl, I'd only
just worked it out and | swear no one did before me—then | redised. | mentioned it to the Princess just
before | went after them myself. And to Lisutaris. One of them got a message to Hanama, and fast. Quite
agroup, this Association of Gentlewomen, Makri. Princesses, Assassins, Sorcerers. And barmaids.”

| fix her with agtare.

"Are you suggesting |'ve been passing on infor-mation?" says Makri, not sounding too pleased
about it.

"Wdl, haveyou?'

"No, | have not. And if the Association of Gentlewomen has been pursuing the Elvish Cloth it's
newsto me. Why would they want it anyway?"

"Same reason everybody elsein this city wantsthings. For money. Y ou told me you needed fifty
thousand to buy a Charter. Taking a collection box round Twelve Seasian't going to get you far. But a
nicefat thirty thousand for the Cloth will."

Makri absolutely deniesit. "I don't even believe that Hanamaisin the Association of Gentlewomen.
She'san Assassn.”

"S0? Maybe she fedls she's not making out aswell as she should. Held back from promotion by the
men in the Assassins Guild. And, now | think about it, when she came round on the beach she called you
Makri. Struck me as pretty friendly at the time, for someone you'd only ever seen once before during a
fight. And the Princess passes on her best regardsaswell . . "

We dtare a each other across the room. Makri strides over to me and sticks her nose right in my
face.

"Thraxas," she says, her voice clipped and hogtile. Y ou might be right about the Association.
Maybe Hanama was getting the Cloth for them. | hope she was. We need the money. But | wasn'tinon
it. | wouldn't pass any information about your business behind your back, because you're the only friend |
haveinthisginking city."

Sheglaresat me angrily. | glare back a her. Seconds passin hostile silence. It strikesmethat |
don't havetoo many friendsin thisstinking city ether.

"Y ou've been working too hard, Makri. Let's go downgtairs. I'll buy you adrink."

Chapter Thirty-One

In the aftermath of the Eight-Mile Terror the violence that was gripping Tura fadesinto the
background. The dections are till going ahead, and the Brotherhood and the Society of Friends are ill
struggling to control the dwa market, but in the face of the recent calamity most of the outright hodtility is
ether toned down or suspended atogether. Everyoneistoo busy rebuilding the city, and rebuilding their
lives

Ceriusisnot brought to court, due to the evidence | present to the Consul. Prince Frisen-Akan's
attempt to import narcotics on alarge scale doesn't reach the ears of the public. Ciceriusis pleased on



both counts. Thanks to me he keeps his reputation. What's more, any sort of civic disaster usudly unites
the population behind the Roya Family, which will quite probably hand the dectionsto the Traditionds.
Too good a politician to miss an opportunity, he makes afine series of speechesin the Senate, urging
everyonein Tura to pull together to rebuild the city. It does his eection chancesno harm at al.

The Renowned and Truthful Chronicle of All the World's Events notes that one of the sad
lossesto the city in the recent riot was one of its most powerful Sorcerers, Tas of the Eastern Lightning,
found dead in an dley with a crossbow bolt in his back. The paper laments the fact that amead rioter
could have acquired such aweapon. It didn't take Sarin the Mercilesslong to get rid of him.

"| guessif you've extorted ten thousand gurans, it's better not to have to shareit,” said Makri when
she hearsthe news. "Areyou till keen to meet her again?'

"Absolutely. The sooner Sarin comes back to Turai the better. | could do with some reward money.
I'll soon show her who's number one chariot around here.”

The Avenging Axeis being knocked back into shape. Here, asin the rest of Twelve Seas,
architects and builders are engaged round the clock to put thingsright. Workmen are busy everywhere,
swesting in the heat. Flocks of stals, displaced by fire from their old perches, fight for nesting space on
the roofs of the new buildings. The King openstheroya vaultsto pay for much of thework, whichis
very generous of him, athough cynics might say he was merdly buying his supporters victory inthe
elections.

Persondly, I'min good shape. A fat payment from Cicerius and an extra bonus from the Princess,
not to mention the valuable double unicorn the Elves gave me as aretainer. Plusasolid reputation asa
man who gets things done.

"S0, are you moving back to Thamlin?' asks Makri, who isbusier than ever, with thirsty
bricklayers, roofers, glaziers and architects clamouring for drinks al day.

"Not yet, Makri. The Traditionals might think I'm agood Investigator but they don't want measa
next-door neighbour. It'1l be awhile yet before I'm invited back to the Palace.”

"Who's going to win the election?”

"Probably Cicerius. Which isgood for me. Except Senator L odius and the Populares now redly
didike me. Which isbad for me. | never have any problem making new enemies."

In between shifts Makri has been studying hard and spends long hoursin her room with her books
and scrolls. Undeterred by her experiencein the Fairy Glade, she's had her nose pierced again by Kaby.
It keeps her happy.

| take out two necklaces, and hand oneto her. She stares at it suspicioudly.

"It'sthe Red Elvish Cloth we wrapped round our necks on the night of the Eight-Mile Terror. It
worked pretty well then, so | asked Adtrath Triple Moon to treat it with a pell which means we now
have strong protection against sorcerous attacks. It'sillegal to keep it, but now it's woven into these
necklaces no one's going to know.

Makri putsit on. "Not that | need it,” she says. "I'll trust my swords against magic any day. But you
could dowithit. Try not to pawn it thistime."

"Il do my best."

Kaby and Palax wander in looking tired. They're busking on the streets again. | don't envy them. It's
too hot to work. Fortunately, | don't have to. Not for awhile anyway.

"Another 'Happy Guildsman,' if you please, Gurd.”

He passes over atankard but | notice he's looking glum. "Tanrose is annoyed with me," he
complains. "Shesays| never pay her any attention. What can | do?"

"For God's sake, Gurd, don't you even know the basics? Take her some flowers.”

The ageing Barbarian looks puzzled.

"Howers? Will that help?’

"Of courseit will," | state with confidence.



And it does.

THRAXAS
and the Warrior Monks

Chapter 1

Makri stepsinto the Avenging Axe, her sword at her hip and her philosophy notesin her hand.
Perspiration runs down her neck.

"It's hotter than Orcish hdll out there," she complains.

| grunt in agreement. | don't have the energy to do much more. It's hotter than Orcish hdll in here
too. It'sasmuch as | can do to get my beer up to my mouth.

Makri isdueto start her shift as barmaid. She takes off the man's tunic she wears outdoors and
tossesit behind the bar, then duices some water from the pitcher over her face and neck. It runs down
over her tiny chainmail bikini, agarment that displaysdmost dl of her physique and guarantees a hedthy
flow of tipsfrom the dockers, sailors, Barbarian mercenaries and other low-life who drink in thistavern.

Makri livesinasmall room upgtairs. | dso live here, in acouple of rooms further down the corridor.
My nameis Thraxas, and when the heat isn't so fierce that it'simpossibleto move, | work for aliving asa
Private Invegtigator.

Finest Sorcerous Investigator in the City of Turai saysthe sign on my outside door. Okay, |
admit my sorcerous powers are now limited and diminishing al the time, but while | might not be ableto
perform like a high-class Palace Sorcerer | till know aspell or two. | still have the finely tuned senses
you develop when you study magic. And I'm a determined man when I'm onacase. So | figurethe sign
is accurate enough.

| don't bother mentioning that | charge cheap rates. Everyone knows that aready. Sincel lost my
job at the Palace | wouldn't say my life hasworked out especialy well.

| raise my hand limply, motioning for another beer from Gurd, ageing northern Barbarian and owner
of the Avenging Axe.

"No intention of doing any work, then?" enquires Makri.

| wave my hand dismissively. "Still going strong onthelast fee™

Six weeks ago | helped out Praetor Cicerius, and Ciceriusis an important man in this city. More
important than a Senator. M ore important than a Praetor now in fact, because he just won the el ection
for the post of Deputy Consul, which makes him the second most senior government official after Consul
Kdius, who answers only to the King.

"Yes" | reflect, raisng my beer. "Old Cicerius was pretty generous with hismoney, | have to admit.
As he should've been, of course. He wouldn't have won the election if | hadn't saved his reputation.”

Makri scoffs. Makri scoffsat alot of what | say. | don't mind, usualy. For one thing, she's one of
thefew friends| havein thisfilthy city. For another thing she often helps me out in my work. Not with the
investigating exactly. More with the fighting. Here in Twelve Sesas, the poor and crime-ridden dockland
neighbourhood, people generdly don't like being investigated. Most times I'm on acase | figure I'm going
to have to use my sword at some point or other. Which isokay. I'm pretty good with it. But Makri isan
escapee from the Orcish gladiator pits and consequently one of the most lethal swordswomen ever to
walk the earth. | don't exaggerate. Makri may be only twenty-one and working as abarmaid to put a



little food in her mouth and pay for her classes at the Guild College, but place her sword in one hand, her
axein the other and arow of enemiesin front of her and the carnage can be quite incredible.

For seven years she fought in the Orc dave pits. Aswell as honing her fighting technique to near
perfection, this has aso given her powerful hatred of Orcs. Of course all humans hate Orcs, despite the
pesce tregty in force just now. But Makri's hatred is particularly fierce. Which makesthe fact that she
actualy has some Orc blood in her veinsdl the more difficult for her. Aswell as some EIf blood. She's
certainly an unusua mixture, unusua enough to take considerable abuse for it, dthough when she's
serving drinkswith her long dark hair swinging round her bronze shoulders and her smdl metd bikini
clinging to her perfect figure, | notice the drinkerstend to forget their prejudices.

"Youll put onweight,” says Makri.

| pat my large belly in asatisfied manner.

"Let him be," says Gurd, grinning, as he pulls me another flagon. " Thraxas doesn't like to work too
hard when it's hot. | remember, back in the Orc Wars, we could never get him to do a decent day's
fighting when the sun shone.™

| ignore this quite untruthful Sur on my reputation. Back in the Orc Wars| fought damned hard, |
cantell you. Let them mock. | deserve arest. Thistimelast year | was pounding the dockslooking for a
crazed Half-Orc who had killed eight men and damn near made me the ninth. Now, with afat payment
from Cicerius and no need to work through the rest of the burning hot summer, I'm as happy asan Elf in
atree.

"Another beer, if you please, Gurd.”

Gurd is about fifty. Hisface is weather-beaten and hislong hair is completely grey, but his muscles
are undiminished with age. They bulge as he pours the drink and passesit over the bar.

"Not tempted to get involved in this?' he asks, pointing to an articlein The Renowned and Truthful
Chronicle of All the World's Events, the thin, badly printed news-sheet that specialisesin reporting all
of the many crimes and scandasthat infest Tural. | glance at it.

"Death of aSorcerer? No, | can live without it. He was only aminor Sorcerer, anyway."

The Chronicle reports that the said Sorcerer, Thalius Green Eye, was found dead yesterday at his
housein Thamlin. Poison is suspected and his household servants have been taken into custody. |
remember Thaliusfrom my days a the Palace. He was afairly unimportant figure, more interested in
casting horoscopes for young aristocrats than practisng any serious magic. Which isn't to say his deeth
will betrested lightly. Being a Sorcerer has proved to be unusudly hazardousin Tura recently. Only last
month Tas of the Eastern Lightning was killed dong with Mirius Eagle Rider, both of them connected
with the case | wasworking on. As Sorcerers are important to any state, particularly asmall onelike
Tural, and asthey're not in endless supply, | imagine the Guards will be working away busily on the case.
Let them. If old Thalius annoyed his servants enough that they went and poisoned him, he probably got
what he deserved. Degenerate, these Palace Sorcerers. Dwa addicts, most of them. Or drunks. Or both.

"Another beer, please, Gurd."

| read the rest of the Chronicle. There's enough crime, but that's alwaysthe casein Turai. A
Praetor's been indicted for smuggling dwainto the city, awagonload of gold from the minesin the far
north has been hijacked on itsway to the King's treasury and the house of the Simnian Ambassador has
been burgled.

| toss the news-sheet away. Let the Civil Guard sort it out. That'swhat it's paid for.

The door dams open and two unfamiliar characterswalk in. Fighting men, but not the norma
mercenaries we get round here on their way to join up with the King'sforces. The pair of them march up
to the bar and order beer. Gurd pours them a couple of tankards and they make for atable to rest from
the heat.

Thetdler of thetwo, arough-looking individual with closdly cropped hair and aweatherbeaten
face, halts as he passes my chair. He stares a me. | glance back casudly. | recognise him. | was hoping
he wouldn't recognise me. It would have made my life eeser. Under the table, my hand dides



automatically towards the pommel of my sword.

"Thraxas," he says, spitting out the word.

"Havewe met?' | enquire,

"Y ou know damn well we met. | spent five years on a prison galley because of you.”

"Because of me?| didn't force you to rob that Elvish Ambassador.”

| suppose | did gather the evidence to put him away. He draws his sword with well-practised ease.
His companion follows hislead and with no further discussion they legp towards me with murder in ther
eyes.

I'm out of my chair fast. | may be forty-three years old and have afat belly, but I can till move
when | haveto. Thefirst atacker dashesat mebut | parry and riposte to send him hurtling backwards
with blood spurting from his chest before whirling round to face the other assailant.

The other assailant isadready lying dead. In lesstime than it took me to dispatch my opponent
Makri has grabbed her sword from its place of concealment behind the bar, legped into the fray and dain
him.

"Thanks, Makri."

Gurd now has his old axein his hands and |ooks disappointed there is no one left for him.

"Getting dow," he mutters.

"What was that about?" asks Makri.

"They robbed an Elvish Ambassador to the Imperial Palace. Took his money when hewaslying
drunk in abrothel in Kushni. Civil Guards couldn't find them but | tracked them down. About five years
back. They must have only got off the prison ship a couple of months ago.”

And now they're dead. Every time | put someone away they swear to get me, but they never usudly
carry out their threat. Just my bad luck this pair happened to walk into the Avenging Axe. Or their bad
luck, | suppose.

| frisk the corpses from habit, with no results. Nothing linking them to any of the City's criminal
gangs. Probably they were just enjoying their freedom before embarking on alife of crimeagain. I'd
rather not have had to kill them but | don't care too much. Next time they were convicted of anything
they'd have been hanged anyway. One of them has a purse hanging round his neck but it's empty. Not
even acoin. Their next robbery wouldn't have been too far away.

Blood oozes over thefloor.

"I'll dedl with thismess," says Makri, returning her sword to its hiding place, where it rets alongside
her spare axe and afew knives and throwing stars. Makri likes weapons.

She mops up the blood then bends down to pick up the empty purse that I've discarded on the
floor.

"Nice embroidery,” she says. "l could do with anew one."

She putsit round her neck. Seven yearsin the Orc gladiator pits hasleft Makri fairly immuneto the
effects of death. No qualms about putting a dead man's purse round her neck, provided it's handsomely
embroidered.

Gurd and | drag the bodies outside. No one takes much notice. Corpses on the street are not an
especidly unusua sght in Twelve Seas. Most people are too busy scratching aliving to pay them much
attention.

| grab apassng child and dip him acoin to take a message to the Civil Guardsinforming them of
what has happened. They won't be too bothered about the affair either but as1'm alicensed Investigator,
it paysto keep on theright Side of the law.

Back indde Makri has cleaned up the floor and is polishing the bar. | get mysdlf another beer and sit
down to rest. It's getting hotter by the minute. The bar startsto fill up. The city suffered riots recently and,
as much damage remainsin the sireets, much congtruction isgoing on to repair it. Come lunchtime the
tavernisfull of workers seeking refreshment from their morning shifts on the scaffolding. It's good



businessfor Gurd. Good businessfor Tanrose aswell, who makes and sellsthe food in the tavern. She's
afine cook and | purchase one of her large venison piesfor lunch. With plenty of money |eft after my last
case I've sworn to survive therest of the burning hot summer without working. Thismorning'sfighting
cametoo closeto work for my liking.

"What was an Elvish Ambassador doing drunk in abrothel in Kushni?' enquires Makri, later.

"Enjoying himsdf. HisElf Lord cdled him back to the Southern Idands right afterwardsin disgrace
and it wasdl hushed up herein the city. The King never likes anything that might damage our relaions
withthe Elves

| order mysdlf another beer and wonder if | should have another venison pie. Unexpected activity
tendsto give me a powerful appetite.

"Everything gives you a powerful appetite,” saysMakri, grinning, as she carries on cleaning the
tables.

Chapter 2

After | finish my venison pie, | load up with afew of Tanrose's pastries and buy another beer to
take updtairs.

"Y ou're drinking too much," says Tanrose.

"Needed a hobby after my wife left.”

"Y ou took it up as ahobby long before that.”

| can't deny it.

| have two rooms at the Avenging Axe, one for deeping and one for working. The workroom has
an outside door with steps down to the street outside so clients can visit without coming up through the
tavern. I'm planning to deep the afternoon away but before | can settle down afrantic banging comes at
the door. | open it and ayoung man rushesin, bouncing off me and ending up in the middle of the room
looking scared and confused.

"They'regoing to hang me!" he cries. "Dont let them doit!"

"What? Who?"

"I didn't kill him! It'salie! Help me!"

| glarea him. My rooms arein their usual mess and he's not helping any. He'sin ared state and for
along timel can't make head nor tail of what he's saying. Eventudly | haveto fling himin achair and tell
him to art talking sense or get the hell out of my office. He quietens down, but keeps glancing anxioudy
at the door, asif he's expecting his pursuersto burst in any second.

| walk over to the door and mutter the few short sentences that make up the standard locking spell.
It'sacommon minor spell and you don't have to be particularly skilled in magic to performit, but the
young man seems reassured.

"Now, tel mewhat's going on. I'm too hot to stand around guessing. Who are you, who's after you,
andwhy?'

"The Guards They say | killed Drantaax!"

"Drantaax? The sculptor?*

He nods.

Drantaax isawell-known man in Tura. Best sculptor in town. One of the best anywhere. Well
respected for hiswork, even by the aristocracy, who generdly look down on artisans. His satues
decorate many of Tura'stemples, and even the Roya Pdace.



"Drantaax was murdered last night. But | didn't doit!"

"Why would anybody think you did? And who are you anyway?"

"I'm Grosex, Drantaax's apprentice. | wasworking with him last night. We're busy finishing off the
new statue of Saint Quatinius for the Shrine. We've been working on it for days . . . but now he's dead.
He was stabbed in the back.”

"Where wereyou a the time?'

He was next door. He came through to the workroom and found Drantaax lying dead with aknife
in hisback. Then Drantaax's wife Cdiaarrived and starting screaming.

"Cdiacdled the Guard. All the time she was shouting a me, saying I'd stabbed him. But | didn't.”

He hangs his head. He's running on nervous energy and itsmaking himill. | offer him athazis stick.
Thazis, amild narcatic, istill illegd but everyone usesit—well, everyonein Twelve Seas anyway. Ashe
inhalesthe smoke hisfeaturesrelax.

| demand more details. | frown when | learn that instead of waiting for the Guards he fled the scene.
And he mentions the interesting fact that the knife sticking in Drantaax belonged to him. | raisean
eyebrow. It'snot exactly hard to understand why everyone might think he did it. He's spent the night
hiding in dleyways, wondering what to do, and now he's here, trying to hire a detective who, frankly, is
not too keen to be hired. I'm till too hot, | don't need the work, and for all | know he's guilty as hell.

Helooks pathetic. Even though I'm hardened to most thingsin Tura, | dmost fed sorry for him.

There's more banging on my door.

"Open up, it'sthe Guard.”

| recognisethevoice. It's Tholius. As Prefect of Twelve Seashe'sin charge of the Civil Guard in the
area. Naturally enough he despises me. Guards don't like Private Investigators. It's odd that the Prefect
himsdf is here. Normaly held consider himsalf too important to get out on the streets and do police
work.

| ignore the banging. It doesn't go away.

"Thraxas, open up. | know Grosex isin there."

"No one here but me."

"That's not what our Sorcerer says."

| glance a Grosex. If the Guards reckon the case isimportant enough to track him with an officia
Sorcerer he's certainly in bad trouble.

I'm till deciding what to do when the matter istaken out of my hands. The door groans asthe
Prefect orders his men to bresk it down. It's not much of adoor, and my locking spdll isnot much of a
spell. To my extreme annoyance it cavesin under the weight of heavy Guards boots and they flood in to
my rooms.

| explode with anger. "What the hell do you think you're doing, smashing your way into my rooms?
Y ou can't break your way in here without awarrant!"

Prefect Tholiuswaves awarrant in my face and brushes past me. It's probably not filled in properly,
but | don't bother arguing.

"Onefdse move out of him—arrest him," he orders his Guards.

He confronts young Grosex. The gpprentice, worn out from worry and till dressed in his
dust-covered work tunic, cowers before the yellow-edged officia toga of the Prefect.

"Yourein serioustrouble” ragps Tholius, grabbing Grosex roughly by histunic. "Why did you kill
the sculptor?”

The apprentice hopelessy protests hisinnocence. Prefect Tholius sneers, then shoves himinto the
waiting arms of two large Guards.

"Take him away. If hetriesto run, kill him. And asfor you, Thraxas. . ." Heturnson me. "Don't
dareinterfere with the law again. If | so much as hear arumour you'reinvolved in thiscase I'll be down
onyou like abad spdl.”



Heturnsto go, but halts at the ruined door.

"Fed freetofileaclaim for compensation from the authorities,” he says, laughing. Any such clam
would have to go to the Prefect for authorisation.

After bagging his suspect and insulting me the Prefect is as happy as an Elf in atree and walks off
amiling. The Guards depart, dragging young Grosex with them. My last sight of him, he's being hauled
down the gtairsinto a covered Guard wagon, still patheticdly protesting hisinnocence.

| shut what's |eft of my door. | finish the rest of my beer, then head downstairsto see Makri.

"I'mworking," | tdll her. "Got acase.”

"Sncewhen?'

"Since Prefect Tholius smashed down my door and dragged a client of mine away to prison. | didn't
want to work, but | am now angrier than awounded dragon and | will consequently move heaven, earth
and the three moonsin order to demongtrate to Tholiusthat | am not aman to be treated in thisway. I'm
off to investigate. Seeyou later.”

| march out into Quintessence Street with my sword at my hip and grim fedingsin my heart. When |
was Senior Investigator at the Palace people used to treat me with respect. I'vefalen along way since
then but I'm damned if I'm going to let some petty tyrant like Prefect Tholiuswalk al over me.

It's hotter than Orcish hell out here and the stink of fish from the harbour market hangsthick in the
air. | haveto pick my way over mounds of rubble around the site of some new congtruction where the
old houses were destroyed in theriots. In their place acontractor israisng new blocks of tenementson
ether side of the narrow street. Four Storeysisthelegd maximumin Tura but they'll probably go higher.
More profit for the builders and dum landlords. And Tholius. Prefects oversee the building in their area
and Tholiusrakesin afair amount in bribes by turning ablind eyeto things. Perks of hisjob. Most
Prefects are the same. So are the Pragtors. Corruption goes along way up in this city. The building
contractors themsalves are in league with the Brotherhood, the crimina organisation that runs the south of
the city. They haveto be. Y ou can't do much around here unless the Brotherhood isinvolved.

There aretwo Civil Guard gationsin Tura. The main one nearby is commanded by Prefect Tholius
and asmadller one down by the docksis under the charge of Captain Rallee. | know him well, but he
resolutely refusesto alow any of his men to pass on any information to me. | also have acontact at the
main station, Guardsman Jevox, who's not above passing me the odd fragment of information since | got
hisfather off arap afew years back, but | can't risk running into the Prefect again so soon. Tholius
doesn't spend too much time here—most often he'slounging around in some brothd or bar in Kushni,
spending the gurans he's extorted—but he might well still be around, questioning poor Grosex.

The matter is decided when Guardsman Jevox comes out of the station and makes afrantic warning
face ashe seesme. | step out of sight around the corner. Peering round, | catch sight of Tholius and two
Guards leading Grosex in handcuffsinto a covered wagon. They drive off, with Jevox forming part of the
horse escort. My officid enquirieswill have to wait. Which brings me swiftly to some unofficia ones. |
walk on, ignoring the beggars. There'stoo many of them to do anything else.

At theend of Quintessence Street | turn into Tranquillity Lane, amiserable and filthy little alleyway
full of progtitutes and dwa addicts. The progtitutesignore me. The dwa addicts hold out their hands,
begging. Since dwa, apowerful drug, swept the city afew years back there are more and more addicts
loitering on the streets, making Twelve Seas a dangerous place to walk around after dark—or at any
time, redly.

Some way dong Tranquillity Laneisthe Mermaid, atavern so disreputable that no one with any
sense, breeding or dignity would go within amile of the place. | seem to end up here often. Kerk, an
informer of mine, can usudly be found here, dumped at atable or lying on thefloor if the dwahas got to
him. Kerk deals dwato support his habit and comes across much useful information, which he sdlls, dso
to support his habit.

| find him outside the tavern, lying on the sun-baked earth. There's an empty flagon of de by hisfeet
and theair around him has the digtinctive aromaof burning dwa



| nudge him awake with my foot. He stares up at me with hislarge eyes, eyesthat suggest that
somewhere dong the line therés Elvish blood in hisfamily, which wouldn't be dl that Strange. Elves
vigting the cities of men are not above romantic liaisons with the prostitutes that work here. The Southern
Idands of the Elves are paradise on earth, but they're short on progtitution. | guess the young Elves have
to satisfy their urges somehow.

"What do you want?' mumbles Kerk.

"Y ou know anything about Drantaax?"

He holds out his hand automaticdly. | drop asmal coininto his palm, atenth of aguran.

"Sculptor. Got killed lagt night.”

"Y ou know anything s=?'

" Stabbed by his apprentice. So they say."

By the expressonin hiseyes| guess he knowsalittle more. | drop another coininto hispam.

"The gpprentice was degping with hiswife."

"Isthat rumoured or certified fact?'

"Rumour. But astrong one.”

The sun beats down. In the narrow confines of Tranquillity Laneit is closeto unbearable. I've
marched over deserts that were cooler than this. Kerk knows nothing el se but says helll keep hisear to
the ground. | give him another coin and he hauls himsdlf to hisfeet, now having sufficient money to buy
some dwa

| turn and leave. Not much news from Kerk, but interesting enough. Always makes things more
interesting when the apprentice is degping with the master's wife. Unfortunately it aso makesit more
likely that Grosex did kill him, which issomething | don't want to be true, though I've no real reason for
holding him to be innocent, gpart from avague feding that he wasn't lying. And my intense didike of
Prefect Tholius

Stds, the small black birdsthat infest the city, Sit brooding in the heat dong thewalls of the dley.
They risein the air, squawking, asthey are disturbed by a stone tossed by a youth wearing the yellow
bandannawhich marks him out as amember of the Koolu Kings, the local youth gang. He picks up
another stone.

"Tossthat in my direction, kid, and I'll ram it down your throat then rot your gutswith aspell.”

He backs off. Being an Investigator, I'm not exactly popular with the Koolu Kings, but they know
not to messwith me. When I'm on a case on ahot day like thisI'm not aman to laugh and joke with.

He sneersas| walk past. | sneer back. Kids. They used to stedl fruit from the market till dwa swept
the city. Now they rob people at knifepoint to buy drugs. Tura isgoing to hell, and quickly. If the
population doesn't just riot, stedl and drug itsway to extinction then King Lamachus of Nioj will sweep
down from the north and wipe us off the face off the earth. All he needsisan excuse, and not a
particularly good one at that.

Having at least made alittle progress| decide to call back in at the Avenging Axe before heading
off to seewhat | can find out at Drantaax's studio. If 1've got awhole day's investigating in front of mel
need a beer, and maybe some food. It'saso in my mind that | should check afew spellsin my books. |
fredly admit that I'm not much of a Sorcerer these days—I evenfind it too tiring to carry the sandard
protection spell around in my head—but | am still able to work atrick or two. It annoyed the hell out of
me that Prefect Tholius was ableto waltz in and arrest Grosex right under my nose. Very bad for my
reputation, if my clients get dragged away like that.

I'm preoccupied with dodging the rubble in the street outside so it takes me a second or two to
focuson thefigurethat greetsme as | walk into the tavern. I'm used to fairly strange spectacleson the
dreetsof Turai: chanting pilgrims, hulking northern Barbarians, the occasiond green-clad Elf. Closer to
home, Makri hersdf isan exotic sght with her red-bronze skin bulging out of her chainmail bikini.
Furthermore she has recently had her nose pierced with aring, avery unusua sight in thiscity, and one
that | strongly disapprove of. It was done for her by Palax and Kaby, apair of travelling buskers and



musi cianswho are an even more colourful young pair, with their hair dyed bright colours, their clothes
even brighter and multiple facia piercingsto boot. But it doesn't prepare me for the sSght of ayoung
woman in bare fest—aridiculousy dangerous thing to do given the state of the streets—wearing along
skirt dyed with the signs of the zodiac and a garland of flowerswoven into her hair.

| blink stupidly as she standsin front of me. | can't think of any reason she would not be wearing
shoes.

"Hey, Thraxas," says Makri, appearing with atray. "Thisis Dandelion. She wantsto hire you."

Before | have time to object that no one can possibly be called Dandelion she takes my hand, stares
deeply into my eyes and pronounces that's she's sure she's come to the right man.

"I cantdl you have asympathetic soul."

Makri is sniggering somewhere in the background.

"Y ou want to hire me?"

"Y es. On behdf of the dolphins.”

"The dolphins?’

"Thedolphinsthat livein the bay."

"The onesthat can talk to humans,” chipsin Makri.

| grunt. It's said that the dolphins can talk. Persondly, | find it hard to believe.

"They sngaswdl," adds Danddion, brightly.

I'm struggling to keep my temper under control.

"I'm abusy man. Isthere any point in thiswildlife lecture?'

"Why, yes. The dolphins arein terrible trouble. Someone has stolen their hedling stone. They want
to hireyou to get it back."

"Ther heding sone?"

"That'sright. It'svery preciousto them. It fell from the sky."

Dandelion smiles swestly. | abandon all effortsto keep my temper.

"Will you move out the way, please? I'm abusy man and I'm working on acase. A red case. A
murder. I've got no time to stand here and listen to some fool with flowersin her hair ramble on about
dolphins and a heding stone that fell from the sky. Now, excuse me."

| brush my way past. Dandelion legpsin front of me.

"But you must hep them!™”

"Find another Invedtigetor.”

"The dolphins want you. They've agreed that you're in tune with them at avery deep levd."

It'sasmuch as| can do to avoid dapping her. Makri, | note, isfinding the whole thing highly
amusaing. Fine. Let her go and help the dolphins. | have amurder to investigate. | march up the sairs, not
even stopping for my beer. | need something stronger and hunt out a bottle of klee, the spirit distilled
locdlly inthe hills outside the city. After my recent successes I've bought a better brand than | could
normaly afford. It still burns my throat asit goes down. | shake my head, and take another drink. Taking
dolphinsindeed. I've enough problems with Orcs, Elves and Humans. Thefish can look after themselves.

Chapter 3

After the digtraction of the ridiculous Dandelion and her dolphin ramblings| return to the red world
and head off towards Drantaax's workshop. I've dready walked more than enough inthisheat so | hirea
landus and sit back and let the small horse-drawn carriage take me out of Twelve Seas and north into



Pashish. Pashish isacamer areathan Twelve Seas, home to the poor but respectable workers and their
familieswho keep this city going. Thereisn't much wedth here but the streets are alittle wider and less
sordid than those close to the harbour. My friend Astrath Triple Moon, the Sorcerer, lives close by and
I'll probably cdl in onhim later.

Whileriding I'm thinking about two things. One, who killed Drantaax? Two, who isgoing to pay me
to find out? Asthe heat of my anger from Tholiussinvasion of my roomsfadesalittle, it strikesmethat |
have plunged into a case without receiving afee, which isunusud for me. | don't do thisfor fun. It'smy
living. Technically | don't even have aclient. Grosex was apprehended before he had time to hire me.
The worrying thought occurs that being a young apprentice he might not have any money. He might have
spent al his meagre wages on presents for the sculptor's wife.

I'll have to hope for the best. Just because I'm not actually desperate for money doesn't mean that
I've suddenly come over dl charitable. Theway my life goesthese days, I'll be poor again soon enough.
Probably right after the next chariot race.

Thelandusishdted at acorner by apassing group of chanting pilgrims on their way to visit the
ghrine of Saint Quatinius over on the west side of the city. | reach out and grab a news-sheet from a
vendor. The Renowned and Truthful Chronicle of All the World's Events is always keen to report
lurid goings-on and the desth of the scul ptor isamajor story. Murder iscommon in thiscity, but
Drantaax was well enough known for it to be big news. A number of different artissswork in Tura,
atracted by the wedth that ill circulates among our decadent upper classes, but none was as renowned
as Drantaax.

The news-sheet saysthat the statue he was working on, alife-sze figure of Saint Quatinius on
horseback, was partly funded by the True Churchin Nigj. It describes the crime without much detail,
then goes on to report that the statueismissing. | presume this must be amisprint. We have many smart
crimindsin Tura but | can't imagine anyone making off unnoticed with alife-sze bronze statue of aman
on horseback. God knows what it would weigh. The Niojan angleis bad newsthough. Nigj isa
fundamentdist sate. Their King isadso their Chief Pontifex and ardigious fanatic to boot, so thiswill give
them plenty of reason to be annoyed with Turai.

Drantaax's house islocated at the far end of Pashish, where things start to get alittle more
comfortable. The streets are clean and the pavement isin good repair. | dismount ablock away, pay the
driver, and wak up. The house and workshop are guarded outside by two Civil Guards. When | inform
them I'm here on business they stare at me stony-faced and refuse to budge.

"That'sal we need," comes avoice from behind me. “Thraxas poking hisfat belly into Guard
meatters”

| turn round. "Hello, Captain Ralee. Glad to see you're on the case.”

"Well, it's not mutua. What do you want?"

Captain Rallee and | go back along way. We fought together in the Orc Wars. Along with Gurd,
we had some hair-raising times, which | dill regale an audience with while drinking in the Avenging Axe.
After thewar, when | was Senior Investigator at the Paace, Captain Rallee dso spent alot of timethere
beforefdling out of favour with Deputy Consul Rittius and finding himsdlf once more pounding the
dreets. His Guard station down at the harbour isin one of the toughest patches in town, which is saying
something. Rallee doesn't mind that'sit's rough—he's not the sort of man to flinch from his duty—but he
fedlsaman of his experience should have moved on to something better by now.

Though we were oncefairly close and were a so both bounced out of the Pdace by Rittius, weve
grown gpart in the past few years. I'm freelance now, and Ralleg's a Guard, and these two breeds are
never comfortable with each other. The Captain has done me the odd favour and he knows I'm no foal,
but finding him on the caseis ho guarantee of any inside help.

"How'slifein the Civil Guard?'

"Better than rowing adave galey. There again, with you around, maybe not."

| tell him he'slooking well, which istrue. He carries his age better than | do. His hair hangs down his



back in athick pony tail, as does mine, but hisisblond and shining. So is his moustache. Mineis starting
to show sgnsof grey. | imaginetheladiesill like him.

The Captain brushes asde my compliment. ™Y ou working on this or just poking your nosein for the
sakeof it?'

"Jugt earning aliving, Captain. Grosex hired me before Tholius got to him."”

"The apprentice? He hired you? What with?"

"He paid my standard retainer,” | lie.

The Captain snorts and tellsme it'swell known that Grosex didn't have apenny to his name, never
mind athirty-guran retainer to hire an Investigator.

"Soisit true he was having an affair with Drantaax's wife?'

The Captain shrugs. " So they say. Something was making Cdiahappy anyway, according to the
savants”

"Whereishe now?'

"Prison. And you're not going to see him. Tholius has him locked up tight and he's not going to risk
any of hiscredit for aquick arrest by letting you interfere. Thisis bad, Thraxas. The True Churchin Tura
spent along time persuading the Niojan Church to help fund the statue. They were going to invite some
Niojan clerics down for the inauguration ceremony. Meant to help us get dong better | guess. Now the
sculptor's dead and the statue's gone. King Lamachuswon't like that at all.”

"Where'sthewife? | need to spesk to her."

"You cant."

I'm getting annoyed at this. "What's egting you, Captain? Since when is an Investigator forbidden to
talk to awitness?'

"No one'sforbidding anything. Y ou can't speak to her because she's missing. Took a hike before
we got here"

According to the Captain, Caiasent aservant to aert the Guards after Drantaax's body was found.
When they arrived shed gone.

"No one saw her leave. Cdiadipped off amid the confusion. So now we have one dead sculptor,
onemissing wife and one missng satue.”

"The statueisredly gone? How could anyone moveit?'

The Captain shrugs. "No idea. But it'sgone dl right. All two tonsof it.”

"Tholiustraced Grosex to my place with a Sorcerer. Can't the Sorcerer find the statue?”

"Apparently not. And no, before you ask, no traces of sorcery were found at the scene. Our men
went over the whole place without finding the dightest trace of anything magica. How the statue managed
to disappear isamystery. The servants swear that Drantaax was working on the statue that morning.
Drantaax's wife found the body right after he waskilled, so there was no time for the statue to disappear.
Butit did."

"Why is Tholius so sure Grosex did it?"

"Grosex's knife was sticking in the corpse.”

"S0? That doesn't mean anything. Anyone could have used hisknife.”

"Maybe. Well see what our Sorcerer says when he examines the weapon, but | figure helll find
Grosx'sauraonit dl right. Now, I'm busy. If you don't mind I'll get on with my work."

"l need to seeinside.”

"Gotohdl."

Captain Rallee used to beliaison officer between the Abode of Justice, which controls the Civil
Guard, and Palace Security. A nice comfy job, though after many years at the sharp end of crimein Turai
he deserved it. Now he's back pounding the streets and he doesn't like it a al. Heisrarely in the best of
moods.

"Come on, what's the matter? | havearight togoin.”



" 'What's the matter? What's the matter is| have Prefect Tholius on my tail looking for thisoneto
be wrapped up quickly so we can keep Nigj and the True Church happy and | already have Consul
Kaiusonmy tail about the King's hijacked gold shipment, aswell asamillion other things, from pilgrims
being robbed at the shrine to eight dwarrdated killings in Kushni in the past two days. Isthat enough for
you?'

| make sympathetic noises but point out that as the officia representative of Grosex | have alega
right to examine the scene of the crime. The Captain pondersfor awhile. He doesn't want me inside but,
to befair to him, he'snot aman to flout the law.

"Takealook, then. If Tholius appears and chucksyou injail, don't come crying to me."

At this moment, as we are about to enter the house, the call for afternoon prayers rings out from the
many towers scattered throughout the city and we are dl obliged to knedl with our heads bowed to the
ground. Therésno avoiding thisin Tural. Threetimes aday we have officid prayers and anyone not
found knedling isin trouble with the authorities. So | knedl and pray next to Captain Rallee and thetwo
Guards, which isfunny in away, though often while working I've found mysdf obliged to pray in far
stranger company. I've even found mysalf fighting an opponent when the call rang out, and been obliged
to knedl down beside him, pray, then stand up again and kill him. At least he went to meet his maker well
prepared.

The heat isintense and | have to struggle to stay awake. When the call for the end of prayersrings
out | drag mysdlf wearily to my feet.

"You're getting dow, Thraxas," says Captain Rallee. "It'stime you got off the streets. Try opening a
tavern.”

"I'd drink mysdlf out of business

We enter the house, and | quickly get down to examining the scene of the crime under the watchful
eye of aGuard who's assigned to follow me and make sure | don't do anything | shouldn't.

Drantaax's house is a standard enough building, alittle grander than most but nothing specid. If it
wasn't for the exquisite statues decorating the rooms, garden and central courtyard it could be the
dwelling place of any moderately prosperous businessman. The statues are beautiful though. Even an
untrained eye such asmine can tell a aglance that they are of ahigher quality than most thingsyou find
around our citiestemplesand libraries.

Drantaax's large workshop isjoined on to the back of the house but there isn't much to see at the
scene of the crime, other than afaint blood stain where the body was and alarge empty space where the
statue ought to be. | concentrate to seeif | can detect the aura of magic, but | can't. I'm pretty sure none
has been used here in the past few days. According to Captain Rallee the statue was definitely here
yesterday. It was seen by the Pontifex from the True Church, sent to see how it was progressing.

The statue was a bronze cast. Drantaax carvesit out of plaster, then sendsit to afoundry who casts
it for him and shipsit back in Sx pieces. After that the sculptor puts the pieces together, filesit down,
makes any final adjustments, and there you are, one bronze satue. Statues of that kind are hollow inside
but Drantaax had finished assembling it so it must have weighed a couple of tons, saint, horse and plinth.

And now it'sgone. Vanished. No one saw athing. When the statue wasfinished it would have
taken ax men with lifting gear and aspecialy strengthened cart to moveit out. | study the winches a the
end of the workshop designed for moving the heavy artifices. A cumbersome process, I'm sure. Not
something you could do in ahurry. But someone did shift it, and no one saw athing. None of the
neighbours or any bystander the Guard has been able to trace saw anything unusua in or around the
house. A beggar sits across the street every day and he swears that no wagon |eft the yard on the day of
the murder.

"It can't just have disappeared.”

Captain Rdleeinforms medryly that hed dready worked that out for himself.

"And Old Hasius the Brilliant says no sorcery wasinvolved? Very strange.”

Other statues are in the workshop, some still being worked on, others now complete. Fine statues,



vauable, | imagine, to acollector. All of them are smdler, some of them only busts that one man could
carry. So why did the thief choose to take such amassive thing with him instead? It would be impossible
to s, evenin Tural, favoured home of the crooked merchant.

Outsde the workshop is aflowerbed where asmall sculptured WWood Nymph reclinesin abed of
red flowers. The flowers have lasted wdll in the fierce summer heet, but are now starting to wilt. Petds
cover the path, making asmall red patch. With atiny piece of yellow inthe middle. | bend down for a
closer look. There are afew yellow petalsin among thered. | glance at the flowerbed again. None of the
flowersthere are yellow. Strange. Maybe there were only afew yellow petalsand they dl fell off?
Maybe not. | pick up the yellow petals and place them in the small pouch at my hip | carry for such
occasions.

| look around a short while more without learning anything. Captain Raleetells me he has no leads
on the whereabouts of Drantaax's wife. If he knows anything, heisn't saying. He has dl three of
Drantaax’s servants|locked up for questioning and there doesn't seem any immediate prospect of me
being ableto seethem. | figureit'stimeto leave.

| need to see Grosex quickly but asI'm close to the home of Agtrath Triple Moon | decideto call in
therefirst. Adtrath isa Sorcerer, and agood one, and he might be able to help.

While walking down the street it strikes me that I'm being followed. | can dwaystdl, have an
ingtinct for it. It's part of the sengitivity | devel oped as ayoung Sorcerer's Apprentice and it served me
well when | wasamercenary. Thefedingisill therewhen | reach Astrath'shouse. Asl ring hisbell |
quickly look round, but no oneisin sight.

A servant leads meinto the house which isagreat ded smdler than you would expect for the home
of apowerful Sorcerer like Astrath Triple Moon. Like me, he's come down in the world. Astrath found
himself in trouble a couple of years ago and islucky to till beinthecity at dl. Hewas employed as
officid Sorcerer at the Stadium Superbius, with responsibility for seeing that al the fights and chariot
races were above board and not influenced by magic.

The citizensof Tural are very sendtive about this—no one wantsto bet on achariot and then find
it's been hexed—so the resident Sorcerer has an important job. After a series of strange results the word
went around that Astrath was taking bribesto turn a blind eye to sorcerous interference. Hewasin grave
danger of alengthy prison sentence or possibly apublic lynching till I dug around alittle and cleared his
name—well, not exactly cleared hisname, ashewasin fact guilty ashell, but | muddied the water enough
that no proof could be brought to court. Astrath consequently managed to avoid expulsion from the
Sorcerers Guild but he was compelled to quit hisjob. The scanda forced him out of hislavishvillain
Thamlin and landed him here in Pashish, ministering to the needs of the poor.

| often ask him for advice. He might have aweakness for taking bribes but he's sharp as an Elf's ear
on all things sorcerous. He's dso a generous man with hisfood and drink, and generaly pleased to see
me. None of hisold buddiesin the Sorcerers Guild would come within amile of him these days, which
leaves him short of intelligent conversation.

Asl wak in hesaready ingtructing aservant to bring in wine and fruit. Hissmdl front roomis
crammed full of books, potions and other magica parapherndiaand he hasto brush severd rolls of
paper away to make space for the decanter.

"How'slife?" | ask.

"Better than rowing adave gdley, but not much. If | have to draw up another horoscope for the
locd fishwife | swear I'll poison her next catch. Gets me down, Thraxas. The woman has fourteen
children and she wants to know everything the future holds for each one of them. How the hell am |
meant to know if her saventh daughter is going to make agood marriage?"

He sighs, and pours somewine. We chat for awhile about affairsin the city, speculating whether
things might improve now Ciceriusis Deputy Consul, and if war with Nigj or Matteshislikely.

"Y ou hear about Drantaax?"

Adtrath has. "Fine sculptor. Assoon as | heard about it | checked the conjunctionsto seeif | could



learn anything, but they're way off."

Powerful Sorcerers such as Agtrath Triple Moon can sometimes look back in time. Fortunately for
thecriminalsof Tura, it'savery difficult feat, and completely impossibleif the three moonswerein the
wrong phases when compared with their current position in the sky. Occasiondly the Sorcerers at the
Abode of Jugtice have pulled off aspectacular coup in difficult crimina cases by peering through time and
identifying precisaly who was there and what happened, but it's a very rare occurrence. Mogt often the
Guards have to pound the streets asking questions, the same as me.

| fill himin onwhat | know of the case and ask him about the Satue. "Any ideas how it could have
been moved?'

He strokes his beard. Beards are uncommon in Tural but they're favoured by Sorcerersand afew
other guilds, like the Tutors and the Storytellers for instance.

"Nosgnof magica dl?'

"None. Guards didn't find any and I'd swear nobody had uttered a spell there recently. | might not
have made it much past Apprentice Sorcerer but in my line of work you learn to recogniseit.”

"A good Sorcerer might be able to hideit, Thraxas. Which Guard Sorcerer checked the place out?’

"Old Hadusthe Brilliant."

"Old Hasius himsdlf, eh? Must be important if the Guard got him down from the Abode of Justice.
Wi, that changesthings. No Sorcerer could hide dl traces of hisauraor his spellsfrom Old Hasius.
Hesacranky old soul, but he knows his magic. The statue must have been carried out manually.”

"Impossible. Therewasn't time. It wasthere in the morning. Various people will swear toit. And
Drantaax's workshop is on the main street in Pashish. Thereisno way that someone wouldn't have seen
it being removed on awagon. It would have taken six men and an hour to load it. Mgjor operation. But
no one saw athing. The statue just vanished. | know that Old Hasius the Brilliant's been scanning the city
for it, but he can't find athing.”

Adtrath agreesthat the whole thing is very odd but can't offer any suggestions. "When it comesright
downto it, Thraxas, doesit matter to you what happened to the statue? If you just want to clear Grosex
of themurder, | mean.”

"Good point, Adtrath. 1t might not matter at dl if | can find some other angle. But the Prefect has
him locked up tight and it's hard to get alead. | guessif | knew where the statue was I'd probably find
out what was behind it all. And it might produce some results for the Guard Sorcerers once they had a
good look at the aura.”

He agreesto scan the city himself to seeif he can come up with anything.

Beforel go | ask him if he has any suggestions for preventing arepest of this morning's debacle
where Tholius walked in and took Grosex away.

"Aninvighility spell?" he suggests. "Make your client unseesble by the authorities.™

"Way beyond me, I'm afraid. | could never get it to work. My powers don't rise much above the
deep spdll for knocking out opponents these days.”

"Hmm."

Hetakes hisgrimoire off ashef and hunts through the index. "How about this? Temporary
bafflement. Smple little spell. Makes anyone searching your rooms very confused indeed. Not fool proof,
of coursg, if you're up againgt anyone strong-willed enough, but it should be enough of adigtractionto let
you concedl anyone from nosy Civil Guards.”

That sounds like it might work. | thank him, finish up my wine and take my leave. After the coolness
of Adtrath's house the evening streets are still unbearably hot, and walking home | am followed again. |
don't try to shake them, preferring instead to discover their identity, but the culprit istricky and | fail to
get aglimpseof him.

Back at the Avenging Axe Makri has finished her shift and is about to disappear up to her room to
study mathematics, which is part of her course at the Guild College. It is Makri'sambition to attend the
Imperid University. Thisisimpossible asthe Imperid Univergty does not admit women students. It only



admitsthe sons of Senators or the richest of our merchants, and it is certainly not likely to accept anyone
with Orc blood in her veins. Despite this, Makri refusesto be deterred.

"The Guild College didn't want to admit me either,” she points out. "And look how well I'm doing
there

"Last week you had afight with eight of your fellow students.”

"They insulted my ears™

One consequence of Makri's unusua parentage isthat her ears are rather pointed, though as her
hair is so long and thick, they're usualy hidden from view.

"So?1'veinsulted your ears plenty of times."

"Y ou're adrunken oaf who doesn't know any better," counters Makri. " Students ought to be palite.
Anyway, | wouldn't redly cdl it afight. Most of them just ran away. And | passed the philosophy exam
right afterwards."

| notice that Makri has secreted afew thazis sticks from behind the bar among her sheaf of papers.
| take one from her aswewak upgtairs.

"Better not let Gurd catch you steding histhazis."

"He should pay me better. Why wouldn't you help the dolphins?’

"Help the dolphins?'Y ou mean work for Dandelion?Y ou must bejoking. I'm an Investigator on a
murder case. | haven't the time to traipse round after some socid mifit with flowersin her hair listening to
some so-called talking dolphins bleat about their healing stone. The woman was obvioudy insane.”

Makri laughs. "l liked her."

"Only because you aways like people that outrage me."

"Likewho?"

"Like Hanamathe Assassin, that's who. Woman damn near killed me and now you go to meetings
with her."

Thisisadight source of friction between mysdf and Makri. Makri has become involved with the
Association of Gentlewomen, agroup formed to advance the rights of women in Turai, which, it must be
admitted, arerather limited. Can't join the guilds for one thing, apart from afew specidised oneslike the
Sorcerers and the Assassins. Can't join the Honourable Association of Merchants either, which putsa
serious block on business opportunities and such like. Can't vote, can't sit in the Senate. Nor are they
alowed in the luxurious baths and gymnasia up town. Which, | must admit, never troubled me unduly till
Makri became involved with the Association and started making abig deal about it.

I'm willing to go ong with her views, | guess. It's no skin off my nose. Aslong as| contribute a
guran or two to Makri's collections, it keeps her off my back. However, as| learned to my cost recently,
membership of the Association of Gentlewomen has grown adarmingly recently. It would be agreat
surpriseto most citizensof Turai if they knew, for instance, that not only did the Association have the
support of the likes of Minarixathe baker and Chiaraxi the herba hedler, but it can count on the covert
support of Princess Du-Aka, third in line to the throne. The King certainly won't be amused if he finds
that out. Nor will the True Church, who regard the Association as an abomination.

Lisutaris, Midtress of the Sky, avery powerful Sorcerer when she can stay away from her
waterpipe, isanother supporter. Strangest of al, I'm pretty sure that Hanama, number threein the
Assassns Guild, isin there aswell. The thought of Makri attending secret meetings with these people
makes me worry that possibly some peoplein the city who shouldn't know my business might
occasiondly belearning afew thingsthey oughtn't. Not that Makri would ever knowingly betray any of
my secrets, of course, but she's only been in the city ayear and remains unsophisticated in the ways of
civilisation. She sometimes gets cheeted in the market. Shefindsit awkward using cutlery. | can il lieto
her and get away withit.

Makri goes off along the corridor to study. | go to deep.



Chapter 4

Next day I'm awake so early | dmost catch morning prayers, which | haven't donefor years.
Despite my prompt start it'samorning of complete frustration. | take alandus up to the prison but | can't
get to see Grosex. All prisoners have the legd right to see their representatives, which in this case
includesme, but in Turai legd niceties aren't dways respected and I'm turned away at the prison with the
abrupt newsthat Grosex is not seeing anyone. When | protest loud and long about it an official asksme
to produce evidence that | have in fact been employed by Grosex to investigate his case.

"Prefect Tholius dragged him off before he could write my authorisation.”

And that doesn't get me anywhere at al. Obvioudy the authorities want this wrapped up quickly
without the bother of anyone constructing a reasonable defence. Grosex'stria is scheduled for next week
and if this Situation continues hell certainly hang. Drantaax was valued by the city, and public opinionis
baying for hiskiller'sblood.

| curse my lack of influence with officidsin thistown. | have plenty of contactsin the underworld,
but since getting booted out of the Palace many powerful doors have been dammed shut.

It strikes methat Cicerius, our new Deputy Consul, might be willing to go out on alimb for me after
the good service | rendered him recently, but Ciceriusis away on officiad busnessin Mattesh, so | am for
the moment stuck.

If I can't see Grosex then | should certainly see Drantaax's wife but all my enquiries|ead nowhere,
No one saw her go and no one has any information as to where she might be. She hasonereaivein
town, a brother who works in awarehouse down at the docks. He can't tell me anything and doesn't
seem to care much. They never got on, apparently.

"Was she having an affair with the apprentice?’ | ask him.

"Probably,” hereplies, indicating it'stime for meto be on my way. | hang around to be awkward
but learn no more than the fact that we're bringing in alot of wheat by ship these days.

I'm interested that Drantaax's wife Calia comes from afamily of dock workers. Means she married
above her class. Drantaax isn't an aristocrat but a successful sculptor ranks some way above your
standard manua labourer. Everybody in Tura is conscious of such adigtinction.

| vigit the Guard station when Tholiusis away but Guardsman Jevox doesn't know where Cdiais
and doesn't think the Guards have any redl leads.

"It can't be that easy for awoman with no family to hidein the city. Wherewould she go? The
servants claim she couldn't have taken any money with her. And why did she disappear?

"Maybe shekilled him so she could set up with the apprentice,”" suggests Jevox.

"Wadll, if shedid it was pretty carelessto use hisknife and get him hanged asaresult.”

| wonder about Caiaand Grosex. If they wereredly having an affair it seems strange that she
would take to her hedsand leave himin the lurch.

Jevox tells me he used to know her when she il lived down by the harbour. He remembers her as
avery beautiful young woman.

"No surprise when she married awedthy sculptor. If shedd held out she could probably have gone
even higher.”

Jevox isbusy. Tholiusisgiving hismen ahard time because Senator Lodius, who leadsthe
opposition party, the Populares, is using the recent wave of crime as astick to beat the Traditionals with.

"Foreign Ambassadors houses burgled!" heroarsin the Senate. "Gold stolen from the King!
Honest citizens murdered in the streetsl Dwa spreading like a curse through the city! And what are our
representatives doing about this criss?!



There's more more to the speech, asreported in the Chronicle, and it naturally makes every city
officia from Consul Kaius downwards uncomfortable. Senator Lodiuss Populares suffered adight
reversein the dections afew months back, but he's fill apowerful man in the city, capable of causing
any amount of problemsif he gtirs up the mob. So the Civil Guards are dl working overtimeto try and
solve afew outstanding crimes and they're none too pleased about it. | leave Jevox staring glumly a a
pile of witness reports concerning a dwa-related murder at the docks. None of the witnesses seem to
have seen anything, which is usudly the case when powerful dwa gangs commit violence.

If I had something belonging to Calial might be able to work aspell to locate her but | have
nothing. | go back to the sculptor's house but it is now locked tight and guarded and nothing | can say
will get meingde. | curse mysdf for not taking something when | had the chance before. However, the
Guards Sorcererswon't make any progressin this direction either because the moons won't be back in
theright conjunction for severd months. Grosex can't wait severa months.

| complain about thisto Agtrath Triple Moon.

"Any time | need to find someonein ahurry the moons are in the wrong aignment. Sorcery's abust
when it comesto solving crimes.”

"Not always. I've got you some good resultsin the past.”

That's true enough. Anyway, it'sjust aswell sorcery can't solve dl the crimein the city, otherwise
I'd be out of ajob.

Adtrath scansthe city for the statue, without success. Which seemsto makeit certain that it's gone
far away, but how remainsamystery. Back in the Avenging Axe | complain about my lack of progressto
Makri.

"The only thing that's happening isI'm getting followed."

"Followed? Who by?"

"I don't know. Haven't caught so much asaglimpse. But | can fed it."

"Haveyou tried the kuriya?'

| shake my head. Kuriya, adark and mysteriousliquid, will sometimesyield up apicturein reply to
aquestion, provided the enquirer has been trained in the process. It's something | can still do with
reasonable results on occasion, though it completely drains me these days. However, it doesn't always
work and theliquid, imported from the far west, is hideoudy expensive, o I'll only redly be ableto try it
once. I'd rather get information about Grosex than whoever istailing me. I'll look after them in person
when they show their faces.

| finish my lunchtime ale. | can't see Grosex and | can't find any witnessesto what went on and |
need to know. | turn my thoughts back to Drantaax's wife Cdia. Perhaps the kuriyamight give meahint.
Worth trying. I'm not getting anywhere without it.

It takesalong time to put mysdlf into the required mental state. Ideally a Sorcerer should work ina
peaceful environment but thereis preciouslittle quiet in Twelve Seas at the best of times, with fish
vendors, dwa dedlers and whores al competing to advertise their wares. Stray dogs growl and fight with
each other, children play noisily in the dirt and women shout at the stalholders asthey bargain for their
cheapest vegetables. Apart from this uproar there's the additional noise of the builders everywhere. It's
not easy to sink into atrance. | do my best.

Infront of meisasaucer full of the precious black liquid. The one merchant who importsit from the
far west clamsthat it's dragon's blood. Thisis not true—I've seen dragon's blood—but it giveshim a
reason to charge such aridiculous price for it. Whatever itsorigins, it can respond to the searching mind
of askilled Sorcerer. And even me, though | never made it much past Apprentice.

I've drawn the curtains and illuminated my room with alarge red candle. The shiny black liquid
reflectsthe light. | concentrate on the flame, and think about Drantaax's wife, and where she might be.

For awhile, nothing happens. Almost long enough to think that nothing will happen. | say in my
trance. Time passes. The room goes cold and | can no longer hear the noise outside. Finally apicture
gartsto form: ahouse, alarge house, awhite villaon awooded hill.



I'm straining to see more clearly when my concentration is affected by atiny nagging fegling of
unease. | don't know what it is. | ignoreit. It won't go away. | try and concentrate on the picture, but it's
dipping. Degpin my trance, | redlise that someoneisin my room. A bolt of fear shoots through me, the
horribleterror of being helplessin front of an enemy. | emerge from the trance with afrightened roar,
legping to my feet confused and disorientated and whirling round frantically to see who'sthere. My vison
spins crazily for asecond and then focuses sharply on two figures just yards from where | was knedling.
One of them is engaged in going through the papers on my desk while the other one keegps |ook-ouit.
They're both wearing red robes. They both have shaven heads. Monk burglars?

"Whothe hel areyou?' | roar.

They turn and head for the door. | legp after them and grab the nearest one by the shoulder,
spinning him round.

"What's going on?'

He pullsaway. Still shocked by the interruption to my trance, | have even less patience than usud. |
let fly with ablow that should send the monk through thewall. He blocksit. I'm surprised. | try again. He
blocksit again, automaticaly, with no gpparent effort. When | aim athird clubbing blow at hisface he
touchesmy arm and | find myself facing the other way, God knows how. Then I'm propelled acrossthe
room by amighty dap between the shoulder blades. | bounceinto the far wall and crumple on to the
floor.

Makri chargesin and finds me lying confused and disorientated. She rushesto the outside door, but
therésno onein Sght. My assailants have departed as swiftly and mysterioudly as they appeared.

"Who wasit?" asks Makri, heping meto my fedt.

"Just two warrior monks out for alittle fun,” | gasp, and sink down on the couch, exhausted from
looking in the kuriya. Having to confront two warrior monks on top of that isway too much.

"What are warrior monks?"

"Monkswho are dso warriors. They spend hdf their timein prayer and meditation, and the other
haf learning how to fight. Excuse me, Makri, | haveto lie down."

My head swims. The blow winded me. | lie on my couchttill it clears. Makri bringsmeabeer and |
dtart getting back into the redl world.

"Damn them. | wasjust starting to get a picture when they arrived.”

| strive to remember what the house in the kuriya pool waslike. A villaon awooded hill. Could be
any one of anumber of places up on the edges of the rich suburb of Thamlin where the land rises up
towards the Palace. But it might be somewhere e se—another city even.

"No, Calia couldn't have madeit so far away. If she'd taken passage on a ship the Guards would
have heard about it. And | don't believe she galloped off on ahorse. Raleetells methey've made a
thorough check on everyone who hired out horsesthat day. Checked the trading caravansleaving the
city aswdl."

Makri wonders why the Guards are so keen. "They're taking alot of trouble over this, aren't they?
For arun-of-the-mill murder?'

"Perhaps. But Senator Lodiusis making speeches about the city going to ruin again, so the Guards
areworking flat out to try and prove they're not the waste of space he accuses them of being. Poor
Jevox was looking forward to aweek's holiday and instead he's up to his eyebrowsin witness statements
and is consequently about as miserable as a Niojan whore about everything. The Guards need to do a
good job on Drantaax and reckon they're off to aflying start having actudly arrested someone so
quickly. They won't want to risk messing up thetria of hiskiller.”

| ought to get up to Thamlin and seeif | can find that villa. Damn those monks for interrupting.

Gurd knocks and pokes his head round the door.

"Makri," he says, "you should be working. And Thraxas, there's someone downstairsto see you.”

"Who?'



"] think her name was Danddlion.”

"Tdl her I'vegoneout,” | say, rising hadtily. "Important investigating. Stop looking at melike that,
Makri. | am not going to look for the dolphins hedling stone that fell from the sky, and that'sfindl. If
you're so concerned, take Danddion to one of your Association of Gentlewomen meetings. They'll sort
her out.”

| grab asword, pick up some money to buy aloaf of bread at Minarixa's bakery, and head on out.

Assoon as| hit the street | know I'm being followed. | frown. I'm getting fed up with this. | jJumpin
alandus and ingtruct the driver to take meto Thamlin quickly. He does his best, but, with al the
congtruction work, the potholesin the roads and the market traffic, we move dowly and | fail to shake
off my tall. | regret not dealing with thisearlier.

Thamlinisadifferent world to the filth of Twelve Seas. Here the streets are clean and paved with
pale green and yelow tiles. The luxurious villas stand behind leafy gardens and white walls manned by
members of the Securitus Guild. Civil Guards patrol the streetsin numbers, keeping them safe from the
rabble. No one disturbs the cam. Even the stdls, the small black birdswhich infest the city, look better
fed. Anyone wandering up hereto do alittle begging is soon chased away so as not to disturb the peace
of our aristocracy.

| used to live here. Now I'm about as welcome as an Orc at an Elvish wedding.

Having no particularly good idea asto where to start my search | hdt the landusin Truth is Beauty
Lane, where the Sorcererslive, and stroll on up the gentle dope towards the wooded area adjoining the
grounds of the Imperia Palace. All around me are houses similar to the onel saw in the kuriya pooal. |
drain to recal any digtinctive features but nothing comes to mind. Just another luxuriousvillawhere the
occupants can lie around in the shade drinking wine from their own vineyards and egting fish from ther
private ponds. | frown. A fine piece of investigation thisis turning out to be.

| notice a Guard standing outside one of the smaller villas set back from the road. No onedseisin
sght, no servants trimming the lawns or tending to the flower beds. It Strikesmethat it isvery probably
the house of Thalius Green Eye, the recently killed Sorcerer.

It's nothing to do with me. | should stay away. So | wander over for alook. The Guard isn't paying
much attention to anything. He doesn't notice me dipping over the smdl wall and into the garden. | don't
know why I'm doing this. Just naturaly curious about Sorcerers being murdered, | guess.

The gardens are well tended but empty. Presumably al of the dead Sorcerer's servantsare il in
custody, answering questions about their knowledge of poisons. | walk swiftly through sometall treestill
| reach asmall ornamental pond at the back of the house. Unlike some of our wesdlthier residents, Thaius
didn't keep it stocked with fish. A well-stocked fish pond isabig status symbol in Turai; an aristocratic
matron couldn't ask amember of the Roya Family to dinner unless she could produce afirst course from
her own private source. Takes some money to maintain though.

I'm now close to the back door, painted yellow with asmall statue of Saint Quatinius at each side.
Ydlow isregarded asthe luckiest colour to paint your back door in Tural. The front one should be white.
Virtudly everyonefdlsinto line on thisone. Evenif you're not superdtitious, why tempt fate?

I'm closing in on the door when a noise inside sends me hurrying to hide behind alarge bush.
Another noise from behind sends me deeper into the undergrowth. | watch with interest bordering on
amazement. First, the back door opens and out come three shaven-headed and red-robed monks, very
quietly indeed. They glide through the porta warily, checking that they are unobserved before moving off
towards the far end of the grounds. They are not unobserved, however, because from the undergrowth
behind me emerge four other monks, equaly shaven-headed but garbed in yellow. They immediately rush
at thefirgt group and attack them without warning.

Theslenceisbroken asbattleisjoined, and avery athletic battleit istoo. People talk of the fighting
prowess of warrior monks but I've never seen such ademonstration mysdf. | watch in astonishment as
kicksfly head high and crunching blows send opponents spinning great distances over the lawn, until the
recipients of these blows leap athletically to their feet and run back into the fray. Most of the blows are



accompanied by peculiarly intense shouts so the whole neighbourhood must surely hear whet is going on.

It doesn't take long for the Civil Guard from the front of the house to arrive. When he seesthe
seven warring monks he wisdly decides not to get involved, but blows a piercing whistle to summon help.

Hearing this, the monks disengage. They eye each other with hatred, then the uninjured help the
wounded and they make off in different directions. Again, they diplay greet agility in legping over walls
and various other obstacles between themselves and freedom.

More Civil Guardswill arrive at any second. | just have time to make my escape. | ought to get as
far away from hereas| can. So instead | walk over to the back door and step inside. I'm afool
sometimes. My overwheming curiosity—or nosness—has landed mein trouble sncetheday | was
born.

At least there's some rdlief in here from the baking sun outside. | duice somewater over my neck
from the pitcher in the kitchen, and head on into the house. In the first room | enter—awide, white, calm
room with pastel tapestries on the walls—I meet ayoung woman with aknife in her hand who chalenges
mein aspirited manner and attempts avicious dash a my belly before she trips over the empty bottle of
klee a her feet and falls down in adrunken hegp on the floor.

Another unexpected development. | frown. I'm sure Thaliuswasn't married, yet she'swearing a
toga suitable for the woman of the house. Must be his daughter.

Shelooks up from the floor and demands to know what I'm doing here.

"Investigating the deeth of Thdius," | lie.

"You're not aGuard.” She climbs unsteadily to her feet. "Just aswell. Guards won't get anywhere
finding out who killed my father. Guards are as much use asaeunuch in abrothd.”

I'm surprised to hear this expression spoken in her cultured voice. She reaches for another bottle of
klee on the shelf behind her. She's dready had more than enough but | figureit's none of my busnessso|
don't try and stop her. | think | can hear noises outs de suggesting more Guards have arrived.

"The Guards will be here any moment. I'm an Investigator. I'll help you if you tell me about it."

It comes out sounding sincere. It might even be sincere. I'm fedling kind of sorry for her, drunk and
aonewith her father freshly buried.

"What'sto tell?*

"Who killed your father?'

"Hisdwadeder, | suppose.”

Thistakes me completely by surprise. Not the fact that Thalius Green Eye took dwa—that's
common enough among al classes of people and Sorcerers seem particularly proneto it. But there was
no mention of any drug connection in the reports of thekilling.

"I thought he was poisoned by aservant.”

She laughs, stupidly, drunkenly. "So they say. Didn't want another drug scanda to rock the Palace.
Too many dready. My father wasn't poisoned. He was killed by a crossbow bolt. Couldn't pay the dwa
dedler.”

There are footsteps outside as the Civil Guards enter the house.

"Hiremeto find thekiller," | say, urgently, but it'stoo late. At the same moment as shefalls
unconscious to the floor the Guards enter the room led by Prefect Gawinius himsdf, their chief in
Thamlin.

Prefect Galwinius knows mewell. He didikes me just as much as Prefect Tholius does. More,
possibly. He takes one look at her outstretched body before ordering my immediate arrest and | am
loaded into awagon and carted off to jail.

It'snot unusua for me to be carted off tojail in the course of an investigation but when | reflect that
| have been carted off thistime because of something | wasn't even investigating, | wonder if even at my
dage of lifeit might not be too late to curb my naturd inquisitiveness.



Chapter 5

Theworst thing about being injail isthe heat. And the smdll. And you can't get abeer. The
company's dways bad aswell. There's plenty wrong with beinginjail.

I'm gitting inasmal cdll with afellow prisoner who won't say aword and lies on hisbunk looking
miserable asaNiojan whore. It'sactualy ardlief when the prayer cdl rings out. Gives me something to
do.

My requeststo the Guards for the legal representation to which | am entitled are routinely ignored. |
don't actudly have my own lawyer (though in my line of busness| should), but asacitizen of Tura the
date is meant to provide me with a Public Defender. They don't. It'swell into the evening before anyone
officia pays me any attention at all. Two Guards thrust the door open and take me along a corridor into
an interview room where Deputy Prefect Prasiusis Sitting stony faced behind a desk.

I'm moderately pleased to see Prasius. He doesn't like me any better than the Prefect, but he's not
quite as stupid. He's younger than his boss Galwinius, and well spoken, as you would expect. Y ou don't
get promoted or dected into officid postsin Tura unlessyou're well born and your name endsin the
arigtocratic -ius. A name like Thraxas marks you out aslow born. Thereisno legal reason why aman
from the lower classes can't be e ected to high office, but the aristocrats have the Senate pretty much
sewn up with money and patronage and it's extremely rare for anew man to break through.

"So, Thraxas. Y ou want to tell uswhat you were doing in Thaliuss house?"

"Y ou want to tell me where my Public Defender is?'

Prasiuslooks round at his Guards. "He wants to know where his Public Defender is. Anyone seen
his Public Defender?'

The Guards shake their heads, which makes the fancy tassals on the shoulders of their tunics sway
back and forward.

"Lookslike no one's seen him."

"I'vearight to representation.”

"You've aright to shut up about lawyers and start answering questions. Now, what were you doing
in Thaiuss house? And why did you attack his daughter Soolanius?'

| lean forward and Sare at him.

"Prasus. Isit aqudification for every officid in thiscity that they have to be as dumb asan Orc? Do
you redly think you can intimidate me? Go to hell. Bring me my representative, and | might talk. Or |
might not. Depends how | fedl. Meanwhile, you better just take me back to the cell. If you want to keep
holding meillegdly, then doit. I'll expect afa payment when | haul you through the law courts.

Thisisnot the way to talk to the Deputy Prefect if you want to get out of jail, but I'm damned if I'll
ever knuckle under to these people. I'm taken back to my cell. My fellow prisoner istill lying on his
bunk and he doesn't look any happier.

Later on | pay a Guard to give metoday's copy of The Renowned and Truthful Chronicle of All
the World's Events. Theré's nothing much in it unless you happen to be interested in the current leading
scanda about the Senator's wife and the Army Captain, which I'm not. And the editor spends sometime
lambasting the Civil Guard for itsinefficiency in not being ableto find atwo-ton statue. The Satue of
Saint Quatinius was meant to be dedicated at an important religious ceremony next month, attended by
delegates from various other city-states. The paper fulminates over the fact that anyone could fail to find
such an enormous object, and hints strongly that bribery and corruption must be involved. Fair enough,
athough | haven't had any more success than the Guards, and no oné's bribing me.

Twelve Seas gets a mention on the back page, with asmal newsitem on the burning down of one



of our local taverns, the Boar's Head, and the death in the fire of the landlord, Trinex.

Lousy tavern, the Boar's Head, full of dwa dedlers and exotic dancers. | won't missit at al. | never
liked Trinex either. The tavern was run by the Brotherhood and Trinex was amember of ther
organisation, which makesthe affair interesting. The Brotherhood doesn't like it when one of their
money-making establishments gets burned down. Very bad for business.

I'm used to being in acell—it's happened to me enough times—so it doesn't particularly bother me,
but it's frustrating to know that I've got nowhere with Grosex and time is running short. After doing the
standard magical teststhe Guard Sorcerer detected Grosex's auraon the knife. Only hisaura, no one
elsg's. And that's enough to convince the Guards and probably ajury that the apprentice killed the
sculptor. The city law courts can push through acapitd casein five daysif they have theinclination.
Unless| find out who redly killed Drantaax then Grosex could be hanged in less than aweek. And when
I'm freed I'll be no further onredly. | can't recognise the white villathe kuriya pool showed me. Evenif |
could there's no guarantee that Drantaax's wife would be there. | seem to be drawing ablank on this one.

| mull over what happened at the house of the Sorcerer Thdius. Even though | have no involvement
inthe caseit'sacurious chain of events. Why wasit said that he was poisoned by a servant, when his
daughter says he was murdered by a dwadeder? And was he redly killed by a crossbow bolt? That'sa
very unusua wegpon in Tura. It'sillegd to carry oneinsdethe city wals. Although | recently
encountered avery deadly crossbow killer named Sarin the Merciless who had someinvolvement in the
dwatrade. | wonder if she might be back in Turai?1'd be interested to meet her again. She's awanted
woman and I'm always keen to collect alittle reward money.

Most interesting of dl, in view of my recent experiences, is the appearance of the monks. What
were they doing there? Connected with the dwa trade? That wouldn't be asurprise. Practicaly everyone
elsein the city brushes up againgt dwasince it took over so many peopl€slives. But it could be
something else entirely. Maybe Thaius had some rdigious artefact they wanted? But Thaliuswas strictly
asmall-time Sorcerer, unlikely to bein possession of anything very important. Maybe they just cameto
get their horoscopes read.

| wonder who the two groups were and why they were fighting. It's an odd coincidence that one
day | find two strange monks burgling my rooms and the next thing you know there are monks dugging it
out on the lawnsin Thamlin. | speculate on what | might have blundered into, but | can't think of anything
to fit the facts. | don't know much about warrior monks. There again, who does?

| spend the night in the cells. The next day it's hot as Orcish hdll. Thefood isnot what 1'd call fit for
humans and I'm desperate for abeer. I'm about to vent my frustration by kicking the door when it opens
and Thaliuss daughter walks in. She's steadier on her feet but | can tell she's been drinking. I'm not aman
who'd condemn her for it. If you can't have adrink when your father gets murdered, when can you?

"Thraxas. They tell meyou redly are an Investigator. | thought you were another crook.”

Sheld woken up from her prolonged drinking bout to find her house being searched by monksin
red robes. Naturally this was disconcerting. She apologisesfor trying to stab meand | waveit away.

"Finding monks burgling your houseis enough to unsettle anyone. Believe me, | know."

She getsto the point quickly. The Guards are getting nowhere with the death of her father and she
wantsto hireme.

| glanceround at my cellmate. He seemsto be deeping but | don't want to discuss anything in front
of him. It's not beyond the intelligence of Deputy Prefect Prasiusto have put one of hisown menin here
to spy onme.

"I'll take the job, but we can't discussit here. Y ou'll haveto get me out of thiscdll firg.”

Shetakesasmall flask from her bag and sSpsfrom it. She's a pretty young woman, with amass of
dark hair and striking green eyes. Pretty enough to compliment were | not too old, overweight and
generadly washed up to be handing out compliments to young women.

"Can | get you out?!

"Sure. Just tell the Deputy Prefect | wasin your house by your invitation. They don't have anything



elseto hold meon.”

This goes smoothly enough. Deputy Prefect Prasius makes me wait while he consults with
Gdwinius. They don't likeit at dl, but if Soolanis says she invited mein there's nothing they can do about
it. | wasn't committing any other crime. Eventualy a Guards Sorcerer accompanies usto the front
entrance where he utters the necessary spell to open the door. | walk out into the scorching sunlight.

"l need abeer."

So does Soolanis. We stop off in atavern on the edge of Thamlin, a higher-class establishment than
| would normdly frequent. Thelandlord looks a me suspicioudy but seems reassured by the presence of
the obvioudy well-bred Soolanis until she starts knocking back glasses of kleein amanner quite
unbecoming to alady. Eventualy | have to bundle her back into alandus and we head south.

Turning into Quintessence Street we pass the till smouldering ruins of the Boar's Head. Not a
timber isleft standing. Whoever st it alight did agood job, not that it'stoo hard to start afire among
rickety wooden buildings of Twelve Seas dried out by the fierce summer sun. Fireisacontinua danger in
the city. It's probably only because the space beside the tavern had aready been cleared prior to
recongtruction that there wasn't afar larger conflagration. Casax, thelocal Brotherhood boss, and Ixkar,
asenior officid in the Innkeepers Guild, are standing next to the ruins, grim-faced. They don't look like
they're discussing plans for asummer outing. | wouldn't like to be the arsonist when they get hold of him.

Soolanisishdf adeep asweride to the Avenging Axe. She only makesit up the outsde stairswith
some difficulty. Once insde she dumps on to my couch and falsfast adeep. | stare a her with some
frudtration. She might at least have stayed awake long enough to pay me my retainer.

| have alarge jug of water in my bedroom. | walk through to throw some on my face. Thejugis
empty and there's ayoung whore adeep in my bed. | know she's awhore because of the red ribbonsin
her hair. I've never seen her before.

| go looking for Makri. Makri comeslooking for me and we meet a my door. She glances at
Soolanis, sprawled out on my couch.

"Y ou findly found agirlfriend who drinks as much asyou."

"Very anusng. Who the hdll isthat in my bed?’

"In your bed? Right. That'll be Quen, | expect. She'sawhore."

"I know she'sawhore. | saw theribbons. Isthis some kind of joke?"

Makri shiftsalittle uncomfortably. "1 wasn't expecting you back just yet. | thought you might be
longerinprison..."

| explode. "Damn help you are, Makri. Other people might do something like finding me alawyer to
get meout of jail. Not you. Y ou fill my room with whores and hope | won't be back for awhile. Get her
out of therel"

"| can't,” wails Makri, and startsto look distressed. "Everyone's after her.”

"Who's everyone?'

"The Guards. And the Brotherhood. And the Innkeepers Guild."

A horrible suspicion startsto formin my mind. "Y ou don't mean she. . ."

Makri nods. " She burned down the Boar's Head. But she didn't mean to kill the landlord. Shewas
just teaching him alesson.”

"Well she certainly taught him agood one. Okay, now | know who sheis. | ill don't know what
she'sdoing here."

"Shejust turned up. In a panic. She was looking for me. We met before, at amesting.”

| gaze a Makri with horror. "Y ou knew her before? And she came into the downgtairs bar? She
just walked in after burning down the Boar's Head only a hundred yards awvay? And you led her up
here? Why didn't you just put up abig sSign saying Wanted: arsonist hiding in Thraxas's room? Get her
out of here this second!”

"But shes safe here”



"Sheisfar from safe. The Brotherhood has eyes everywhere. God knows how many people will
have seen her comein here. And even if no one did, the Brotherhood will use a Sorcerer. Ten to one
Casax has one of them working on it now."

Makri was unaware that the Boar's Head was owned by the Brotherhood. She redlisesthat it
makesit more serious. Not that it would be any light matter if it wasjust Civil Guards and the Innkeepers
Guild in pursuit. Like most guilds, the innkeepers have some powerful connections.

"What can we do to help her?"

"Y ou can do what you like, Makri. I'm doing nothing. Just get her out of here. And quickly.”

"But the landlord assaulted her!"

"I sympathise. It must be ahard life as an exotic dancer. Now, are you going to get rid of her or do
| haveto throw her out mysdf?'

Gurd rattles the door and sticks his head in. "Thraxas. The Guards are downstairs|ooking for you.
Y ou want meto sal them?'

| nod. He departs.

Theresafierce banging at my outside door.

"Thraxas," comesavoicel wish | didn't recognise. "It's Casax. | need to talk to you."

Wi, that's fine. The Guards are downstairs and the local Brotherhood bossisoutside. | glare at
Makri with loathing. She shrugs, and draws along knife from her boot.

"Got an axe anywhere?”'

Onething you can't take away from Makri, she's dways prepared to make her death stand.
Personally, | need alittle more notice.

"Sdl him," | say, and start rummaging in my bag for the spdll of bafflement | borrowed from Adtrath
TripleMoon.

Cagting aspdll for the first time is no smple matter. It takes time, thought and preparation.
However, with Gurd holding off the Guards downgtairs and Makri staling Casax by pretending she
doesn't spesk the language very well, theré's no time for any of that. | just drag out the scroll, hurry into
my bedroom and chant it out over the deeping form of Quen. Nothing happens, not even the customary
cooling of the surrounding air when magic is used, so whether it'sworked or not is anybody's guess. By
thetime| get back to my office Prefect Tholiusis clumping through the inside door with Sx Guardsin his
trail and avery angry Casax is confronting Makri a the stepswith some of his brutes.

Casax, the boss of the Brotherhood in Twelve Sess, is new to the job. He was Y ubaxas's number
two and took over the leadership when Y ubaxas was killed a couple of months ago by the Society of
Friends, the Brotherhood'srivals, who run the north of the city. Casax iskeen to assert his authority and
heisnot pleased to have been kept waiting.

"Who isthis squeeze that doesn't spesk the language?' he demands, which makes Makri frown.
Being called asqueeze is not something she enjoys.

"It'shisOrcish friend,” says Karlox. Karlox isaBrotherhood enforcer, amassive man, stupid,
aggressive and hogtile. Casax, no angd himself, stares round the room suspicioudly.

Prefect Tholius meanwhileis unsure of how to proceed. As Prefect of the Twelve Seas, he should in
theory be in charge here but he knows that in practice he can't order Casax around. Wishing neither to
offend the Brotherhood boss nor to acknowledge hisinferiority to Casax, the Prefect looks perplexed.

Casax isfar from confused. He's a dangerous character and looksit: large, muscular, never known
to smile. He'saround forty, with long black hair tied back neatly in abraid, aplain brown tunic and a
large gold hoop dangling from each ear. Unlike some gang bosses he doesn't go in for ostentation and
gpart from the earrings he wears no jewellery. His sword is sheathed in aplain black scabbard. He rose
through the ranks of the Brotherhood, which doesn't happen unless you're smart and ruthless,

"We'relooking for awoman named Quen.”

"Never heard of her. Y ou know anyone caled Quen, Makri?'



Makri shakes her head. She has her knifein her hand and she's madder than amad Sorcerer about
Karlox caling her an Orc. It wouldn't take too much now for her to attack them al and damn the
consequences. If they find Quen and try to take her away, she certainly will.

Casax ggndsand hisfollowers start searching. The Brotherhood boss greets Prefect Tholius
without showing much respect, and enquires what brings him here.

"We are al 50 seeking the woman called Quen. On acharge of murder and arson.”

Casax grunts. "After weve got hold of her therewon't be much left for atrid.”

"Whoisthis?' demands Tholius, motioning to Soolanis, still dumbering peacefully on the couch.

"A dient."

"Your clientsdwaysdeepin here?'

"Only whenthey get tired.”

The Brotherhood men enter my bedroom, followed by two Civil Guards. My heart is pounding. |
mentally snarl acursea Makri. If she had to bring amurderer and arsonist here, why did it haveto be
one who'd offended so many important people? Between the Brotherhood and the Civil Guards, I'm
finished in thiscity. Things couldn't be worse if 1'd chalenged the King to single combat. Rivers of sweat
drench my body.

| conceal my nerves. I've no more desire than Makri to bow down to these people. The
Brotherhood might be stronger than me but I'm never going to treet its thugs with respect. | grab abottle
of klee from my cupboard and take a hefty dug, then offer it to Makri asif there was nothing wrong at
dl.

Casax isgtaring at me. "'Y ou drink too much, fat man.”

"|sthat s0?'

The searchers emerge from the bedroom. One of the Brotherhood men starts to speak but seemsto
forget how to. The other doesit for him.

"Indr noone"

"What the hell d'you mean, "In Sr no one'?" ragps Casax, scowling.

The man shakes hishead. "1 mean no oneinthere, Sir."

One of the Civil Guards nodsin agreement.

"Search the rest of the tavern,” orders Casax. Prefect Tholiusinstructs his men to do the same.

What do you know? The spell of bafflement worked. No stranger entering the room can find Quen.

Casax drides over to confront me. He towers over me. Hisskinisbad. "If you're hiding the whore,
you'rein big trouble, Thraxas. She burned down one of our places. Killed one of my men. The
Brotherhood can't dlow that sort of thing to happen.”

"But you can dlow one of your men to serioudy assault ayoung woman," says Makri, striding over
inturn to confront Casax. He shrugs.

"Part of thejob."

"Redlly? 1 work in abar too. Try sending some of your men over hereto assault me." Makri's eyes
narrow dightly. She'still gripping her knife. Casax is surprised to find himsalf confronted by ayoung
woman, but unperturbed.

"I've heard of you. Y ou must be Makri. Part Human. Part EIf. Part Orc. Y ou got pointed ears
under dl thet hair?'

"Why don't you take alook?' says Makri, who would certainly gut him if hetried.

Casax grins. "l hear you're agood fighter. Very good with ablade. But don't get ideas above your
gation. Y ou're wasting your talents here, you know. Come and work for me. Earn you alot more
money. Maybe pay for the University.”

Karlox guffaws at the idea of Makri going to University, but I'm not entirely sure that Casax's offer
it serious.

Makri looks dightly disconcerted to learn that Casax knows so much about her. She doesn't reply.



She keeps her knifein her hand and her attention on her enemies.

"Sorcerer traced the whore to thistavern, Thraxas."

"Maybe he was mistaken. The Brotherhood don't use magic often, do they?"

"We use it when we have to. Now, where is she?'

"I've never seen her."

Annoyance flickers over the Bosssface. After the search of the tavern produces no resultsthereis
amoment of tenson while he sares at us asif making up his mind whether to order histhugsto attack us
there and then. He decides againgt it.

Before leaving Casax informs us that we will be under surveillance and if we are found to be
sheltering Quen then helll kill us. He saysthis quite matter-of-factly.

"No doubt Prefect Tholiuswill protect me with the full weight of thelaw,” | suggest.

The Prefect leaves without saying anything.

When they'vedl left Makri thanks mefor helping and apologises for landing mein thismess. | wave
it away. I'm too worn out to be angry any more.

"Anyway, it's good to put one over on the Brotherhood. It bugs me the way they're dways going
round like they're number one chariot around here."

"| thought they were."

"Wdl it annoys me anyway."

Soolanis has dept though dl of thisand shows no sign of coming to life. | explain who sheisto
Makri, and wonder out loud what we're going to do with Quen. We certainly can't move her right now,
yet itisvery unsafefor her to stay. My bafflement spell isn't going to fool a prying Sorcerer for long,
though it'strue that the Brotherhood generdly rely on muscle and fear rather than magic and may not be
using atop-class Wizard.

"Incidentaly, Makri, why did you put her in my bed? Wouldn't she be more comfortable in your
room?"'

Before Makri can answer the door opens. Dandelion appears.

"Did you persuade him yet?' she says.

"There wasn't room," explainsMakri. "I, eh. . . said Dandelion could stay for awhile.”

| groan. Danddlion starts talking about dolphins but I'm already on my way downgtairs.

"A beer, Gurd, and quickly."

"Trouble with the Brotherhood?' says Gurd, seeing the shaky state I'min.

"I can cope with the Brotherhood,” | tell him. "It'sthe Sisterhood that's getting to me.”

Chapter 6

| need to send amessage to Agtrath Triple Moon to seeif we can do anything to boost the spell of
bafflement to keep Quen hidden till we decide what to do about her. | can't go mysdlf. Waking straight
out of here and round to afriendly Sorcerer would be asure sign of what | was up to. The same goes for
Makri, and anyway she doesn't want to miss her afternoon lecturein rhetoric. Gurd and Tanrose can't
leave the bar and Palax and Kaby are out busking on the streets. Which is the sum total of peoplel can
trud.

"Dandelion could go," suggests Makri.

| let forth some abuse about Dandelion, pointing out that awoman who waks around Tural in bare
feet with flowersin her hair islikely to be as much use as a one-legged gladiator when it comesto



practica matters.

" She casts horoscopes for dolphins, for God's sake."

"The Brotherhood won't suspect her."

True enough. We send Dandelion with the message.

"Y ou know, Makri, two days ago | was Sitting here without acarein theworld. How did dl this
happen®’

"Y ou got annoyed because Prefect Tholius dragged Grosex out of your room.”

So | did. Foolish of me. | didn't need to do anything. Wasn't even hired to do anything. And now
I'm looking for atwo-ton statue and trying to find the wife of amurdered sculptor. Which led meinto the
affair of Thalius Green Eye and hisinebriated daughter, again entirely my own faullt.

"But Quen was nothing to do with me. Y ou landed mein that one. What did the landlord do to her
anyway?"

Makri doesn't want to go into details, though she seems satisfied that burning down histavern and
him in the process was a reasonable act of retaiation. She's hopeful that if she can protect her from her
immediate danger then some of the more powerful women in the Association of Gentlewomen will ook
after her, maybe providing fundsfor her to leave Tural and set up somewhere else.

Soolanisfinaly wakesjust as Makri istaking her leave, wrapped in the large cloak sheisobliged to
wear at the Guild College. Her chainmail bikini proved to be far too distracting for young students and
old professors dike, and even her man'stunic showed off too much of her legs, apparently.

"What's the matter with these people?' complains Makri. "If it's not one thing it's another. Now |
haveto sit at the back of the classwrapped up like amummy just because they can't concentrate on the
leson.”

Soolanis needs adrink. | pass her somewater. If she wantsto drink herself to death that's her
affair, but | need her to stay sober long enough to tell me some details of the case. She drinks the water
with the same lack of enthusiasm | might show in the same circumstances.

"Where did you get that?' she asks abruptly, risng to her feet and pointing at Makri's purse.

" took it from the neck of aman | killed."

"Itsmy father's" says Soolanis. "It has his name embroidered oniit.”

| study the purse. And indeed, the name of Thdius Green Eyeisembroidered in tiny lettersin one of
the arcane magic languages normally reserved for spells. It's something | should have spotted earlier,
though thewriting is very smal and intertwined with the rest of the needlework.

Soolanisis highly agitated. Mysdlf, I'm puzzled. What's the connection between the man who
walked into the bar and tried to kill me, and Thdius Green Eye?

| ask Makri to leave the purse behind, and she does so. Quen is still degping in my bedroom. |
leave her be for the moment, but when night comes she's going to have to go and struggle for spacein
Makri'sroom. | surrender my bed for no one. And | don't shareit with anyone, either.

"All right, Soolanis. Tell me everything you know about your father's deeth.”

Soolanistells me that Thalius was awaysin trouble with money. Hewas aminor figure a the
Imperia Paace, outshone by the talents of the other Sorcerers, and even his business of drawing up
horoscopes for lesser aristocrats was on the wane. It's expensive living in Thamlin and the upkeep of his
villain Truth is Beauty Lane soon led him into debt.

"He didn't know whereto turn. So he turned to dwa."

The dwamade him forget his problems but the natural consegquence was that his problems
worsened. Lesswork, more expense. He couldn't even face going to the Palace unless he was full of
dwa, and when he made it there he was in no state to draw up a horoscope.

"After awhileit took over hislife."

| get the impression that somewhere at that time drink took over for Soolanis. When the neighbours
garted talking about Thalius she found it d most impossible to face the world without fortifying hersdf.



Despite the poor state Thalius was reduced to, he was never forbidden to enter the Palace, which
suggests that he might have been taking something there that someone important wanted quite badly.
Prince Frisen-Akan has already been in trouble because of hisliking for dwa

"Y ou think your father was killed because he couldn't pay hisdeder?”

"Probably. That'swhat happens, isn't it?"

She clams not to know who his dedler was. Because Thaliuswas killed by a crossbow | question
her about Sarin the Merciless, but the name doesn't ring abell and she doesn't recognise my description
of her. For the past four months she's been so obliterated by acohol that she can't recollect much of
what's been going on around her.

Shelooks sadly at the smal purse. "He liked this. Never let it out of hissight. Do you have any
wine?'

| shake my head. | never developed atastefor it. | take her abeer, which servesjust aswell.

"I'd say it was unusual for a Sorcerer to be killed over adwadebt. Not impossible, but the dedler
would rather have the money, and there must have been stuff in the house your father could have sold.
Unlessit wasn't just asmall debt for his own dwa. Perhaps he owed much more. Was he dealing
himsdf?'

The thought of her father actudly dedling dwa bringstearsto Soolaniss eyes. She admitsthat it's
possible, but she doesn't know.

| muse on thesethings. If Thaiuswas arather larger player in dwathan his daughter realised it might
explain why the Guards have covered up the facts of the case. Drug scandals have aready come too
closeto the Paace, particularly in the person of Prince Frisen-Akan, and the authorities wouldn't want
any moretrouble. Consul Kdius has dready had to hide the Prince's shortcomings from the public. The
politicsof Turai arein aperpetudly fragile state and Senator Lodius, the leader of the anti-royalist
Populares, is dways quick to pounce on any scandd he can usefor his own ends.

Prince Frisen-Akan iskeen on dwaand | have no doubt that he's not the only one among hiscircle
who is. If Thalius Green Eye was supplying them it would explain why he wasn't thrown out of the Paace
and aso how he might have accrued enough debts to get himsdlf killed. Taking a shipment of dwaand
faling to make the payment isa stupid thing to do, but it happens surprisingly often, with inevitable
results.

I'm considering the possibilities of Thaiustaking dwainto the Palace when an odd thought occurs.
Why was he so fond of the purse? Thisoneis nothing specid. All sort of things can have sentimental
vaue, but | don't recall meeting anyone who was overly attached to their purse.

| study it. It's smal and the top fastens with two drawstrings, the sort of thing for holding afew
gurans. No room for anything else. | mutter aword in the old Sorcerers' language, acommon word for
commanding something to open. | senseafractiona cooling intheair. | draw on the two strings and the
purse opens, and keeps opening. It opens an impossible amount.

Soolanis gapesin astonishment as | draw the small mouth of the purse further and further gpart till it
eventually reachesthe length of my outstretched arms.

"What isit?" she asks, disconcerted by the impossibility of what she's seeing.

"The magic space,” | reply. "Or rather an opening into the magic space. Another dimension,
whatever that means. Thisisno ordinary purse. It'samagic pocket."

| look into the large hole | have now opened. My face goes cold asit nears the interface between
the norma world and the magic space. Ingde everything istinged with a purple hue and my eyestakea
whileto adjust.

Anything put in magic spaceto al intents and purposeswill lose dl weight and volume. Which
would be avery handy way for a Sorcerer to take alarge bag of dwa into the Palace for instance. My
eyes adjust to the odd light. | reach down, stretching my whole arm into the purse. Anyone looking on
would think that my limb was vanishing into thin air. I'm expecting my fingersto settle in soft-powdered
dwa. Instead they encounter something hard, cold and metalic. | take my hand out and look again. It'sa



head. A bronze head. With abody attached. And it's Sitting on ahorse.

| withdraw my head from the magic space and look &t the pursein my hand. Even for aman who's
used to magic, it isvery strangeto redisethat | am at this moment holding atwo-ton statue of Saint
Quatinius right in the padm of my hand.

"Well, that explainsalot,” | mutter.

I'm fairly pleased with mysdlf. The Guards are looking al over the city for this. Sorcerers at the
Abode of Justice have been hunting for it. And I've found it. Which, | believe, means a handsome reward
isnow owing to me. Wl done, Thraxas. Not only have you found the statue, you've enabled the
religious ceremony to go ahead and aso smoothed over avery awvkward breakdown in relations
between Tura and Nigj. They might even give you amedd.

Moreimportantly, I've probably found Drantaax'skillers. If the two men who arrived in the
Avenging Axe were carrying his satue it seems a safe bet they killed him to get it. Too late to question
them but with the Sorcerers a the Abode of Justice that's not always necessary. If they were at
Drantaax's workshop there's a strong chance afew things like dust will have stuck to them. A good
Sorcerer will be ableto pin it down, linking them to the crime. | just have to get the bodies examined.

| waste no time. The bodies, once deposited in Quintessence Street, were picked up by the public
refuse service. | informed the Guards of what had happened but, for apair of known crooks, the Guards
won't have taken much trouble. The bodies will have been sent to the morgue in Twelve Seasfor burid
or cremation. Fortunately for me, there's been abacklog ever sincetheriots. Beggarswho diein the
streets now have to wait up to two weeks before it's their turn to go.

Captain Rdleeisat his Guard gation. When | tdl him | think I've found Drantaax's killers he's full of
questions, most of which | declineto answer.

"Soit just so happensthat the two guys who attacked you in the Avenging Axe aso killed
Drantaax?' he grunts, suspicioudy. "How comeyou just discovered that?"

"Can't reved my sources, Captain. Y ou know that. It won't matter to you anyway when we get the
bodies checked and they turn out to be the killers. It'll be afeather in your cap. Also, it'll put Grosex in
theclear.”

The Captain says hélll believe it when he seesit. We take the short walk to the morgue. The
Captain sends the attendant through to the back to check hisfiles.

"| till reckon the gpprentice did it.”

"That poor little guy? Come on, Captain, does he look like amurderer to you?'

"y es"

After sometime, the morgue attendant comes back. " Cremated the bodies yesterday."

My jaw dropsin afoolish manner. "Y esterday? What do you mean yesterday? There's atwo-week
deay."

"Not any more. Prefect Tholius provided us with the funds for more workers. We've been clearing
up the backlog. The Consul figured it wastime we got this city back in order after theriots."

| turn to the Captain. "But they did it."

The Captain raises an eyebrow. "And now they're gone. Very convenient, Thraxas. Look, | know
you haveto try and clear your client, but I'm abusy man. | don't have timefor this. If you have afight
with some other thug and he miraculoudly turns out to be Drantaax's killer aswell, don't tell me about it.”

The Captain thinks I've made the whole thing up. Probably suspects| checked that they were
cremated firgt before coming to him with my theory.

"Y ou were agood soldier, Thraxas, but as an Investigator you're about as much use asaeunuchin
abrothd."

He departs, leaving me frustrated, cursing my luck that the Consul should at this moment decide to
assign more money to the city's morgues. If these two did kill Drantaax al traces of the connection have
now gone up in smoke. | trudge back to the Avenging Axe. What to do?



| il have the statue but that isn't much use any more. There seemed an excellent chance it would
carry decisve cluesto the murderer of Drantaax. During their manhandling, the killer or his accomplices
would have |eft traces of their auras which a Sorcerer could detect. Not now though. The aurawill have
been irretrievably washed away in the magic space. From what | remember of my lore physica objects
survive unscathed in the magic space, but dl magic vanishes, including remnants of auras. Spectacular
find or nat, it hasn't moved me any closer to clearing Grosex. With my number one suspects now gone,
I'm not sure how I'm ever going to clear him.

"Just keep digging around, | guess,”" | mutter to no onein particular as| order abeer. Thinking
about it, even if the two newly departed crookswerein onit, | doubt if they masterminded the whole
operation.

Soolanisisat the bar, so | ask her afew more questions.

"Where did your father get that purse?”

Soolanis doesn't know. She thinks he brought it back with him from histravelsin the west when he
was ayoung man.

"It'san extremely rareitem. Y ou know it'sillegal to haveonein Turai? Asfar as| know there are
only two in the city and they're both owned by the King. If Thaius had been caught with thisheld have
ended up rowing a prison trireme."

They're banned because they make the King nervous. Too easy to seek an audience then suddenly
pull asword out of thinair. It wouldn't be the first time aKing had been nated that way. | suppose
Thaliuswas safe enough using it to take dwainto the palace. Magic purses like this can be detected by
Sorcerers, but only with difficulty, and only if they're looking for it. Who would expect awash-out like
Thaiusto have such arare and valuable item?

Soolanis finishes her beer and looks around for another.

"So, Soadlanis, it looks like whoever killed your father dso killed Drantaax. | had a couple of
suspects but | can't get to them now. Maybe someone elsewasin on it. Did anyone know he had this
purse?'

Soolanis doesn't know. She doesn't know much about anything. All shewantsto do isdrink. The
Avenging Axeishomefrom homefor her. | offer to call alandusto take her back to Thamlin. She says
shed liketo stay awhile. Asa Sorcerer's daughter from Thamlin, she's never been to atavern on the
wrong side of town before. Shelikesiit.

"I've never had beer before. We aways had wine a home."

| leave her to her beer and climb the stairsto my office. As| enter aknock comes at my outside
door. | ask whoiitis. It turns out to be three monks. Unlike the last onesthat visited, they ask politely if
they can enter. They're wearing yellow robes. | figure that's okay. It was the red onesthat burgled me. |
let them in. Two young monks, plus one old and venerable. The young ones stand respectfully as| clear
somejunk off achair for their master to sit down. Despite his obvious great age he walks quickly and
eadly, and when he sits hisback is straight as a broomstick.

He greetsmein avoice far stronger than you'd expect from such an old man. Thisisaman who's
lived ahedlthy life. | doubt if he's ever drunk beer or smoked thazis.

"Forgive usfor caling without sending warning of our coming. We are not oftenin the city and fdlt it
was best to take the chance of finding you home."

Politeness ways makes me suspicious. | stareat him. "How can | help you?"

"Wewishto hireyou to find astatue," says the venerable monk.

Now therés acoincidence. And me with alarge statue right here in my pocket. "Tell me about it," |

Y.



Chapter 7

The old monk iscalled Tresius. The Venerable Tresius. The others are not introduced. I'm not sure
if the two younger monks were among the ones| saw fighting outside Thdiuss house. With their shaved
heads and yellow robesthey dl look much the same. | don't mention the incident. Neither do they.

Tresustdlsan interesting tale in a sonorous voice reminding me of akindly old Sorcerer | used to
take ingtruction from. He taught me how to levitate. Between the ages of fifteen and sixteen | could raise
mysdlf four inches off the ground. Didn't last for long. | seem to remember | [ost the art dmost
immediately after having my first beer.

"We are members of the Cloud Temple. Welive and practisein amonastery in the hills"

| nod. Variousisolated religious establishments are found in the far northern hillsthat border on
Nigj, thoughit'salong time since | was up there, fifteen years or so, during the last war with Nigj, in fact.
The thought evokes some powerful memories. Tural was stronger then, and not just because | wasin the
Army. All citizenswere obliged to do military service. We used to be proud to do it. A man couldn't get
anywherein thiscity unless hed fought for his country. Now haf the population bribestheir way out and
King Reeth-Akan hires mercenariesinstead. Many of our Senators have never even held asword. A
generation ago that was unheard of . It'll lead usinto trouble one day.

| remember the day far up in the hills when we fought the invading Niojan troopsto a standdtill,
destroying one legion and then another. We were holding out at a pass. Captain Rallee was there, a
young soldier like me. We stood in our phalanx with our long spearsin our hands and when they were
broken we kept them at bay with our swords. We would have driven them back completely if more of
their legions hadn't made it through another pass and outflanked us. After that it was abloody retreat and
adesperate fight right outside the wals of our city. And even there we held them off despite the huge
superiority of their forces. The Niojan Army was four times the size of ours, even then.

Findly we were driven back into the city and were under siege with ladders and towers at every
wall, fighting for our lives. Our Sorcerers exhausted their spells and took up weaponsto join the
defenders. So did the city's women. Even children joined in, hurling sones and datesfrom thewalls at
the sea of enemies swarming up from below. And then, just asthe Niojans were starting to spill over our
walls, news came that the Orcs had invaded from the east, rolling over the Wastelands with the largest
army ever seen in the history of the world. Orcs, Half-Orcs, Trolls, Dragons, Sorcerers, unnamed bessts,
everything they could gather under the leadership of Bhergaz the Fierce, the last great Orcish warrior
chief to unite dl their nations, dl heading west with the intention of wiping us off the face of the earth. So
the war between Tural, the League of City-States and Nioj ended abruptly as everyone combined in
another desperate campaign to drive the vast Orcish Army back. Captain Rallee and | found ourselves
fighting shoulder to shoulder with Niojansthat only yesterday had been trying to kill us.

The Orc Wars were long and bloody. Battles raged on our borders and around our cities for
months. With the help of the Elveswefindly drove them out but at great cost. The population of some
states has never recovered and several once fine cities are deserted ruins. There's been an uneasy peace
ever ance. Weve even signed atreaty with the Orcs, and exchanged Ambassadors, but it won't lagt. It
never does. Orcs and Humans hate each other too much. The Orcs waste their energy fighting among
themselves, but once another leader powerful enough to unite them comes aong, they'll be back.

It'sbarren land, around the hills. Cooler than the city though. Probably quite asuitable spot for
meditating. | banish the wartime memories from my mind and concentrate on the monk'stale.

Most of the religious establishments up there are branches of the True Church, the state religion of
Tura, but afew fal outsdeits authority. As Turai ismorelibera in religious matters than some other
gatesthisis generaly not aproblem, providing they don't go around spouting heresies and spreading
unrest. If that happens the King sends up a battalion and expels them from the country. | guess we're not
that liberd in religious matters. | haven't heard of the Cloud Temple before.

"We have only been established for ashort time. Until last year myself and the other monks were



broth- ers of the Star Temple. Unfortunately there was afdling-out. | will not go into details—the
disagreements were of atheologicd nature. While of great importance to us, they are not really reevant.”

"Let me decidewhat'sreevant.”

"Very well. The dispute hinged around a debate on the nature of consubstantiaity, concerning the
exact way in which the Divinity relates to the substance of which the tempord world ismade.”

"Okay, skip the details. What happened after you started arguing?”

"Great bitterness arose, leading to divisions among us. There was even adanger of fighting. We are,
asyou may know, warriors aswell asmonks. The ability to fight is part of our spiritud training,
disciplining usfor the rigours of worship and sacrifice. Eventualy, to bring an end to the terrible dispute,
mysdlf and some others|eft the Star Temple to found our own monastery, well away from our former
brothers."

Tresius had been number two monk in the Star Temple, whose Abbot was Ixid the Seer. Theway
Tresustelsit, this parting of the ways went smoothly enough, but I have my doubts. Even if he's next
best thing to asaint, no Abbot isgoing to likeit if half of his monks suddenly go off and worship
somewhere dse.

| have my suspicions about the real cause of the schism. In my experience of human
nature—admittedly based on aknowledge of the lowest forms—fancy disputes about fine points of detail
in any organisation are liable just to be excusesfor agood fight about who'sredlly in charge. Theway |
read the Situation, Tresius challenged Ixid the Seer for leadership and the result wastoo closeto call, so
he quit, dong with haf the monks.

I'm getting bored with thistale of quarrelling monastics when Tresusfindly reachesthe interesting
part.

"During the struggle that took place before we left, the statue of Saint Quatiniusthat stood in the
courtyard of the monastery was toppled from its pedestal and destroyed. This was a bitter blow for
everyone. The statue was an ancient and beautiful work, carved in marble from the quarries of Juva. Itis
vital for amonastery of warrior monksto havein its possession astatue of Saint Quatinius.”

Quatiniuswas afighting saint, killed at war with the Orcs some hundreds of years ago. Warrior
monks consequently regard him as an inspiration for their caling.

"We of the Cloud Temple did of course face the founding of our new monastery without such a
datue. But we were aware of that, and have already commissioned the sculpting of anew one. Marbleis
no longer imported from Juva, so we commissioned one of bronze from Drantaax.”

| railse my eyebrows.

"It would have taken some months to complete, but now that Drantaax is dead we will be forced to
recommission it esewhere, which will of course mean adday. Sculptors of hisskill arerare, and dways
have work aready in hand. For our fledgling monastery, this delay is a serious setback. Are you aware of
the Triple-Moon Conjunction in three months time?"

| am. | still remember enough of my sorceroustraining to recall the most important astrological
phenomena. When the three moons line up in the sky every ten years or so, it'samgjor event. We havea
fegtival. Everyone sings hymns and gets drunk at the chariot races. I've dways enjoyed it.

"If we do not have a statue a the time of the conjunction it will mean a seriousloss of face.”

"How serious?'

The Venerable Tresius turns his head to histwo followers and makes some dight movement with his
eyes. They bow, and depart. Left done, heinclines his head towards me.

"Very seriousindeed. We cannot perform our Conjunction ritua without it. If Ixid the Seer has
replaced his own statue by then, monks from the Cloud Temple may be placed in adifficult Situation.”

"In plain language, no Satue, Nno monks?'

He nods.

"But Ixid and the Star Temple don't have a statue either. Have they commissioned anew one?”



"I believe not. | believethat they are responsible for the theft from Drantaax.”

"Areyou saying that Ixia, who's an Abbot, actualy connived in the murder of Drantaax just S0 he
could nab agtatue for himsdf?'

"Quite possibly. Ixid isruthless. | do not believe that his monkswould have set out to commit
murder but who knows what may have gone wrong when they tried to purloin the Satue that was
intended for the shrine? Alternatively, he may have hired othersto do it for him, and been unaware of
what might happen. Either way, with the twin events of the theft and the murder Ixia has struck a
devadtating blow against me. Drantaax's death means that our own icon will not be ready and he may
gain an impressive new one for hisown monagtery. If that isthe Stuation when the Triple-Moon
Conjunction comes then histemple will gain dominance over ours.”

"Meaning you lose out?!

"Exactly. And | do not wish my followersto return to Ixid."

| mull thisover. | grab abeer from the crate on my shedlf, openit, drink and mull it over some more.

"What exactly are you wanting to hiremeto do?If | find the statue, | can't hand it over to you. It's
being made for the shrine and it belongsto the city authorities.”

The Venerable Tresusisaware of this. He doesn't mind it being returned to the city authorities; he
just doesn't want it going to Ixid. Apparently if no one has a statue that is not too bad. Of courseif it
turns out that Ixial was behind the murder and | proveit, then that removes Ixid and Tresiuswon't mind
thet at dl.

"If hewas not behind it, and you return the statue to the city, then each of our temples may flourish
according to our merits.”

"But if no one recoversthe statue and it ends up at the Star Temple then your young monkswill
take ahike?'

He nods.

"You know I'minvolved in this case dready? | haven't been hired to find the statue, but I'm looking
for thekiller of Drantaax."

"Isit not likely that in the course of your investigation into the murder you will find the statue?"

"Sureit'slikdy. I'll put Ixid injail aswdl if it turns out he was responsible for killing the scul ptor.”

The Venerable Tresus doesn't look too despondent at the thought of Ixid injail. He givesthe
impression that Ixid is capable of anything. This consubgtantidity argument must have been pretty bitter.

| ask him if he has any ideawhere the statue might be now. It'sin my pocket of course, but I'm
curious about how much Tresus knows.

"No, but | believe it has not yet reached the Star Temple.”

"Why?"

"I have means of obtaining information from that establishment.”

"Y ou mean you have aspy there?"

He declinesto answer this.

"So, badicdly, Tresius, you want to prevent Ixia from getting this statue. Y ou're hiring meto find it
and hand it back to the authorities.”

Henods. | don't see any reason not to take his money. I'm going to hand it back to the authorities
anyway, when I'vefinished with it.

| take my standard thirty-guran retainer.

| ask him if he's come across any of the Star Temple monks since he's been in Tural. He saysthat
he hasn't. Whichisalie, giventhat | saw them fighting.

"Onelast thing. Why ishe cdled Ixia the Seer? Ishe aprophet?’

"Not exactly. But he does see very far in dl directions. Thereisvery little that he does not know."

Tresustakes hisleave. At the doorway he meets Dandelion.

"Nicerobe" says Dandelion, looking admiringly & the yelow cloth.



Tresius smiles serenely and departs, hiswarrior monk training providing him with enough inner
srength not to flinch at Danddion. Mysdlf, | Stare at her bare feet and flowers with renewed disgust.

"Adtrath Triple Moon said to tell you that heis sure he can help,” she reports.

Sheliked Adtrath. Particularly hisrainbow cloak and the colourful hat he wears on specia
occasions.

"I'm not sureif he knows too much about the stars, though. He didn't believe mewhen | told him
that everyone born under the sign of the dragon was going to have alucky year. | promised I'd go back
and talk to him about it."

Poor Adtrath.

Danddlion starts rambling on about the dolphins. Apparently they areredlly suffering without their
hedling stone. She can't understand why | won't help.

"They are very upset that you won't help them.”

"Oh yes? And how do you know that?"*

"They told me, of course.”

The dolphins can't redly talk. It'sjust astory for children. | get ableak mental image of Dandelion
at the seashore, gibbering in the direction of some bemused-looking dolphins. Poor dolphins. | tdll her I'm
busy and banish her from my office. I've got thingsto think about.

Grabhing this rare moment of peace and quiet, | consult my book of spellsand load the deep spell
into my mind. It isan unfortunate facet of magic that the spellsdon't stay in your memory, no matter how
good you are. Once you use them, they're gone, and you have to learn them al over again.

Oncel havethe deep spell learned | fed better. | have an uncomfortable feding that before too
long | am going to beinvolved with alot of warrior monks and after seeing them flying through the air
aming kicks at each other's heads, I've no intention of getting involved in hand-to-hand combat. Anyone
aming aflying kick a meisgoing to find himsdf degping soundly before helands.

Quen gppears. | intimate that she's about as welcomein my room as an Orc a an Elvish wedding,
and throw her out.

"Go and hidein Makri'sroom. If you're short of space in there then sit on Danddlion's shoulders.
Seeif she can predict how you're going to escape the city.”

| settle down with another beer, and think about things.

Chapter 8

When | tell Makri about Tresius she'simpressed. "It'syour ideal case, Thraxas. Someone hires you
to find something you dready have. | takeit you'll be spinning it out for afew weeks so you can charge
him more?'

"Very amusing, Makri. Guild College hasimproved your sarcasm tremendoudly. Thereason | didn't
tell him | had the statueisthat | havent finished with it yet. I'm still trying to clear Grosex, remember. This
isevidence"

Makri iseven moreimpressed when | show her the huge statue inside the small purse.

"I like the look of the magic space. Everything's purple. Canwego in?"'

"Definitely not. Entering the magic spaceisavery bad thing to do. My old teacher forbadeit.”

"You think thisIxid the Seer did kill Drantaax?"' I've been filling in Makri on the details.

"It looks like he might be behind it. Which isfinewith me. If I can proveit I'll get Grosex out of jall
and itll be onein the eyefor Prefect Tholius. But it doesn't explain why the statue is here, though. Why



did it end up in that man's purse? If the thugs that tried to kill me wereworking for Ixia, why didn't they
give himthe Satue?'

"Maybethey just couldn't wait to attack you."

"Possibly, I'm that kind of guy. But how come they had the purse with the statue?”

"Maybejust coincidence," suggests Makri. "They might have solen it, or bought it in atavern. After
al, whoever took it from Thalius Green Eye might not have known whét it was."

Thisispossible. Bit of acoincidence, but it's not that unlikely that my old adversary robbed Thaius
and then headed for Twelve Seasto lay low for awhile. I'm not convinced though. | figure that Soolanis
iswide of the mark when she saysthat her father was killed over adwa debt. | reckon the purse was the
main reason. Which makes hiskiller avery ruthless person, if he was murdered merely to providea
means of exporting astatue from the city without anyone noticing.

"I'm deding with abruta killer here, Makri. Murdered a Sorcerer and the city's top sculptor. You
know Thaliuswas killed with a crossbow?"

"I thought he was poisoned by aservant.”

"Just a cover-up by the authorities. Hewas involved in dwa, probably taking it up to Prince
Frisen-Akan at the paace. Consul Kalius won't want to reopen that scandd. It's only two months since
the Prince's drug habit was nearly exposed to the population. Remember aruthlesskiller with afondness
for crossbows?"

"Sure. Sarin the Merciless™

Sarinthe Merciless. | ran her out of town years ago when she was al mouth and no action. She
showed up recently in afar more deadly fashion, having honed her fighting skillsfor four yearsina
monastery with agroup of warrior monks. | remind Makri of the warrior monk connection and she
agreesthat we could be dedling with Sarin once again.

"Y ou keen to meet her again after last time?"

"What do you mean 'after last time?" | demand.

"Didn't shewin?'

| scoff at the suggestion. "Win? Against me? Please. | only let her go because | was busy with other
things, like saving the city from destruction. If she shows her face around here again I'll be down on her
like abad spell. Anyway, freeing her was asmart move. Boost the reward money when | nail her this
time. No cropped-haired, crosshow-wieding killer isgoing to get away from metwice.”

Makri lights athazis stick, inhales afew times and passesit to me. | pour usalittle klee. Makri's
eyeswater asit burns her throat on the way down.

"Why do you drink this suff?" she demands. "We'd haverioted in the dave pitsif they tried serving
ittous"

"Thisistop-qudity klee. Another glass?'

"Okay."

There's acommotion outside as a onemason gets into an argument with an architect. | hear that
the master craftsmen have been complaining to their guilds that they're being provided with sub-standard
materias, which wouldn't be asurprise. The King opened up the public purse to pay for many of the
repairsto the city but by the time the Praetors, Prefects, clerks and Brotherhood take their cut | doubt
ther€lll enough left to pay for superior stone or marble.

"Y ou know, Makri, thiswhole thing stinks. According to the Venerable Tresusthe satueis
important to the Cloud Temple and the Star Temple because young monks regard an Abbot without a
good statue of Saint Queatinius as about as much use as aeunuch in abrothel. But I'm not sureif | believe
that. After dl, why didn't Tresusthink of that before he split off and set up his own temple?’

"Tresus said he commissioned his own statue from Drantaax. Ixial could have murdered Drantaax
to prevent him from finishing the satue—or to sed it for himsdf."

I'd forgotten that. Still sounds dubiousthough. "I guessit might be true. But the Venerable Tresius



lied about not meseting any other monksin the city. What if he'sredlly after the statue for his own temple
and isusing meto locate it for him? Wouldn't be the first time some criminad tried to use me as ameans of
finding something. Wouldn't be the tenth timein fact.”

"That'swhat you get for being good at finding things. Still, you have the statue so | don't haveto
worry too much about the details. Just make sure Tresius doesn't stedl it. What are you doing about
Grosex?| hear thetria artsin two days time."

Thismakes mefrown. | suddenly notice the heat again, and the dry, choking air. Every summer this
damned city islikethis. You think it can't possibly get any hotter, then it does. Two stalsflop down on
the window silI outside, too exhausted to fly any further. | glare at them moodily. I'm not fond of them.

"I was hoping Adtrath could pick up thekiller'sauraif | found the statue but now it's been in the
magic space that won't work. Which brings me back to the mundane matter of looking for witnesses. |
need to speak to Drantaax's wife. Whatever she knows might be enough to fit together with what Tresius
says and provide evidence againgt Ixia the Seer."

It's puzzling that Caliahasn't appeared yet. It's not o easy for aperson to hidein thiscity unless
they arewdll versed in covering their tracks. | can't imagine that she would be. But with no rel atives apart
from her brother and no friends that anyone knows of, where would she go? L odging houses cost
money. Anyway, the Guards have been checking them.

"I must speak to her. Maybe she knows who the murderer was and she's scared to come forward.”

"Maybe she knows who the murderer was so the murderer thought he'd better kill her aswell,”
suggests Makri, which, | haveto admit, isapossibility. But the picture in the kuriya pool gave methe
impresson shewasdive. Alivein awhitevilla. Therearealot of whitevillasin Thamlin.

Whoever murdered Drantaax must have had the magic purse ready to put the statue in, which does
make it fairly certain that they murdered Thaliusfirst. My head startsto swim. | can fed mysdlf getting
involved in too many cases at once, abad habit of mine.

"So don't ask me about the dolphins. | don't have time to even think about them. And keep Quen
out of my sight. The Brotherhood are stepping up their search. We better just hope Astrath Triple Moon
really can boost the bafflement spell and keep her hidden. We might be able to move her inaday or two
when the hest's of f."

Makri has heard that the Innkeepers Guild has been complaining in high places about the Guards
falureto locate thekiller of the landlord.

"They're demanding that the Abode of Justice assigns a higher-grade Sorcerer to the case.”

"Great. Where did you hear that?'

"Association of Gentlewomen. We have a member who works as a cook in the Abode of Justice.”

| growl. Innkeepers don't have aparticularly high socia statusin Tural but their guild issurprisngly
well connected. Not so surprising, | guess. Even Pragtors and Senators like to go out for adrink every
now and then. And as the Innkeepers Guild shares various business interests with the Brotherhood and
the Society of Friends, it'snot redlly safe to meddle with them. If the Civil Guard getsgoing onthisas
well I'min deep trouble.

Then there's the monks. Maybe Sarin the Mercilesstoo. A lesser man might go to pieces. | go
downgtairs for ahelping of Tanrose's stew and some more beer. If I'm going to find Drantaax's wife, I'll
need plenty of energy.

Makri isn't due to work till this evening. She was planning to spend the afternoon practisng a
gpeech for her rhetoric class. This has been causing some mirth around the Avenging Axe, with heartless
individuds, like mefor ingtance, pointing out that while Makri's voice might be excdlent for bellowing
death threats across agladiatorid arena, it doesn't seem all that suitable for the fine art of oratory. Makri
ignores the mockery, but agrees to postpone her practice and come out with me, saying that she's been
short of activity of late, and saving me from aband of deadly warrior monks might be good exercise.

| strap on my sword and stick aknifein the small scabbard concealed at the back of my waistband.
Makri wears both her swords, more or less hidden under her cloak, and dipsalong knifeinto each of



her boots. Asusud, sheis not entirely comfortable without her axe, but it'stoo conspicuous. Thereisno
legd reason why awoman can't walk around Turai carrying an axe, but it isn't exactly an everyday sght.
A fully armed Makri—lithe, strong, and ablade sticking out in every direction—presents avery worrying
sght for the Civil Guard. She tendsto get stopped and questioned, which isinconvenient when were on
acae. Also, we get refused entry to high-class establishments.

She's il grumbling as we head out through the potholes, fish heads and assorted debris of
Quintessence Street.

"Y ou never know when you'll need your axe. Once, in the dave pits, | was fighting four Orcs and
my first sword broke and then my other sword got stuck in the second Orc'srib cage. | had to finish off
the other two with my knife and when | stabbed the last one my knife blade broke aswell. | mean, bad
luck, or what? Actually, it might have been sorcery because by thistime | was supreme champion and
some of the Orc Lords were getting jealous of my success and theway | kept killing their gladiators. So,
right then, just when | didn't have aweapon, they threw in this enormous Troll carrying a nine-foot spear
and aclub the size of aHuman. So that just goesto show."

"Goesto show what?'

"That you should never be without your axe."

"Well just have to hope we don't meet agiant Troll a the end of Quintessence Street. What
happened? Did you kill the Troll with your bare hands?"

"No. Trollsare too strong for that. | vaulted up the wall to the Orc Lord's gdlery. His chief
bodyguard ran in front of me so | took his sword off him, stabbed him with it, and legped back into the
arena. After dl thisthe Troll was confused and | was able to hack him to pieces. By now the Orc Lord
was angry I'd killed his chief bodyguard, so dl the rest of his bodyguards started legping down into the
arena, eght of them, al in chainmall. It was a pretty close thing for awhile, what with eight of them
chasing me around and me with only one sword to defend myself. But after | disposed of acouplel
managed to pick up another sword and once | had one in each hand | just mowed them down. Should
have seen the crowd. They were going completely berserk. | had the longest standing ovation ever
granted to agladiator.”

| glance sdeways a Makri. When she arrived in Tural about ayear ago one of her notable festures
was her inability to lie. But she's been learning recently, mainly from me.

"Isthat story true? Or are you just practising for your speech at the rhetoric class?’

"Of courseit'strue. Why wouldn't it be? Y ou think | can't defeat thirteen Orcsand a Troll? Now
you mention it, though, it would make a good speech.”

"What subject are you meant to be talking about?"

"Living peacefully inaviolent world."

"Best of luck."

"I'll need it. Last rhetoric exam, | didn't do very well at al.”

We take alandus up through town. The streets are hot as Orcish hell and asthe day wearson it
doesn't get any coaler. | cal in on the smal room in atenement where Grosex lived on hisown. No one
in the building seemsto know anything about him. The neighbours hardly saw him and don't think he's got
any relations anywhere. The neighbours aso hope that helll be hanged. After dl, he'sjust murdered our
most famous artist.

| search hisroom, with no results. Nothing of interest, criminal or otherwise. Just ashabby little
room for an apprentice who can't afford anything better. The floor boards are bare. The walls are stained
with candle smoke. From upstairs come the screams of amisbehaving child and the hopeless shrieks of
an enraged mother. | shudder.

"L etsget out of here. It'sdepressng me.”

Poor Grosex. No friends or relations. Living in that miserable little room on hisown. | can seehe
might have enjoyed some diversion in the shape of Drantaax'swife.

We head north. Were on our way to see Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky. Lisutarisis a powerful



Sorcerer, and unconnected with any of the official bodiesin Turai. She has alarge independent income
s0 she doesn't have to work at the Abode of Justice or the Palace, or draw up horoscopes and lucky
charmsfor private citizens. Thisisjust aswell, as Lisutaris smokes raw thazis through awaterpipe dl day
and is permanently stoned.

| helped her out afew months ago so she might be willing to help me now though I'm not counting
onit. Makri ismore hopeful. They've met a afew Association of Gentlewomen meetings and the
Sorcerer has gppeared friendly enough, unlike some other well-born women Makri could name. Even the
Association of Gentlewomen is not without its share of prejudice againgt anyone with Orc blood. Severa
Senator'swives have refused to St in the same room as her.

Our landus comesto ahdt in anarrow street asalarge cart full of vegetables stopsin front of us.
Our driver shouts some abuse to no effect. The other driver seemsto have disappeared and the
vegetable cart stayswhereit is. Welook round as our driver considers the tricky option of reversing his
horse and cart down the narrow street. Standing behind us are five red-robed monks who by thissmple
manoeuvre have now cornered us. They stare a us quite cdmly. The onein front, asmdl individua with
boyish features, waves his hand in greeting. Makri and | legp down from the landus to confront them.

"What do you want?"' | demand.

"The gatue of Saint Quatinius," saysthe smal monk, quite placidly. | notice that heis not sweating
inthe hedt, like the rest of the population.

"What's that got to do with me?"

"Weknow that you haveit."

My temper startsto boil. Who does he think heis, hijacking my landus when I'm out on acase?|
tell him to go to hell. He doesn't. Instead he just stands there placidly, which annoys me more than ever. |
try and shove him out of the way but he somehow avoids my push. | lose my temper completely and
throw apunch at hisannoyingly peaceful face.

He dodgesit. And then throws a punch, not at me, but at the thick plank of wood at the rear of the
landus. To my astonishment the small man'sfist sngpsit intwo, sending splintersinto the air.

"Whereisthe statue?" he repests.

| try to draw my sword but beforeit's out of its scabbard he hitsme and | fly backwardsinto the
landus. A spar catchesmeintheribsand | tumble on to the ground, gasping for breath.

Makri figuresthisis enough provocation for anyone and draws her swords. The monks take out
some curioudy shaped knives, each with long guards curving out from their handles, which they useto
deflect Makri's blade. And they do indeed block her blade, something I've never seen before. They
move with lightning speed, so that Makri is quickly encircled. Despite landing a cut on one opponent's
shoulder, sheis brought down by akick from behind that she has no room to avoid. She'son her feet in
an ingtant, landing agood kick of her own before thrusting herself againgt the nearest wall so they can't
get behind her. Standing with her twin swords forming an impenetrable guard, she waitsfor them to come
onto her.

| raise mysdlf off the ground and walk afew yards so Makri isnot in my way. | have my own sword
inmy hand and for dl their fighting skill I'l fight five people with Makri at my side any day. But right now
| don't havethetime and it'stoo hot. So | et go with the deep spell. The five monks crumpleinstantly to
thefloor.

Makri looks round angrily at me—I know she will regard this magic as a dishonourable way of
dedling with opponents—but she doesn't protest. She's not used to meeting anyone who can land akick
on her and islooking puzzled.

Our landus driver islooking more than puzzled. He's quaking in his sest.

| ask him if he can clear the vegetable wagon from in front of us. He doesthis readily enough,
legping on the horse and taking the reinswhile | search the monks. | don't find athing. They don't even
have any pockets and none of them is carrying abag. Just their curious knives. Makri takes dl five for
her collection.



Theway isnow clear. There are only afew minutes|eft till the warrior monks wake up. Less, if they
have strong congtitutions, which they probably do. We set off with as much speed asis possible through
the crowded streets.

Makri'sfaceisdark with fury.

"Y ou annoyed because | put them to deep?”

She shakes her head.

"No. I'm annoyed that | underestimated them. | can't believe | et someone kick me from behind.”

She lgpsesinto gloomy silencefor therest of the journey.

"Don't worry about it," | tell her. "No doubt you'll get to meet them again soon. Therell be plenty of
opportunity to kick them back.”

Chapter 9

Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, is about the same age as me but much better preserved. | suspect
that female Sorcerers have their own arcane beauty secretsto fight the ravages of time, but they've never
shared them with me. She haslong fair hair, woven in braids, which are piled on her head beforetrailing
down her back. It'sal held in place by asort of tiara, Slver, sudded with pearls, in a style quite common
among aristocratic women.

Well-born Turanian women spend much time and effort on their hair. Makri, with her vast unruly
mane, affects some scorn at this. Thereis no denying, though, that on Lisutarisit is quite fetching, asisher
rainbow cloak, which isof afiner cut and cloth than the standard Sorcerer's garment.

Thelast time | was here howling mobs were outside trying to burn the villadown, and wounded
Sorcererslay dl over thefloor. Lisutariswas lying on the floor aswell, but her stupor was because of
thazis rather than injury. | found aspell in her workroom for making the plants grow faster, which |
Suppose goes some way to explain why Lisutaris spends most of her time attached to alarge waterpipe
inhaing the fumes from her specidly grown private supply.

Thazisisdill illega in Tura. Only Sx or S0 years ago the Civil Guards were hot on tracking down
offenders, if only to gather enough of the substance for themselvesto smokein private. Senators used to
make impassi oned speeches denouncing its use and blaming it for the mord decay that was gripping the
nation's youth. Since dwa swept the city, no one bothers any more. Most people smoke thazisasamild
relaxant and antidote to their worries, though few are so enthusiastic and overindulgent as Lisutaris. She
isnotoriousin certain circlesfor inventing anew kind of waterpipe. It could beworse. At least sheisn't a
dwaaddict. That's turning out to be quite apopular occupation among the city's Sorcerers.

We are greeted hospitably enough when we arrive. A servant leads us through long corridorsto a
large ary room with green and gold Elvish tapestries on thewals and plants of al kinds surrounding a
bay window overlooking the extensive gardens. Everyone has extensive gardensin Thamlin, and ateam
of gardeners on the payroll. If you don't, you lose status. Another servant brings us wine and announces
that Lisutariswill be down presently.

Fromwhat I've seen of thevilla, Lisutaris hasfollowed the current Thamlin fashion of bringingin an
interior designer, probably from Attical. | can remember when Sorcerers houses were perpetudly strewn
with sorcerous junk which no amount of servants could keep entirely clean, but afashionable woman
such as Lisutariswould no longer be satisfied with that. Since Tural's gold mines started bringing in the
wedlth, everyonein Thamlin is much more concerned with style. Senators used to gain status from their
prowess on the battlefield. Now they attain it through modish living rooms and exquisitely tended
gardens. | don't approve of this, but I'm old-fashioned.



I'm not quite sure how to approach Lisutaris with my requedts. It is not the done thing to apply to a
Sorcerer for help inlocating people, unlessthe Sorcerer actudly hires himsalf out for that sort of thing,
which very few do. Apart from odd outcasis like myself, who never finished histraining, and Agtrath
Triple Moon, who isnhow in disgrace, Sorcerersin Turai don't go in for much private enterprise. They
either work for the King or the Consul or follow the standard lifestyle of the idle upper-class citizen who
doesn't have to work at anything. Investigation is deemed to be below them, ajob best 1€ft to the Civil
Guards. Or me. Likethe rest of the population, Sorcerers are very conscious of their social standing.

The brief wait for Lisutaristo gppear turnsinto along one. My patience quickly wearsthin. The
wineisexcdlent, but | don't have thetimeto enjoy it. Makri isstill brooding about |etting someone land a
kick on her, and she gits giffly in her chair.

"Lighten up, Makri. Just because you're number one chariot when it comesto fighting doesn't mean
you haveto beinvincible. There werefive of them and they're dll specialy trained. Some of these monks
gpend their whole lives in monasteries, doing nothing €l se expect fighting and praying.”

"Well, they'll have something to pray about next time we mest," says Makri. She mutters afew dark
threats about what she hasin store for them.

Lisutarisarrives eventudly, afaraway look in her eyes. A servant leads her to achair trying to
conced thefact that he's actudly holding her upright. | Ssgh. What isit about being a Sorcerer that makes
these people indulge to such an excess?

"Can | bring you anything?' enquiresthe servart.

| notice my goblet isempty. "Ancther bottle of wineif you dont mind."

Lisutaris eventualy focuses her eyes. When she sees Makri she smilesin recognition.

"Hdlo...?'

"Makri."

"Helo, Makri."

The Sorcerer looks a me. | can tell she doesn't remember me. | remind her of theriot.

"I was the one who dapped you."

That didn't sound quite right.

"To bring you round. To put out thefire."

She gazes at me vacantly.

"And then | fought off the crowd that was trying to kill us. Well, me and Hanamathe Assassin did.
Praetor Cicerius later described it asaheroic effort.”

Lisutaris continuesto look vacant. "My memories of that day are alittle hazy. So much happened,
withthefireand theriots, | just .. ."

Her voicetrals off and her eyes drift to her Elvish tapedtries. Lisutarisisladen with pale silver
jewdlery of Elvish design and she plays absently with one of the many dender banglesthat adorn her
wrists. We st in slence asthe Sorcerer drifts off in whatever thazis- fuelled dream she hasfound in the
tapedtries. As an experienced and reputable Sorcerer, Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, will have spent a
fair amount of time among the Elves. Our Sorcerers dways vist the Southern Idandswhen they are
young, to study and learn.

I've been to the Southern Idands mysdf, which few other Turanian citizenscan clam. Very
beautiful. Not much crime. They have good wine, but beer ishard to find. Lisutaris carries on gazing at
the tapestriesand | start to fed alittle awkward and somewhat annoyed. | saved thiswoman'slifeafew
months ago. | don't especidly care that she'sforgotten, but it makes asking her for afavour more difficult.
I'm about to do it anyway when Makri legpsin ahead of me.

"Can you help usfind someone?' she asks.

The Migtress of the Sky withdraws her gaze from her tapestries and looks at Makri, surprised.
Makri, of course, does not redlise that it isarude question.

"L ook for someone?



A trace of annoyance flickers over the Sorcerer'sface. For asecond | think she's going to throw us
out. Then she shrugs, and amiles.

"If you wish. Who are you looking for?"

| let Makri do the explaining. I'm interested to learn that their acquaintance in the Association of
Gentlewomen is sufficient reason to bresk asocid taboo. The Association isgoing to land itsdlf in hot
water with the King and the Church one day.

Lisutaris, Migtress of the Sky, reacheslanguidly for asilk bell rope and summons a servant. She
tells him to bring her some kuriya. He departs, soon returning with agolden saucer on aslver tray with a
small gold bottle besideit. He placesasmall table before Lisutaris and puts the tray down where she can
reechit.

Lisutaris Sps some wine before reaching over to pour the black kuriya from the bottle into the
saucer. Without any preparation at al, she waves her hand over the liquid. Within seconds a picture
startsto appesr.

I'm envious of her power. It takesme along time to get mysdf into the required mental stateto
summon up apicture yet she can do it ingtantly, even when she's stoned. | should have studied more.

"|sthisthe house you mean?

| study the picture. It is. Lisutaris concentrates for afew moments.

"It beongsto aman caled Odcius. It's Situated near to the fountain that stands outside the southern
wall of the Palace.

| thank Lisutaris profusdly. She glances back into the dark poal.

"| seethat Osicius has been going through some troubles recently. The aura of the houseis
disturbed. | dso seethat heis known by another name.”

For thefirgt time shelooks asif sheisgraining. "Akid?' she saysfindly. "Or Exil perhaps?'

"Not Ixia surdy?" | say, quiteloudly. "Ixia the Seer?'

"That'sright. Ixia the Seer. Wdll, he can't see me."

And with that the mighty Sorceress getsavery ingppropriate fit of the giggles and startsrolling
around in her chair in hysterics. The picture fadesfrom the kuriya pool. While | wonder at the very
unexpected discovery that Drantaax's wife is concedled in the town house of Ixia the Seer, Lisutaris
keepsright on laughing, interspersed with the odd burst of "He can't see me," which seemsto strike her
asthefunniest thing in the world.

She pullsthe bell rope and orders the servant to bring her waterpipe. She offersto share some
thaziswith us. Makri iskeen to try the waterpipe. | whisper to her that shelll look sy if five hogtile
warrior monks appear while sheis laughing uncontrollably.

Makri's eyes harden at the thought and she refuses the offer. We thank Lisutaris, Mistress of the
Sky, and take our leave. Outside we hail alandus and head on up to the south side of the Palace. Behind
usLisutarisis ill finding things very amusing.

"Isshelikethat at your A.G. meetings?' | ask Makri.

"I cannot tel anyone anything about our meetings,” Makri replies.

"l know."

Werideon.

"Actudly shesworse," says Makri. "I'm surprised to see she's such agood Sorcerer. That was
good sorcery, wasn't it?'

"Certainly was. | couldn't get pictureslike that in the kuriya pool if | meditated for amonth. Lisutaris
is as decadent asthe rest of our upper classes but she's sharp as an Elf's ear when it comesto magic.
Good wine cellar too. Next timeyou run into her at ameseting seeif shell invite usto dinner. She might
bring out the Elvish vintages. Incidentaly, where do you hold your meetings?'

"I'm not meant to say."

"Y ou know that Archbishop Xerius made a speech to the Senate last week in which he roundly



condemned the Association of Gentlewomen as awicked and ungodly organisation”?”

Makri says something rude about the Archbishop.

A few important people ride past in fancy carriages, but the streets are far quieter here than
elsewhere. Far cleaner aswell. Even the stals look better fed. Makri wonders out loud why Ixia the
Seer, Abbot of amonastery in the mountains, would have avillain Thamlin. It'sagood question. And
why has Cdiafled there?

Thevillaisprecisely where Lisutaris said it would be. Weride past without stopping. There's
nothing to see. No one in sight, not even agardener. No sign of anyone from the Securitus Guild ether.
It's quite common for these villas to be protected by their own private Guards but this one doesn't seem
to be.

| ask the driver to drop us off some way past. Makri and | leave the main street and enter apark
which | think leadsto the back of the villas garden. After some uncomfortable scrambling over thorns
and bushes, we find oursalves confronted by awall eight feet high topped with metal spikes.

"Herewe are. The houseison the other sde of thiswall.”

"What are we going to do?"

"Tekealook."

The heat is till oppressive but | fed sharp. | become frustrated when things get too complicated but
when it comes down to the basics of investigation—Ilike sticking my head over awal and taking agood
look—I fed in contral.

The park was busy with nannies and tutorstaking their young charges for walks and young Army
Captains meeting chaperoned young ladies, but we've come far enough into the wooded area at the edge
S0 that no one can see us. Makri offersto give me aboost up thewall, but | decide againgt giving her an
opportunity to criticise me about my weight and stick aconvenient log where| can stand onit. Thisgives
me just enough height to see over.

"Nooneindght," | whisper. "Let'sgo."

Makri islooking dubious. "Are you sure?!

"Of course. What'swrong?'

"I don't know. | suppose I'm just not used to climbing over other peopleswadlls.

| wasforgetting. Makri isdauntlessin battle but sheisn't used to the nitty-gritty of investigating such
as sneaking round places you're not meant to be. | reassure her that | do this sort of thing dl the time then
lay my cloak over the metd spikes and haul mysalf over thewall. | drop down gently and dip behind a
tree, where Makri joinsme. Thereisill no onein sght. Thelight isfading asthe sun sinks over the roof
of the Pdlace in the distance, sending brilliant rays shooting from its golden towers.

"Arewe going ingdethevilla? What do we say if someone catches us?

"WEell just make some excuse. | dwaysthink of something. And keep your swordsin ther
scabbards. If you kill anyoneitll just make things more complicated.”

Keeping low, we head from tree to tree, taking cover and watching as we make the long trek
towardsthevilla

"Big garden,” whispers Makri.

"They dwaysarein Thamlin. Minewas huge. Further than | could walk."

The night comes quickly. Only one of the moonsisin the sky, low down to the east, and it casts
little light into the grounds.

Near the villaalarge clump of bushes makes excellent cover and we crouch in the undergrowth
before making our fina approach to the house. It isnow dark, but no lights burninsde. Very strange.
Even if the owner was away there would aways be servants|eft to take care of things. | fed some dight
unease. If everyoneinside isdead I'd as soon it wasn't me that found them. Such things happen to me
way too often and the Guards always give me a hard time about it. "Dead Body Thraxas' they call me.

Suddenly the back door opens and figures emerge carrying candles. They walk inslence. | strain



my eyesin the dim light to make out what's happening. They're carrying something. It lookslike a corpse.
Dead Body Thraxas strikes again. | go tense, wondering what I've stumbled into. They proceed towards
usin slence. Four figures, carrying another.

"Monks," whispers Makri.

She'sright. Monks with shaved heads. | can't distinguish the colour of their cloaks. They approach.
Thefigurethey're carrying starts to show signs of life as the monks carefully lower him on to the ground
where he kneds asif in meditation. Eventually the other monks knedl in front of the figure they have
deposited, and stare at him by the dim candldight. From their reverentid attitude | guessthat thismust be
Ixid the Seer.

My eyes dtart to adjust. Thereis someone else beside him. Not amonk. Too much hair. It'sa
young woman. Cdlia, | presume.

Ixia holds up his hand and seems about to speak. Something catches his attention and he pauses.
He swivels his head towards us.

"Who isthere?' he demands.

Wefreeze. I'd swear he couldn't see us here in the bushes, in the darkness.

"Comeout," he orders. "Y ou cannot hide from Ixid the Seer."

"Fine" | say, stepping out into the open. "It was getting cramped in there anyway. Y ou've got sharp
eyes. But then | guess you would have, Ixid the Seer."

The four attendant monks rise swiftly to stand between me and their leader.

"What do you want?' demands|xia. "And what isthe meaning of entering into thisgarden
uninvited?"

There's something odd about the way he's sitting. It'sadmost asif the woman beside him isactualy
supporting him. My first thought isthat heisyet another dwa enthusiast but his voice seemstoo clear and
firm.

"What do | want? Some conversation with the lady, mainly. About Grosex. One-time gpprentice to
the lady's recently departed husband Drantaax, and now languishing in prison awaiting aswift trid and
execution. And after that | might like afew words with you about why your monks have been following
me around the city, burgling my rooms and atacking mein aleyways."

Several more monks emerge from the house and advance in the gloom to stand close behind Ixid. |
wonder how many are in the house. I've used up the deep spell and I'm not sure how many warrior
monks Makri and | can handle a once.

Ixid startsto speak but halts, giving the faintest of groans. Hisface contorts. Heisobvioudy in
some pain and isfighting to control it. Hisfollowersturn their headsin concern. Thisisone sick Abbot.
Aslxid dumpsforward, Caliatakes asmal bottle from her bag and starts dabbing hislips and forehead
with some liquid. None of the monks seemsto have any ideawhat to do. They are al young, and | sense
that they're frightened by their leader's distress. | step forward, brushing the monks aside.

"What's the matter with him?"

Cdlialooks up at me with despair in her eyes. No onetriesto prevent meas| take acandleand
reach down to move the blanket which covers hislegs. Hislegs are amess, twisted and broken. Eachis
protected by splints and bandages but blood oozes out from gaps everywhere and where the skin shows
through it isblack and putrid. If gangrene hasn't set in dready, it isn't far away. I'd say that Ixia the Seer
has about twenty-four hoursto live, maybe less.

Chapter 10



"We're waiting for the hedlersto arrive," says Cdia. Her voice is desperate, dmost without hope.
No hedler isgong to save Ixid. So twisted and broken are hislegsthat | assume only hiswillpower and
rigoroustraining have kept him divethislong. With injurieslike that most people would have given up
and died by now.

"What happened?’

Caliadoesn't answer. | look down at Ixid. He opens his eyes for amoment. He struggles briefly
with the pain then hishead lollsforward as he loses consciousness.

More lights appear in the house as the hedlers arrive. Two women, each with the green canvas bags
commonly used for carrying medicine, are led into the gardens, dong with aman in aflowing robe. An
apothecary, aherbalist and aheadler. Good luck to them.

| withdraw to Makri's hiding place in the shadows. The monks are gathered in acircle around their
leader asthe doctors examine him.

"No chance" | mutter. "They should have brought an undertaker. It would have saved time."

Makri iswary of the monks. Only hours ago they were trailing us through the city. Now they seem
too concerned with their leader's plight to bother about us.

"I need to speak to Calia. Dying Abbot or not, I'm here to clear Grosex."

Oil lamps have been lit for the healers. While they go about their business Cdiastandsto onesidein
the shadows, ignored by the monks.

"She doesn't look in amood to talk,” says Makri.

"l never let that bother me."

"Y ou want me to come?'

"Y es. She might fed better with another woman around.”

"Even an Orc with pointed ears?’

"I'm sure | never called you that."

We circumnavigate the hedlers and the monks.

"l need to tak to you."

"Not now," saysCdlia.

| can see that she deserved her reputation as a Twelve Seas beauty but | can also seethat she's
been under immense strain. Her husband was killed only afew days ago. But | get theimpression that he
isn't uppermost in her mind.

"It hasto be now. Unlessyou want Grosex to hang.”

Shelooks up sharply. "Grosex? Hang? Why?"

"For murdering Drantaax, of course.

"That'sridiculous. He wouldn't have killed Drantaax.”

"That's not what you said when you found Grosex standing over the body. | heard you were
screaming out he'd stabbed him.”

Cdiabrushesthisoff. "I wasn't thinking clearly. Who would be? | don't know who killed my
husband, but I'm sure it wasn't the gpprentice. Hewasfar too loya."

"It washisknife.

"Someone ese must have used it.”

"The Guards don't think s0." | ask her who did and she says she doesn't know. | don't think |
believe her.

"Tell mewhat's going on. What happened at the workshop? And why did you run here? What's
your connection with Ixid?'

This gets no response.

"Youll fed better if you talk about it," | add. | often find thisauseful line, but it doesn't work for
Cdia | changetack.



"What happened to Ixia ?"

"They attacked while he was meditating."

"Who did?'

"Tresus. The Cloud Temple. They snesked up on him while he was praying and threw him from the
wadls"

"What happened to his seeing powers?’

"Ixid isardigiousman," retorts Calia. "He does not distract himsdlf with seeing while heis praying.”

| see. That's not theway Tresiustold it. According to Cdlia, Tresus and hisfollowers had been
apprehended trying to steal the monastery's statue before they departed in disgrace. The statue had
tumbled to its destruction from thewalls. But Tresus had later returned with the intention of killing Ixia
and stedling hisfollowers. During this dtercation the Cloud Temple was repulsed but Ixid, taken by
surprise, was himsdf tumbled from the walls, suffering the terrible injuries he now has.

"The monks brought him to the city to try and save hislife."

The despair on her face shows quite clearly she knowsit's hopeless. Any normal man would have
died by now. Every heder, herbdist and apothecary in Turai isn't going to be able to put Ixid's twisted
and broken legs back together. Nor could they cure the gangrene that'll kill him if loss of blood doesn't
do sofirst. Even Sorcerers are powerless against gangrene.

Cdiaismoreforthcoming. Shetells usthat sheld been involved with Ixial adecade ago when he
was nothing more than a poor young student living in agarret in Twelve Sess, reading scrolls of
philosophy by candidight. She wasin love with him then, and till is. When he went off into the
wildernessto take up the life of amonk, sheld despaired of ever being happy again. Eventually she ended
up marrying Drantaax, having no better prospects and parents keen to get their hands on the dowry from
afamous and wedlthy sculptor.

She tells me she spent ten years with Drantaax during which time her life was comfortable but
desperatdly dull. And so it might have remained, had she not received a message from Ixid the Seer
asking her to meet him at avillain Thamlin.

She went to meet him. And started an affair, | imagine, though she doesn't come right out and say it.

Thisal raises someinteresting questions. How did an Abbot of amountain monastery find the
money to buy alarge villain Thamlin, for instance? And what was he doing with it anyway? Warrior
monks live in harsh conditions, training their minds and bodies with rigorous exercise. | don't think they
make exceptions for their Abbots. They're not meant to adopt false names, pretend to be aristocrats and
hang around in villasin wedlthy parts of town. | don't think they're meant to have affairswith married
ex-lovers either, athough different sects adopt different views on celibacy and such like. But | haveto
leave these questions for now, and concentrate on Grosex. Now that Cdia has opened up alittle, she
tellsme what she knows. Smply put, she arrived in the workshop to find Grosex standing over
Drantaax's body and the statue gone.

That'sthe same story asthe Guards so far.

"Why did you flee?'

"l panicked. | knew there were stories about me having an affair. People thought I'd been seeing
Grosex when redly | had been seeing Ixid. | thought the Guards would accuse me of killing my husband
30 Grosex could have hisbusiness. So | fled. | didn't know they'd suspect Grosex. | liked him. | didn't
mean to bring him any harm, but | had to get away."

"Sounds like you were glad of the chance.”

"Sowhat if | was?'

She putsagreat ded of feding into that. Maybe it's unbearable being married to a busy sculptor.

"Y ou don't sound shattered with grief about his murder.”

"I'm sad. I've got other things to be sadder about.”

"What happened to the satue?'



She clams not to know. If sheisaware of the goings-on with the magic purse, she's not letting on. |
point out to her that the statue thief must surely be the murderer, and Ixid and the Star Temple were
currently minus one statue. Which does make them a strong suspect.

She shakes her head. "Ixid would not have harmed my husband. Why would he? And anyway,
when Drantaax's statue went missing Ixia was aready closeto degth. It'staken hismonks four daysto
trangport him from the mountainsto the city."

"Injured or not, hewas still giving out orders, because his monks have been searching the city.
Searching my rooms anyway."

"l know nothing of that."

Ixid calsout in pain. Caiahurriesover to him. | look at the young monks, trying to gauge their
reaction to her. Arethey aware of her relationship with their leader, or has he deceived them with some
story? | seeno signs of disgpprova on their faces.

| turn to Makri. "What do you make of it?'

"I'm completely confused,” shereplies. "Who did kill Drantaax, then? And who stole the statue and
put it in the magic purse?'

| admit that | don't know.

"l don't understand that woman," continues Makri. "If she didn't want to marry Drantaax, then why
did she? She didn't need a husband. She could've got ajob in Minarixas bakery."

"I don't think Caliaisthetypeto spend her daysin abakery."

The healing goes on by thelight of the lamps. Ixiad driftsin and out of consciousness. Finaly he
lapsesinto adeep deep, or maybe adeep coma. The heder, the herbaist and the apothecarist exchange
glances, which are not hard to interpret. Ixial will be handing in histoga pretty soon. Severd of the
younger monks havetearsintheir eyes. If | wasaman of sengtivity I'd leave them all to their grief. But
I'm not. | grab the deeve of one monk whom | think | recognise as one of the burglars at my office.

"Why did you think | had the statue?"

Heyanks hisdeeve away and hurries off to join hisfdlows. | question another with smilar results.

"Y ou're not going to learn anything more here, Thraxas," says Makri. "They'reall too worried about
Ixid. | fed kind of annoyed redlly. They owe meafight."

Asif on cue the slent garden suddenly erupts. Y ellow-clad monks pour over thewalls, and they
haven't cometo talk about consubstantidity. They charge towards the monks of the Star Templeydling
war cries and waving short sticks and curious knives. The Star Temple monks react quickly, forming a
human shield around Ixia. More of their brothers hear the uproar and rush from the house. Soon eighty
or so monks are battling away in the garden, punching, kicking, and flying through the air in their now
familiar acrobatic manner. It's quite asight. Makri and | withdraw to the bushes to watch, dightly
bewildered by thisturn of events. | start to suspect that there may be no more reason behind any of this
gpart from the two Temples hatred of each other. Maybe they just fight al the time anyway, and the
datue isno morethan asideissue.

"Interesting religious dispute,” | mutter to Makri asamonk bounces off atree and crashesinto the
bush beside us. "They should try it in the True Church. Certainly liven things up abit.”

It'shard to be surein thedim light, but | think | can seethe Venerable Tresusin the thick of things.
If itishim he's even better preserved for hisage than | thought. | swear he legps eight feet from the
ground to hurtle over an opponent, kicking him as he does so, and lands behind another one whom he
scythes to the ground with another kick to the legs. He finds himself surrounded by agroup of red monks
but leaps clear after sending two of them hurtling backwardsinto the pond.

Cries of anger and pain ring out from al sides as the monks surge thisway and that. While some
knivesarein view mogt of thefighting is done empty-handed. Everyone seemsto be doing their best to
maintain the warrior monks reputation as masters of unarmed combat. | wince as apile-driving blow
sends another young novice crashing into the bushesto lie unconscious at our feet.

"Should have kept your guard up,” murmurs Makri who, | suspect, is enjoying the spectacle.



"Shouldwejoinin?' sheasks.

"Of course not. Why would we?'

"I don't know. | just thought maybe we should.”

"Just because there's afight doesn't mean you haveto get involved, Makri."

"| suppose not. It just doesn't seem natural not to."

The yellow-robed monks of the Cloud Temple seem to have the upper hand, mainly because of the
presence of the Venerable Tresiuswho carries everyone before him. None of the young monksin red
can stand up to hisfuriousfighting technique. Bodiesliterdly fly into theair in front of him as he smashes
one young novice after another out of the way. He fights hisway to the edge of Ixid's bodyguard and
keepsright on going. Hisfollowersfan out and start to attack from dl directions.

The hedler, the herbalist and the gpothecarist have wisdly fled the scene but | think Caliais till by
Ixid's side, ready to defend him to the last. The power of love, | reflect. | have to admire her for it.

The brothers of the Star Temple put up a desperate defence. They're brave and unflinching but
Tresusisjust too much for them, brushing them out of the way like a dragon going through a squadron of
poorly paid mercenaries. | wonder if heintendsto kill Ixia? Asan Investigator, sworn to uphold the law,
| should act to prevent such a serious crime being committed right under my nose, but it's not really my
affair when it comesright downtoit.

Suddenly | sense someone close to usin the bushes. So does Makri. Weturn round as oneto the
place where a dark-shadowed figure has moved in silence. The figure notes our presence but pays us no
more attention. He raises something | can't quite discern. There's a sharp twang and a brief humming
sound and the next thing | know one of the yellow monks cries out in pain and dumpsto the ground. |
recognise the humming sound. A crossbow. | don't need an introduction to know who thefigurein the
shadowsis.

"Sarinthe Merciless,” | whisper to Makri.

The crosshow is both powerful and unwidldy. It'sgood for defending acity or launching an assault
from cover but not much used on the battlefield because of its downessto load. But in lesstimethan I've
ever seen it done before, Sarin has another deadly bolt in the groove. Shefiresit off, killing another of the
Cloud Temple monks. Astheir second man goes down the yellow monks start to realise that something is
wrong and pause dightly in their attack, unsure of what's happening. Another balt fliesfrom the
crossbow. Another monk goes down.

"Inthe bushes" yelsthe Venerable Tresius, gesturing with his hand.

The interruption helps the Star Temple regroup and they re-form asolid defence around Ixial.
Monks of the Cloud Temple are now running towards the bushes. | watch as Sarin the Merciless coolly
loads another bolt into her wegpon. Thistime she takes more careful am. Shefiresat Tresus.

Tresus does something that is not humanly possible. He seizesthe bolt out of the air beforeit hits
him. | gasp in astonishment. A bolt from a crossbow has enough power at close rangeto go in through
onewall and out through another. It's not possible to grab it out of the air in mid-flight. Y ou can't even
seeit. And yet Tresiusjust did.

Hisfollowers reach the bushes. | step further back into the shadows. Sarin camly firesafina bolt
into the nearest of her attackers then engages the rest with an unarmed combat technique which matches
theirs. Her boast that she'd spent four years studying in a monastery must have been true. She'sup
againg three opponents and acquitting herself well, sending one spinning backwards, then circling round
the other two, denying them an opportunity to attack.

Whistles sound in the distance. The Civil Guard has been derted. Y ou can't Stage alarge battlein
Thamlin without the neighbours complaining, and when the neighbours complain in Thamlin, the Guards
take notice. There are screams and yells and whistles and the sounds of horse-drawn wagons arriving at
the front of the house. Seconds later men wearing the black tunics of the Civil Guard are swarming into
the garden.

"Timetogo."



We depart swiftly, finding ourselves running towards the far wall in the company of various monks. |
think 1 notice another figure in the shadows, asmdll figure, not amonk. Reminds me of someone, but |
can't think who. By the time we're across the wall and into the park we're on our own.

"That was quiteanight.”

"Great fight."

We hurry away from the scene. Having once lived here | know my way around even in the dark. |
lead us down alittle-used |ane between two villastill the sound of the uproar fades away. We now face a
long walk home. Horsetraved isforbiddenin Tural at night. The night isstill too hot to walk comfortably,
and | redise| haven't eaten or drunk for sometime.

"Did you learn enough to clear Grosex?' Makri enquires.

"I'm not sure. I'll need awhileto sort it al out. Right now | need a beer. Why don't they have more
taverns up here? First onewereach, I'm going in."

Itswell past midnight. As nightlifein thisdigtrict is not particularly raucous, we don't find atavern
open until wereamost out of Thamlin and into Jade Temple Fidds, which isafraction morelivey. Jade
Temple Fiddstakesits name, naturaly enough, from the old temple with jade columns built as a present
from the Elves three hundred years ago after we helped them in awar with the Orcs. Turai sent the
biggest contingent of shipswith the fleet of the League of City-States and we crushed the Orcish Armada
at the famous Battle of Dead Dragon Idand. That put an end to Orcish seapower for along time. Turai's
great Navy was formidable in those days, despite our rlatively small size. Not any more. We used to be
an important member of the League of City-States. We still arein theory, but everyone knows the Army
and Navy are not what they were.

The Leagueisn't what it was, ether. It's protected smaler city-states from the aggression of our
larger neighbourslike Nigj for the last four centuries but it's been faling apart for the past twenty years.
Now werein a permanent state of alert over the sllver minesthat border on our supposed dly Matteshiin
the south. If we end up a war with them the League will disintegrate and Nioj will eat usdl for breskfast.

Jade Temple Fiedsis home to government workers, lesser civil servants and thelike. Wefindly
find atavern where the lights are still on. Makri looksat it suspicioudy.

"It'l befine," | reassure her, and marchiin.

Weé're confronted at the door by alarge individua wearing agreen tunic signifying him asamember
of the Securitus Guild, hired to keep out undesirables. Not like the Avenging Axe. Gurd will let anyone
in.

The doorway isilluminated by aflaming torch. In the flickering firdight Makri's skin looks even
redder than usud. The Guard isamountainousindividud. He Stretches his arm out, preventing usfrom
entering.

"No swordsin here" he grunts, looking at Makri. "And no Orcs."

So Makri, without any hesitation whatsoever, hauls off and punches him in the face. He crumplesto
the ground.

| sare at her. "Couldn't we even have discussed it first?'

"What'sto discuss? Heinsulted me.”

True enough. But | badly wanted a beer.

"Well find another tavern,” says Makri.

The Guard islying unconscious in the doorway. I'm tempted to hurdle the body and rush insdefor a
quick flagon of ae anyway, but decide againgt it. It'l only lead to trouble if he wakes up while I'm &t the
bar.

We trudge on through the hot night.

" redlly think you ought to work on controlling your temper, Makri."

"I'll start on it tomorrow. Good punch, wasn't it?"

Makri has cheered up and isno longer looking as miserable as a Niojan whore, which she has been



ever since the monk kicked her. Which is quite probably why she punched the doorman. Just keen to
have some unarmed combat practice in case she meetsthem again.

Chapter 11

Next day | deep late and wake up with sore legs and anasty hangover. | struggle out of bed and
make straight for my small store of lesadaleaves. These come from the Elvish Idandsand are very
effective againgt hangovers. | acquired them from an EIf who hired me a couple of months ago. He turned
out to be atreacherous criminal and ended up dead, but at least he left something useful behind.

Hanamathe Assassin killed him and his companion, and the thought jogs my memory. That small
dark figure | glimpsed in the gardenslast night reminded me of Hanama. That would be dl | need, the
Assasans Guild mixing itself upinthings

Thelesadaleaf quickly sartsto take effect. Asthe hangover recedes| redise I'm stiff dl over. It
was along walk homelast night, interrupted by alengthy stay in atavernin Kushni. No problemsfor
Makri there. The tavern was so disreputable | doubt they'd have turned away the King of the Orcs
provided he had afew guransin his pocket.

The Kushni quarter in the centre of town is a crime-ridden, dwa-soaked collection of taverns,
brothels and gambling dens run by and fought over by the Brotherhood and the Society of Friendsand
habituated by the assembled lowlife of Turai. | come here often in the course of my work. Makri, who
doesn't have much spare time for socidising, isn't quite so familiar with it. | suspect she was taken by
surprise by the potency of the alcohol served. She claimed she wasn't drunk but | swear it took her
fifteen minutesto climb the outside stairs when we arrived home and she wouldn't have madeit at al if |
hadn't hauled her up the lat flight mysif.

So I'm dightly gratified when Makri crawlsinto my room about lunchtime and begs alesadaleaf
from me. She'swrapped in an old blanket and |ooks like she has a bad dose of the plague. | don't mind
Makri being number one chariot when it comesto fighting and she can be as sharp as an Elf's ear with
her studiesin philosophy and rhetoric, but I'd redly take offence if she started outdrinking me.

Her hand shakes as she raises agoblet of water to her lips.

"Y ou'relooking as green astheleaf," | comment cheerfully. "I told you that mountain klee wastoo
powerful for you. Needs a strong stomach like mine to take that beveragein.”

"Whét the hell wasit made of 7' groans Makri.
"Oh, grapes, yams, corn . . . Who knows? Up in the mountains they just distil whatever comesto

She shudders. "Don't you fed bad?"

"Of course not. Take more than a couple of bottles of mountain kleeto affect me. | was up bright
and early for morning prayers.”

"Nonsense," says Makri, wincing with the effort of speaking. "Y ou just got to the lesada leaves
firg."

Makri washes her leaf down with some difficulty then lies back on the couch with her arm covering
her eyes.

"l don't think | can make that morning theology class.”

| clear some junk off my table. Makri uncovers her eyes and looks at me with someire.

"Stop bustling around. | know you're just trying to show the drink didn't affect you. I'm going to kill
Danddion."

"What?"



"I'm going to kill her. Assoon as| fed better I'll run her through with my Orcish blade.”

Dandelion has gpparently been droning on about the dolphins again. Makri, normally sympathetic,
found it hard to take in her weskened State.

"Though | could do with the healing stone right now. I'm never going drinking in Kushni again.”

She lapsesinto mordant silence and waits for the leaf to do itswork. Despite the heat of the
morning she huddles miserably in her blanket and continuesto look green. Poor Makri. | decide not to
remind her that she actudly sat on the lgp of ayoung dwa dedler and attempted to kiss him before being
thrown out the tavern. I'll save that onetill she's stronger.

Downgtairs Gurd and Tanrose are dready at work. | study Tanrose's menu, selecting afew items
for ahearty bregkfast. | choose the fish. Tanrose cooks afine plate of fish. | notice Gurd stiffening dightly
as| order. Fish dways puts him in abad mood. Theloca fishmonger, quite a prosperous man by the
standards of the neighbourhood, has had his eye on Tanrose for sometime, and always gives her agood
dea when it comesto buying hiswares. This makes Gurd jedous. Poor old Barbarian. Having spent
mogt of hislife marching round the world fighting for anyone willing to pay him, he still can't get to grips
with the idea of romance. He has got a crush on Tanrose that isn't getting any better. She doesn't mind
thisat dl, but Gurd unfortunately can't quite bring himself to do anything abouit it. Too used to being a
bachelor. Meanwhile he sufferslike crazy whenever the fishmonger comes around and starts giving
Tanrose big discounts.

By thetime I've finished my breakfast Makri has appeared downgtairs, bright-eyed and hedthy.

"The leaves of the lesadatree," she sates, ""have miraculous powers. How many more do you
have?"

"Not many. And they're almost impossible to get hold of in Tural. Next time | have an EIf for aclient
I'll ask for somein payment again.”

Makri points out that these weren't actualy part of my payment from the last EIf.

"You just helped yoursaf after we found him dead.”

"Much the samething.”

"I'm abit hazy on the details of last night. Did we meet Sarin, or did | imagineit?'

"We met her. And she killed some monks with her crossbow. I've been trying to figure out what it
al means. She's obvioudy on the side of the Star Temple. | presume she once trained under the tutelage
of Ixid. | wonder if shekilled Drantaax? It would be hard to prove because she'stoo smart to leave
evidence lying around. Grosex goeson tria today. | finaly got permission to see him, for what it'sworth.”

"How come?"'

"Deputy Consul Cicerius came back into town at last. He arranged it for me.”

| helped Cicerius's son out of trouble afew months back.

"That turned out to be asmart move," says Makri. "He'sthefirg friend in ahigh place you've had in
alongtime™

"That'strue. Though | wouldn't count him afriend. Ciceriusistoo austere to actualy have friends.
Als0, he probably remembersthat | insulted him when | was drunk. But at least helll ensure that my legd
rights are upheld when it comesto court matters. And Grosex sure needs some help from somewhere.
Hée's been assigned a public defendant, soif | don't dig something up they might aswell take him out and
hang him now."

Makri gets hersalf outside of somefish. | take alunchtime beer and consider the Situation. | cantt
exactly interpret what's going on with the monks. Obvioudy the Venerable Tresuswasn't entirdly straight
with me. He neglected to mention that his followers had mortally wounded Ixid the Seer for onething. So
where does that leave me?1 ill have the purse with the satue init. Tresius has hired meto find it.
Maybe it doesn't matter exactly who did what to whom asfar as the monks are concerned. | guess|'ll
pick up thefeefor that anyway.

I'm troubled by meseting Sarin, though. She is a dangerous woman, and no mistake. If Ixid diesl
imagine the Star Templewill disband and the monkswill go over to the Cloud Temple. But if that doesn't



happen and the red monks come looking for the statue again, I'll have Sarin to deal with aswell. And
then there's Thdius Green Eye. Who killed him? He was murdered with a crossbow which makes Sarin
the obvious suspect, but it's not impossible that someone & se might be trying to cover their tracks.

"W, | reckon I've narrowed down the suspects for killing Drantaax to the monks of the Star
Temple, the monks of the Cloud Temple, hiswife Cdia, Sarin the Merciless, and the domestic staff.
Maybe a hundred people dl told. If Grosex can keep from getting hanged for another year or two, |
might whittleit down to anglefigures.

Pdax and Kaby have been out early busking with amandolin and aflute. They look as peculiar as
ever. Not only do they wear the strangest collection of bright and ragged clothes ever seenin Tural, their
hair practically defies description. They grow it long and thick and dye it with food colouring and herbs
into bright colours quite unsuitable for aperson's head. To make things worse they're so well advanced
in the matter of piercings. Many peoplein Turai sport pierced ears—in some guildsit'samark of
rank—but young Palax and Kaby, for some unfathomable reason, have rings through their noses and lips.
Mogt shockingly, they wear rings through their eyebrows too, a style never before seen in the lands of
Humans, and possibly too bizarre even for an Orcish whorehouse. | suppose street entertainers are
alowed to bealittle odd. Having grown up in an Orcish dave pen, Makri islacking in public decorum,
and asked them to pierce her nose afew months ago. Appaling behaviour, as| immediately pointed out
to her, and hardly the sort of attitude she should adopt if she ever wantsto get into the Imperia
University. Asthe University aready has enough reasons not to accept her, there seems no reason to
provide them with another one. But Makri likesthe ring through her nose, and figuresthe University will
be ableto get used toiit.

The young musicians St down wegarily a atable.

"There'sa Sorcerer outside," says Kaby.

"Doing what?'

"Looking puzzled."

"He'swith that new Brotherhood boss, Casax.”

Bad news. | go to the door and look. Asreported, there is a Sorcerer outside, looking puzzled.
He'syoung, and while hisrainbow cloak digtinguishes him asafully qudified Sorcerer, | don't recognise
him so he probably hasn't been qudified for long. Beside him are Casax, Karlox and afew other
Brotherhood men, al looking expectantly at the Sorcerer.

Casax spots me and strides across the dusty road towards me.

| greet him civilly. He greets mewith anicy stare.

"We'relooking for Quen.”

"Who?'

"The whore that burned down the Boar's Head."

"l expect she'sleft the city by now."

"Not according to Orius Fire Tamer, she hasn't. He reckons she's till around here somewhere.”

| study the young Sorcerer.

"Orius Fire Tamer? He's new, isn't he? Must've qudified recently. Y ou know, Casax, you can't
redly trust such ayoung Sorcerer. He comesfresh out of his apprenticeship thinking he knows
everything, but it takes awhile to adjust to the ways of acity like Tural. Sure, he'sfollowed Quen'saura
thisfar, but so what? Everyone knows she was around here somewhere. When everyone's talking about
someoneit can create afase aura. Enough to confuse ayoung man just starting out in business. Quenis
long gone by now. If you want to trace her you'll have to hire amore experienced man. Or woman.
Lisutaris, Migtress of the Sky, isvery good, so | hear."

Casax isnt given to blustering. He looks a me quite coolly and informs me that the Brotherhood
only tolerate my presencein the areabecause | never redly get in their way. But if hefinds I've got
anything to do with hiding Quen then helll be down on melike abad spdll.

"Y ou'd better make sure you have another city to go to, and get there fast.”



"I'll bear it in mind. Maybe Deputy Consul Cicerius could suggest somewhere.” By which | mean |
am not without powerful friendsin thiscity.

"Maybe you better ask him quickly,” replies Casax, by which he meansthat I'm not fooling anyone.

Y oung Orius Fire Tamer isgtill standing in the street looking puzzled. His powers have brought him
thisfar but wily old Agrath Triple Moon'simproved spell of bafflement is preventing him from precisdy
locating Quen. Casax returnsto his sde and speaksto him briefly. HE's too important aman to spend his
time hanging round in Quintessence Street, so after ordering his thugsto carry on the search he departs.
Karlox scowls over at me, large, vicious and dumb as an Orc. There's nothing held like better than for
Casax to order him to run me out of town. Let him try. | scowl back before shutting the door and
rgjoining Makri.

"We have to do something about Quen. The Brotherhood is close. Astrath's got their Sorcerer
baffled but if the Guards bring Old Hasus the Brilliant in on the case were sunk.”

"Arethey gill watching the place every night?'

| nod. "But we might be able to sneak her away somehow. Maybe Agtrath could work aninvisibility
spdll for us. It'salot to ask, though. Agtrath has his own life to lead. We can't expect him to move
heaven, earth and the three moons to help some young woman he's never met, especidly asherisks
getting into trouble with the Brotherhood."

"If we do snesk her away," enquires Makri, "will shediill be hidden by hisbafflement spel?”

"No."

"Thenwecantdoit.

"What do you mean we can't doit?' | protest, getting angry. "She can't stay here forever.”

"We can't just give her up to the Brotherhood."

| suppose we can't. Not that I've grown attached to Quen or anything—she's a surly young woman
asfar as| cantdl—but it would go againgt the grain to give up anyone or anything to Casax. I'm left with
nothing much to say, so| just give Makri some abuse for landing mein this Situation.

| notice that Palax hasfalen adeep over hisplate of food at the next table. It'sahard lifebeing a
busker. But | aso notice Kaby islooking madder than a Troll with atoothache, which generally means
only onething. Palax did promise her held give up dwa, | seem to remember. It'sahard thing to give up.
| grab abeer and take it upstairs with me where | lie on my couch and think about monks and statues
and drift off to deep.

| am awakened by a gentle knocking at my door.

"Who'sthere?" | cdl.

"Soolanis," comesthereply.

| wondered where she'd disappeared to.

| go and open the door.

Soolanisisthere. Sois Sarin the Merciless, with aknife at her throat. Sarin shoves her insde and
sepsin after her.

"Y ou could just have knocked."

"I never like the thought of being turned away," says Sarin, knife dtill in her hand.

Sarinthe Mercilessisatal woman with her hair cut unusudly short, rather austere in gppearance
gpart from the many gold and silver ringsin her ears. She wearsaman'stunic. Her eyesare asblack as
Makri's but they lack that friendly twinkle. She stares at me, asif wondering whether to knife me on the
spot. My hand ison my sword, just in case.

"I'mlooking for agtatue," she says.

"That's a popular pastime round here these days.”

"Wdl?Whereisit?'

"Noidea. | presume you're talking about the statue that vanished when Drantaax was murdered?
No one knowswhereitis."



"| figure you do."

"Y ou figurewrong."

"I know you've been hired to find it."

"I'm puzzled, Sarin. What makes you think 1'd discuss thiswith you?!

"Il kill youif you dont."

Sarin never has been one for working out unnecessarily subtle plans.

"Y ou want it for the Star Temple?’

"That'sright."

| point out that Ixia the Seer will be dead soon.

"I think hell live. And even if hedoesnt, I'll help hisfollowers.”

| ask her why. She confirms my suspicion—she studied fighting and meditation under Ixid, so she
owes her loyaty to him. But | very much doubt if Sarin the Mercilessfedsloyd to anyone.

"Did you kill Drantaax?"

"l didn't come hereto answer your questions. | came for the statue.”

"The statue weighed two tons. How could | haveit?!

| study her faceto seeiif sheisaware of the magic purse, but Sarin isas cold as an Orc's heart and
her faceisimpossble to read.

"Didyoukill my father?' blurts out Soolanis.

"And who would that have been?’

"Thdius Green Eye"

"No. And don't interrupt me again.”

Sainturnsto me. "l want that statue, otherwise I'll kill you."

"Well, thanks for the warning. I'm aways happy to spend time with cheap killers. Which iswhat you
are, skulking round corners with your crossbow. I'd run you in now if there was areward on your head.
Now get out."

Sarin shows no signs of anger at my insults. She smply departs. | turn to Soolanis, who looks
shaken by the affair.

"That may well be the woman who killed your father and she wouldn't think twice about killing you.
Don't go to any moretaverns on your own,” | warn her. "Go hometo Thamlin.”

"l don't want to go home," she says miserably.

"Then get drunk downdtairs."

Needing no further encouragement she departsto do just that. | take the purse out of my pocket
and gare at it. Insde this purseis alarge statue which numerous people seem very keen to get hold of.
Too keen, you might think. I mean, how fascinating can astatue be? I'm finding it increasingly hard to
believe that the monasterieswant it for their religious ceremonies. There must be easier ways of acquiring
adatue, even at short notice. So why is everyone so eager to find it? It's only alump of bronze. Bronze
ismoderately valuable, but not va uable enough to go around killing people for. By thetime it was melted
down and transported anywhere, it would hardly be worth the trouble.

All things considered, I'm starting to fedl rather suspicious about this statue.

Chapter 12

"You're going to what?'
"I'm going to smash the statue. Bring me adedgehammer.”



Makri looks concerned. "I know you're in atough spot but there's no need to takeit out on the
gatue. Couldn't you just talk things over with someone?”

"I'm not taking anything out on the Satue. | want to seewhat'singdeit.”

"lant it hollow?"

"Maybe. But I'm starting to have my doubts. Okay, it'sanice work of art. Okay, amonastery full of
warrior monks needs a statue of Saint Quatinius or they can't show their faces at the monastery next
door. And the Triple-Moon Conjunction is coming up soon. But why this statue? The True Church
doesn't require anyone to observe their ceremoniesin front of aparticularly fine statue. Quite the
opposite. They specificaly say that worshippers can make do with virtually any old representation of the
saint, which iswhy poor people everywhere observe the Triple-Moon Conjunction in front of cheap
plaster artefacts. Y ou can buy them in the market. Y ou wouldn't expect that warrior monks, noted for
their austerity, would absolutely have to have some fancy statue made by Turai'stop sculptor. Doesn't
make sense. Asfor Sarin the Merciless, she says shewantsit for the Star Temple out of loydty to Ixid.

If you'll believe that you'll believe anything. That woman has about as much loyalty as a bokana snake.”

"| fought a bokana snake bare-handed in the arena onetime.”

"Makri. Will you please stop this habit of reminiscing about the arena every time | mention some
speciesof wildlife?!

"Sorry."

Themorel think about it, the more convinced | am that thisisno ordinary statue. I'm determined to
take acloser look. And by doing so | will yet again be breaking the law, becauseit is heresy to interfere
in any way with astatue of Saint Quatiniusand if the True Church knew | was about to assault onewith a
dedgehammer they'd have me up before the specid Religious Court and off to aprison galley inlesstime
than it takes Bishop Gzekiusto guzzle down his evening decanter of fine Elvish wine.

"We can't let anyone see us or ther€lll be trouble. Y ou make sure Soolanis, Quen and Danddlion
areout of theway and I'll find asuitable heavy tool."

Soolanis, Quen and Danddlion. Just saying the names makes me feel uncomfortable. How did | end
up playing host to these three young women? And did they have to be adrunk, awhore and afreak of
nature? Sometimes | don't know what the city is coming to.

"When | was young you'd have been locked up for walking round with flowersin your hair,” |
grumble, heading downgtairsto the courtyard at the back of the tavern.

Thereésashed here, in which Palax and Kaby stable their horse. Behind thisistheir caravan. The
sight makes me shudder. Normal people have plain wooden caravans painted white, with perhaps alittle
picture of Saint Quatiniusin ayedlow frameto bring them luck. Palax and Kaby's contraptionis
decorated with muras of God knowswhat in colours bright enough to sear the eyeball. With those young
women upstairs and this pair of weirdos out here, I'm starting to fed annoyed. | marched through deserts
and fought battlesfor these people. Y ou think they might show some respect. Dress normally and get
jobs, for instance.

| grab aweighty hammer from Gurd's tool collection and head back upstairs. I'm now thoroughly in
amood for smashing something. A large statue of the Blessed Saint Quatinius on horseback will do
nicdy.

Back inmy room | carefully pull down the top of the purse. The head of the statue appears from out
of the magic space. | have to be careful here, exposing enough of the statue for meto hit while keeping its
base ingde the magic space. If the Statue were to appear fully in my room itsweight might go right
through the floor and kill haf of the drinkers downgtairs.

Makri istill dubious about the whole operation.

"It isagood statue," she points out. "Didn't you say it was an important work of art? Drantaax was
afineartist. | don't think it'sright to destroy one of hisworks. Especidly the last one he made before he
was murdered.”

| brush her objections asde. Five months studying at the Guild College and she thinks she'san art



expert.
"Stand well back."

"You'll break your am."

| hadn't considered this. I'm not backing down now. | let go at Saint Quatiniuss head, aiming at the
hardly visible point under the chin where bronze panels have been soldered together. | giveit amighty
blow, putting dl my weight into it (and that's enough weight for anyone).

Thereisan dmighty clang. A smal dent appears. | hit it again. The dent gets bigger. | let go with
another furious blow and thistime the bronze pand falsright off, landing with agreat clatter on thefloor.
And there, saring out at uslike an angdl from heaven, isabeautifully moulded golden face.

| precticdly yel intriumph. "Gold! It'sgold insde! That's what everybody's after.”

I'm happy as adrunken mercenary at getting this one right. "This must be the missing gold, hijacked
last month on the way from the minesto the King'streasuries. And I'm in afor afat reward.”

| look at the golden head. Undernegth it, still covered in bronze, will be a golden body. | doubt if
theré's ever been so much gold in Twelve Seas before. Worth so much | couldn't even cdculateit. And
no one knows I've got it.

Makri and | study it thoughtfully.

"Never seethat much gold again,” | muse.

"Definitdy not."

"The King hasan awful ot of gold dready.”

"And they're digging more out of the ground dl thetime."

| sigh, and start pulling the edges of the purse over the statue. It's atempting thought but someone
would find out eventudly. I'm too old for thelife of afugitive.

"l guess| wouldn't want to leave Turai right now," says Makri. "The city stinks, but it has the best
university inthewest."

The statue has now disappeared into the magic space. | put the purse back in my pocket.

"I suppose you could maybe just remove afinger before you giveit back?

"Absolutdy not."

Actually, that's not such abad idea. I'll see how the money situation is. Of course, I'm due abig, big
reward now. The King isas mad as adragon over the loss of his gold and the Palace has offered a
thousand gurans for information leading to its recovery. | could take the purse to the Imperid Pdaceright
this minute and demand payment, except I'm still working to clear Grosex and find Thaiusskiller, which
means| Hill need the statue.

"Do you think the Star Temple and the Cloud Temple know that the gold isinsde?"

"y es"

"Who put it there?"

"I'm not sure yet. Whoever it was, the monks want it badly. So does Sarin. So we can now expect
al hell to bresk loose."

That'sfinewith Makri. And it'sfine with me right now, when I'm feding pleased with mysdlf for
solving part of the mystery. | pick up aknife, tossit intheair so that it spins, catch it by the handle, and
dipitintoits scabbard in one easy movement. Then | get out my grimoire and start memorising the deep
spdll.

"If they want it they're going to have to come and get it off me. I'll soon show them who's number
one chariot in these parts.”

| take a bottle of klee from my table. It'sempty. | seem to be going through it pretty quickly. I haul
out another from my secret supply under the couch and share acouple of glasses with Makri. She
shudders asit burns her throat.

"Y ou're getting meinto bad habits."

"What bad habits? Incidentally, what's so great about fighting abokana snake? | killed plenty of



bokana snakes when we marched through the jungle. They're not that scary.”

"They grow much bigger in the Orc Lands. Deadlier poison aswell.”

"Naturdly."

The sun's beating down and 1'd be happy to spend the afternoon deeping but I've work to do. As|
strap on my sword and head on out, | remember | swore | wasn't going to work any more this summer.
So much for that. If | pick up anice reward for the stolen gold I'm going to spend the autumn and winter
propping up Gurd's bar swapping war stories with anyone who caresto join me.

| notice two Brotherhood men in the areg, till nosing around, looking for Quen. And someone else
| recognise as an Investigator from uptown, probably hired by the Innkeepers Guild. | scowl. All | need
now isfor Sarin to pop out from behind awall and start firing crossbow bolts at me.

The main law courts are close to the business area of Golden Crescent. It's an important part of
town and the law court itsdlf isasplendid building with thirty columns at the front and a portico of
gleaming white marble, It'sStuated in alarge public forum with afountain and statues of assorted saints
and past kings. The whole thing was built for the glorification of the city a couple of hundred years ago by
King Sarius-Akan after he defeated Mattesh in battle and arrived home with afair amount of booty to
spare.

| used to come here often when | was Senior Investigator at the Palace. Any timel walked in,
attendants would greet me politely and barristers from the Abode of Justice would rush to meet meto
see what news | brought of my investigations. Those days arelong past. If anyone here recognises me,
they don't show it. Thereé'sno point in being politeto aman who'slost dl socid status, and you can't lose
much more socia statusthan | did when | was bounced out of the Palace for drunken misbehaviour.

| finally get to see Grosex, in the underground cdlls. He's Sitting on asmall wooden bunk and looks
asif he hasn't dept or eaten for sometime.

"How did thefirst day of thetria go?'

"Badly."

"How's your public defender?’

"Still reading up on the case.”

Grosex is pae and noticeably thinner than he was aweek ago when they arrested him. | can tell he's
aman who's given up hope. | try and reassure him, telling him I'm following up anumber of leads and so
on.

"| expect to havethered killer soon.”

"'Soon enough to sop them from hanging me?"

"Of course”

That'scloseto alie. Thetrid probably won't last more than another two days. If he's convicted hell
be executed soon after that. Tura'sjudiciary waste no time once they've found someone guilty. Asafull
citizen of Tural, Grosex will have theright of apped to the King if sentenced to deeth, but the King never
likesto buck public opinion by being too lenient. HEsworried it'll give Senator Lodiuss Popularesa
stick to beat him with, with crime being so bad in the city these days.

| question Grosex intensely for an hour and | don't [earn anything. Asfar as he was concerned, it
was just another day at the workshop till he found Drantaax with aknife sticking in him.

"When did you lagt use the knife?"

He doesn't remember exactly, but he used it at work frequently so it was bound to have hisauraon
it. | tell him not to worry.

"There's plenty of waysto fakeaman'sauraon aknife. I'll get to the bottom of it."

| wonder out loud if Caiamight have killed her husband, but Grosex doesn't think thisislikely. He
knows she was bored, but she didn't hate him. On the contrary, she wasrather grateful that she didn't
haveto livein Twelve Seas any more.

"Y ou know anything about someillegd gold?*



Helooksat meblankly. | don't tell him the full facts about the golden statue, but | Iet him know that
Drantaax was mixed up in the gold heist somehow.

Grosex vehemently deniesthat the sculptor could have had any part in the crime. I'm certain that
Drantaax couldn't possibly have filled up the bronze statue with gold in hisworkshop without his
apprentice being aware of it so | tell him not to bother putting on an act.

"Drantaax is dead, 0 you don't have to defend him. And you haven't much time left. Figuring out
where Drantaax acquired the gold might get meto hiskiller more quickly, soif you know anything you
better saill it right now."

Poor, thin, pale Grosex seemsto give up completely. He dumps on the hard wooden chair, his head
in hishands, staring at the bare stone floor.

"l knew hewould never get away with it," he sighs. "Now he's dead. If you expose him hewon't
even have hisreputation left.”

"Y ou like his reputation more than your own life?"

Grosex conddersit. Finaly he decidesthat he likes hislife better but it'saclosdy run thing. He
doesn't fed like struggling any more. | think he might even be starting to regard the noose as awelcome
release. | never likeit when my clients get like that.

"It wasthe gambling that started it."

"Gambling?'

"Drantaax would bet on anything. He was never away from the Stadium Superbiusin the chariot
season. Other times he'd place bets on the out-of -town tracks. It got so he wasin so much debt
everywhere we could hardly get addivery of marble any more.”

| gart to warm to Drantaax. He doesn't sound like such abad guy for an artist.

"Did hedrink?"

"Way too much.”

Y ou think these artists are dull and they turn out to be okay after dl.

"He'd remortgaged the house, and he was about to loseit. Calia knew nothing about it and he was
desperate she shouldn't find out." He laughs ruefully. "Not that she would have cared particularly. Poor
Drantaax was crazy about her, but she didn't care anything for him. | figure she wasinvolved with
someone ese, but | don't know who. People thought it was me, but they were wrong."

So Drantaax, heavily in debt, addled by drink and desperate for away out of trouble, was more
than interested when a solution presented itsdf in the form of avisitor who made the unusua enquiry asto
whether the sculptor could hide alarge amount of gold inside a statue. The new statue of Saint Quatinius
to be precise.

"Why Saint Quatinius?'

"Becauseit's hereticd to interfere with astatue of the saint. Even if Sorcerers from the Abode of
Justice were scanning the city looking for the gold, they would never look ingde astatue of Quatinius. It
would be blasphemous.”

That'strue. It hadn't occurred to me before. Sorcerers have a shaky relationship with the True
Church at the best of times. No Sorcerer isgoing to risk thewrath of the Church by interfering with its
most important religiousicon.

"The plan wasto |et the gold stay in the statue when it was placed outside the city in the shrine, then
removeit later when the heat died down. Drantaax was paid enough to cover his debts and get his
business back onitsfeet."

"Who was behind it?'

Grosex doesn't know. He never even saw the person who made the arrangements. Drantaax told
him about it asit wasimpossible to hide the operation, but Grosex isvery hazy on the details. He has no
ideawho might have killed Drantaax. He doesn't seem to know much about anything, and | can't prise
any knowledge of the monks or Sarin from him.



"Who else knew about the gold heist?!

"No one. Drantaax swore meto secrecy. | never breathed aword.”

"Didn't it bother you to get caught up in this? Even if Drantaax hadn't been murdered, you were
quite likely toend up injail asan accessory to steding the King'sgold.”

"What could | do? Go and report my employer to the authorities? No other scul ptor would ever
take me on to finish my apprenticeship. 1'd have been in trouble with the authorities anyway. No one
would have believed | wasn't involved. Besides, Drantaax was the greatest artist in the city. One of the
greatest anywhere. | didn't want to be the man responsible for sending him to a prison ship.”

A Guard entersthe cdll to tell methat timeisup. | discreetly dip Grosex a couple of thazis sticks
before | depart. Might cheer him up alittle. | carefor my clients. It'sillegd, of course, but what can they
do to aguy they're going to hang soon anyway?

"I'll haveyou freein notime," | say in parting, as much to impress the Guard as anything. A brief
depression settleson me. Ever since | saw the miserable little room in Twelve Seas where Grosex lived,
and learned that he had no friends or family, I've been trying to avoid feding sorry for him. Seeing him sit
therein his cdl waiting to be hanged, it'simpossible not to.

"Wll, you look as miserable as aNiojan whore," comes arobust voice.

It's Captain Ralee. | scowl at him, and stop looking miserable. I'm not going to et Captain Rallee
know that I've started to pity my clients. Hetellsme I'm just the man he'slooking for.

"Still trying to clear Grosex? Leaving it abit late, aren't you?"

"I'd have been further on if Prefect Tholius hadn't arranged things so | couldn't see my client.”

The Captain shrugs. "Tholius never bothers with the fine points of the law. Hesafool. Dumb asan
Orcinfact. But it makeslittle difference in this case because Grosex is guilty, asyou probably know by

"No evidence hedid it."

"No evidence? It was hisknife, and hisaurawas dl over it."

"Comeon, Ralee. Theré's plenty of waysto fakethat."

"No. Thereare only afew waysto fakeit. And they dl need grade-A skillsin sorcery. Areyou
saying that some high-level Sorcerer went al the way to Drantaax’'s workshop just so he could stick a
knife in the sculptor and blame the apprentice? Not too likely. Anyway, it didn't happen, because Old
Hasius the Brilliant says no sorcery was used in the workshop and I'll take hisword above yours any
day. Sowill the court.”

"What motive could he have?'

"Cdliaprobably. Kill the employer and set up with hiswife. It's not smart, but it's not uncommon
either. | remember you covered acouple of caseslike that before you got dung out the Palace. Faceit,
Thraxas, you're on aloser with this one. When it comes down to pulling dumb strokes like trying to get
meto believe that two thugs off the street who attacked you a so killed Drantaax, it'stime to hand in your
toga. But that's not what | wanted to see you about. What's going on with the monks that are infesting the
aty?'

"Monksinfesting the city? | hadn't noticed.”

"Sure you havent, Thraxas. Except you have onefor aclient. The Venerable Tresius. Better make
sure you don't annoy him, he was empty-hand-fighting champion of the Northern Army forty years back.
| hear he hasn't withered with age. What's he hired you for?"

Captain Ralee should know by now that | never discuss my clients affairswith the Civil Guard.

"Hedidn't hire me. He just dropped in to swap afew ideas about consubstantidity. "

"And what the hdl isthat?"

"A complicated religious matter reating to the precise nature of the Divinity."

"Funny, Thraxas, funny. Isthat what you were discussing when you were hauling your fat butt over
thewall up at the villain Thamlin the other night? Don't look so surprised. Y ou're not so hard to identify.



Neither isMakri. The Guards who saw you going over thewall tel me you still move wel for such abig
man. What was the fighting about?"

"Sorry, Captain. | redly don't know what it was about. Mysdlf and Makri were just out on some
private busness and we happened uponit.”

"No good, Thraxas. Whatever the monks are up to, youreinvolved init. Taking alot of work on,
aren't you? The Venerable Tresius, Thaliuss daughter . . . and Quen.”

| amost jump when the captain saysthis, but | control myself. I'm gppalled that the Captain knows
about Quen. Maybe | should've expected it—he's agood man with any number of contacts—but the
newsthat | am being linked to Quen comes as ablow.

"If you're hiding her, Thraxas, you'rein for awholelot of trouble. She burned down that tavern and
killed thelandlord and she's due ashort trip to the gallows. Shewon't even make it asfar asthe galows
if the Brotherhood find her first. And neither will you. What did you get involved for?"

| can't think of asnappy answer so | remain silent.

"If you know where sheis, Thraxas, and you're holding out, | redlly advise you to think again. Tell
me and I'll take her away quietly so that no one connectsit with you."

Digtant memories of usfighting the Niojans and the Orcs together must be stirring indde Ralee.
He'strying to do me afavour here. Prevent mefrom falling foul of the Brotherhood. While I'd certainly
like Quen off my hands, I'm not turning afriend of Makri's over to the authoritiesfor them to string her
up. | stay silent, and maketo leave.

"| think you're being unwise on this one, Thraxas. Y ou have too much on your plate aready. These
monks are tearing each other to pieces. Whatever your involvement, you'll probably end up getting torn
gpart yoursdf. Especialy now Ixia'sback on hisfeet. A dangerous man, Ixid the Seer.”

| gape in astonishment. "Ixial the Seer? Back on his feet? He was next best thing to dead a couple
of hoursago.”

"Maybe. But he'swalking around just fine now. I've seen him. We had him in for questioning about
the fight in the garden. And | know one other thing I'll tell you for free. There's an Assassin's contract out
onhim.

"How do you know that?"

"We have our sources.”

"If you've got aspy inthe Assassins Guild it'sligble to be avery short stay. Have they redlly been
hired to assassinate Ixial ?'

"Yes. I'd stay well out of it if | wasyou, Thraxas. If you can find who killed old Thaius Green Eye,
good luck to you. I'd even wish you good luck if you could come up with anything to clear Grosex, even
though he's guilty as hell. But you ought to steer clear of those monks. And ditch Quen before the
Brotherhood starts getting annoyed or the Abode of Justice assigns a proper Sorcerer to hunt for her.”

| walk out of the law courts with much on my mind. Ixial isdive. He can't be, but heis. And now
theré'sa contract out on him. From who? And for why? Damn these monks. | wish I'd never met any of
them. And damn that Quen aswell. If she had to go and burn down atavern, couldn't she have just
climbed on ahorse and ridden out of town, instead of coming to the Avenging Axe and making my life
difficult?

| meant to ask the Captain if the Guard was making any progress on the missing gold. | forgot. It's
hot. | find atavern next door and push my way through the scribes and jurists and petitioners of the law
courtsto get one beer to quench my thirst and another to encourage some serious thinking.



Chapter 13

Makri flops down on my couch. Perspiration runs down her shoulders and she rubs her skin where
the chainmail bikini has been chefing in the hest.

"Stupid garment,” she mutters.

It certainly is. No protection at al in afight. Makri has an excdlent set of lightweight leather and
chainmail body armour which she brought with her from the gladiator pits. Orcs are skilful metalsmiths
and their armour is easly amatch for ours, if not quite up to the standard of the Elves. Makri'slight mall
will turn mogt blades, but it doesn't turn heeds—or earn tips, hence the bikini during working hours. All
fairly undignified, | suppose, but asMakri regards dl men in Twelve Seas as scum she doesn't redly
care. Sheis, however, starting to care about the congestion in her room.

"Throw Danddion out,” | suggest, hopefully.

"No. | said she could stay."

"Doesn't shelive anywhere?"

" She doesn't seem to. She's been deeping on the beach recently.”

"Well, at least she's close to the dolphins.”

Makri won't go back on her word, so Danddlion stays for the meantime, but she does admit that it's
gtarting to be a strain. Dandelion keeps wanting to do her horoscope and Makri doesn't redlly have the
time for this sort of thing. Also shelit some perfumed candles which dripped wax al over Makri's axe.
Which was annoying for awoman who loves her axe.

"Why do you put up with it?"

"I like her, sort of. | never met anyone before who thought trees were asimportant as people.
Anyway, | don't have any friendsin this city. Except for you, | suppose. It's good to have someone else
to talk to. At least she'sfriendlier than Quen—Quen never speaks. Y ou'd think she might be more civil,
seeing that I'm saving her life by letting her live here.”

| suggest that Quen might have been too soured by her experiences as an exotic dancer to be
friendly to anyone any more. Or maybe she'stoo scared of the Brotherhood to think about small talk.

"Maybe. But dl shedoesis st therein slence. It'sabit of astrain. How come I've ended up with
Soolanisaswd|?'

"| think she'stoo unhappy about her father being killed to go back home. | expect it getslonely ina
villaon your own."

"Couldn't shedeep in here?'

"Absolutely not. | need the couch for whenever | can't make it into the bedroom. Y ou're too soft,
Makri. If you don't want her around, just throw her out. No oné'strying to kill her."

Makri grunts. "Well she's not much trouble. Just liesaround drunk all day.”

It'sinteresting the way she's gathered a group of troubled young women around her. She could start
holding her own branch mesetings of the Association of Gentlewomen. Provided they alowed for wide
interpretation of the word "Gentlewomen.” They let Makri in, S0 | guessthey must.

Makri has come along to study her notes for her next class, asit'stoo crowded in her own room to
concentrate.

"What are you studying?"

"Elvish languages"

"Y ou spesk Elvish dready."

"Only the common tongue. I'm learning the royd language.”

I'm not sure how come Makri speaks Elvish. She's quarter Elvish of course, but | assume the Elvish
grandparent wasn't around in the gladiator pits. She never volunteersinformation about her upbringing,
and I've never asked.



"What'sthat?' she enquires, noticing that | have a sheet of paper in front of me on the desk.

"I've been making alist of everything | need to deal with. It's something | do when | get too many
things going on to remember a once.”

| passit over and shereadsit out.

"Monks, statue, gold robbery, Drantaax, Grosex, Thalius, Assassins Guild, Quen, Sarin, Ixid,
Tresus. You'reright. You do have too many things to remember. Funny how you weren't going to do
any work thissummer.”

"Hilarious™

"You can cross Ixid off now anyway."

"No, | can't. Heswalking around healthy."

"Don't beridiculous.”

| assure her it'strue. Makri isjust as astonished as me. She knows aswell as| do that Ixia should
be dead by now. Even if he somehow managed to cheat death, held be recuperating for months. Thereis
just no way he could be up and about.

"Sorcary?'

"No sorcery I've ever heard of can cure gangrene and heal wounds like that. | just don't know."

"What's the Assassins Guild doing on the list?"

"They've been engaged to kill Ixid. Don't know who by, but it's reiable information. HE's not going
to be an easy target from what | hear. If your friend Hanama gets the job, she'd better watch out.”

Makri giffensdightly at the mention of Hanama, wondering if we're going to have our sandard
disagreement about the subject, but the moment passes without dispute.

"And take care when you're out. Sarin the Mercilessis threatening to shoot on sight if | don't hand
over the satue.”

"I will. Areyou closeto digging up anything to clear Grosex?"

"Not redly. | strongly suspect those two guys we fought here but now they're gone up in smoke
theré's no way of connecting them with the crime. Eveniif they did carry out thekilling, | figure someone
elseorganisad it. If | could provethat I'd ill get the gpprentice off. Everything revolves round the statue,
which does point towards Ixia and the Star Temple, but now it's turned out to be full of gold who'sto
say it wasn't someone el se dtogether? Maybe whoever organised the heist fell out with Drantaax and had
himkilled. It could just be a coincidence that right at that moment the Star Temple came looking for a
gatue. Or eseIxia knew about the gold and wasinonit dl dong. | just don't know. | can't turn upin
court with some wild story about monks and statues. If the Consul found out | had the gold he'd be more
likely to hang me than clear Grosex."

| take adrink of beer and amouthful from apasiry | got a Minarixasfine bakery. "What | needis
someingpiration. Or astroke of luck. Either will do."

"How long till they hang Grosex?"

"Two or three days."

"Well, at least there's no hurry. Have another beer.”

| note that Makri's sarcasm is coming aong nicely. She settles down with her Elvish manuscript and
| stare vacantly out of the window, waiting for inspiration. I've got too much information. | can't sort it
out. I'm confused. | go downstairs and bring up another beer.

Some hourslater I'm il staring out of the window, though now | have apile of empty flagonsat my
feet. Makri, who has been busy reading al thistime, finaly rises from the floor and folds up her
manuscript. She casts aglance at the empty flagons.

"It's been apleasure to watch you at work," she says, grinning. She heads downstairs to the back
yard for alittle weapons practice before her Elvish languages class.

| Sigh. Inspiration never arrived. And | gaveit every opportunity. | suppose I'd better just go out
and seeif | can gtir thingsup alittle. I'll go and vigt Ixid the Seer. Eveniif | don't learn anything new about



the case, he might let meinto his hedlth secrets.

| load up with avast tray of stew and assorted vegetables from Tanrose. Just audible from outside
are the sounds of a young woman attacking atarget dummy with an axe and assorted swords and knives.

"Makri tells me shel's making good progress at the Guild College," says Tanrose.

"Yes. Shelll betaking to the Elvish Roya Family in their own language soon. | wonder if they'll talk
back to her?’

Tanrose's sew failsto provide me with the pleasure it normally does. | take an extra pancake to
mop up my plate, but my heart isn't redly init. Inamorose mood | head out into the afternoon hest to
seewhat | can dig up.

"Better than rowing adave gdley | suppose” | mutter to mysdlf, striding up Quintessence Street.

A bunch of young Koolu Kings are hanging around at the first corner, trying to look tough. They
dareat meas| go past. | stare back. They'll al be in the Brotherhood soon enough, ready for the real
world of crime, unlesswar breaks out and they get conscripted, in which case most of them will be dead.
Or the plague strikeslikeit did afew years back—another good way of emptying the dums.

| find alandus quickly and direct the driver to the villain Thamlin. I'm in two minds asto whether to
make adirect approach to Ixia or whether to try sneaking quietly in the back. | decide on the direct
approach. I've had enough of sneaking for now.

My direct gpproach achievesresults. After marching up to the villaand banging on the front door
loudly enough to wake Old King Kiben it's answered by Cdiaherself. It's odd the way there don't seem
to be any servants here. | suppose the monks must look after themselves. At any other abodein Thamlin
the women of the house would rather die than actually answer the door themsalves, but | suppose that
Cdia, coming from Twelve Seas, doesn't mind so much.

Cdiainforms me no oneisin. She standsin the door in amanner to suggest I'm not welcometo
comein and check. | notice she'slooking happier with life.

"l hear Ixid got well."

Shenods.

"How?"

"Through his great powers of recovery."

"Amazing powers. Almost makes me want to take up meditation. Whereishe? Looking for
Tresus?'

If she knows sheisn't saying.

| tell her I'd like to ask afew questions about Drantaax. She doesn't want to talk till | point out that
she's ill wanted by the Guards for questioning and I'm not above turning her in. Thisgets meinsdethe
door, but not much further. According to Calia she knows no more than she told me before. She doesn't
know who killed her husband, and she doesn't seem to know anything about illega gold.

"Y ou know Drantaax was heavily in debt?"

"No hewasn't. He was the most successful sculptor in the city. He had commissions for yearsto
come, dl of them worth money."

"Maybe, but he liked to gamble. Theway | hear it he'd remortgaged the house to pay off the
bookmakers, and he was about to lose everything.”

For thefirgt time Calialooks surprised, then angry. Sheingsts | must be mistaken.

"Drantaax didn't gamble. He might not have been so dull if hedid. And hedidn't drink. | don't know
who you've been talking to, but none of it'strue.”

So Drantaax managed to concedl his debts from hiswife. And hisdrinking. Lucky man.

"If hewasn't in debt, why was he so worried about finishing this satue?"

"Hewasn't worried,” claims Cdia. "It was on schedule. We took afew days off in the country right
before he was killed. That's how worried he was. Now, excuse me, | have thingsto do."

"Likewhat?'



"Packing. I'm leaving with Ixid."

"You'releaving Grosex to hang."

"Theres nothing | can do about that. Nothing | can tell the Guards would clear hisname.”

"Ixia being arrested for murder would clear hisname.”

Shefdlsdglent. | can't get anything more out of her. Quite possibly she has nothing moretotell.
Before | go | warn her about the Assassins. Ixia'swelfare doesn't concern me but | hate the Assassins
Guild for being abunch of cold-hearted killers, and I'll frustrate them if | can. Besides, if they kill Ixia I'm
never going to bring him to court.

"Ixid the Seer can look out for himsdlf."

"I'm sure he can. But pass on the information anyway. The Assassins Guild isno joke. If Hanama
takesthe case, | don't reckon much for his chances. She won't bother marching up for afair fight like the
Venerable Tresus. Shéll put an arrow in his back or use a poison dart while he'sdeeping.”

AsI'mleaving thevillal have the dight impression that there's something close by that doesn't
belong. Something or someone. | can't quite make out what. The sengtivity that | developed during my
Sorcerer'straining rarely lets me down even now. It wouldn't surprise meif there was an Assassin in the
garden. Wdll, | warned Ixid. If heignores me, that's his problem.

| figure | should check on the gambling debts. | call in on Starox, the bookie, who operates from an
illega shop between Pashish and Twelve Seas. Starox is a Brotherhood man but we're on good terms,
largely because I've lost S0 much money to him. To my surprise Starox tells me that he never took a bet
from Drantaax.

| can't work out why not. If the sculptor wanted to gamble then Starox is the obvious person for
him to transact his business with. What's more, Starox is of the opinion that if Drantaax was making large
losses with any other bookmaker in town held have been bound to know about it.

"I know every heavy gambler in Turai. | don't figure the sculptor asagambler, Thraxas. Hewasa
well-known man and asfar as | know he never made a bet."

| thank Starox. | dso place acouple of bets before | leave. It's not the racing season in Turai—it's
too hot for the chariotsto run at the Stadium Superbius—but theré's a small amphitheatre and track
further down the coast where they caich the breeze off the sea and they're holding arace meeting this
week. | was planning to go before | got bound up in this affair.

My next stop isthe Public Records Office, which isn't far from the law courts. It's another placel
used to be wel come but where the officials now pretend not to know me. To hell with them. | find a
young clerk with time on his hands and we hunt through the scrollsin the records room till wefind a
document relating to Drantaax's property in Pashish.

"Who ownsit?"

"Drantaax.”

"But who's holding the mortgage?”

"No one. According to the city recordsit isn't mortgaged.”

| take alook mysdlf. He'sright. Drantaax owned it outright. No problems with hisfinances are
recorded here.

No debts and no gambling? Then why did Grosex think he was in such trouble? Stranger and
granger. | walk home, stopping off at amarket stall to buy awatermelon which | eat, very messily, asl
wak aong.

It strikesmethat if Sarin the Merciless carries out her threat then abolt from her crossbow would
go through me about as easily asthe watermelon. There's not much | can do about that except be careful
and rely on my sensesto give me some sort of warning. | can't walk around wearing a breastplate in this
heat. It'd kill mejust about as quick as the crossbow. | could place the persona protection spell in my
mind | suppose, but that'salarge spell and | find it tiring to carry it around these days. Also, | liketo have
the deep spdl handy when I'm onacase, and | can't carry both. | just don't have the capacity any more.



| findly manage to track down one of Drantaax's servants, agroom. The Guard had been holding
him asamaterid witness but hisfather has some influence with the Horse Masters Guild and managed to
gpring him. He doesn't tell me much | don't aready know, but he does confirm Cdias story that
Drantaax seemed to be in no trouble. The statue was coming aong on schedule and he doesn't know of
any debts. The groom had accompanied Drantaax and Caliaon their short break to Ferias, asmall town
further down the coast whereit'salittle cooler in the summer. People with money to spare often take a
break there at thistime of year. Lucky them, | reflect, asthe sweat pours down inside my tunic and my
leather sandals sart to fed asif they're made of wet rags.

| wonder if Drantaax had a bank account? Most of the population never have enough money to
worry about banking it, and small businessmen usudly just keep their own safe or hide their takings
somewherein their property but arelatively well-off man like Drantaax might possibly have kept an
account up in Golden Crescent where the upper classes transact their business. | have few contactsin
that areabut | might be able to nose something out. It would answer the question of whether or not
Drantaax wasin debt. I'm preoccupied with these sort of thoughts so | don't notice Makri till she
stumblesinto mein Quintessence Street.

"Hey, watch your feet, Makri. What's the matter, the heat getting to you?”

"Sorry."

Shetdlsme she'sjust back from her classin advanced Elvish languages, which she finds stressful
because the Professor dways stares at her asif she shouldn't be there.

"I hate him. But ligten.”

She says something in the Roya Elvish language.

"What did that mean?"'

"Welcometo my tree”

"Very good, Makri."

"Areyou impressed?'

"Yes. So will the Elves beif you ever sail down south and start talking it to them. Very few Humans
learn theroyd language.”

Not many Humans know any Elvish at dl, though the Elves have no objectionsto people learning.
Makri's Common Elvish is quite fluent aready, and mineisn't too bad. Y ou study some when you start
off asa Sorcerer's Apprentice, and | had achanceto practise it when | visited the Elves.

Onething that Makri actudly admires mefor isthat 1've been to the Southern Idands. Few men
have. We trade with them of course, but apart from the ships crews, few citizenswould ever venture that
far, deeming it much too dangerous avoyage. It might not be worth the trouble anyway. We like the
Elves here, but they don't welcome too many vistors.

"I will sail down thereoneday,” saysMakri.

I'm surprised.

"What's brought that on? The last Elf you saw went as white as a sheet when he sensed your Orc
blood. Y ou swore you'd never even try speaking to one again.”

"Well, they'll be pleased to see me one day.”

Perhapsthey will. For asocia outcast Makri does have a surprising capacity for winning people
over. And legendary creatures. When we visited the Fairy Glade afew months ago the Centaurs couldn't
get enough of her. Of course Centaurs are, frankly, interested in any woman aswell developed as Makri,
no matter what her breeding.

"Kaby hasaring through her navel," saysMakri. "l likeit. Do you think | should get one?

I'm bewildered by this sudden change of subject.

"Y ou told me body piercing was taboo for the Elves," Makri explains. "Were you making it up?'

"No, it'strue.”

"Wadl, | suppose | could awaystake it out when the time comes. Do you think | should get my



nipples done?"

"Only if you want to completely panic the Elves. And what the hell would you want to do it for? No
onesever going to see”

Makri has never had alover. She says she might be interested if dl the men in Twelve Seaswerent
so disgugting. | admit she hasapoint.

"Kaby has her nipples pierced. She was showing me—"

"Could we please change the subject? Guild classes are fine. Intimate bodily detail | can live
without."

Makri clamsto be puzzled. "Isthis another of your ‘civilisation' things?'

Suddenly the call for Sabav, evening prayers, rings out.

"Now seewhat you've done, Makri. If you hadn't started rambling on about body piercing wed
have made it home before prayers. | could be sitting on my couch with abeer. Now we have to knedl
down here and pray."

Thereisno getting around this. Wherever you are when the call comes from thetall towers, you
pray.

Most people, more aware of this obligation than mysalf and Makri, have departed either to their
homes or atemple, either to pray or to hide until it's over, but there are afew other stragglers and, along
with the people who live on the streets and don't have anywhere else to go, we knedl down. It's
annoying, especialy asthe Avenging Axeisnow in sight, but thereé's nothing to be done abouit it. Makri is
particularly unwilling to carry out this act of devotion as she doesn't believe in the True Church, but no
exceptions are alowed and failure to comply means arrest.

| mumble my way through the evening prayers. The sunis sill beeting down and the ground is hard
on my knees. | console mysdf with the thought of Gurd's ae only afew minutes away. After what seems
likealong timethe cal comesfor the end of prayers. At that very ingtant | get astrong fedling that
something iswrong. Some danger isvery close. I'm hafway to my feet but | fling myself to the ground.
Theré's the whizzing sound of acrossbow bolt and | fed asharp painin my arm as something nicksit. On
my way to the ground | crash into Makri and wefall in aheap. | ook up. Theresblood on my arm, but
I'm otherwise okay.

"Damnthat Sarin," | say, drawing my sword.

| notice that Makri isn't moving. She'slying face down in thedirt. | roll her over gently. Therésa
crossbow bolt gticking in her chest. Sarin's bolts are nineincheslong. This one has penetrated about eight
inchesinto Makri. Blood pours from thewound. | put my hand to her throat. | can't fed apulse. | put my
face next to her mouth; sheisn't breathing. Thelethd bolt aimed at me has smashed its way through her
breastbone. Makri is dead.

Chapter 14

For thefirst timein my life I'm frozen with horror. | don't look up to seeif Sarinisinsght. | don't
even try to get out of the way of another bolt. | just stare at Makri lying dead on the street in front of me,

Some people who were praying close by edge towards us. | take no notice of them as| pick up
Makri's body and start walking helplesdy back to the Avenging Axe.

"Call the Guards," shouts someone.

It'stoo late for the Guardsto do any good. | can't believe that this has happened. Makri'sbody is
light in my arms and hangslimply as| take the last few stepsto the tavern. Blood seeps from her chest
over my ams. In the early evening the tavernis quiet. | walk to the bar, where Gurd, polishing tankards,



looks up a me. His mouth fals open. | stand there stupidly, not knowing what to do next. | can hardly
even spesk.

Tanrose appears.

"Makri'sdead," | say eventudly.

Tanrose takes my arm and leads me through to the room at the back and | lay the body on atable.

Gurd isas much in shock as myself and a so cannot speak. Tanrose asks what happened.

"Sarin shot her," | say.

Now I'm going to kill Sarin. But | can't bear to leave Makri's body.

Tanrose bends over her. Her eyesfill with tears. Astheinitial shock wears off my eyes start to brim
over too. | fed sick. Gurd groans and sitsdown in despair.

| ook at the bodly.

"Shecan't just bedead,” | say.

Makri suddenly coughs and blood spurts from her mouth. She groansfaintly, then her body goes
limp again.

"She'sHill divel” cries Tanrose.

| waste no time talking. The second Makri coughs I'm off through the tavern on my way to Chiaraxi,
the hedler. Chiaraxi lives not far away. She's a skilful woman, ministering to the needs of the Twelve Seas
poor for little reward but agreat ded of gratitude. | runlikel haven't run sncel wasayoung manin the
Army. At the entrance to Chiaraxi's tenement | find aqueue of peoplewaiting to goin. | barge my way
past them into the gpartment. There's ayoung woman there taking gppointments in awaiting room. She
looks up and starts to speak but I'm past and into the hedler's room before she has aword out.

Chiaraxi isbending over apatient.

"Makri's got acrossbow bolt in her chest. Shell die any minute.”

I'm half expecting an argument and am quite prepared to pick up Chiaraxi and carry her to the
Avenging Axe. To her credit, however, she nods, mutters something to her patient about seeing him
tomorrow, and grabs her bag before hurrying out into the street a my side. We run back to the Avenging
Axe, and | rush her through to the back room.

Makri showsno sign of life. Her skin has taken on apeculiar hue.

When Chiaraxi seesthe crossbow bolt buried degp in her chest she glances questioningly at me.

"She'sdill dive” | gate. "Do what you can. I'll get Agtrath Triple Moon."

| hurry out the back and saddle up Gurd's old horse as quickly as any old soldier in the country
would. Then | legp on, ram my feet into the stirrups and ride furioudy up Quintessence Street, careless of
the pedestrians who scream abuse at me as | bowl them over. | makeit from Twelve Seasto Pashishin
record time and | don't waste any words on Astrath's servant as | shove him out the way at the front
door and charge into Astrath's private room.

Lessthan aminute later were heading back to the Avenging Axe. Adtrath doesn't specialisein
healing like some Sorcerers, but he has much knowledge and power. I'm praying hell be ableto help.

The horse protests as | mercilessy urgeit on. It'sonitslast legswhen it deposits mysdlf and the
Sorcerer at thetavern. | hurry Astrath through to where Makri lies motionlesswith Chiaraxi standing over
her. She's stopped the bleeding.

"Isshedive?' | demand.

"She shouldn't be," mutters Astrath, as he studies the wound, and Chiaraxi agreeswith him. Agtrath
takes out asmall clear crysta. It'salifestone, carried by most Sorcerers. One of its propertiesisthat
when held next to aperson's skin it glowswith agreen light. Unlessthey're dead. Then it doesn't glow at
al. Adrath pressesit on Makri'sforehead. We strain to make out any colouring in the crystal. At first
nothing happens and then, with painful downess, thetiniest flicker of green appears.

Adtrath stands up, looking troubled. He doesn't seem to want to say anything. | tell him to spit it out.



"No one recoversfrom that,” he says, glancing at the crystal, which has dready returned to its
colourless sate.

It seems clear that only Makri's great inner strength, derived from her mixed blood, has kept her
dive. Eventhat isfading now.

"Takethebolt out!" screams Gurd suddenly, as his emotions pour out in agreet burst.

Chiaraxi shakes her head. Thebolt isburied in the bone. Even attempting to move it will kill Makri
for sure.

"I've given her amaciaherb,” she says. "It'll strengthen her. | can't do any more.”

Astrath speaks a spdll over the body. | recogniseit asa spell for strengthening the body's
resstance. Very good if you have the plague. Not so helpful if you have eight inches of crossbow bolt

buried insgde you. Agtrath and Chiaraxi hold out no hope. The amacia herb and the spell will do no more
than delay the inevitable, and not for long. They can't even estimate how long Makri will stay dive, asshe
should be dead dready. So | can't think of anything to do but walit till she diesthen go and kill Sarin.

"What's happening?"'

It's Danddion. She ydlsin horror when she sees Makri. I'm too upset by eventsto care. My
deevesare ftill wet with Makri's blood.

Danddion turnsto me. "The dolphins heding stone!”

So desperateisthe Situation that I'm prepared to grasp at the straw. "The hedling stone?Isit real 7'

"Of courseit'sred. | keep telling you. It will hed anything, but it was stolen.”

A flash of inspiration strikes. One that should have stiruck before. Ixia the Seer. He couldn't recover
from hiswounds, but hedid.

"What's the hedling stone like?" | demand.

"l don't know."

"What do you mean, you don't know?" | roar.

Dandelion quails, thinking I'm about to strike her. | might.

"I never asked them what it waslike. | just know it'stheir heding stone."

| want to rush off and find Ixia but | force mysdlf to cam down and think. No use running blindly
around town not even knowing what I'm looking for. The dolphinsthat talk live out in the bay. It's about
atwenty-minute ride there. Too long.

"I could try caling from the harbour," says Dandelion. "They sometimes swim close enough to hear."

| agreetotry. And | ask Adrath if he can locate Ixid for me.

"Maybe, if you have something belonging to him. Otherwise, maybe not."

| don't have anything. Or anything he'stouched. | rack my brainsfor inspiration. Therésthegoldin
the statue. If he was behind the bullion robbery he might have touched thet.

| take out the magic purse and drag the top of it down. In the genera horror about what has
happened to Makri no one even gasps as the statue appears.

Astrath Triple Moon shakes hishead. "No use, Thraxas. It's been in the magic space. Any lingering
aurawill bewiped off."

| step outside and return with the dedgehammer, then smash more of the bronze covering off,
reveding afresh piece of gold. "How about that? It's been covered al thetimeit's beenin there.”

Adrath fingers his short grey beard. "1 might get something.”

"Do what you can, then meet me at the bottom of Moon and Stars Avenue.”

Gurd's old horse won't make another journey with two people onitsback. | hurry dong
Quintessence Street with Dandelion, looking for alandus. Thefirst one that trots past has some sort of
minor officia inthe back. | grab thereins, bringing it to a hdt, then brandish my sword.

"Need thislandus," | say.

Helegps out, uttering threats. | punch him, and he fals down.



"Take usto the harbour and makeit quick,” | tell the driver.

I'm still carrying my sword. He takes us to the harbour, and he makes it quick.

Dandelion says she once talked to a dolphin at the furthest edge of the longest pier. We head there,
out past the triremes and biremes docked for |oading and unloading. The hulks are quiet in the evening,
each burning only asmall harbour light at the bow and stern. A few Securitus men, hired by the harbour
authority, patrol the docks at night, but we encounter no one aswe run aong the pier. | don't run too far
these days, asarule. | fed my heart pounding with the effort, but | ignore it. Dandelion sumbles and fls.
| drag her up. She's cut her foot on a sharp piece of metal and leaves a blood-stained footprint behind as
we rush on. At the furthest part of the harbour is abreakwater which jutsfar out into the sea, providing
shelter from the wind for incoming vessdls. We stop when we can go no further.

"Wdl?' | demand.

Dandelion looks out over the dark sea. The sun has dipped over the horizon, itslast rays casting a
dark red hue over thewater. Likewine, as| believe an Elvish poet once said. Dandelion tilts her head
dightly and emits avery strange sound, a high-pitched whine with clicks and gurgles mixed in. We wait.
Nothing happens. Shedoesit again. | glance at her with fury. If thisis her ideaof ajoke I'm going to
throw her into the sea.

"Where are the dolphins?’ | practically scream.

She makes the noise athird time. I'm about to turn on my heels and go off looking for Ixia when
she suddenly calls and points. Right underneath us a dolphin has poked its head through the surface and
looks at Dandelion expectantly.

"What'll | say?"

"Tdl it I'm hereto find the hedling sone. And tell it | have no timeto waste.”

They gurgle and whistle to each other for what seems like an eternity, though | supposeit's
reasonably fast for a conversation between a dolphin and ahuman. Dandelion findly turnsto meand tells
me that the dolphins healing stone is vaguely cross-shaped, made of black stone and about the size of a
man's hand. That seemslike enough to be going on with.

"It was on the dtar of their underseatemplefar off in the bay and adiver took it when they were all
playing out at sea. Thetempleis—"

"Tdl methedetailslater,” | grunt. | head off, leaving the barefoot Dandelion to commune further
with the dolphin.

Now | know what I'm looking for. If Agtrath has done the business with the gold in the statue he
might be ableto tell me where to search. He's dready waiting for mein alandus at the corner of
Quintessence Street and Moon and Stars Avenue. Gurd is there too.

"Any luck?"

"Yes. Ixid the Seer'sauraisal over the gold. | scanned the city and found him in Twelve Seas."

"Twelve Seas? Y ou sure?"

"Yes. He'sat the official residence of Prefect Tholius.”

Prefect Tholius. That's probably something that's going to make sense when | have timeto think
about it.

"What are you going to do?" saysthe Sorcerer.

"Find the hedling stone. Kill anyone who getsin my way."

"Letsgo," says Gurd.

Hisaxe hangsat hiship. It's good to have Gurd adong. It'salong time since we fought anyone
together. | tell Agtrath he doesn't need to cometoo. If he getsinvolved in abrawl with Prefect Tholius
hell never be readmitted to the Sorcerers Guild. But he wants to come anyway. Theré's no timeto argue
o we set off fast for Tholiuss officid resdencein Tranquillity Lane which, gpart from the church and the
public baths, isthe only decent building in Twelve Sess.

I'm trying to think of the best way to approach matters. | just don't have time for anything fancy. If



I'm lucky Ixid will gladly hand over the dolphins hedling stone, but it's not too likely. For one thing hell
want to keep such auseful item for himself. For another, it would mean publicly admitting to theft from
the dolphins. Whilethat isn't actually acrime, it'sataboo act and would effectively end his career as head
of amonastery.

| seethe with frustration as heavy traffic hinders our progress. Weride in slence, knowing that every
second we are awvay Makri isvery likely to die.

When we reach Tranquillity Lane and turn into the side Street leading to the officia residence we
have a stroke of good fortune. Prefect Tholius himself iswalking towards usin the company of Ixia the
Seer. They're alone, without bodyguards, and they're taken by surprise aswe screech to ahalt and leap
from the landus.

Suddenly confronted by an Investigator, a Barbarian and a Sorcerer, dl apparently mad, the Prefect
is taken aback. He demands to know what we want.

"The heding stone. And | want it now."

"What are you talking about?' demands Tholius.

| ignorehimand turnto Ixid. "The heding stone.”

Gurd dipsbeside him and raises hisaxe. Ixid preparesto defend himsdlf. | remember his reputation
asafighter. | don't havetimefor this.

"Kill them with the heart attack spdll,” | say to Adtrath Triple Moon.

Adrath raisesan arm.

"Give him the heding stone!” yells Prefect Tholius, clutching nervoudy &t his ches.

"Heisnot carrying aheart attack spell,” saysIxia camly, proving that he can indeed see many
things. He strides towards Astrath. | Sug him hard on the back of the head as he passes by, and hefalls
to the ground unconscious.

"Youdidn't seethat,” | mutter. | start to search him while Gurd keeps his axe close to the Prefect's
neck.

"Y ou know you're going to a prison ship?' rasps Tholius with impotent fury.

| find the hedling stone. Small, black and shaped roughly like across.

"I'll seeyou on board,” | reply. "Get in my way and I'll have to get you involved in the golden statue
afar.”

Tholiuss eyes widen and he suddenly finds he has nothing to say. | figured it was a safe bet he was
involved somehow aong with Ixid. It makes sense of hiskeennessto dispose of Grosex without
answering too many questions. Makes sense of some other things, but | can think about that |1ater.

Wejump back into the landus. Gurd takes the reins and we set off. | pass the stone to Astrath and
he studies it as we make al possible speed back to Quintessence Street. Dust floats up from the
sun-baked earth and more pedestrians are forced to scatter aswe pass.

"Worked it out yet?' | ask the Sorcerer. The Avenging Axeisnow very close.

"I have never seen anything like it before. The dolphins say it fel from the sky?' Heturnsit over in
his hands, studying it carefully. "I don't redly know what it is. It certainly feds powerful though.”

Darkness has fully descended as we arrive back at the Avenging Axe. | estimate |'ve been gone no
more than an hour. | send up aquick prayer as| run with the others through to the back room where
Makri till lies on the table with the terrible wound in her chest. Now gathered in the room are Chiaraxi,
Tanrose, Danddlion, Soolanis, Paax and Kaby. Only Quen is absent. Misery pervades the scene.

"I've got the stone!™

| expect this to produce some signs of hope. No one shows any signs of hope.

"You'retoo late," sighs Tanrose. "Makri died.”

"No shedidn't,” | protest. "She just looks dead.”

She does indeed ook very dead.

"She has astrong condtitution,” | say. "EIf blood. Orc blood. Human . . ."



Chiaraxi shakes her head.

Adtrath Triple Moon places his hand on Makri's brow then takes out his lifestone and touches her
skin. It doesn't glow, not even aflicker.

"Try the dolphins stone,” | scream.

He placesit first on her forehead and then on the wound. He touchesiit to the areajust below her
navel, where the centre of energy islocated. Nothing happens, apart from Kaby expressing agreet wail
and dumping to thefloor.

Adtrath looks around helplesdy. | grab the hedling stone and try myself. Still nothing happens,
though when | touch the stone | fed awarm glow in my fingers.

"It's not working. Piece of junk."

Adtrath, camer than me, takes the stone back. Noticing that Dandelion'sfoot is till bleeding from
the accident at the harbour, he bends down to touch theinjury. Before our eyesit heals up wondroudly.
In amatter of seconds the blood stops flowing and the skin has regenerated itsdlf.

So the stone does work. And Makri is still dead.

"Issheredly?' says Tanrose.

"I'm afraid s0," replies Adtrath, and Chiaraxi nods in agreement.

| take the healing stone again and place it on Makri's wound. Nothing happens. | stand there
stupidly for along time, waiting for her to come back to life. She doesn't. There doesn't seemto be
anything eseto do.

| take atankard, walk through to the beer taps, fill it up, drainit, fill it up again, then walk back to
where Makri lies and dump on the floor myself. No one speaks. The only sound is Kaby's sobbing, with
afew othersjoining in as the mood takes them. Soolanis has drunk herself sober and sitsrigidly inachair
with abottle of klee, trying to get drunk again.

It flickersdimly in my mind that | now probably know maost of what has been going on with the
statue and Drantaax, but I'm in no mood to pieceit al together. | have only two thingsin mind. One, I'm
going to get drunk. Two, I'm going to kill Sarin the Merciless.

Heavy boots sound outside. Captain Rallee enters. If hel's come to harass me about something he's
picked apoor time. | stand up to confront him, ready to take out some of my anger.

He hasn't come to harass me. He's heard about Makri. Someone reported to the Guards that a
strange young woman was shot down in Quintessence Street and he guessed the rest. HE's come to pay
his respects.

"I'm sorry about this," saysthe Captain, looking sadly at Makri's body. Kaby isnow crying
uncontrollably. Without redly registering thefact | notice that her boyfriend Paax's heed islolling on his
shoulders and his eyes have the vacant look indicating aheavy dose of dwa.

"Who didit?'

"Sarinthe Merciless.

"What's behind it?"

"TheKing'sgold," I mumble, seeing no reason to conced anything from Captain Rallee any longer.

| lead Captain Rallee through to the front of the tavern, now empty of customers. Therel takethe
purse from my pocket and draw down its edges, exposing the statue underneath. The gold shines
through, glinting in the light from the torchesonthewalls.

"That'sthe King'sgold?' says Rdlee.
| nod.

The front door opens.

"Correction. My gold."

It'sIxid the Seer. He walks forward. Behind him the massed ranks of the monks of the Star Temple
fileinto the tavern.

The upstairs door bangs open.



"The statueismine," saysthe Venerable Tresius, from the top of the sairs. He's dipped up the
outsde gairs and comeinto the tavern through my rooms. Behind him are gathered the massed ranks of
the monks of the Cloud Temple.

The ydlow monks descend the sairsin silence. The red monks fan out to meet them. Gurd, hearing
the conversation, arrivesto see what's happening. Captain Rallee looks questioningly a me.

Thefront door dams open to aheavy kick. Standing there isthe bulky figure of Tholius, Prefect of
Twelve Seas. He gtrides in with agreat gang of armed men. Some of them | recognise as Civil Guards,
though none arein uniform. Tholiusis not wearing his Prefect's yellow-edged toga. | guessthisisnot an
officid vigt. He's cometo take the gold and kill any witnessesto hisinvolvement.

Tholius surveysthe scene briefly.

"Everyoneout,” he orders.

No one leaves. His men takes their wegpons from their scabbards. Ixia the Seer sudiesthe
Prefect, asif trying to judge whether they're still partners. | could tell him the answer. A man who fedsno
quams about robbing the poor of Twelve Seasis not going to share agolden statue with amonk.

There'sacommotion outside and yet more people force their way in. A very tough-looking group
of people, led by Casax. He's brought his strongest fighters from Twelve Seas and from the looks of the
rest I'd say they've recruited from the gang lords of the surrounding areas. I'm puzzled why. If he'sfindly
tracked Quen to the Avenging Axe he hardly needs an army to recover her.

Casax ishriefly surprised at the sight of the Star Temple, the Cloud Temple, Prefect Tholiusand
Captain Rallee, but he adapts quickly. He laughs, in fact.

"I've cometo pick up alittle stolen gold,” he announcesto the multitude. "1 see I'm not the first.
Wi, I'd advise you dl to leave before you get hurt." He looks pointedly at Prefect Tholius. Asthe
government's representative Tholius should bein charge here but in practice the Brotherhood boss has
more power. Tholiusiswell supported in the bar, though, and he shows no inclination to leave. Neither
do the monks.

Casax turnsto me, and grins. "We've been looking for that gold ever since it was stolen. We had
word the monks had something to do with it. And we had word you've been meeting with some monks,
Thraxas."

Helooks at me sharply. "Y ou should know you can't hide anything that goes on in Twelve Seas
from me. | guesswe'd have got here quicker if you didn't have that bafflement spdll to hide Quen.”

"Have you taken her?' | demand.

"Taken her? What for? Quen worksfor me, fat man. And very clever sheistoo. Wefigured you'd
lead usto the gold. As soon as she saw you showing off the statue she came back and reported it.”

Casax doesn't have to brag about it, but he likesto let people know when he's outsmarted them.
Just another of his character traits.

"l hear the Orc girl'sdead,” adds Casax. "Sorry about that. Nothing to do with me. Anyway, if
youd al liketo step aside while my men get hold of that statue.”

Captain Rallee stridesin front of the Brotherhood boss. "What makes you think you're taking the
statue, Casax? | represent the law here, and I'll arrest any man who triesto removeit.”

Casax guffawswith laughter at the thought of a Civil Guard Captain getting in theway of a
Brotherhood boss, particularly a Brotherhood bosswith afull array of fightersin tow. They dl laugh. The
laughter grates on my nerves. With Makri lying dead next door | don't want to hear anyone laughing right
now. | stand next to the Captain. I'd planned to kill Sarin but going down fighting these scum doesn't
seem too bad an dternativeright now. | fed like killing someone, and I'm not too particular.

"Come and get the statue,” | say, motioning to where it stands, half in and haf out of the magic
purse.

Everyonein theroom waitsto see who's going to make the first move. At this moment Soolanis
lurches through from the back. Obliviousto everything and everyone around her, she navigates her way
behind the bar, takes a bottle of klee from the shelf, and lurches off again. Y ou have to admire the



woman's sngle-mindedness.

Captain Ralee again demands that everyone depart and let the law take over. At this Prefect
Tholius advances towards him and angrily demands that the Captain stop interfering. "Twelve Seesis
under my jurisdiction.”

"Soitis But | work for the Abode of Justice and a Guard Captain has aresponsbility to uphold the
law in every part of the city. Areyou here on officid business? If so, why are your men out of uniform?”

Rdleeturnsto Tresuswho'swaiting quietly at thefoot of the sairs. "And what do you want?'

TheVenerable Tresusremainsslent.

"They'redl herefor the satue, Captain,” | explain.

"Even Thalius?'

"Inonit from thefirst. He provided Ixid the Seer with indgde information about the gold shipment.
And he provided Ixid with anice house in Thamlin where he could meet Drantaax's wife and learn
everything he needed to know from her."

"Kill them,” grunts Tholius

The place erupts.

Chapter 15

When | was nineteen | was expelled from the college for young Sorcerers. Having no money, no
family and nothing better to do, | joined acompany of mercenaries on their way to the war in the far
southeast between the small city-states of Juval, Abelas and Pargada. That was how | met Gurd, alarge
Barbarian of twenty-five or so who'd travelled down from the frozen north to seelifein the civilised
lands. That'swhat he said at the time anyway, though some yearslater he admitted to me that he'd
actualy been chased away by the outraged clan of ayoung woman he'd become rather too involved
with.

Eventsin the south were confused, with the cities at war with one another. To make matters worse,
each city had at least two claimants to the throne. On one occasion our company, in the employ of a
Prince of Juval, ambushed some troops belonging to another Prince of Juvd in the middle of adense
forest. At that very moment, the Army of the People's Democracy of Abelas took usintherear. While
Gurd and | were still trying to work out which way our spears should be pointing, ajoint force from the
recently deposed King of Abelas arrived aong with his dlies, the Pargadan Army. No one knew what
the hell was happening. In the dark tangled forest the companies of spearmen were soon splintered and
disorganised, leaving aheaving mass of men struggling and fighting for their very liveswith opponents they
could barely make out. Panic set in as soldiers fought with enemies and dlies dike in the confusion. There
was nothing for me and Gurd to do, apart from hack our way through anyone and anything who stood in
our way and hope that some time or other we'd arrive at an empty space where we could gather our
wits, find acouple of horses, and get the hell out of there. Which we did, eventuadly.

I'm reminded of this day twenty-four years later as battleisjoined in the Avenging Axe. Everyone
wants the statue but only the last man left stlanding is going to carry it away. The monks of the Cloud
Temple and the monks of the Star Templelay into each other furioudy, their lust for the gold fuelled by
their bitter rivary. The Brotherhood, enraged that anyone could even consider pulling off acrimina coup
inther part of town, throw themselvesinto the fray. The gang members are not trained warriorslike the
monks but many of them served in the Army and they're dl very experienced at the art of close-range
Sreet fighting.

Prefect Tholius meanwhile urges his men on. The Prefect has the most to lose perhaps, ashis



position in town isfast becoming untenable. Once word gets out that he was an accomplicein the gold
theft helll be stripped of his office and on hisway to a prison ship faster than he can blink. Prefects can
get away with many thingsin Tura, but not stealing gold from the King. Surrounded by his persond
bodyguard of off-duty Civil Guards, he mounts aviolent attack, determined either to wipe out al
witnessesto his crime or make off with the loot to some other nation where he can live in luxury beyond
the reach of Turai'slaws.

Mysdlf, I'mjust caught in themiddle. | don't want the tatue. | wanted to solve amurder, but sSince
Makri's degth that's dipped well down my list of priorities. At the thought of her corpse lying next door
blood fury risesinmein away I've not fet for avery long time. I'm pleased for the chance to vent my
wrath on whoever comes near.

Captain Ralee, asthe only officia upholder of the law in the premises, finds himself hard-pressed.
Hefights at the shoulder of Gurd and me, with the half-exposed statue protecting our backs. A howling
monk of the Star Templefals before hisblade. | see he hasn't lost any of hisold fighting skill.

Four Brotherhood men burst through the melee and set upon us. | parry athrust, stick my sword
through my opponent's thigh then gut him as he sumbles. Gurd chopsaman dmost in haf and Ralee
skilfully deflects a strike before running his sword up his opponent's blade and into his chest. The fourth
Brotherhood man backs off, and we find a brief moment of space insde the madness.

"Couldn't you have brought acompany of Guardswith you?' | snarl a Ralee.

"Just cameto pay my respects,” he says. "And | want afew wordswith you when thisisal over.
Who do you think you are, withholding evidence? That statue should have been turned over to the
Guard."

"l wasjust getting round toit,” | grunt, and then it's back to the fray. Gurd's furnishings suffer heavy
damage as people pick up whatever is nearby to use as weapons. Torches, tankards, chair legs and
whole benches fly everywhere. Tholius himsdf picks up a huge wooden table and flingsit at us before
urging his men on towards the statue. Captain Ralee goes down under theimpact. Gurd haulshimto his
feet while | hold off two opponentswith my knife and my sword. Everything is confused. | lose sight of
both my opponents as a gaggle of monksfliesin between us, screaming and cursing asthey kick and
punch each other sensdless. | notice ayoung monk deflecting asword thrust with his bare hands before
delivering a neck-breaking blow to a Brotherhood man before himself faling to asword thrust from
behind. His companion screamsin fury and legps high over the sword then smashes hisfoot into the
killer'sface with such violence that his neck snapslikeatwig.

Ixia the Seer and the Venerable Tresus struggle to close with each other, but are prevented by the
mass of struggling bodies between them. Findly Tresius, who's seventy if he'saday, takesajump froma
gtanding position that any young athlete would be proud of. He rises, somersaultsin the air while flying
haf the length of the tavern, brushes asde afew adversaries on the way down and findly stands directly
oppositelxia, at which Ixia smashes Tresusin theface, or triesto, but Tresus glides out the way. They
then engage in spectacular combat, each master displaying to the full the fighting skills they've developed
inalifetime of study, but neither can get the upper hand.

Another table pounds down on top of usand thistimeit's my turn to get knocked to the floor. Gurd
manages to deflect the thrust of along spear just before it impalesme. | leap up and set about defending
myself, but the Situation isfast becoming hopeless. There's only three of us and we are now beset by
Tholiuss men on one side and Casax's on the other while monks rage everywherein between. All of us
have taken wounds and the floor underneath usis dippery with blood. Bodieslie everywhere and we
stumble over them aswe're forced back against the huge lump of marble.

| remember that Astrath Triple Moon istill in the background somewhere and | wonder if he might
be preparing some mighty spell to get us out of this. Probably not. | dragged him out of his house so
quickly he didn't have time to place any spellsin hismemory. Hed need agrimoireto read in anew one.
If he has any sense helll have disappeared out the back door taking Soolanis and Danddion with him. So
we're relying on sword power only, and that's tarting to flag. I'm using my blade to parry the opponents
on my right, while desperately deflecting blows from the left with my knife. | hack down another of



Tholiuss men, but the next one pressesin on meimmediately. | can't keep this up for much longer.

"Faceit, Thraxas, trying to fight with two blades you're as much use asaeunuch in abrothd "
comesavoiceinmy ear.

| whirl round in astonishment. I1t's Makri, asword in one hand and an axein the other, and she's
looking pretty damned hedlthy.

"What happened?’

"| got better.”

"Well, you took your time. Y ou expect meto fight the whole of Turai on my own?”

Makri grins broadly and starts laying about her with her axe and sword. Her gladiator battle skills
clear aspace round us, whichisjust aswell. When Gurd sees her heis so surprised he cracks his head
on theraised front hoof of Saint Quatiniuss horse and takes several secondsto recover.

"Makri," he cries, clutching hishead. "Y oure divel™

"Suream," sheyedlsback, planting her sword precisely in the chest of ared-clad monk unwise
enough to try and hit her with aquarter staff. Captain Ralee, Gurd and | areinspired by Makri's return.
We bring the advancing horde in front of usto ahat and start pushing them back. Monks, gangsters and
Guardsfal before Makri's axe as she scythes them down like ademon from hell let loose in the world for
the purpose of daughtering humans.

| get theimpression that her brush with desth has not soothed her anger over the way the monk
kicked her awhile back. She fightswith a savage fury never before seen in Turai. No wonder they used
to throw dragons, tigers and whole squadrons of Orcsinto the arena against her.

Fighting isintense al over the room as the monks struggle with each other. The Venerable Tresius
and Ixia the Seer, evenly matched, have stopped trading blows and now circle each other watchfully.
Finaly Tholius steps between them, raising his hands and bellowing at the top of hisvoice. The Prefect,
who is something of ademagogue and has plenty of experiencein talking to howling mobs, managesto
attract the attention of the people around him.

"Stop thisusdlessfighting,” heroars. "We are just making it easy for them." He pointsto us.
"Remove them and we can then discuss the distribution of the gold in a sensible manner.”

The remaining monks disengage from each other and turn their heads to where we stand in front of
the statue. The Brotherhood men look questioningly at Casax. He nods asif in agreement with Tholius.
Everyone seemsto think that the Prefect has the right idea. Now, rather than fighting one of many battles
in the tavern, we are faced with the prospect of a concentrated attack from everybody.

The entire assembly fans out to encircle us and starts to advance. We don't have achance. Inthe
limited space even Makri's amazing skills cannot stand up againgt such aweight of numbers attacking
from every direction. Some of the swiftest monks are dready scaling the statue to attack us from behind.
Otherstake the opportunity to fling smal throwing stars a us before engaging with our swords. None of
usiswearing armour and both myself and Makri find oursalves with painful wounds as stars strike and
diginto our limbs.

It'stimefor some swift thinking. | can do that.

"The magic space,” | roar. "Everybody in!"

| jump on the statue's plinth, knocking off amonk who's scrambling down from above. Gurd and
Ralleelook dubious, but as the great Human wave starts to break over usthey leap up beside me. | take
the edge of the pursein my hand and climb into the purple void.

"l don't likethisat al," says Gurd, as| draw the purse over our heads.

"| wanted to seewhat it waslikein here," says Makri.

And then we are fully enveloped in the magic space, adimension quite different from our own,
where odd things happen, strange creatures live and Humans are redlly not meant to visit.

We plummet down through the thick purple atmosphere. Wispy clouds laugh a us as we pass. We
land gently on agreen grassy plain. A huge blue sun burns high above. Besde usisthe Satue, in dl its



glory, undamaged by my blows with a dedgehammer. Sitting on the bronze horse next to Saint Quatinius
is Hanama, Master Assassin.

"Welcome to the magic space,” she says.

"Hello, Hanama," says Makri. "What are you doing here?'

"I heard you were dead,” replies Hanama. "1 cameto pay my respects but you turned out to be
alive. Good. Asthingsin the tavern seemed confused | dipped in heretill it quietened down. | was not
expecting youto join me."

| glare at her suspicioudy. It'sabit much, finding Hanama here before me. For al | know she might
have been ditting in the magic space for days. | could've been carrying her round in my pocket.

"Cameto pay your respectsto Makri, did you? More like came looking for Ixid the Seer. | know
you have acontract on him."

"The Assassins Guild does not discussits affairswith outsiders,” replies Hanamacoolly.

She'sacam woman, Hanama. Difficult torile. She'ssmdl, and very pae. Assassins often are. The
only paepeoplein Tural, infact, gpart from some of our aristocratic ladies who make a point of staying
out of the sun for reasons of fashion. Sitting on the horse, with her thin body and black cloak, shelooks
likeachild at play. She certainly doesn't look dangerous, though she is number three in the Assassins
Guild. Thisisthe woman who's reputed to have killed a Senator, a Sorcerer and an Orc Lord inthe
same day.

I'm not at al pleased to encounter her again. | detest dl Assassinsfor the cold-blooded killersthey
are. Thefact that they continually escape the consequences of their murderous actions due to the
patronage of Turai'srich politicians doesn't make it any better.

It was rash of her to enter the magic space, though. | wonder if she redlisesit's not an easy placeto
get out of.

"How areyou dive, Makri?' asks Gurd, aquestion | was meaning to ask mysdlf before | got
distracted.

She shrugs. She just woke up with a stone on her chest and a crossbow bolt lying beside her. There
isn't so much asascar on her body. | remember | 1€ft the stone on her, which wasjust aswdll. It must
have taken longer to work on her than it did on Ixid, which isnot surprisng | suppose, seeing as she was
so far gone she didn't even register on Adtrath'slifestone. Quite something, this mixture of blood, | muse.
I'll never believe Makri's dead again unless | see her lowered into her grave, and maybe not even then.

"An amazing artefact, the dolphins healing stone. | wonder if | haveto giveit back?"

"Of course you haveto giveit back. The dolphins hired you to work for them."

"No feewas agreed. If they offer mefish I'm turning it down."

Captain Rallee suggests that they might have some sunken treasure to pay me with athough the
generd consensusisthat the dolphinsare lucky for Tural so | shouldn't even be thinking about trying to
make money off them.

"And they heded me" Makri pointsout. "l fed great."

"Y ou'd probably have recovered anyway, with agood night's deep.”

Makri inclines her head towards the heavens. "Nice blue sun up there. Hey, it just went green. So
what €l se hgppens in the magic space?!

The marblefigure of Saint Quatinius suddenly swivestowards Hanama

"Get off my horse," he says.

"All sorts of thing happen,” | Sgh. "It'srealy not agood placeto be."

Even Hanama, trained in every form of concealment, both physical and mentd, can't hide her
surprise a being ordered about by a statue. She legps down nimbly from the marble horse and gazes up
suspicioudy at the saint. HE'S now gone quiet.

"Did hereally speak?' demands Gurd, who's raised his axe nervoudy. As a Barbarian he has never
been comfortable with any form of magic, and thisisal very strangeto him.



"Yes. All sorts of things speek here.”

Welook around at the continualy changing colours of the landscape.

"Isthis where you go when you eat the mushrooms Palax collectsin the woods?' asks Makri.

This passes me by completely. | don't know anything about the mushrooms Palax collectsin the
woods.

"Wdl, now we're here, what's the next move?' wonders Captain Rallee, apractica man and not
oneto stand around admiring the view.

"Incidentdly, isthe purse dill visblein the outsde world?'

"Yes"

"Andwereingdeit?'

"y es"

"Then what if someone picksit up and throwsit inthe fire?"

"Who'd do that? It has agolden Satueinsdeit.”

"Prefect Tholius might decide to forgo the golden statue if he can get rid of dl the witnessesto his
crimes”

| admit thisisatroubling thought.

"Canyou get usout of herein ahurry?'

Before | can reply alarge pig walks by ontwo legs. It greets us politely. Gurd grips his axe and the
pig notices thiswith displeasure.

"Oh! Going to chop me up, en? That'sa Human for you, chop up apig without giving it asecond
thought. How would you likeit if you were just going about your daily business and someone came aong
and chopped you up and ate you?'

"The Human race has been given dominion over the beasts of thefield,” says Saint Quetinius, from
hishorse.

"Well, not by me" repliesthe pig, and they sart arguing.

I'm still on ahigh & finding Makri isaive but when | reflect that | intended to spend the summer
quietly spping de and resting in the shade, and ingtead | now find mysdf inside the magic space listening
to atheologica debate between asaint and ataking pig while outside haf of Tura'skillersare waiting for
me with swordsin their hands, | get alittle depressed.

The pig disappears without warning as bodies start raining down from the sky. At first | think it's
more magical creatures. Asthe crowd of bodies floats to the grass—now abright shade of orange—I
redise that Tholius, Casax and the monks have followed usinto the magic space. Thelust for gold hasno
boundaries. We raise our wegpons wearily to do battle again.

Chapter 16

Our adversaries come to ground looking confused and disorientated but it doesn't take long to get
their bearingsas Tresius, Ixid, Casax and Tholius marshd them into order.

"Kill them!" roars Tholius again.

At that moment the ground cracks open at our feet and ariver emergesin atorrent, separating us
from our pursuers. By the time they collect their witsthey'relooking at us acrossfifty feet of swiftly
flowing water. | laugh. A very satisfying turn of events. | saunter down to the water's edge.

"Hi, Tholius" | cdll. "Fancy asnvim?'

Tholiusisnonplussed. Ixid the Seer is untroubled.



"Theriver will not remain for long."

"I wouldn't count on your powers of farseeing working in here, Ixiad. The magic spaceisvery
distorting, even for aman like yourself. Congratulations on your recovery. Now your legs are better you'l
be able to walk up to the scaffold. Incidentdly, it was rash of you to follow us. Just showsyou're far too
keen on gold for your own good. Do any of you have any idea how to get out of the magic space?’

From the looks of uncertainty that flit over the various faces on the other sde of theriver | can tdl
that is something they haven't considered. Our conversation isinterrupted by abrief but heavy downpour
of frogs.

"So, Thalius," | shout, asthe last frog hops merrily away. "What's the plan?'

"Kill you," he roars back.

"Not such abad plan, perhaps. Depends on your point of view. Another aternative would beto
turn yoursalves over to Captain Rallee here, and face the consequences of your illega actions.”

Tholiusisn't S0 keen on this. He likes his own plan better. Despite their lossesin the tavern, the
Prefect and Casax till have plenty of armed men with them. So do Ixid the Seer and the Venerable
Tresus, so they'll probably be ableto carry out hiswish if thisriver suddenly disappears. | maintain a
confident front and continue to torment Tholius from the safety of our present postion.

Captain Rallee scratches his head. It annoys me the way he doesn't have any grey in hishair. Mine
isjust aslong but it isstarting to look streaky. | till contend that my moustache is better than hisand it
aways has been.

"Thraxas. Just in case we ever get out of thisplacedive. And just in case | don't throw you right in
the dammer for having the King's gold in your possession, how about filling mein on some details? | only
came to commiserate at the death of your friend. | wasn't prepared to meet hdf of the city's low-life and
abunch of mad monksfighting over stolen treasure e se I'd have brought some men with me. | takeit this
isal connected to Drantaax's murder?"

"It sureis. It'sacomplicated affair. I'll Smplify it for you. These two groups of monksarerivals.
Ixia the Seer ishead of the Star Temple and Tresiusis head of the Cloud Temple. They fought, partly
about religion but mainly about who was to be number one chariot. Living up in the mountains drives
them mad, | reckon. Y ou remember how hot it was when we held off the Niojans at the pass?”

"Never mind the Niojans at the pass. What happened with the monks?'

"They fought, mainly. And then they split in two. Both temples found themsalves missing astatue.
Which gave Ixid the Seer avery good idea. Hed stedl the new statue Drantaax was making for Turai to
put him one up on Tresius and probably make the Cloud Temple monks return to the Star Temple. And
then Sarin the Merciless, who used to be Ixid's student in the martid arts, cameto Ixia with an even
better idea. She knew Prefect Tholius back when she was bringing dwainto the city. He wastaking a
pay-off to look the other way, which is standard behaviour for officidsin thiscity, yoursalf excepted of
course. Whether the ideawas Tholiuss or Sarin's | don't know, but it occurred to one of them that the
gold shipments from the King's mines passed by not too far from Ixid's monastery.

"These shipments are awell-kept secret. The routes and timings are only ever discussed in
magic-proof rooms lined with Red Elvish Cloth, but Prefect Tholius obvioudy has connections a the
Palace and learned when the next one was due. He gave the details to Sarin, who passed them on to
Ixid. So the Star Temple robbed the convoy, daughtering the guards in the process.

"Then camether very good idea. Instead of disappearing into the hillswith the gold where they'd
have been tracked soon enough by Palace Sorcerers, they brought the gold straight to Tural and hid it
ingdethe new statue. Y ou redlise how safe that was?'

"Yes" saysthe Captain, who isasmart guy. "No Sorcerer would check insde astatue of Saint
Quatinius. It would be blasphemous.™

"Right. The plan wasto leave it theretill the statue was taken out to the shrine. When the hest died
down Ixia would stedl it from the shrine, cut it open and take out the loot. Once he put it back together
he'd have anice pile of gold aswell asanew satue. | guess he wasn't too worried about blasphemy.



"Which iswhere things went wrong. The Venerable Tresus had a spy in the Star Temple and he
discovered what was going on and ever since then he's been after the gold and the statue for himsdlf. The
Cloud Temple made afull-scale attack on the Star Temple during which Ixia was nearly killed. He had
to cometo the city to get hedled. By now Tresius had learned the gold wasin Tura and probably in
Drantaax's statue. He arrived too late to intercept it so he hired meto find it. | didn't redlise that Saint
Quatiniuswasfull of gold though | knew something strange was going on.”

| gaze over theriver. The monks arelooking back at us. Do they believe they are furthering their
religion with this behaviour? Probably, if Ixia and Tresustell them they are. A flock of Slver birdsflies
overhead, turning gold and then white in front of our eyes. Heavenly music floats down from the sky.
Fuffy rabbits emerge to play around our feet. It's cutesy timein the magic space.

"What redly went wrong for Ixia and Tholius was getting involved with Sarin the Merciless. As
soon asthe gold was insde the statue and Ixia was lying crippled in the mountains she decided that it
would be much better if she didn't haveto shareit around too much.

"She's aclever woman, Sarin the Merciless. Totally heartless, but sharp as an Elf's ear nonetheless.
She knew that Sorcerers from the Palace and the Abode of Justice were looking for the gold. Old Hasius
the Brilliant himsdlf had been down to Drantaax's house. She couldn't load the statue on awagon and
ride out of town. Sheld have been spotted right away. So she hunted around for some way of getting the
gold safely away. And she hit on the notion of amagic purse. Rareitemsindeed, but she knew whereto
find one, thanks to her dwa-dealing days. She remembered that old Thaius Green Eye, who wasn't much
use for Sorcery any more, was taking dwa up to the Palace in amagic purse. So she went and killed him,
and soleit. And then, | think, she stole the Satue, leaving some yellow flower petasto put Investigators
off the scent. The Cloud Temple wear yellow flowersfor ceremonia reasons. | guess that was her idea of
ajoke.

"And then something unusua happened. Sarin must have some shred of humanity in her miserable
being because when she heard Ixid was being brought to the city to die she went back to see him. Being
his student for four years might have stirred some emotion in her breast. | saw her try to kill Tresus, so
she must fed something for Ixid. Sarin doesn't normdly kill for anyone else's benefit. So | figure shefdt
something for her old teacher. Not enough to prevent her robbing him though.”

"l supposeif Ixid wasgoing to die she wasn't redlly robbing him, to befair," says Makri,
interrupting.

| frown at her.

"All theselogic and rhetoric classes are bad for you, Makri. Y ou should stick to being savage. Sarin
practicaly killed you afew hours ago. Anyway, she was too smart to carry the statue in the purse when
shewent to see Ixial. Heis aseer and might have perceived she had the gold. So she left the purse with
the two men shed hired to help her get the statue into the purse, ajob she couldn't manage on her own.

Y ou could pull the purse right down over it, but you'd still need help to tip the base up. She probably told
her two accomplicesto disappear for aday or two and then meet her.

"Unfortunately they washed up in the Avenging Axe, which wouldn't have been abad placetolie
low if one of them hadn't happened to beaman | put in prison afew years back who was il looking for
revenge. They werekilled in the fight, which only brought their deeths forward afew days, because Sarin
would certainly have disposed of them when she was done with them.

"That put me right in the centre of things. Once Sarin learned where the men had been killed she
knew | wasinvolved and figured I'd probably ended up with the purse. She's been after me ever since.
So have the Star Temple. Whether Sarintold Ixiad sometdeto explain why | had the statue, or whether
his powersled himtoit, I don't know. Which brought the yellow monks down on my tail aswell, when
their spiestold them what was going on.”

| look down at the rabbit nestling on my toes, then up &t the grest comet that is now shining in the
Ky.

"Y es, Captain, while the Civil Guard has floundered around helplesdy with no ideawhere the gold



was, and these people have been chasing around after it, I've recovered it for the King. So don't give me
the outraged bit about withholding evidence. I've solved a case that was quite likely to get you busted
down to Private when you made no progresswith it."

| notice Tholius from the corner of my eye. He seemsto be getting closer. Much closer.

"Damnit. Why did no onetdl metheriver wasdrying up?'

"Wewere dl fascinated by your explanation,” says Makri.

"Thisisnotimefor sarcasm.”

"No, | meanit, redly. | loveit when you work these things out.”

Theriver isnow down to about ten feet wide and the monks are starting to wade over.

"Run," saysthe Cgptain.

We run. The sun might be green but it doesn't prevent it from being as hot as Orcish hdll in here. I'm
soon swesting badly and panting for breath. If we can reach aforest of yellow treeswell have some
cover. | struggle to keep up with the pace. Abruptly the forest disappears. Just vanishesinto thin air.
Damn thismagic space. | halt at the statue of Saint Quatinius.

"Attack the heretics" | demand, pointing at the pursuing horde. The statue doesn't move. So much
for that ideal reflect grimly, and carry on running.

A giant castle hovesinto view in the distance.

"Makefor the castlel” yells Captain Rallee.

We make for the castle. Aswe approach, it disappears.

"To hdl with this" says Makri, unsheathing her sword and turning to face her opponents. "I'm not
running any more."

"Please, Makri, not now."

Makri plants her feet firmly on the ground, her sword and her axe in her hands, waiting for our
pursuersto reach us.

"Why can't you just run away likeanorma person?’ | demand

"It's dishonourable.”

"Well how much honour was therein the Orc dave pits, for God's sake?"

"Not much. But I'm not running any more. That'sthat.”

| 9gh, and draw my sword. "Wdll, I'm too besat to run any further anyway. | never figured I'd be
making my death stand under agreen sun.”

"It'sturned purple.”

"Or apurpleone.”

Unwilling to leave usto be hacked down aone, Captain Rallee and Gurd stop running and stand at
our Sde.

"Getting too old to run,” says Gurd, with a grin, which makes me remember what agood, cheerful
companion he was when we were mercenaries together.

"Metoo," I tell him. "And too fat. Well, welve got out of worse scrapes than this.”

"Sure we have. Remember the Nigjan riverboat that thought we were crocodiles?’

We bdlow with laughter at the memory. | doubt were fooling anyone. Tholius and the rest are now
very close. Having combined forces and concentrated their attack | wouldn't think it'll take them too long
to digpatch us. We have no cover &t al and even Makri's remarkabl e fighting skills can't prevent the
monks from encircling us and sticking usfull of throwing stars. Makri iswearing only her chainmail bikini.
None of usare wearing armour. WEell take plenty of them with us, but they'll winin the end.

The talking pig makes another appearance at our Sde. "Attack the heretics,” | suggest, without
much hope.

"Sorry, I'mon holiday,” saysthe pig, and vanishes.

"What awagte of timethisplaceis,” | say, angrily. ™Y ou think we might get adragon flying down to



protect us or something like that. But no, al we get isapig that talks about theology and then goeson
holiday."

| stop speaking rubbish for a second. Something hasjust occurred to me.

"Makri, | just redlised who redlly killed Drantaax."

At that moment the Venerable Tresiuslandsin front of me, somehow deflects my sword with the
flat of hishand, and kicks me severd feet intheair. It hurts. I'm bracing myself for it to hurt more on the
way down when aterrific gale whips me up and blows meinto atree that has appeared from nowhere.
Trees sprout up everywhere and suddenly astorm of random acts of magic makesit impossible for
anyone to come to blows with anyone el se. Ferocious insects of weird colours appear to torment us
while thewind blows great gusts of purple hailstones about our heads. | notice Hanamain an adjoining
tree, calmly waiting. | wonder if Ixia knowsthere's a contract out on him.

Combat isreduced to farce by the intervening magical forces. The trees disagppear but before
anyone can think about fighting again avolcano beginsto sorout from the ground.

Everyone startsto look nervous as we wonder whether the angry-looking volcano will vanish
before it erupts. Smoke pours from the gpex and lavais starting to trickle down its Sdes. The earth
beginsto shake.

Captain Ralee looks at the growing volcano, then at me.

"How do we get out of here?' he asks, ademand echoed by Prefect Tholius as the ground shakes
and groans and lava beginsto pour in torrents towards us. Casax is afearless man and stands his ground,
but his Brotherhood enforcers are starting to look nervous.

"A good question. And one which Prefect Tholius should have thought of before following usin
here. Escaping from the magic space is no easy matter. How about you?' | call over to Ixia the Seer.
"Any suggestions?'

The volcano starts to erupt.

"Get usout of herel” roars Tholius.

"Why should 1?7 Y oull only kill uswhen were back in thetavern.”

| turn to Casax.

"Not much point taking us al back to Twelve Seasif the Brotherhood starts coming round giving
me ahard time, isthere?’

Casax, dtill without fear, ponders for a second or two, then shrugs his shoulders.

"Probably not, Investigator. But I'm not too mad at you for this. We want the gold and I'm not
giving up onit, but if you get usout of here I'll forget that you've been holding out on us.”

Molten lavais now pouring from the volcano and rocks are Sarting to crash around our heads. Any
second now theré's going to be one dmighty explosion and Thraxas, Private Investigator, will never be
seen againinthe state of Tural.

| call over to Tholius.

"How about you, Prefect? Y ou willing to walk away from the Avenging Axeif | get us back?'

Tholius doesn't have as much backbone as Casax.

"Yes" he screams. " Get usout!”

"And asfor you, Ixia and Tresius. Y ou better just promise in the name of Saint Quatinius not to
harm uswhen we return.”

Ixiad and Tresusnod. | catch alook in Raleg's eyes showing that he doesn't think much of all these
vows. Neither do |, but I'll have to hope for the best. The volcano shows no sign of disappearing and you
can die herethe same as anywhere else. If | get usout of the magic space I'll have to take them all with
me, though I'd be tempted to leave themif | could.

| turn to Makri.

"Where's Hanama?'

She doesn't know. The Assassin has dipped off somewhere. There is adeafening explosion asthe



top of the volcano blows off and rocksthe size of houses start tumbling around us. Ash rains down from
the sky. It'sdifficult to breathe.

"Get usout,” scream adozen Voices.

"Okay. Just let me get asandwich.”

| dig around in my bag and bring out one of the sandwiches Tanrose made me for my day's
investigation. After al the running around and fighting it's looking somewhat the worse for wear, but it
would do for lunch if I was hungry.

Everyone stares at me increduloudly.

"Thraxas, thisis no timeto be thinking about your somach!" cries Captain Raleefurioudy asthe
molten lava startsto singe our toes.

"He'smocking ud" snarls Tholius. "I'll kill him before the volcano gets me!™

Remaining cam | remove the top layer from the sandwich, revedling some or Tanroseg's home-cured
mest. | scrape afew grains of sdt off the meet. The volcano erupts even more violently than before. A
gx-foot wall of lavasurges over the rim and races towards us. Y oung monks scream and fal to their
kneesin prayer.

| drop the sdt on the ground. There's an even louder bang and the whole world shakes itsalf apart
in afantagtic earthquake. Abruptly the earthquake halts, the air shimmers, and the magic space sartsto
melt away. We find oursel ves deafened but otherwise hedthy, back in the Avenging Axe. Thevolcanois
gone. No pigslecture us. Gurd looks at me wonderingly.

"Hown—7?"

"Sat. Complete anathema to the magic space. Destroysit. A littletrick | learned on my travels
abroad. The magic purseisno more. Only foreign bodies like us and the statue could survive. Everybody
al rignt?'

The monks start picking themselves off the ground, dazed from their experiences but relieved to be
alive. No oneislooking too comfortable. When you are one second away from desth at the hands of a
massive vol canic explosion and then the next second back in atavernin Twelve Sess, it takes alittletime
to adjust.

Prefect Tholiusis one of thefirst to get hiswits back. He checksthat hisdly Casax istill in one
piece. Then, seeing that he till has anumber of men in good hedth, he turns and points at me.

"Kill that man," he orders.

I'm getting Sck of hearing that.

The monks hold back, unsure of whether to joinin. And at that moment, as Gurd, Makri, Rallee
and mysdf are wearily raisng our weagpons and thinking that really there must be some easier way to
make aliving, dmost everyone in the tavern collapses to the ground and lies unconscious on the floor.

Makri and | find oursalves staring stupidly at amass of assorted monks and gangsters apparently dl
having an afternoon deep. The only other person gill standing is Casax.

"What happened?’

"Arewe gill in the magic space?’ demands Makri.

"You are back inthe Avenging Axe," says Adtrath Triple Moon, appearing from the top of the
dairs. | notice he's helped himsdlf to aflagon of de.

"Wl done, Thraxas. | was abit worried when you all disappeared into the magic space. That's
redly not a place you should go. But | thought you'd probably emerge al right. SAt?"

| nod.

"I've been looking at your grimoire,” continues the Sorcerer. "Rather out-of-date, but functiona
enough. | thought you might need alittle help when you got back so | had the deep spdll in readiness.”

Helooksat Makri. "l see your spell protection charms are working well."

Makri and | both wear spell protection charms round our necks. They're made out of Red Elvish
Cloth, which isimmensaly powerful, woven in with copper beads and wires and treated by Agtrath. We



acquired them a couple of months ago, fortunately, because aspell protection charmisvitd toamanin
my line of work. After | pawned my last one | waseft an easy target for any malicious Sorcerer who
camemy way. Spell protections are rare items, and very expensive, and only the city's most important
officids such asthe Consul areissued with them as ameatter of right, which iswhy Captain Rallee now
liesdeeping a my feet, dong with Gurd and everyone e se struck down by Astrath's spell.

"Poor Rallee. They ought to pay him better. Good thinking, Agtrath.”

Casax, an important man in the underworld, also has aspell protection charm so he's il awake,
but | cantell he'sat alossfor what to do next. | suggest to him he should leave before | summon the
Guards and they start rounding up everyone connected with the King's gold. The gangster's face remains
impassive but for once he hasto admit defeat. Faced with mysdlf, Makri and Adtrath Triple Moon, he
can't get to the statue, and even though he hasinfluence in this city he won't want to be connected with
the gold theft. That would have repercussions too strong even for the Brotherhood to escape.

Heturns and leaves without saying aword. Now we just have to decide what to do with everyone
before they start waking up. Makri suggestskilling the ringleaderswhile they're till degping. | admit it as
apossibility but wonder if there is some less drastic way to make ourselves safe.

Thereisthe dightest of sounds behind us as Hanama emerges from behind the statue. She wearsa
plain black necklace, the standard spell protection charm of the important Assassin. ThisAssassin hasa
great capacity for disappearing and regppearing when you don't expect it.

"I'm glad youre till dive," she saysto Makri, camly, and walks towards the door.

"Don' bother thanking me," | cdl to her.

"What for? 1 knew how to get out of the magic space. | took the precaution of taking salt with me.”

Hanama appears to have been untroubled by the whole affair. She's cool inacrigs, | haveto grant
her thet.

"Isthat redly the King'sgold?’ she says, pointing to the Statue.

| look at the statue and nod.

"ltis"

"Well done," says Hanama "Another crime solved by your powers of investigation.”

She disappears through the front door. | stare after her suspicioudy.

"That was odd."

"She paid you acompliment,” says Makri.

"That'swhat's odd. Why? The Assassins Guild doesn't waste its time on compliments. Well, never
mind. What are we going to do now? We have about ten minutes until everyone wakes up. | really can't
stand any more running around getting chased by everyone. I'm sick of it."

| am heartily sick of thewhole affair. | started off just wanting to clear poor Grosex. Look whereit
got me. Next time a Prefect insults me | should think twice about losing my temper. But | probably wontt.

| have to do something quickly. Tholiuswill be down on me like abad spell when he wakes up. We
could be back where we started and now I've destroyed the magic space there's nowhere to hide.

"Y ou could |leave the tavern before they wake," suggests Astrath Triple Moon. "I could shelter you.”

I'm not so fond of thisidea. | don't fed like hiding.

"I could put the deep spdl back in my mind and send them to deep again when they wake."

"True. But wed be here dl day. The Guards would probably like along talk with some of these
people. It's no use going to the harbour station though. Tholiusisin charge there and they'd just throw us
inthe dammer and | doubt we'd ever get out. But we could try Captain Ralleg's sation. Once hismen
hear he'sin trouble they'll come.”

"What about the satue?’

"Without the magic purse no one's going to be ableto moveit in ahurry.”

It means leaving the deeping Gurd behind, but helll be safe enough with Astrath watching over
things. They're not after Gurd anyway. Makri and | maketo leave. | get astrange feding as| walk past



the dumbering figure of Ixia the Seer. A very strangefeding. | bend down to examine him.

"He'sdead.”

"Dead?"

A dimdart isburied in his chest, just degp enough to reach his heart. An Assassin's weapon. |
shake my head.

"That'swhy Hanama asked usto look at the statue.”

Y ou have to admire the woman's skill. In the brief seconds | was distracted she threw adart into
Ixia's chest, killing him casudly in passing. And no one could say they witnessed the event.

"No one escapesthe Assassns Guild,” | Sgh. "Come on, let's get the Guards.”

| know most of the Guards at the Captain's station though that doesn't mean I'm afrequent or
welcome vigtor. Captain Ralee bans them from giving me information. But when | march in and tell them
that their Captainisat present lying adeep in the Avenging Axe, with the Brotherhood, Tholius and two
temples worth of warrior monks waiting to attack him, and, furthermore, the King's missing gold
secreted nearby, the station empties quickly enough. | stop off on the way to send amessage to Praetor
Cicerius. If theré'sareward paid out for the recovery of thegold | don't want my share shuffled aside for
some grasping Civil Guard.

It takes twenty minutes to make the round trip. When we get back the tavern has emptied entirely
of opponents.

Adtrath looks abashed. "Sorry, | didn't have another spell to stop them escaping.”

Captain Rdleeis till yawning. He glaresangrily at Astrath Triple Moon for sending him to deep
though he admits there was nothing €l se he could do in the circumstances.

"Y ou ought to get a spdll protection charm, Captain.”

"Onmy day?'

He starts barking out orders, sending men to the Abode of Justice and the Palace with news of
what's been going on.

"You think Prefect Tholiuswill stay and try and bluff it out with his connections?’

"Doubt it. HEs blown it thistime. His connectionswill never smooth over his stedling from the King.
| expect he's packed abag and fled the city by now. Same with the monks. Was the Brotherhood in on
the theft?"

| shake my head. They were just trying to pick up whatever they could. There's probably no way of
making anything stick to Casax, not with the amount of bribe money the Brotherhood can feed to ajury
when it needsto. Anyway, | can't see any jury convicting him of pursuing an Investigator and a Guard
Captain through the magic space with murderous intent. It was established long ago in Turanian legd
circlesthat the city statutes do not gpply to eventsin the magic space.

A couple of Guards are wrapping up Ixia's body prior to carting it away to the morgue. When he
saw thedart in Ixid's heart Captain Rallee didn't have to be told what happened.

"Hanama? Y ou see her do it?'

| shake my head. "She'stoo smart for that."

"I hate these killers," muttersthe Captain. "I'd be happy to see them dl swinging on the gallows."

He knows there's no chance of that. The Assassins Guild has too much protection because the
Senate finds them very useful at times. So, it's rumoured, doesthe King. Besdeswhich, they rardly leave
any evidence of their acts behind them. If the Guards ask a Sorcerer to examine the dart it'll turn out to
have been painted with fragments of Red Elvish Cloth, or spdll protected, or manipulated in some other
way known only to the Assassinsto make it untraceable. Trying to convict Hanamaof killing Ixia would
be like trying to catch the breeze.

Rallee accepts abeer from Gurd. It's againgt the rules for Guardsto drink on duty, but they don't
pay too much notice to this sort of rule. The Captain is very pleased to have recovered the gold, but |
cantel he's not happy.



"l expect you'll be wasting no timein going to the courts and presenting evidence to get Grosex
cleared of the murder?"

The captain hatesit when | put one over on the Guard.

| finish off my own beer. "I'm going up to see him right now."

Soolanis and Dandelion appear with Palax and Kaby. They've been hiding in the caravan out the
back. Captain Rallee stares at them perceptively.

"Keegp taking dwaand itll kill you," he grunts.

"Or 1 will," | add.

Soolaniswas bad enough as adrunk. If she getsinto dwa she might aswell sall her father'svillaand
move on to the street right away. Il savetime. And it takes Palax and Kaby enough time and effort to
earn money busking, so | don't understand why they then want to spend it on some useless drug. Nothing
would surprise me about Danddion. | take the healing stone and hand it to her, but even thisbringslittle
expression into her vacant eyes.

"Take thisto the dolphins when you get your energy back.”

| ask Makri to cometo thelaw courts with me.

"Y ou think Sarin might still be around?"

| shake my head. Sarin will have learned by now that the gold statue is beyond her reach. She won't
trouble usagain.

"She might be looking for revenge now Ixia's been killed.”

"I doubt it. | don't think her loyalty to her old teacher would go that far. Sarinisfocused on her own
needs. Anyway, it wasn't our fault Ixia handed in histoga. It was Tresiuswho hired the Assassins Guild.
Y ou know, I'm not sureif Sarin enjoys anything except killing. Makes me wonder what she wants gold
for anyway. Probably wouldn't know how to enjoy it if shegot it. I'll till kill her the next time we met.”

Makri intimates that Sarin won't need meto kill her if she meets her first. She goes upstairsto put
on her tunic before hitting the streets.

"Nice shape," says Captain Rallee when shesgone.

"l guess.

"Y ou guess? Twenty years ago you'd have been baying at the moon if she walked by in that bikini,
Orc blood or not."

"Twenty yearsago | wasn't old, overweight and full of beer.”

I'm completely drained. Captain Rallee takes us up to the law courtsin aGuard landus. It'saslent
journey in the early-morning light. I guess | should be happy as a drunken mercenary after coming out on
top againgt formidable odds, but al | redly want to do isdeep.

Chapter 17

We arrive at the law courts with an hour or s0 to spare before the fina day of the case begins. The
sun beats down. There hasn't been a breath of wind in the city for weeks. Stalsflop lifelessly on the
gtatues in the forum. Sweat runs down the insde of my tunic. I'm fed up with the heat. I'm fed up with
being fed up with the heat. In hisblack uniform tunic, Rallee suffersasmuch as | do. | notice that the
Guardsand officias of the courts till treat him with respect. He might have been bounced out of the
Paace by Rittius but they know the Captain isworth ten of him any day.

In the forum outside the courts people gather for the business of the day; everything from petty
criminals heading for spells behind an oar to wedthy merchants from the Honourable Association of
Merchantsinvolved in complicated commercia law suits. There are even acouple of golden-haired and



green-clad Elves, stting beside the fountain with an advocate and hislegd advisers, poring over someold
scralls.

"Got fleeced on aded to ship aload of slver,” the Captain informs us. "Why these Elves il expect
Turanian merchantsto be honest is beyond me."

Makri hailsthem in the roya language as she passes. The Elveslegp to their feet in dlarm, assuming
that some important EIf Lord has arrived unexpectedly in the city. When they realise who has greeted
them they practicdly fal over in their confuson. Makri grinsand strollson.

"I redlly thought Grosex killed Drantaax," says Captain Rallee as he leads us down to the cells
below the courts. "He's such asad little guy | couldn't help fedling sorry for him, though not sorry enough
to stop him from hanging. | haveto hand it to you on this one, Thraxas."

A sad little guy isafair description of Grosex when we reach him. It'sthelast day of histriad and he
knows he's going to be found guilty and hanged in short order. When wewalk into his cell he's dumped
on hisbunk. Hisfacelights up with hope when he seesme.

"Thraxad! | thought you'd given up on me."

"I never giveuponadlient,” I tell him. "And | don't often lose one either.”

| pause, looking awkwardly around the cell. It's completely bare. There's nothing to focus my eyes
on except Grosex.

"Although technically speeking, you're not my client. Prefect Tholius dragged you off before you
could pay memy retainer and we never did get round to formalising the dedl. Which is unfortunate.”

"What do you mean?"

"If you weremy client | might have to think some more abouit it. Because I'm pretty unlikely to turn
over any client of mineto the courts. Goes againgt the grain. Even if my client turns out to be guilty, I'd
rather send him out of the city on afast horse than hand him over. But as you're not really my client, and
you didinfact kill Drantaax . . ."

| hold out my hands, palm upwards.

A look of terror crosses Grosex'sface. "l didn't!"

I'mtired. | fed bad doing this. | want to get it over with quickly.

"Sorry, Grosex. I've been everywhere with this one. I've involved mysdf with killers, monks, the
Brotherhood and Lord knows who else. Makri nearly got killed and plenty of others were. When you
gart playing around with so much illega gold it spirdsout of contral. Y ou should have stayed out of it.

Y ou were dways going to end up way over your head.”

"Areyou saying Grosex isguilty?' demands Captain Rallee.

"Y es, unfortunately. Drantaax knew nothing about the theft of the gold. There was no reason for him
to. Hisbusiness was doing well. He had no gambling debts or drink problems. That was just astory
made up by Grosex to give the sculptor some motive for being involved. But it wasn't Drantaax who Ixia
approached with the proposition for hiding the gold in the Satue. It was Grosex."

| stare at the apprentice. He stares back helplesdy, like arabbit.

"Why did you doit?'

Poor Grosex seems unable to speak. Makri and Captain Rallee look on with interest.

"l don't really care why you did it. Maybe you just wanted money. Drantaax didn't pay you much.
I've seen the room in Twelve Seas where you lived. Maybe Caiaencouraged you. Y ou wouldn't be the
first gpprentice led down the garden path by the mistress of the house eager to get her husband out of the
way. Butif shewasinvolved | doubt she wanted you to kill Drantaax.”

| turn to the Captain. " She went on holiday with Drantaax.”

"What?"

"On holiday. When the gold was stolen. They were having a bresk from the heat in Ferias. But
when Grosex arrived in my office he told me he and Drantaax had been working on the statue round the
clock for days. While Drantaax was away Grosex did the busnesswith the gold. | didn't add it up



properly till we werein the magic space and something reminded me.”

| don't mention that it was the talking pig that reminded me.

"Likel say, Drantaax knew nothing about the gold. Grosex loaded it inside the statue when
Drantaax was away. Ixid arranged it al with him. And when Sarin's men came to the workshop looking
for it, Drantaax learned what was going on. He returned from an gppointment early and interrupted them
in the process of removing the statue. So Grosex killed him. Stuck hisknifein him. Smple asthat.
Unluckily for Grosex, Cdliaarrived back and started screaming for the Guards before he could remove
hisknife. And then he redlised that leaving aknife with hisaurain it sticking in the body wasn't the
brightest thing he could've done, so hefled. He didn't have the nerveto try and makeit out the city gates,
30 he ended up a my office,

"Whichistheonly smart thing hedid,” | add, glumly. "I have areputation in certain circlesfor getting
men off in dubious circumstances.”

And that's about as much explaining as | want to do. | turn to go, but Captain Rallee grabs my tunic.

"Y ou mean you started al thisfor no reason, Thraxas? Grosex stuck aknifein Drantaax? That's
what the Guards have been saying dl dong.”

"Well, you've got to get oneright sometime.”

"So thanksfor dragging usdl through the magic space and damn near getting uskilled.”

"I recovered thegold, didn't 17"

Captain Raleeisn't too pleased at dl this. "I'll remember your words about sending your guilty
clientson afast horse out of town," he saysacidly. "Try doing that again and I'll be down on you likea
bad spdl.”

| walk out quickly, not wanting to catch Grosex's eye. I'm so keen to get out of the building I'm
practicaly running when | get to the exit. By the time Makri catches up I'm well on my way to the nearest
tavern.

"Don't fed bad," she says, and takes a beer to keep me company. "It's not your fault your client
turned out to be guilty."

"It &ill makes mefed bad.”

"If hed paid you aretainer, would you redly have got him out the city?"

"Maybe. | never liketurning aclient in. Bad for business. But Grosex deservesit. It was pretty
cold-blooded of him to murder Drantaax. The sculptor might not have paid him too well, but he didn't do
anything to deserve being killed.”

| down my beer and order another. With the heat and the exhaustion and al my exertionsleading to
this sad denouement, I'm not in the best of moods. I'm annoyed at Grosex and I'm furious a myself for
being taken in by his sad demeanour. I'm humiliated at the thought of Captain Raleetdling hiscroniesin
the Guardsthat they wereright dl dong and that old Thraxas must belosing hisgrip.

Furthermore Captain Raleeis now annoyed at me and he'sin a position to make my life awkward.
The Brotherhood are none too pleased with me elther. They certainly suckered mewith Quen. It wasa
smart move for Casax to put aspy on me. | imagine the Boar's Head just burned down by accident and
Casax immediately saw his chance to get someone into the Avenging Axe. Quick thinking on his part. |
could take it as acompliment that the moment he heard about the gold and the monks he reckoned thét |
might well bethe manto find it. What | mainly fed is stupid for not suspecting anything. All that timethe
Brotherhood and their tame Sorcerer were wandering around pretending to be looking for Quen, they
werereally looking for the gold. Only the fact that Astrath had put a bafflement spell on the place kept
them at bay, | suppose, till | took it into my head to expose the gold right under Quen's nose. That makes
me fed annoyed at Makri. She offered Quen shelter when she pretended to be on the run. I'm about to
vent some of my anger on her, when | remember I'm pleased sheisn't dead. | probably should mention
that.

"I'm pleased you're not dead,” | tell her.

"Thanks. Y ou don't sound too pleased.”



"l am. But it was pretty dumb of you to bring a Brotherhood spy into the house.”

"l didn't know Quen wasaspy."

| inform Makri shortly that she's bound to get usinto troubleif sheindgstson bringing in every waif
who's looking for sanctuary.

"Not as much trouble as you taking on clientswho are guilty of murder,” retorts Makri angrily. "You
didn't even have to take him on. Y ou just got annoyed because Tholius offended your precious dignity.”

"My precious dignity? I'm fed up with your stupid fixation with your own honour. Y ou could have
got uskilled in the magic space just because you refused to run away from overwheming odds. Good
fightersknow when to retreat.”

"Y ou don't have to tell me anything about good fighting,” says Makri. "If | didn't spend haf my life
doing some good fighting at your side you'd be dead and buried by now."

"Isthat right?" | demand, banging my fist on the bar. "Y ou think just because you could beat afew
Orc gladiators you're number one chariot? | was street fighting before you were born.”

Makri isnow irate. The hegt has affected her aswell. Customers edge away from us, wondering if
swords are going to be drawn.

"Then maybe at your age you should be thinking about retiring,” says Makri. " Concentrate on your
drinking."

"Well, | like that. Next time someone fires a crossbow bolt into you don't expect me to save your
life"

"If you hadn't bundled into mein thefirst place I'd have avoided it and there wouldn't have been any
life-saving to do."

Makri and | are now standing toe to toe, glaring into each other's eyes.

"Ohyes?' | roar. "It wasn't me bundling into you that made you get hit. It was taking dwa that
dowed down your reactions”

"I have not been taking dwal" shouts Makri.

"Oh no? | saw you stumble when we met in Quintessence Street. How much time did you spend in
Kaby's caravan with Dandelion and Soolanis?"

Makri islivid. The drinkerswho had edged away now clear awide circle around us.

"Youfat drunk!" sheydls.

"Don't cal mefat, you pointy-eared dwaaddict!" | yell back.

"How dare you say that!"

"Did | hurt your fedings? Why don't you go and tell your friend Hanama about it? She's aways
looking for someinformation.”

For asecond Makri looks asif sheredly isabout to draw her sword. Instead she dams her leather
tankard down on the bar so hard the handle snaps off, then storms out the tavern.

| yell some more abuse after her.

"Another beer,” | say to the barman. For an instant he looks like he's about to ask meto leave the
tavern but on seeing my face he thinks better of it and brings me adrink.

I'm about as angry as awounded dragon. | can't stand it that Grosex turned out to be guilty after |
decided hewasnt. | fed alittle better for having someoneto ydl at. | finish my beer and get another.
After that | get another. Then | get bored with the company I'min so | make with afew insults about
lawyers and head east to the Kushni quarter where | get spectacularly drunk with three mercenariesfrom
Misan and a professiona dice player from the far west and manage to forget what it isI'm so mad about.



Chapter 18

| wake up under abush. Some time during the night I've crawled into asmall park and fallen adeep.
At least | kept enough wits about me not to lie down in the guitter.

| stink of beer, sweat and various namel ess things picked up from the Streets. While I've been
chasing monks around the city I've forgotten to wash. If | don't visit the Twelve Seas baths soon they'll
be dragging me away asahedth risk. A few beggarslook at me vacantly as| haul mysdf to my feet. |
quickly check my purse. It's till there. | bid them a cheery good morning and start walking back to
Twelve Sess.

I'm feding in reasonably good form, dl things considered. No hangover. I've noticed before that a
lesada leaf seemsto keep them away for afew days. | ought to sail down south and bring back a
shipload. Make my fortune with them in this city. I'm less unhappy with life. So Grosex isgoing to hang.
Hardly my fault. And if the Guards and the Brotherhood are on my tail, then so beit. I've managed this
far with preciousfew dliesin Tural. | guess| can struggle on now.

Soit'sinfarly optimistic mood that | head back towards the Avenging Axe. Nothing like anight
getting disgustingly drunk with some mercenariesto clear the system. Their leader was the Sze of an ox
and dumb as an Orc but he was liberd with his money and very willing to buy aman abeer once he
learned | was an old soldier with plenty of fighting experience. | remember ajoke one of the otherstold
about two Niojan whores and an EIf Lord and laugh out loud.

| find myself passing through Pashish. When | turn into the Road of Angdls, anarrow street with tall
tenements on either Side, | remember that this was the address where Tresus told me he was staying
whilein Tura. Hardly salubrious, but good enough for amonk | suppose. Up in the mountainsthey're
used to worse.

| wonder if Tresusis4till inthe city, and whether or not | should call in. He does owe me money,
now | think about it. | found the statue. Things didn't go the way he planned, but that's not my fauilt. |
redisetheréslittle chance of him actudly paying me anything but it will give me the opportunity to let him
know what | think of people who come and tell me lies. And then hire Assassins to mop up the mess.

The tenement isnot asbad asmany in Tura but, with its crumbling grey stone and shaky timbers
bleached by the sun, it's not the sort of place I'd liketo live. Children have scratched their namesinto the
stone and the front door hangs loose. Like every other front door in Turai, it's painted white but from the
look of the building I doubt it's brought the tenants much luck. | push it open. Insde the torches are out
and the staircaseisdark. | walk up. Tresustold me hewasliving at the top. When | get to the topmost
landing, it'sso dark | can't seeathing. I'm fumbling around for adoor when | walk right into it. Thereésa
curse asit swings open into someone ingde, then the noise of aperson falling heavily to the ground. I'min
through the door in an instant, my sword drawn. | recognised that curse.

Just ingde, struggling to her feet, is Sarin the Merciless. | place my sword point at her throat asan
encouragement for her to stay where sheis. Light from the room beyond filtersinto the corridor, and |
glaredown at Sarin. She glowers back up at me. Out of the corner of my eye | see something yellow. |
risk aglance. Looks likeabundle of cloth, haf in and half out of the room.

"The Venerable Tresius, | presume?”’

Sarin doesn't reply. | warn her not to move.

"I'll be pleased of the chance to ftick thisthrough your neck.”

"So why don't you?'

| don't know, redlly. | take another look at the yellow-clad body. "The gold's long gone. Why did
youkill him?*

"He hired the Assassinstokill Ixid."

"So?What do you care?’

Sarin doesn't reply. If it was anyone else I'd understand readily enough. Y ou can't et your teacher



be killed and do nothing about it, not if you've spent yearsin the mountains under histuition. | just never
figured Sarin to have any emotion. Then again, she did go back to vist him when he was dying.

"So you've avenged Ixia. And yet you were quite prepared to cut him out of the ded with the gold.
Y ou were heading out of the city with it yourself."

"Of course.”

"You redly are as cold asan Orc's heart, Sarin.”

| wonder what to do. Good fortune has arranged things so that the woman | sworeto kill only
yesterday isa my mercy. | just blundered in and knocked her over. And she has apparently just
murdered Tresius, my client. Not much of aclient though. | don't fed too much like avenging Tresius. But
there isthe matter of Soolanis. | told her I'd track down the killer of her father.

"And hereyou are. | might not be able to prove to the Guards you killed Thaius but his daughter
will probably be satisfied when | tell her the murderer isdead.”

| pressthetip of my sword alittle closer to her throat. Sarin gazes up a me with contempt. She
seemsincapable of showing fear. Maybe she'sincapable of feding it. It would seem so, for even though
she'slying helpless on the ground, afraction of an inch from death, she has no quams about insulting me.

"Thraxas, you are abungling fool. Why anyone would want you to investigate anything is beyond
me. | didn't kill Thalius. Not that | wouldn't have had it been necessary. No one would miss him apart
from that drink-sodden daughter of his. But there was no need to kill him. | merely stole hismagic purse
when he was unconscious with dwa. | knew where he kept it hidden and it was a S mple matter. But
since learning about the plans of the Star Temple, the Cloud Temple followed me around the city. |
imagine that the Venerable Tresuskilled Thaius Green Eye later the same night.”

"Y ou expect meto believe that?'

"l don't careif you believeit or not. But if you take alook in hisrobe you'll find something
interesing.”

| keep my sword at Sarin'sthroat. Again | wonder why thiskiller, in her plain man'stunic and
cropped hair, wears so many earrings. It seemsinappropriate somehow. | use my toeto prise the yellow
robe away from Tresiuss chest. A bag tumbles out, flat but long and curved to the shape of the monk's
chegt. | stretch down carefully and examineit. It'sfull of white powder.

"Dwa?'

"That's right. Didn't you notice your client was adwaaddict?’

"Not with the way he was leaping round and fighting, no."

"Well, hewas. Which iswhy Ixia took over the monastery and threw Tresius out. And why Tresius
couldn't resst robbing old Thdius of his supply when hefollowed methere, killing himin the process.

| stare down at Sarin. She's such aruthless killer with such atotal lack of remorse for her actions
that it seems unlikely to me that she'd bother lying about them. But | don't like the ramifications of thisat
al. Yesterday | had three clients. Today one of them is going to be hanged and another of them turns out
to have killed the third one's father. The curse of Thraxas. If word gets out, my businesswill suffer ahell
of adump. At least it throws somelight on Sarin's actions.

"Y ou knew Tresius had aload of dwa. Easy to sdll. Make up for missing out on the gold. No doubt
that'swhy you killed him, rather than to avenge Ixid."

"Thetwo things happily coincided.”

What amess. Dwa, gold, warrior monks and Sarin the Merciless. I'll probably never sort it out
entirdy. Sariniswaiting for an opportunity to get out from under my sword but I'm careful not to give her
one.

"You dmog killed Makri."

"The bolt was meant for you. It would have killed you if your persona protection charm hadn't
deflected it.”

| don't tell her that | don't carry apersonal protection charm and only avoided the bolt by luck.



Sarin stares up from the ground at me defiantly. | think | catch adight trace of mockery in her eyes. She
knows I'm not going to kill her in cold blood. | can't. I'm sick of it dl. | sheath my sword. Sarin prings
nimbly to her feet.

"You areafool," shesays.

"SoI'mtold.”

"If you get inmy way again I'll kill you."

"People often tel methat aswell.”

"IsMakri dead?' asks Sarin.

"No."

She might even be pleased to hear this. It'shard to tell. She picks up her crossbow. Then she picks
up the dwa.

"Thanksto you, Investigator, I'm not going to be rich on the King'sgold. Thisll do for now."

| make no attempt to prevent her. She dips through the door and disappesars.

| glance a Tresiussbody. "Did you redly kill Thaius?' | demand, but thereisof course no reply. "It
wasabad ideato hirethe Assassinsto kill Ixid," | continue, talking to the corpse. "It'saways abad idea
to hirethe Assassains. They kill your enemy but it never opsthere. Someoneisdways|eft wanting
revenge.”

A crosshow bolt isburied degp in his chest. Despite this his aged face is serenein death. | wonder
if I should search the place. | decide not to. Let someone else sort it out.

My optimism has vanished. Dead Body Thraxas strikes again. It seems| can't moveinthiscity
without finding acorpse. It wouldn't be so bad if they weren't dl people | wasinvolved with in one way
or another. Grosex will hang soon. Ixia and Tresus are dead. Tresiuskilled Soolaniss father, more likely
than not. | sigh, and head on home. It's hot as Orcish hell. Why did anyone ever build acity here
anyway? A beggar holds out awithered arm. | drop asmadl coininit. | send an anonymous note a a
Messengers Guild post, informing Captain Rallee about the whereabouts of Tresuss corpse

| probably should've killed Sarin when | had the chance. Now I'll run up against her in some other
caseand inal probability shell put acrossbow bolt into my belly. | grinwryly. At least she dill thinks|
carry apersond protection charm. Everybody thinksthat. After dl, | am a sorcerous Investigator, or
meant to be. But | don't have the energy to carry that spell around in my mind al day any more.

| couldn't just kill her though. Not in cold blood, just sticking my sword through her throat. I've seen
enough corpses these past few days.

| cdl in at the baths and clean mysdlf up, then struggle past the building worksin Quintessence
Street. Stonemasons curse their apprentices as they strain to winch the heavy blocks up the scaffolding,
and foremen yell angrily at carpenters and plumbers as they struggle with their work in the het. It'sa
relief to get home.

Makri is cleaning the tables.

"Hey, Makri, did you hear the one about the EIf Lord and the two Niojan whores?'

Makri glares at me with loathing and stalks off angrily.

Damn. I'd forgotten about the argument. It comes back in asudden rush. Did | redly cal her a
pointy-eared dwa addict? | sigh. Now | won't even be able to have abeer in peace to get me over my
WOeS.

Dandelion appears. The one person | don't want to see.

She smiles at me very sweetly and hands me asmall purse made of cheap cloth. She's embroidered
my nameonit.

"It'sfrom the dolphins,” she explains. "Well, the purseisfrom me, but what'sinsdeisfrom the
dolphins. It'sto say thank you for recovering their hedling stone.”

| open the purse. Insde are five antique gold coins tarnished from along spell under water and a
smal green jewel. | remove one of the coins. It'saKing Ferzius. Y ou don't see many of them round



these days, particularly in Twelve Sess. It'sworth about fifty gurans. Five of them. Two hundred and fifty
gurans. That'sagood rate of pay in my line of work. My standard retainer isonly thirty. A jewd aswell.
I'll get it valued by Priso at the pawnbroker's.

"Thank the dolphinsfor me," | tell Danddlion. "Tdl them it'sa generous payment.”

"I knew you were the right man to help them,” says Dandelion. She witters on about how | have
some gar linesin sympathetic alignment with the dolphins. I'm too drained to insult her so | just take my
leave politely and head upstairsto my room, where | sit at my desk and stareinto space. | rediseI'm
hungry. | need some of Tanrose's stew. If | go downstairs Makri will probably skewer me with her mop.
| think it'stimefor her rhetoric class. | decidetorisk it.

Tanrose ladles me agoodly portion of stew and a plate of pancakesto mop it up, but she givesme
afunny look when I'm picking out four or five pastriesto finish the medl.

"Makri isupset.”

"l noticed.”

"Why did you accuse her of being adwa addict?

"l wasin abad mood."

This seemsto melike an entirely adequate explanation but Tanrose doesn't think so.

"No wonder shewasinsulted. And asfor accusing her of passing information to the Assassins
Guild! Y ou know how loyd Makri is"

| raise my hands helplesdy. "I didn't accuse her of passing on information. | merely insnuated it. It
wasin the heat of the moment. I'd just sent a client off to the gallows. What did she expect meto
do—stand around cheering? Anyway, she insulted me plenty.”

"Well, youreal grown-up, Thraxas," says Tanrose. "And you know half the peoplein Tura.
There's plenty of placesyou can go to forget your troubles. | figure you can stand afew insults. Makri's
young and she's still a stranger and she has plenty of aggravation about her Orc blood. She probably
reliesonyou.”

"Relies on me? What about dl those rich ladiesin the Association of Gentlewomen."

"| doubt she could count them asfriends.”

"Fine. So now I'm fedling guilty aswell. What do you suggest | do”?'

"Take her someflowers" says Tanroseimmediately.

| scoff at this. "Tanrose, you place far too much belief in the healing power of abunch of flowers. |
admit that the last time Makri was upset it worked like a charm but that was strictly a one-off."

| had accidentally put her to deep with aspell causing her to collapse in front of an opponent and
naturally awoman as keen on fighting as Makri was enormoudy upset by this. So | followed Tanrose's
suggestion and, to my amazement, Makri, on receipt of one not very large bunch of flowers, threw her
armsround me, burst into tears and ran out of the room, actions which Tanrose later interpreted as
meaning everything was okay. But that was only because no one had ever given her flowers before. She's
not dumb enough to fal for it twice.

"Tryit," says Tanrose.

| Sgh. If Tanrose can't come up with anything better than that then the Situation is probably
hopeless.

Makri bursts through the front door.

"Grest rhetoric class," she exclamsto the cook, then sees me at the bar. She walks past muttering
about needing to air the place to get rid of the bad smell.

"To hel withthis" | grunt, and storm out the front entrance, none too pleased at the task in front of
me. Baxos the flower sdler has plied histrade on the corner of Quintessence Street for thirty years
without benefit of custom from me. When | rolled up afew months ago looking for flowersfor Makri, it
practically caused ariot. Thistimeit'sjust as bad.

"Hey, Rox," he cdlsover to the fish vendor. "Thraxasis buying flowers again.”



"Still got hislady friend, hashe?" yells back Rox, loud enough for the entire Street to hear.

"That'stheway to doit, Thraxas!" screams Birix, one of Twelve Seas busiest prostitutes.

"He'sared gentleman!” screams her companion, to the amusement of the workers atop the nearest
building, who start adding afew ripe comments of their own.

| hurry home. | know thisisn't going to work again. | will have some harsh wordsfor Tanrose when
Makri triesto stuff the flowers down my throat. | slorm into the Avenging Axe where Makri istelling
Tanrose about her class. | ram the flowersinto her hand without saying anything and march around the
bar where | bang my fist on the counter and shout for abeer and alarge glass of klee. Asan apology |
admit it lacks a certain grace.

Almost immediately | am tapped on the shoulder. It's Makri. She embraces me, burgtsinto tears,
then runs out of the room. Remembering eventslast time I'm fairly surethisisagood sign, but | check
with Tanrosejust in case.

"Doesthat meanit'sal right now?'

"Of course."

It dl seemsvery srangeto me.

"Y ou know, Tanrose, | find thisvery peculiar. What the hell is so grest about a bunch of flowers?"

"Lotsof things, if you spent alarge chunk of your lifein an Orcish gladiator dave pit. Not many
flowersthere, | imagine. Makri's probably never been given a present before.”

| suppose not.

"Y ou think it would've worked with my wife?"

"It certainly wouldn't have hurt. Didn't you ever give her flowers?’

"Of coursenot. | didn't know | was supposed to. | wish I'd known you when | was younge,
Tanrose. Might have made everything alot essier.”

| take my beer and afresh portion of stew and dump at my favourite table, wondering about the
mysterious ways of women. | reckon it's not really my fault | was never any good with them. They never
taught us anything about the subject at Sorcerer's school.

Chapter 19

Thingsreturnto norma, which isto say it carries on being hot. The street outsideisfull of building
workers and | abandon al thoughts of work for the rest of the summer. The Renowned and Truthful
Chronicle of All the World's Events carries story after story about the affair of the gold-filled statue and
| get treated generoudy enough in the coverage, which isaways good for business.

| manage to grab a piece of the reward for the recovery of the King's gold, though it'sfar from my
far share. By the time the Guards, lawyers, Pragtor's clerks and sundry other city officias have taken
their cut, there's not much Ieft for the man who actudly located it. | have to make astrong pleato Deputy
Consul Ciceriusto get even that.

We're gtting in the back yard where Pdax and Kaby are playing aflute and amandolin. Thetavern
has now emptied of visitors. Danddlion has gone back to live on the beach and Soolanis has returned to
Thamlin, drinking less and organising arich persons branch of the Association of Gentlewomen,
according to Makri.

"Wasit Ixid or Tresuswho sarted the whole thing off?*

"I don't redlly know. Onceit wasall over it was hard to say. Hard to say who did what, or who
wasworse. When | started off as an Investigator | thought every case would have acrime at the
beginning and asolution at the end, but often it doesn't seem to be like that. Just abunch of people going



around, al behaving worse than each other, so in the end even they don't know exactly who did what.
Stll, I'd say they dl got what was coming to them, especialy Grosex.”

Hewas hanged last week. | didn't bother attending. Cdiaisback in Pashish, missing Ixia more than
Drantaax, | expect. At least she has Drantaax’s valuable statues to see her through her old age.

"You know, | didn't even get paid by any of these people? Apart from the dolphins, of course. All
that chasing round in the magic space and risking death at the hands of Sarin the Mercilessfor no
remuneration. | must be dipping. I'll never get out of Twelve Sees a thisrate.”

"Thisll help," says Makri, taking something out of the purse round her neck. It'sagolden finger. "I
brokeit off the statue when we came back from the magic space,” she explains. "1 thought we were due
some sort of reward. I'll haveit with you.”

"Smart thinking."

| look at the golden finger. HAf of that will make anice packet of gurans. I'm not doing so badly
redlly. A few nice cases over the winter, maybe some lucrative work from the Transport Guild or even
the Honourable Association of Merchants, and | might yet makeit out of Twelve Sess. If summer hereis
hell, winter's not much better. And in the Hot Rainy Season, which comes up in about amonth, the
streetsturn to rivers and beggars drown in front of your eyes. | can hardly bear to think about it.

| don't have to think about it right now. | pick up a"Happy Guildsman" jumbo-sized tankard of de
from the bar and lie back in the shade. Listening to Palax and Kaby playing music, | forget al about
monks, killers and gangsters, and go to deep.

THE END
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