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BAEN BOOKS by MARTIN SCOTT:
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Chapter One

| step out of the law courts. It's ill raining. A huge clap of thunder explodesin the sky. | growl with
annoyance.

"Terrific. The judge just fined me everything | have left, it'sthe rainy season and now the storms have
Sarted.”

The sky isturning very ugly. My faceis much the same. | can't remember being in aworse mood.
Ex-Deputy Consul Rittius certainly managed to put one over on methistime. If | ever meet himin adark
dley I'll skewer him with arusty dagger. It won't even haveto be dark. Any dley will do.

"Y ou gtill have some money left," saysMakri.

"| logt alittle at the out-of-town chariot races.”

"A little? How much?'

| shake my head, which Makri correctly interprets to mean everything | had. Lightning splitsthe sky.
Rain gtarts pelting down harder than ever. A small, mean-faced figure emerges from the law courts, the
white of hisofficid togashowing under hisfur-lined cloak. It's Senator Rittius, formerly Deputy Consul of
Tural, and till head of Paace Security. He's flanked by eight Guards. | consider running him through
anyway, but hold mysdlf back.

He gticks histhin face closeto mine. ™Y ou were lucky, Thraxas," he says, with loathing in hisvoice.
"Thejudge wasfar too lenient. If | had my way you'd be rowing adave gdley by now."

"Redly?If you bother me any more, ratface, you'll be handing in your togaway ahead of schedule.”

"Don't threaten me, fat man," hissesRittius. "Or I'll have you back in court so fast it'll make you dizzy.

I'm still head of Palace Security. Y ou take one step outside the law and I'll be down on you like abad
spell. Your lifein Turai isfinished. | adviseyou to leave while you ill can.”

| sare at Rittius with hatred. | did him avery bad turn awhile back. In the course of an investigation
last summer | serioudy dented his palitical ambitions and caused him to lose the eection for Deputy



Consul. | ill fed good about it.
"Stay out my way," | tel him. ™Y our Guard won't sop me gutting you if | get anction to."

My hand strays towards the sword a my hip. Rittius flinches, very dightly. He knows| could doiit.
He recovers himsdlf quickly, and sneersa me.

"I think you'l find you've got far too much on your plate to go around inflicting violence on your
betters" he says.
Rittius departs. His Guards march after him through the rain in good order.

"Y ou certainly know how to make influentia friends," says Makri. She offersto buy me abeer and
we hurry through the ever increasing downpour to the tavern at the edge of the law courtswhere the
accused steady their nerves before their ordeal and the barristers spend their fees afterwards.

"How long did you say thisrain lasted?" asks Makri, who's only recently arrived in Tural, and has not
yet become used to our seasons.

"A month. And it'll get worse now the storms have arrived. Last year Gurd had to shore up thewalls
of the Avenging Axe with sandbags."

Makri and | live at the Avenging Axe, atavern in Twelve Sess. It's not much of aplaceto live, but
nowhereisin Twelve Sess, the rough area by the docks. It'sthe sort of place you end up if your lifeisn't
going too wdll. Likefor ingtanceif you're ahighly paid Senior Investigator working at the Imperia Paace
who isbooted out of hisjob for aleged drunkenness, insubordination and whatever elseit was| was
accused of.

Rittius was my boss back then. He hated me then and since | put one over on him last summer it's
become even worse. | helped clear aRoya Princesss name aswell asthe son of Rittius's opponent of
serious charges. Rittius promptly lost the dection. | knew held be out to get me but | never thought heid
stoop so low asto use his position at the Palace to drag me through the courts accused of assaulting an
officer of thelaw.

"What the hell was | supposed to do?' | complain as| sink my flagon of e and hold it out for arefill.
"I needed that landusin ahurry. | could hardly stand around asking politdly, could I? So | hauled the guy
out and roughed him up abit. | wasn't to know he was a Pragtor's Assistant on a secret mission for the
King. He wasn't even wearing an officid toga."

I'm seething with theinjudtice of it dl.

"| thought I'd get through the Hot Rainy Season without having to work. | hateinvestigating in the
rain. Now I'm broke I'll haveto.”

Gurd, the ageing Barbarian who owns the Avenging Axe, is an old fighting companion. We were
soldiers and mercenaries together. He tolerates afair amount by having aPrivate Investigator like mysdlf
asatenant. Only last month the place was practicaly wrecked when the Brotherhood, the local crimina
gang, dugged it out with two bands of warrior monksin the downstairs bar. Gurd figurestheleast | can
do ispay the rent on time. Which, until my unwise speculations on the recent out-of-town chariot races, |
fully intended to do.

"Do you ever win a the races?'

"Of course, | win plenty.”

Makri scoffs. She claims she could find more winners at the chariot races than me by smply throwing
adart a the form shest. | remind her that she's an ignorant Barbarian with Orc blood in her veinswhao's
s0 unused to civilisation she dill findsit awkward to use cutlery.

"Stick to what you're good at, Makri."

"Likewhat?"

"Likekilling people. Y oure good &t that."

Makri accepts the compliment. It's true enough. Since Makri escaped from the Orcs gladiator dave



pitslast year and headed on over to civilisation, she's proved hersdlf pretty much invincible with asword
in her hand. This has been of great benefit to me on severa occas ons when my investigations have gotten
nasty. They often do. During the attack of the warrior monks Makri demonstrated her skillsin such a
savage and devastating manner that Captain Rallee was left shaking his head in amazement, and Captain
Rallee hasseen alot of fighting in histime,

"But superior fighting skills count for nothing at the race track. The problem was that the out-of-town
mesting was fixed. Y ou can't trust the resident Sorcerers at these smal events. Not like herein the city.
With Melusthe Fair as Stadium Sorcerer you know everything is above board. She's practically the only
honest person in Tural. She ensuresthat magic is never used at the Stadium Superbius. But that small
meeting was ajoke. | swear the chariot that won the last race wouldn't have made it out of the stable
without a spdll to show the horses which way to go. | should have known better than to gamble oniit.
Thereagain, | wasn't expecting Rittius to drag meinto court the following week."

"Could have been worse," says Makri, paying for my third beer. Y ou might be rowing atrireme by
now. Rittiusredly hates you. How badly did you behave at hiswedding anyway?'

"Pretty badly,” | admit. "But if he wanted the gueststo remain in order he shouldn't have provided so
much freewine. That's strong stuff they ship up from the Elvish Idands. And his bride should have been
better covered up. That dress was hardly modest.”

| stare gloomily at the bar. Since the unfortunate incident at the wedding, the last few years have been
pretty rough. Now I'll haveto find acase and investigate it. Damnit. | redlly hate working in therainy
Season.

Outside rain pours down and thunder rumbles overhead. | notice a Sorcerer walking towards us,
eadly identifiable by hisrainbow cloak. HEs alarge man with aweghty-looking staff in hishand. He
gopsin front of me and pulls back hishood reveding apair of stedly eyesand asquarejaw line. My
heart sinks. It's Glixius Dragon Killer. | thought held | eft town.

"I'm going to kill you, Thraxas," he says, in hisdeep voice.

"What, right now? Or some other time when you've got nothing better to do?"

Glixiusfixes me with his stedly gaze for asecond or two, then turns and marches off without another
word.

Makri isshidding her eyeswith her hand asif trying to pick out something on the horizon.
"Wheat are you doing?'

"Seaing where the next deadly enemy is coming from."

"Very funny. Rittiusand now Glixius. Some day."

Glixius Dragon Killer isapowerful Sorcerer associated with the Society of Friends, Turai's second
major criminal organisation. Funnily enough, | did him avery bad turn this summer aswell. It wasabig
summer for doing bad turnsto powerful people. | foiled hisplot to steal Red Elvish Cloth. | punched him
inthefacetoo, as| recall, though he was dl out of magic at thetime.

Thereisn't alandusto be found anywhere so we trudge home through the rain. I'm gloomier than
ever. What aday. The gate finesme al my money and two deadly enemies thresten me.

"It wouldn't be so bad if | ever made any profit out of thisinvestigating business.”
"You do," pointsout Makri. "But you spend most of it on beer and gamble the rest away."

Makri isavery hard worker. She works shifts as abarmaid at the Avenging Axeto pay for her
classes at the Guild College. She's not above occasiondly pointing out to me the error of my ways. Not
that Makri doesn't have her share of faults. | strongly suspect that she's been experimenting with dwa, the
powerful drug that has haf the city initsgrip, though she dways deniesit.

"Give meaturn with the magic dry cloak,” she says.

"No chance," | reply. "I need it more than you. If I'm about to get attacked by Palace Security and a



deadly Sorcerer, | need to be comfortable.”

| wrap mysdlf tighter in the magic dry cloak. Makri makesaface. It'sodd. In her short life she's
fought and defeated practically every kind of beast and warrior known and she will charge animpossible
force of enemieswithout the dightest qualm, but she redlly detests getting wet.

"Damnthisrain. At least it was dry in the gladiator dave pits,” she grumbles. "I hate thisHot Rainy
Season. How can it be hot as Orcish hell and wet asaMermaid's blanket at the same time?”

She pullsher thin cloak over her vast mane of hair. If she'strying to make mefed guilty sheswasting
her time. | didn't spend dl that time studying sorcery to learn how to make amagic dry cloak just to hand
it over to thefirst person that asks.

"Where are we going?' asks Makri, as| take adiverson down a series of twisting aleyways.

"I'm cdlingin at Honest Mox's."

"Honest Mox the bookie? But the Stadium Superbiusis shut in the rainy season.”

"Therésarace meeting in Juval. It'sdry there at thistime of year."

Juva isasmdl nation, another member of the League of City-Statesto which Turai belongs. It'sa
couple of hundred miles southeast of Turai. Makri wonders how | can bet on chariot races so far away. |
explain to her that the bookmakers here band together to pay a Sorcerer to transmit messages to another
Sorcerer a the race track in Juval. He sends up the runners and the prices and afterwards transmits the
results. It's not an uncommon practice among gamblersin Tural to bet on these races. Makri is
impressed, though somewhat surprised to find Sorcerers engaged in such practices.

"I thought they al concerned themsdalveswith higher callings”

"Well, mainly young Apprentices take the work. The Sorcerers Guild doesn't redlly approve but, hey,
it'sgood practice for sending messages, which ishandy inwartime.”

"Haven't you lost enough recently?"

"That'swhy | havetowin it back. | have an emergency supply for just this Situation.”

Mox the bookmaker is, as ever, pleased to see me. He's chalked the runnersin the next racein Juva
up on aboard. | study theform.

"How do you know the Sorcererstransmit everything honestly?* asks Makri.

| admit that this can be aworry. Race Sorcerers have been known to be dishonest, but it'sarisk I'm
prepared to take. 1've never had any trouble with the meeting in Juval. It'sasmall track, usualy with only
four chariotsin each race. | can't see anything beating the favourite, afine chariot from Samsarinacalled
Glorious Warrior. It'sonly even money so | place twenty guransonit.

"Y ourewasting your money," sniffsMakri.

"Oh, yes? Y ou won't say that when | pick up my twenty gurans winnings tomorrow."



Chapter Two

We trudge on down Moon and Stars Boulevard till we reach Twelve Seas. Around the law courts
the rain was bouncing off the statues of past kings and heroes of Turai, running down the marble
pavements into the well-maintained gutters. In the smarter parts of Tural public utilities such asdrainage
areamarve of engineering. Not so in Twelve Seas. Here the downpour turnsthe dirt streets to mud.
After ten days of rain the place looks pretty bad. Another twenty to go. Twelve Seasis hedll in the Hot
Rainy Season.

"My shift gartsin two minutes and I'm wet asaMermaid's blanket,” complains Makri, and hurries off
to change.

| climb the outside airsleading directly from Quintessence Street into my office above the tavern.
Therésasign outsde my door: Finest Sorcerous Investigator in the City of Turai. Theranisdarting
to ped off the paint where it flaked in the burning summer sun. Sorcerous Investigator. Big joke. | studied
as an Apprentice but that was along time ago. Now my powers are of the lowest grade, mere tricks
compared with the skills of Turai's great Wizards.

| should do something about that sign. It looks cheap. I'm probably the cheapest Sorcerous
Investigator in the whole of Turai but there's no need to brag about it. I'm forty-three, overweight,
without ambition, prone to prolonged bouts of drinking and | take on the sort of case the Civil Guards
won't help with for the sort of client that can't afford one of the high-class Investigators uptown. | charge
ten gurans aday plus expenseswhich is never going to make merich.

Things were looking up. This summer | solved a couple of important cases, earned mysdf afair bit of
reward money, improved my reputation in certain important circles. With abit of luck I might have made
it out of Twelve Seas back into proper society again. Now that |'ve been dragged through the courts on
acharge of assaulting an officia of the King, I'm back a square one. No money, and no reputation.

The atmosphereis cloying. The Hot Rainy Season is unbearable. It's like a steam bath out there. If it
wasn't for my magic dry cloak | don't think | could cope. Asmy magic is so poor nowadays, | can
generdly only carry one or two spdlsaround a atime. Usudly | take adeep spell, which ishighly
effective in rendering opponents unconscious, and maybe something like aloud explosonto causea
diverson. The dayswhen | could work invisibility and levitation are long gone. Right now my entire
sorcerous ability is concentrated on keeping dry. If | happen to meet five or six opponentsat once I'll just
haveto rely on my sword.

My officeisamess. | kick somejunk under the table, grab a beer from the supply in the sink and
drop down on the couch muttering afew oaths about the unfairness of life. | fought for thisdamned city in
thelast Orc Wars. Hel ped throw back the savage horde that threatened to overwhelm us from the east.
Not to mention the serling service | gavethe city in thewar before that, with Nigj, when our enemies
from the north swept through the mountain passes and damn near threw us dl into the sea. And isanyone
grateful? No chance. To hdl withthem dl.

There's aknock on the outside door.



"Tohdl withyoudl," | shout.

The knock comes again. I'm in no mood for company. | shout out another curse, finish my beer and
prepare to toss the bottle at the doorframe. The door opens and in walks Senator Mursius, one of Turai's
greatest war heroes and my old commander from the Army. He'stal, erect, silver-haired and extremely
vigorous-looking for aman of fifty. Pretty angry-looking aswell.

"What isthe meaning of this?' he demandsin avoice that takes me straight back to the parade
ground. "1 am not accustomed to former soldiers treating me with disrespect.”

| scramble to my feet. Senator Mursius was the last person | expected to walk into my office. Great
heroes of Tural tend not to vist. It must be fifteen years Since we last spoke, probably around the time
when the platoon commanded by Mursius was holding out at a breach in our walls made by the besieging
Orc Army, and | was one of the unfortunate soldiers forming a human shield to keep them at bay. I've
seen him since of course, in one of the galleries reserved for Senators at the theetre or the Stadium
Superbius, but | doubt if he ever noticed me.

Now he's noticed, he's not looking too impressed.

"Y ou dwayswere adisgusting apology for asoldier,” he barks. "I see that time hasn't improved you.”

Mursiusis still abig man and he wears hiswhite senatorid togawith amaestic air. I'm only in my
underwear, which probably isn't helping things. | struggle back into my tunic and clear somejunk froma
chair.

"Won't you it down, Senator Mursius?'

"You've put on alot of weight," he says, eyeing my girth with the sort of disapproving gaze he used to
reservefor ill-attired recruits. "And you've come down in the world."

Heknowsdl about my fal from grace. HE's not unsympathetic. Asasoldier he haslittletime for
Palace palitics.

"A vipers nest, the Palace. Y ou should never have taken ajob therein thefirst place. Why did you
doit?'

"The pay was good."

"Look whereit got you."

Helooks around my shabby room. "Did Rittius clean you out in court?’

| nod.

"Rittiusisasnake. Never did aday'sfighting in hislife. That'sthe sort of person who'srunning Tural
these days. | take it you arelooking for work?"

| nod again.

"I need the services of an Investigator. Nothing too complicated, or so | believe. I'd normaly have
hired aman closer to home, but | thought you might be in need of employment.”

| ask him why exactly he thought that and he replies that he keeps an eye on most of the men who
fought under him.

"Y ou weren't too bad that day at the walls, Thraxas. I'd be sorry to see you starve. Though | see that
would take awhile. | hear you have areputation as agood Investigator. When you can stay sober. How
often can you stay sober?'

"Precticadly dl thetimeif the caseredly cdlsfor it."

A knock comes on the inner door that leads downgtairsinto the tavern. It opensbefore | get the
chance to answer it. Makri haslittle concept of persond privacy. Y ou have to make alowancesfor her.
She grew up in adave pit, after all.

For thefirgt time Mursius shows some surprise. Makri can be asurprising sight if you're not prepared
for it. Though only dightly taler than your average Turanian woman, she carries hersdlf erect likea
warrior, lithe and strong like a fierce chagra cat from the Simnian jungle. She haslarge dark eyes, dmost



black, ahuge mane of dark hair and strikingly attractive features, but what usualy impresses anyone
vidting the Avenging Axefor thefirst time is Makri's shape. Makri has plenty of shape—and her shapeis
difficult to missgiven thetiny chainmail bikini she wearswhileworking asabarmaid. The purpose of this
of courseisto earn tips from the dockers, sailors and mercenaries who make up most of Gurd's clientele.

The next thing people generaly notice about Makri isthe reddish, dightly dark hue of her skin. Makri
isone quarter Orc, and that meanstrouble. She's quarter EIf aswell, whichisfinein Tural, where
everyone likes Elves, but the Orc blood leadsto al sorts of difficulties. Everyonein Tural hatesthe Orcs.
Though we are technically at peace with them now and have even signed atresty and swapped
Ambassadors, you don't need too long amemory to recall the days when they were besieging the city.

All of which meansthat Makri's Orc blood isbad newsin Tura. The drinkersin thetavern arefairly
used toit but Makri gtill wouldn't be allowed into ahigh-class tavern uptown, or various officia buildings.
Sheisofteninsulted in the Street. I'd worry about her moreif it wasn't for the fact that she's probably the
mogt lethd fighter in Tural, if not the entire west. I've spent most of my lifefighting, and | can't recdl ever
mesting anyone more deadly with asword, an axe, or anything that comes to hand.

Senator Mursius stares at her in surprise. Thereisan awkward silence.

"I've got pointed earsaswell," says Makri, which istrue, though they're usually hidden beneath her
huge mass of hair.

"Excuse me,” saysthe Senator apologeticaly. He glances a the sword at her hip. "An Orc blade?!

Makri nods. "1 brought it with me."

Mursiuslooksat it with interest. Asa professional soldier he awayswas interested in wesponry.

"Finework," he sayswith approva. "The Orcs are excellent armourers, whatever people say. Quite
as good as the best Human smiths. Y ou say you brought it with you?'

"From the Orc gladiator pits. | used to fight there. Before | killed the Orc Lord who owned me,
daughtered his entourage, escaped down a sheer cliff face and took ajob asabarmaid instead.”

"Interesting. Y our attire seems hardly suitable for fighting, however."

"Youreright,” agrees Makri. "Only afool would go fighting in abikini. But it getsmetips. When I'm
on duty | hide the sword behind the bar." She departs downgtairs.

"A very interesting woman,”" says Mursius. "Haf Orc?"
"A quarter. Quarter EIf aswell. And half Human, though that doesn't make her act like one.”

The Senator studies me with interest. He'swondering if he wantsto hire an Investigator who's having
ardationship with aquarter Orc. He needn't worry. I'm not having arelationship with Makri, or anyone
elsefor that matter. Haven't had one for along time. | went off women when my wifeleft mefor ayoung
Sorcerer's Apprentice some years ago. | took to drink instead. Actualy | had taken to drink sometime
before sheléft, but afterwards | had much more timefor it.

"So, how can | help you?"

The Senator tells me that he has suffered from atheft at his country house further down the coast,
near to Feral. Like any wedlthy citizen, the Senator keegps a house in town and another in the country for
retiring to when the westher getstoo intense.

"My losses are not gregt. There wasn't much money at the villa, but various works of art have gone
missing and 1'd like them recovered. In particular I'd like you to find apainting which | hold very dear.”

Remembering Mursiusin hisyounger days, ssorming the Orc lineswith abloody sword in hishand, |
never figured him asan art lover. Y ou can never tell with these aristocrats, though. Men of Mursuss
generation went naturaly into war and fought bravely, but they learned their share of socid gracesas
well. There used to be atheory among the aristocratic class that it was important to enrich every aspect
of one's persondity. But Turai was different in those days. Since the gold minesin the north started
producing wealth and the drug trade brought dwain from the south, the city is both much richer and
much more corrupt. Today's young aristocrats spend their time in debauchery and bribe their way out of



military service.

"What have the Civil Guards done about it?"

"l have not informed them."”

| raise one eyebrow. Caling in the Guards would be the normal thing to do, unless there was some
delicate aspect Mursiuswould rather not revea in public. | was haf expecting something like this. People
do tend to come to me only in desperate circumstances.

"I have not informed them," continues Mursius, "because | strongly suspect that my wife was behind
the theft."

"Your wife?'

The Senator expresses some anxiety about the private nature of hisdisclosures. | reassure him of my
discretion. | have plenty of faultsbut | never blab about aclient, evenif it getismethrowninjall. Whichiit
does, often enough.

Outside therain beats againgt the shutters, drowning out the other noise from the street. That's the
only good thing about the Hot Rainy Season. It keeps most of the squedling bratsthat infest the area
indoors.

"We have been estranged for sometime. We stay together because it suits us not to part. I'm sure
you understand.”

| do. For acity asimmord as Turai, where dmaost everyone can be bought, the public still placesa
aurprisingly high vaue on the mordity of our public figures. If a Senator finds himsdf involved in amessy
divorce caseit can do great damage to his career and completely end his chances of advancing up the
ladder of Prefect, Pragtor, Deputy Consul and Consul. They tend to keep their problems hushed up and
well away from the scandd sheets. Their wives generdly go dong with it. It suits them better to remain
married and keep their wedlth and socid standing rather than risk finding themselves out on the market
agan.

"So, why would she rob you?'

"My wifeis often desperate for money."

"Y ou don't give her an dlowance?"

"Not for dwa, no."

Right. Not for dwa. That makes sense. Since the southern trade routes were opened up, this
powerful narcotic has flooded into the city. The effect on the population has been dramatic. Beggars,
sallors, youthful apprentices, whores, itinerants, rich young things: all manner of people once content to
dleviate thar sufferings with ale and occasiond doses of the much milder drug thazis now spend their
dayslost in the powerful dreams of dwa. Unfortunately dwais both expensive and addictive. Once you
take your dose you're as happy as an EIf in atree, but when you come down you fed bad. Regular users
who spend part of their liveslost in its pleasant grip are obliged to spend the other part raisng money for
more.

Since dwa swept Turai, crime has accelerated out of control. In many partsof Turai it'snot safeto
walk the Streets at night for fear of violent robbery. The city isrotting. The poor are despairing and the
rich are decadent. One day King Lamachus of Nigj will come down from the north and sweep us away.

"Issheasarious addict?'
"Very serious. She'stried to stop but—"
He holds his hands out in a hopeless gesture.

"For the past six months she's been down at the villa. It was her idea. Said it would help her to get
straight. From what the servantstell me, it hasn't worked out. I've tried doctors, Sorcerers, herbdists,
everything. Nothing does any good. She aways comes back to dwa. Eventudly | tried cutting off her
money, just sending down a servant with supplies.”



"Asaresult of which your wife sold some of the family treasuresto feed her habit?'
"Soit would seem.”

| lean back in my chair and take athazis stick from my drawer. | offer one to the Senator, but he
declines. It'still technically illega but sincethe arrival of dwa swept the city no one much cares about
that. | light it up and inhae the smoke.

"What exactly do you want meto do?'

"Find my belongings. Particularly the painting. Without involving the Guard or the scandd sheets™

The Senator tells me in afrank, man-to-man sort of way that he's being pressed by the Traditionals
to stand for the post of Prefect next year. He'sfifty years old so it's about time for his political career to
get started. Asawar hero and a popular man with both the mob and the King, he'lsamost certain to get
elected. Unless, of course, hisnameis blackened by scandal. The Populares, the powerful opposition
party led by Senator Lodius, never hesitate to use any available dirt against their opponents.

I mull it over. It meanstravelling out of the city in therain, which isafairly unpleasant prospect with
the country turning into swampland, but apart from that it sounds straightforward enough. No powerful
criminal gangsinvolved. No mad Sorcerers out to get me. Just find out what she did with the goods and
get them back. | can do that. | need the money. | take the case.

The Senator fillsmein on the rest of the details and risesfrom his chair. He pauses a the door and
glances round theroom. "I hear you lost agreat deal of money at the out-of-town chariot mesting.”

| frown. | knew the Senator would have checked me out but aman never likes his gambling losses
being made too public.

"I'll give you agood tip for the Turas Memorid Race.”

| lean forward, suddenly eager.

"I'm entering achariot in the Turas Memorid," saysthe Senator. "It's called Storm the Citadd . Back
it. It'sgoingtowin."

| St back, disagppointed. I'm not too keen on thistip.

"Y our chariot isgoing to win the Turas Memoria Race? Excuse me, Senator, you've had some good
horse teamsin the past, but there's an Elvish entrant in the Turas this year. Everyone knows Moonlit
River isgoing to win. Y ou can't even get abet down on it any more.”

The Senator treads softly back to my desk. "Storm the Citadd will win," he says, quite emphatically.
"If you want to make up your losses, back it with everything you have.”

With that he departs. | pick up aguran from the retainer he left me and head downstairsto the bar
where| buy aflagon of Gurd'sfinest e and muse about Senators wives and the powerful addictive
quditiesof dwa. | tried it when | was younger, but it didn't do much for me. | guessI'm just not that sort
of character. | finish my beer quickly, drink down another, and take athird flagon back up to my office.

There'samessage on my desk. Odd. | bresk the seal and openiit. It reads: Thraxas, your death is
near.

| stareat it. I'm used to death threats but that doesn't mean | enjoy them. | check the outside door.
It'slocked. I'm sure no one came up the connecting stairswhile | was at the bar. | put the letter under my
nose, sensing around for any signs of sorcery. Isthere afaint trace? Possibly.

My hand goes automatically to the spell protection charm at my throat. It's new. | hope it works.

I'mwary as| travel out to Mox's, but when | find that my chariot won and | pick up my twenty
guranswinnings, | forget about the death threet. Afterwards| gloat to Makri.

"Y es, aman may have afew losses every now and then, but classwill tdll in the end. When it comes
to picking winners I'm number one chariot around here. And I've a hot tip for tomorrow. Y ou ought to
joininand win alittle money, Makri. Easer than working asawaitress.”



Chapter Three

"What do you think of Storm the Citaddl's chancesin the Turas Memorid Race?' | ask Gurd ashe
hands me another beer. His biceps bulge as he passesit over the bar. Hislong hair isamost completely
grey now but he's fill as strong as ateam of oxen.

"No chance," he says. "The Elves don't send achariot al the way up from the Southern Idands unless
they know itll win."

| nod. That'swhat everyonein Tura thinks. Senator Mursius has produced some fine chariotsin his
time, but he's never going to besat the Elves.

Everyoneislooking forward to the chariot racesin the dry week after the rains stop, when the Turas
Fedtivd isheld. Turaswasthe legendary founder of Turai, building acity after defeating severd savage
tribes and performing various heroic acts. It'sdways agood timefor Tura. It cheers up the citizens
before the onset of the bitter winter. Thisyear the festivitieswill take on alarger scae than usual because
they come at the time of the Triple-M oon conjunction festiva, which only happens every fifteen yearsor
0.

I'll be betting a the meeting, naturdly, but | hadn't planned putting anything on the last and most
prestigious event, the Turas Memoria Race. Not with the Elves entering Moonlit River. It'spracticaly a
shoo-in. The chariot belongsto Listh-ar-Moh, agreat Elvish Lord and aparticular friend of Turai.
Fifteen years ago Listh-ar-Moh led aregiment of Elvish warriorsthrough the Orc linesto the relief of
Tura, arriving just asthe Orcs breached our walls and various desperate Turanian soldiers, including
mysdlf, weretrying to hold them back. He saved the city that day and we have never forgotten it. He's
visited severa times since, as guest of honour to our King, and it's because of histieswith the city that
he's entered a chariot in the Turas Memoria Race.

Everyoneis pleased about that. We dl like Elves here. The only thing wrong isthat the Elvish chariot
has more or lessfinished the Turas Memorid as a serious competition. We don't breed horses up here
the way the Elves do in the Southern Idands.

Andyet . .. likeany gambler I'm dways interested when someone gives me atip. | stood beside
Senator Mursius when the east wall of the city was breached and watched him fight hand to hand with
the savage Orcish force swarming over the debris and into the city. If Mursius hadn't been thereto lead
uswed never have held ouit till the Elves arrived.

"He's not the sort of man to place hisfaith in ano-hoper,” | point out to Gurd, who was there that
day aswdll.

"True. But chariot-owners dwaysthink they're going to win," replies Gurd. "Y ou've lost plenty at the
races aready. No point throwing more away."

Gurd and | reminisce about the war. Weve done that often recently. Theimminent arrival of Lord
Ligith has certainly stirred up the memories. Orcs, dragons, walls tumbling to the ground under sorcerous
attack, buildings on fire, the desperate battle, the sound of trumpets and the sudden unexpected arrival of
the Elves. Even when they arrived it was no easy matter to defeat the Orcs. Thefight continued al day



and dl night and al of the next day aswéll. It was quite an experience. So | figure Gurd and | are fully
justified in bragging about our part init, no matter what anyone might say when we whed out our war
doriesfor another aring.

Gurd isright about the race of course. And yet . . . Mursiusis sharp as an Elf's ear when it comesto
chariot racing. He's had alot of success. | can fed mysdlf being tempted. | banish it from my mind and
get back to the task in hand, namely recovering Senator Mursiusslost works of art. Gurd has a couple
of good horses out the back and | ask the stable lad to saddle one of them up for me while Tanrose, the
tavern cook and object of Gurd's Barbarian affections, fills me abasket of provisonsfor thejourney. |
tieback my long hair and tuck it insde my tunic, then wrap mysdlf in my cloak.

Just asI'm leaving Makri entersthe tavern.

"I'mwet asaMermaid's blanket," she states. "What astupid climate this city has. If it isn't too hat, it's
too wet. Now it's both.”

| haveto agree. The weather in Tural is often unpleasant. We have four months of blazing sun, one
month of hot rain, about one month of afairly temperate autumn, then four months of extreme, biting
cold. After that there's another rainy season, cold thistime, lasting amonth, before the month-long spring,
whichis pleasant.

"Which makes only two reasonable months ayear,” growls Makri.

"Atlesstit'sregular.”

"Why the hdll did anyone ever build acity here?'

"Good harbour. And we're on the main trade routes.”

Makri cursesin archaic Elvish. She's been learning the Roya Elvish language a her Guild classesand
wantsto practise.

"Not that the Elves ever cursetherain, or so I'mtold,” continues Makri. Apparently they al st
around in their treesthinking it's yet another fine part of nature. Stupid Elves."

Makri was aready fluent in Common Elvish when shearrived in Tural. Presumably that was from her
Elvish grandparent, but who that was I've never asked, and Makri has never exactly explained. Nor has
shetalked about her Orcish grandparent. | wouldn't dare ask. Anyway, both my Elvish and Orcish have
improved alot since she's been around.

| ask her what she was doing wandering around in the rain. She tells me she was looking for plants.

"What for?"

"Naturd higtory class at the Guild College. The Professor wants us al to study some interesting local
plants”

"That might be difficult in Twelve Sees. There aren't any."

"I know. | went to look in that small park behind Saint Rominiuss Lane. Unfortunately the park's
disappeared. Someone built ablock of tenements right over it.”

King Reeth-Akan lays down gtrict regul ations concerning the number of parksfor his subjects. Even
the poorest of areas should have open spaces for the citizenry to take their exercise and forget their cares
for awhile. Unfortunately the Prefects who control planning in each digtrict are very amenableto looking
the other way if bribed by property developers. It's reached the stage now where there's hardly an open
gpace left in Twelve Seas. The last Prefect, Tholius, was as corrupt asthey come. He was recently
forced to flee the city after being caught out trying to divert some of the King's gold into his own coffers.
Obvioudy Drinius, his replacement, hasn't wasted any timein lining his own pockets. Y ou can tell aman
of aristocratic birth because hisname endsin "ius." But you could work it out anyway by hisamazing
willingness to take money for favours. "Easy as bribing a Senator,” asthey say. Not like the solid
working-class citizens, who tend to have "ox" or "ax" in their names. Like Thraxas, for instance. They're
as honest asthey come.

"I'm just heading off into the country,” | tell Makri. "Come dong and study the plant life."



Makri consdersit. She has got the rest of the day free and she thinks she could use some exercise.

"Okay, I'll comedongif | can share the magic dry cloak,” she says, cunningly. "l need some
interesting kind of plant. If | fail on thisassgnment Professor Toariuswill be down on melike abad
sl

Makri scowls. From her frequent complaints| know that Professor Toariusis high on thelong list of
peopl e associated with the Guild College who think it would be afar better placeif it didn't include
Makri. It was him who forbade her to attend classesin her chainmail bikini because of the disturbance
she was creating. Even the man'stunic she put over it didn't satisfy him.

"He sad it showed too much of my thighs. Isthat taboo in Tura?"

"No. Just digtracting for young men trying to study philosophy.”

Asaresult of which she now hasto wrap hersdf up in avoluminous cloak before going to college,
even when the sunis beating down and it'shot as Orcish hell, which it was dl summer.

"Professor Toariusisas cold asan Orc's heart,” grumbles Makri, and goes upstairs to get her axe.

Makri sticks at it though. She works hard, at the tavern and at the Guild College for the Education of
the Sons of the Lower Classes. It's her ambition to go to the Imperia University. This, as| have
frequently pointed out, isimpossible. The University doesn't accept female students, especialy oneswith
Orcblood intheir veins. The Imperid University is such an exclusiveinditution, catering only for the
offspring of aristocrats, that even our richest merchants have trouble getting their childrenin. Itisa
symboal of the complete control exercised by the ruling dlite, which makesit even more impossible for
Makri ever to attend. Sherefusesto be put off. "The Guild College didn't take fema e students either
before | insisted,” she points out. Y ou have to admire her persistence.

She arrives back with her axe, two swords, aknifein her boot and abag of throwing stars, an
Assassins Guild weapon she's been experimenting with recently.
"Makri, you're only looking for afew plants. What the hell are you expecting to meet out there?"

"Y ou never know. Any time I'm helping you on acase it aways turns out worse than we expect. |
il haven't forgotten the time we went looking for that missing dog and ended up fighting pirates. And
look what happened the last time you made me go out without my axe. | ended up with a crossbow bolt
inthe chest and nearly died.”

"And we'd have missed you terribly. Let'sgo.”

"| found this envel ope addressed to you on the Sairs.”

| ripit open.

You'll never make it past the Hot Rainy Season, says the message.
"Ancther desth threat?"

I nod. | should have killed Glixius Dragon Killer when | had the chance.

Outsdeit's il hot. Therain hasintensified and my old cloak keeps me dry for about thirty seconds.
Meanwhile Makri is comfortably wrapped up in the magic dry cloak.

"The rain doesn't seem s0 bad when you get used to it," she says. "Where are we going?”'
"Ferias. An exclusivelittle resort further down the coast.”

"Then why aren't we heading for the west gate?"

"I'mcdlingina Mox's. | haveahot tip."

Makri nods. She might not approve of betting but she was impressed when she saw me come home
with atwenty-guran profit.

Mox'ssmdll, dingy premisesisfull of puntersin the damp and grubby tunics and cloaks worn by the
common Turanian masses. Most of the lower classes, including myself, wear grey. A few of the more
adventurous youngsters might burst into colour occasionaly but exotic clothes are beyond the budget of
most people. Only the upper classes wear white.



A messenger arrives every now and then with the latest news from the Sorcerer at the track,
hundreds of milesaway in Juva. I'm hereto bet on the first race tomorrow, just in case | don't makeit
back to the city tonight. Though I'm careful not to revedl anything I'm practicaly besde myself with glee.
I've been looking forward to thisrace for along time. It'smy insurance policy.

The odds on the four chariotsin the race are even money, six to four, Six to one and eight to one. As
aseriousgambler | am not aman to throw away his cash on outsiders but | happen to know that Troll
Mangler at six to one has a particularly good chancein thisrace. | whisper in Makri's ear.

"l know the owner, | was drinking with him just before he went south. He's been keeping this chariot
inreserve, well out of sght. He told me he's never trained a better team of horses. That'swhy he's gone
down to Juva, where heisn't known. He's going to make abundle at six to one, and soam ."

Mox isdightly surprised when | confidently placeforty guranson Troll Mangler. Outside | do alittle
jigintherain.

"Two hundred and forty guransto Thraxas, thank you very much.”

"What if it loses?' says Makri as she swings hersdf on to her horse.

"No chance. Trust me. | know what I'm doing."

The thunderstorm has passed but there will be plenty more of them in the month to come. It'sa
two-hour ride down the coast to Ferias. By the time we reach the city walls my good humour at placing
the bet has disappeared and I'm Starting to regret taking this case. When we're hafway there| serioudy
consider turning back.

"Thisisgrim,” | splutter. "I'm about as miserable as aNiojan whore. | haven't been thiswet since
Gurd and | swam undernegth an enemy raft in the war against the Niojans and attacked them by surprise.
And | wasalot younger then."

We stop for something to est, sheltering under atree. Makri looks around for some interesting plant
life

"I have to turn up with something redlly specid. All | can see hereisgrass and bushes.”

"They'll probably have some unusud plantsin the groundsa Mursussvilla. Stedl one of them.”

Werideon.

"What are you meant to do when you get there? sn't hiswife going to find it rather offengveif you
just march in and demand to know what she did with the loot?!

| look at Makri with interest. When she arrived in Turai | don't think she understood the concept of
being offensve. The dasses mugt be civilising her.

"Maybe. But Mursius doesn't care. Their relationship has passed the point of being polite. Hejust
wants his paintings back."

Therain lashesdown. | swear afew cursesat Rittius. If he hadn't dragged me through the courts|
wouldn't have to be doing this. Thank God he's not Deputy Consul any more. That post is how occupied
by Cicerius, who belongsto the Traditionals, the party that supports the King. They'd been losing ground
to the opposition Populares but Ciceriuss victory ssemmed thetide. | had ahand in the victory. Thanks
to some smart work on my part Cicerius avoided losing hisreputation. Not that | particularly support the
Traditionas. The Populares have some thingsin their favour. The common people could do with alittle
more of the city'swedlth. Unfortunately the Populares are led by Senator Lodius, as nakedly ambitiousa
tyrant as ever put on atoga

"How come Cicerius didn't use hisinfluence to protect you in court?' asks Makri. "After dl, he's
Deputy Consul now, and he owes you afavour."

That'savery sore point. First thing | did when the trouble arose was visit Cicerius but he would have
to be the one man in Turai who is both absolutely incorruptible and asworn upholder of thelaw. He
expressed sympathy for my plight, but refused to use hisinfluence to get the charges thrown out.
Because, as he pointed out in his beautifully modulated orator's voice, | was actudly guilty. | had dragged



the King's representative from his landus and bludgeoned him to the ground. The fact that | needed the
vehicle urgently was nat, in Ciceriuss considered legd opinion, avaid defence for roughing up afdlow
citizen.

"Trust you to gain influence with the one officia too honest to bend the rulesin your favour.”

We're now gpproaching the loose collection of large country dwellings that make up Ferias. Progress
isdow. Theground is churned up and muddy and severa streams have swollen, soit's difficult to get
across. It'salong time since I've been here. When | was Senior Investigator at the Palace | visited
regularly asthe guest of various Senators, Praetors and wedlthy Sorcerers. Now I'm about as welcome
asan Orc at an Elvish wedding.

It's now well into the afternoon. My mood gets worse. The rain comes down in huge drops. After
two hoursit fedslike rocks pounding on my head. | tell Makri it'smy turn for the cloak and we swap
over.

"If you were any good as a Sorcerer you could make two of them.”

"If I was any good as a Sorcerer | wouldn't be here. I'd be safein abig villain Thamlin casting
horoscopes for Princesses and courtiers and generdly having an easy time of it. | should have studied
morewhen | was an Apprentice.”

Wemount asmal hill and therein the distanceis Mursiussvilla. Suddenly my horse whinnies and
rears up. | struggleto regain control but the wet reinsfly from my handsand | plunge to the ground. |
gruggleto my feet, diding in the mud and cursing fredly &t theignorant beast. Without warning threelarge
Orcswith swords step out from behind the nearest tree.

Chapter Four

This doesn't make sense. Y ou don't find Orcsin the Human Lands. Especidly not in the excessvely
wesdlthy settlement of Ferias.

Orcsare larger than Humans, and generally alittle stronger. | never met one that wasn't fierce, though
as I've only met them on the battlefield, | suppose some might not be. Maybe the Orc poets al stay at
home. | doubt it. Most Humans regard them as dumb animals but | haven't found that to betrue. Their
Ambassadors, for instance, have often proved to be shrewd negotiators, and Bhergaz the Fierce, the
Gresat Orc leader of fifteen years ago who united al the Orcish nations and led them into the west, wasa
brilliant generd. Only through a combination of luck, sorcery and desperation were the combined forces
of Elvesand Humans ableto defeat him.

Makri hatesthem more fiercely than anyone. Despite this she refuses to acknowledge that Human
civilisation ismore advanced. She claimsthat contrary to what is believed in the west, Orcs do have
music, literature and even athegtre of sorts, with extended performances of variousrdigiousrituas. If this
istrue, it'scompletely unknown to us, gpart from the savage martia tunes they play when advancing into
battle and the weird, shrieking pipe music they play from the backs of their dragons. Orcs can breed and
control dragons, Humans can't. They're dark-skinned and wear their hair long, a style favoured by only



thelower classesin Turai, and they dressin shaggy, tassdlled black clothes. They're fond of silver
jewellery. They make good wegpons. They hate all Humans. And they can fight. So can |, whichis
fortunate asI'm not carrying any spells. | whip out my sword and my dagger and Sink into my fighting
stance.

Thethree Orcsarein the garb of young warriors, with black helmets and tunics and weapons &t their
hips. But they haven't attacked us yet. Strange. Orcs and Humans are implacable enemies. We waste no
time when we meet. We just kill each other. | wonder if it might be worth asking them what they're doing
here.

| don't get the chance. Makri's hatred of Orcs doesn't allow for conversation. With adecisive
movement she rides one of them down and legps off her horse to confront the others. Her axe and her
sword arein her hands as she hits the ground and the first Orc's head flies from his shoulders before he
has time to move. The second triesto draw his sword but Makri guts him and he dumps dead to the
ground. I'm not the sort of man to let my companion fight on her own but | don't have the chanceto join
in. Asthethird Orc climbsto hisfeet Makri whips out athrowing star from her bag and tosses it with
deadly accuracy right into histhroat.

It'sal over in seconds. Three dead Orcslie sprawled at our feet. Seven yearsin the Orc gladiator
pits, five of them as Supreme Champion, make awoman hard to best.
Makri staks around suspicioudy, peering through the rain and sniffing the air for other Orcs.

There don't seem to be any more. There shouldn't have been any herein the first place. The Orcish
nations are far away to the east. They don't wander around a will in the Human Lands. Any movement
by aforce of Orcs across the Wastelands that separate us would be detected by Human Sorcerers who
scan continuoudly for just this sort of thing.

| wonder what they were doing here. There was something odd about their behaviour. We mount up
and hurry on. A long whitewall surrounds Mursiussvilla. A heavy iron gate guards the front, behind
which sits a bored-looking member of the Securitus Guild. | tell him my name and he nods asif expecting
me. He opensthe gate, and we ridein. When | tell him about the Orcs he looks at me with utter disbelief.
| assurehimit'strue.

"Threewarrior Orcs. Just up the hill. We digpatched them. Y ou'd better have the local militia scour
the areain case therés more.”

Redlising that I'm serious, he hurries away to raise the darm while Makri and mysdlf heed towards
the house. Thevillas extensve gardens are partialy submerged after the weeks of rain. Two servants
take our mounts off to the stables.

The experience with the Orcs hasn't put me off my mission. | have aliving to earn. My ingtructions
from Mursius areto talk to hiswife and find out what she did with the works of art she sold. He didn't
require meto be subtle about it, and I'm not planning to be. Just afew quick questions, find out where
theloot is, then recover it.

My plan for afew quick questions goes wrong right away when awell-gpoken young woman informs
methat Sarija, Mursusswife, can't see anybody just now.

| wavethisaway.

"Murgussent me.”

"l know," shereplies. "But you can't see her."

"Why not?'

" She's unconscious from dwa"

| stare at the young woman in surprise. One might have expected something more subtle.
She shrugs. "It'sthetruth. I'm only paid to look after her, not tell lies.”

| get the strong impression that she's had more than enough of taking care of Sarija.



"If you want to wait shelll probably recover in afew hours. Y ou can dry yourself in the guest rooms.
I'll have a servant bring you some refreshment.”

The young woman's nameis Carilis. Sheis pretty, in abland sort of way. She speaks with the
cultured voice of Tura'selite and israther expensively dressed in one of these long white gowns they
charge afortune for in the market. She was obvioudy disconcerted by Makri's appearance. | wonder
why she's playing hursemaid to a Senator's wife.

Shortly afterwards I'm drying mysdlf in front of afire asMakri roots around in the extensive window
boxes decorating the large bay window. Theresatray of food in front of us and aflagon of wine on the
table. We wait for awhile, which is okay with me. | charge by the hour and if afew of these hours
involve Stting around esting and drinking I'm not going to complain. I've just begun to fed comfortable
when the door opens and awoman walksin. Sheisaswhite asaghost and just about as
hedthy-looking.

"I'm Sarija," shesays. "And it'stimefor you to get the hell out of my house."

She picks up the flagon of wine. For asecond | think she's about to throw it at me—Senators wives
are notorioudy bad-tempered—but instead she putsit to her lips and pours a healthy dug down her
throat. She coughs violently, throws up on avery expensive-looking rug then keels over unconscious.

We stare a her body, prostrate on the floor in apool of wine, vomit and broken glass.
"I'll never redly fit in with polite society,” says Makri.
| shake my head. "Senators wives. They get worse every year."

| think about helping her up but I'm not realy in the mood. | stride out into the corridor and holler for
someone to come and help. Round the corner marches an Army Captain with eight armed men at his
back. That's more help than | was really expecting. They're accompanied by the gatekeeper.

"He'sthe one.”

The Captain wears ared tunic covered by asilver breastplate. He's extremely wet and doesn't ook
friendly.

"What's the idea of sending me on afool's errand looking for Orcs?* he demands.

| explain to him that it was not afool's errand. The Orcs were there and Makri killed them.

"Makri?'

| lead him into the room. When confronted by a Senator'swife lying stretched out on the floor and a

young woman in achainmail bikini with an axe dung over her shoulder, the Captain becomes even more
agitated.

"Wheat the hdll isgoing on here?' he demands.
"Just looking," says Makri, and shifts around rather furtively.
"Dontworry,” | tdl her. "They haven't come about the plants.”

The Captain strides over to Sarija. I'm thinking that we might have some awkward explaining to do
but fortunately at that moment Carilis gppears. The Captain seemsto know her and makes no comment
as she attends to the Senator's wife. He turns back to me.

"Wdl?'

"We're down here on business at the request of Senator Mursius. And we met some Orcs. Didn't
you find the bodies?'

Hedidn't. Nor did hefind any trace of afight. Not even afootprint.

"Therain must havewashed it dl away.”

"Very convenient. And would the rain dso wash their aura away?"

"No, it wouldn't."

"Wdll, we went there with a Sorcerer. A very important local man. Hewasn't at dl pleased to have



the Army dragging him outdoors on aday like this. He was just settling down with aglass of wineand a
new book of spdls. But wetold him it wasimportant. A sudden appearance of Orcs." The Captain fixes
me with agrim stare. "The Sorcerer couldn't find any sign of them. Not the dightest trace of an Orc's
aura. So what have you got to say about that?*

"Maybe hel's out of practice. . ."

"Out of practice?' roarsthe Captain. "I'm talking about Kemlath Orc Sayer! Back inthewar he
detected enough Orcsto fill the Stadium Superbius.”

"Redly? Kemlath Orc Sayer?1'd no ideahe lived down thisway."

"Well, hedoes. And he'snot at dl pleased at being hauled out of hisvillaon awild Orc chase.

Thanksto you the country'sin an uproar and I've spent the afternoon up to my kneesin mud instead of
gtting warm and dry in the barracks."

He goes on for sometime, much of it in language he really should not be using in front of ayoung
femae servant of good birth. I'm pretty sure he's about to turn us over to thelocal Civil Guardsjust to
teach us alesson but eventudly he ssemsto run out of steam and smply tells usto leave and never come
back.

"If we see you round thisway again, you'll be sorry.”

"What about our investigation?' protests Makri.

The Captain turnsto his Sergeant. "Thisiswhat it'slikein Tural these days. Degenerate. They have
Orcsdressed in bikinisworking as Investigators.”

For amoment | think Makri's about to explode. | quickly pick up the magic dry cloak and tossit at
her.

"Fine, Captain. Sorry to bother you. Well beonour way . . ."

| drag Makri out of the room and outside as quick as| can.

"If you attack eight soldiersitll only lead to moretrouble.

Wefind our horses and start back to Turai. Therain is pouring down in torrents. Makri isin such a
bad mood about the Captain caling her an Orcthat | let her keep the magic dry cloak. Meanwhile| am
aswet asaMermaid's blanket. What awaste of time. Aswe pass the spot where the Orcs confronted
us| hat and sniff theair, trying to pick up any trace of their aura. | certainly have enough of my old
sorcerous Kill 1€eft to detect the auraof Orcsfor some time after they've departed.

"Nothing,” | grunt. "It's gone. Someone has magicaly cleaned it away."

A hugeflash of lightning ripsthe sky apart. Another slorm. It'satwo-hour ride home. A long journey
inthe pouring rain and dl | get for my troublesis a Senator's wife throwing up over me,

"Hello, Thraxad"

| recognisethat voice. A Sorcerer, resplendent in the most luxurious rainbow cloak I've ever seen,
steps out from his shelter undernesth atree.

"Never did learn to control the weather!" he booms, in aloud, hearty voice | haven't heard for fifteen
years.

"Kemlah!"

"Any good with weather spells?' he asks.

"I'm no good at any spells” | admit. "I never took up my studies after the war."

| introduce Makri. Kemlath, being a powerful Sorcerer, will of courseimmediately redisethat sheis

one quarter Orc but for once it makes no difference. He'salarge, hearty man with agreat black beard
and mounds of gold and silver jewd lery. HEs obvioudy donewell for himsalf sncewe last met.

"Kemlath and | fought beside each other in the Orc Wars," | explain to Makri, who's puzzled at the

gppearance of thislarge, colourful stranger. He earned the name of Orc Slayer from the fine military
power of his spells. He sent many an Orc to an early grave and brought the Orcish war dragons crashing



down from the sky. Afterwards he was held high in the city's esteem and became an important manin the
Sorcerers Guild. He was abrave man too. He didn't just hide behind his sorcery. When his magic ran
out, as every Sorcerer'sdid eventualy during the relentless assault, he picked up asword and stood with
usin the last desperate defence.

"What bringsyou here?'

| tell him I'm doing alittle work for Senator Mursius.

"l didn't know you'd moved down to Ferias."

"Yes. It suitsmewdl here, on the coast. The westher's milder—apart from this damned rain—and
I've built avilla | grew fed up with the city some years ago. It's not the place it used to be.”

| agreewith him there.

"What's this about Orcs?' he asksme.

| tell himthe tory.

Henods. "Well, Thraxas, if it was anybody but an old fighting companion I'd say they werelying, or
hallucinating, but | know you too well for that. If you say there were Orcs here, that's good enough for
me. But | can find no trace of them. And tracking Orcsisaspeciality of mine. I'd swear | could tdll if an
Orc had been here, no matter how much another Sorcerer might have cleaned the area.”

Therain beats down. Kemlath invites us back to hisvilla We refuse, dbeit rluctantly, aswe both
have to get back to Turai. He promisesto look into the matter more fully, and report to meif he comes
up with anything.

"Now you know where | am. Be sureto vist!" he saysin parting.

"Not abad guy for a Sorcerer," says Makri, asweride off.

"Oneof thebest,” | agree. "I dways liked him. When the weather clearsup I'll take him up on his
invitation. AsKing's Sorcerer in Ferias he is bound to be rich. Did you see the amount of gold and silver
hewaswearing?'

It's deep into the night when we arrive back at the city. Our horses are exhausted from plodding
through mud. It's past the time when the gates are normally shut but | know the gatekeeper and he letsus
in.

"Working late, Thraxas?" he cadls down from hisvantage point.
"Suream.”

"Going wdl?'

"Better than rowing adave gdley.”

Makri, asever, isimpressed at my wide range of acquaintances. Most people south of the river
know Thraxas.

It'sforbidden to ridein the city at night, but it's so wet and we are so miserable that werisk it. | can't
see many Civil Guard patrols out doing their duty on anight like this, with the thunder till rolling
overhead and the rain coming down in sheets.

Inthe Avenging Axe late-night drinking iswell under way, fudled by some raucous sSnging to the
accompaniment of Palax and Kaby, two street musicians who live in ahorse-drawn caravan out the
back. They spend their days busking and their nights playing and drinking in the tavern. Gurd givesthem
free drinksfor entertaining the customers, which makes me feel somewhat jedlousas| grab abeer and he
chaksit up on my date. If | don't make some progress on the Mursius case I'm going to have difficulty
paying my bill a the end of the month.

Makri takes abeer and joinsme at atable.
"What awaste of time that was."

She nodsin agreement. "Although | did pick up these," she says, drawing out some small plantsfrom
her bag. They havetiny blue flowers, quite unlike anything I've ever seen before.



"Unusud, | think. | took them from the window box while the soldiers were berating you."
"Well done. | hope it keeps the Professor happy.”

We wonder what the Orcswere doing in Ferias. Makri asksmeif I'm going to report it to the
authorities. | shake my head. The city isn't under attack, so | presume it was some private business being
carried out by one of therich citizens of Ferias. Something to do with dwa, probably. A lot of it comesin
from the east. | can't see why anyone would want to make life difficult for themsalves by involving Orcs,
but who knows what goes on behind closed doorsin aplace like that?

| grab another beer and afew pastries Tanrose has|eft over from dinner. Palax and Kaby teke a
break from playing music and join me & my table. They share some of their thazis with me; they dways
manage to have the best thazisin town. | start to mellow out. Today was awaste of time but at least I'm
sitting comfortably with afew beers and some happy drinkers. Usudly, when I'm on acase, things get
much worsethan this.

Makri has changed into her man's tunic. Some sailors shout across, asking where her bikini is. Makri
shouts back that she's not working tonight. They look disappointed. She noticesthat I'm cheerful, despite
the arduous day we've had. | tell her I'm aways happy when I'm about to win two hundred and forty
gurans. She's still sceptical.

"Y ou might lose. It wasn't even the favourite.”

"Troll Mangler isnot going to lose. | keep telling you, | know the owner. It'sby far the best chariot in
that race. It was only six to one because they hadn't heard of it down in Juval. It'sthe surest thing I've
backed in years. If you had any sense you'd go out early tomorrow and back it yourself.”

Makri doesn't seem to approve. That's the trouble with people who are dways working. It annoys
them when you pick up alittle spare money without making an effort.

Chapter Five

Next day | deep late and don't wake until I'm disturbed by noisesin my office. | only havetwo
rooms, one for deeping and the other for working. It'ssmal but it ought to be private. | rise quietly and
creep to the connecting door, sword in hand. There's someonein there dl right. | burst through, ready to
confront intruders.

It's Makri. She appears to be searching under the couch.

"What the hell are you doing under my couch?' | demand, not particularly pleased to have been
woken up after last night's drinking session.

Makri legpsto her feet, afurious expression on her face.

"Youidiot," sheydls, and then carries on with some harsh abuse. I'm not fully awake and | find this
hard to takein.

"What have | done?’
"l lost my money because of you."



"What money?'
"Themoney | was collecting for the Association of Gentlewomen!™

Makri insults me some more. | can't understand what she's talking about till | hear thewords Troll
Mangler mixed in with her tirade.

"Troll Mangler? Are you talking about the race in Juva ?'

"Of course I'm talking about the race. Y ou said Troll Mangler couldn't lose! Y ou and your stupid
tipd"

"Didntitwin?"

"Noit didnt," criesMakri. "A whed fdl off at thefirst corner! And | went out this morning and put all
my money onit!"

Thisisastaggering piece of news. | Snk on to the couch, a broken man. "Are you sure?"

Makri's sure. She's been down at Mox's watching the gamblers who bet on the favourite pick up
their winnings, and she's not very pleased about it. I'm stunned by these terrible tidings and struggle to
defend mysdlf against Makri's accusations.

"| didn't force you to bet your money onit, did 1? Thisis bad enough for me, without you making it
worse. Troll Mangler beaten! | can't believeit. | was depending on that chariot. There's been some dirty
sorcery afoot inJuva."

"The only thing that's afoot is your inability to pick awinner! | never should've listened to you. Now
what am | going to do? I'm broke and | need fifty gurans—today!"

Makri's behaviour starts to make sense. | have afifty-guran piece hidden under my couch. It'smy
emergency reserve and is meant to be a secret.

"Isthat what you were doing under my couch?' | demand.

"y es"

"Y ou thought you'd just take it while | was deeping?’

"Yes"

"Why?"

"Becauseit wasyour fault | lost my money and | need it in ahurry. | promised it to the A.G. today."

Thisissuch an outrageous statement that | am left practically gasping for bregth.

"Y ou promised it to the A.G.? The Association of Gentlewomen?Y ou promised that bunch of
harridansfifty gurans of my money?'

"No," repliesMakri. "Any fifty guranswould do. But | need it today. And they're not a bunch of

harridans. Y ou don't mind me borrowing it, do you? Y ou know I'm good for it. It'sthe least you can do
inthe circumstances.”

"That fifty guransis my emergency reserve,” | roar, dragging Makri away from the couch. "Y ou go
anywhere near it and I'll run you through like adog. Y ou adready owe metheforty gurans| lent you to
pay for last term's exam fees.”

Makri is now madder than amad dragon. Soam I.

"How dare you rob my office! Y ou think | want to donate the last of my money to that lunatic
women's organisation? Are you insane?"'

"l only wanted to borrow it," protests Makri, wiping some dust off her knees.

"Why do you need fifty guransfor the A.G. anyway?"

"It'sthe money | collected for them. | spent two months raising that cash. Y ou know how hard it isin
Twelve Seas. Everyone's poor and the men won't give anything anyway. | had to move heaven, earth and
the three moons to raise even that. 1've had easier times fighting dragons.”

"Dont tel me about fighting dragons,” | retort. "1 was fighting dragons before you were born.”



| seem to be straying from the point here. | get back to berating the Association of Gentlewomen,
which, whilenot illegd, is not exactly well thought of by alarge part of the city, namdy the mae part.

The King doesnt likeit, the True Church fulminates againgt it from the pulpit and the Senate has
condemned it as sediitious. It was established to raise the status of women in the city. After adow dart it
has gathered an increasing amount of support from the most unlikely quarters. Membership is not made
public, but I happen to know that Princess Du-Akai isa supporter, as are various powerful femae
Sorcerers.

The Sorcerers Guild admits women. Most other guilds do not, which is something the Association
intendsto put right. Or put wrong, depending on your point of view. The Association has officia
recognition and admittance into the Revered Federation of Guilds asitsfirst objective, but that'san
expengve business, with fees and bribes needed dl dong the line. Fifty thousand was the figure Makri
mentioned, | believe.

"So, can | borrow it?!

"Of course you can't borrow it. If you promised that money to the A.G. you shouldn't have gambled
it away. It'sunethical.”

"Don't lecture me on ethics, you fraud!" roars Makri.

| start to laugh. | can't help it.

"S0. Youlost your money on achariot. Very anusing. Miss Augterity hersef gambled it away. The
Queen of Sensible Behaviour blows her cash at the races.”

Makri doesn't take thistoo well. "It was your fault, you Orc lover! I'd never have backed that chariot
if you hadn't said it wasasurething.”

Makri islivid a mefor giving her abad tip, but she's even angrier at hersdf for losing the money.
She's had to work hard to get the respect of the local businesswomen who support the A.G. and thisisn't
going to help.

"I've got to take it Minarixathe baker by noon! Y ou haveto help!”

| wavethisaway. "I'll forgive you for trying to burgle my offices. I'll put it down to the rashness of
youth. But let this be avauable lesson to you. Never blow the last of your money at the races."

Makri staresat me. | stare back at her.

"I redly worked hard collecting that money. And | came and supported you in court. I'll pay you
back."

| shake my head.

"Come on, Thraxas. It's not like you to be as mean as a Pontifex when it comesto money.”

"I need that fifty gurans,” | tell her

"What for?"

"To win back my money at Mox's. Now depart. | need to be a one with the bad news about Troll
Mangler."

Theresaknock at my outside door. Makri departs, looking dispirited. | shake my head. Give my
last fifty guransto the Association of Gentlewomen indeed. Big joke.

The knock sounds again, angry and urgent. My door is generally sealed with alocking spell. Thisisa
common minor spell that | can use a will without having to learn it afresh every time, like one of the
major spells, but it can be employed by anyone with the dightest knowledge of the mytica arts. While
it's reasonably effective againg petty theft, it wouldn't keep out someone who was serioudy determined.
A few months ago Hanama the Assassin came here uninvited and it didn't keep her out for morethan a
second. | mutter the gppropriate incantation, and the door springs open.

It turns out to be Carilis, the not very friendly employee whom we met yesterday in Ferias, looking
after Sarija. She hasmud dl over her fancy black boots and water dripsfrom her elegant blue cloak.



She dtridesin and looks around with disgpprova. "What amess."

"If | knew you were coming I'd have had it cleaned.”

"How canyou livein such squaor?It'sdisgugting.”

| glareat her. I'm starting to fed some disgust mysdlf.

"Did you just come hereto lecture me about the state of my office?”

"Doesn't everyone?

"Some people are too polite. Therest are in too much trouble to care.”

"Wel, | find it very offputting. Y ou should do something about it.”

"I will. I'll throw you out on your ear if you don't get down to business. What do you want?"

She sares at melike I'm something that just crawled out from under arock, but swalowsthe rest of
her criticism and gets down to business.

"Murdusshbeongings”

"What about them?"

"He's hired you to find them?"

"Maybe"

She leans over the desk and drops a scrap of paper in front of me.

"Youll find them thereif you hurry," she says. Sherises swiftly and departs without a backward
glance.

| look at the paper. It has an address written on it. One of the old warehouses next to the docks.

| find my magic dry cloak. This case might be even easier than | thought.

Therain has hated and a hot breeze blows in from the seg, raisng steam from the Streets. The sals,

the smdl black birdsthat infest the city, risk afew chirrups and venture from their perches high up onthe
tenement roofs. In the Hot Rainy Season they usualy hang around looking miserable like everyone ese.

When I'm hadfway down Quintessence Street | redlise | haven't had any breskfast. I'm hungry. It
strikesmethat it will soon betimefor prayers. | hurry through the mud, keen to get indoors before
Sabam, the call for morning prayers which rings out through the city asregularly as clockwork every
morning. It'salegd obligation for dl citizensto kned and pray, no matter where they are. Anyone found
not complying is charged with impiety, and theré's no way round it. Naturally, most citizenstake care to
be in some suitable place, but if you happen to bein the street at the time, then you have to pray there.
Threetimesaday. It gets me down. It could be worse. Up in Nigj, where things are much more strict,
they have six prayer callsaday. Last time | was there on a case my knees ached for amonth.

| makeit to the harbour and head for the warehouse. Unfortunately, before | reach it, the call rings
out from the tower of the nearest church and | am obliged to knedl and pray. I'm seething with frustration.
Thissort of thing makesit hard to be an Investigator. If anything isgoing on in that warehouse, the cul prit
will have plenty of timeto cover it up beforel arrive.

All around the dock workers are kneeling down so | can't risk ignoring the call. 1'd be reported for
sure and hauled in front of the specid clerica court for impious behaviour. Bishop Gzekius, head of the
True Church locdly, would relish the chance to send me away for along trip on aprison galey. He hasn't
forgiven mefor putting astop to some nefarious operations he was engaged in earlier thisyear.

AsI'mknedling, therain startsagain. | pull my cloak tighter around me and wonder how anyoneis
meant to pray in such circumstances. Finally prayersare over. | hurry towards the warehouse and step
ingde. Theinterior is set up with pens and feeding troughs for receiving livestock but the warehouseis
empty. | follow my ingtincts and mount the metal staircase to where the manager's office should be. | find
the office, but therés no sign of any manager. No sign of anyone at dl.

The door islocked. | bark out the common opening spell and it springs open. | walk in. It'sdark
gpart from anarrow shaft of light coming through the shutters. | wrench them open. Light floodsin, and |



look around me. Theroom isfull of artwork. Nine or ten sculptures, afew paintings and what lookslike

avery fine old antique chest inlaidd with gold and ivory. | nod. | can't help feding some satisfaction. When
it comesto investigating I'm number one chariot for sure. Hire Thraxasto find your missing works of art,

and what happens? He finds your missing works of art the very next day.

It lookslike quality goods. Thereésasmal statue of an EIf Maiden which might even be by Xixias, the
famed Turanian sculptor who lived in the last century and whose work isnow highly prized. | glance at
the paintings. High quaity again. One catiches my eyeimmediately. It'sthe painting Mursus was most
keen to get back. It depicts agroup of young men, one of whom isMursius. He'sin the uniform of a
Captain and he's standing with agroup of other soldiers, al in dress uniform with swvords at their hipsand
long spears over their shoulders. The inscription on the bottom reads. Officers of the King's Fourth
Regiment after the successful defence of Turai against the Orc Invaders.

| wasthere aswdll, doing my share of defending. No one painted me afterwards.

If I'd prepared for this eventudity | might have been able to load some carrying spdll into my mind
enabling meto take thislot home with me. But | didn't. Which means| need some form of transport, and
quick. | hurry out of the warehouse and look around. The dockers are unloading crates of what |ooks
like Elvish wine from asmall vessdl tied up in the dock. | gpproach the foreman, aman | know dightly
from drinking in the Avenging Axe. | ask himif | can hire hiswagon.

He shakes hishead. | take out ten gurans. He shakes his head again. | take out another ten. Hetdlls
his men it'stime to take a break.

"Haveit back in half an hour," he says, and pockets histwenty gurans. That's quite asum for hiring a
wagon, but I'm sure Senator Mursiuswon't mind the expense. AsI'm leading the horse-drawn vehicle
back towards the warehouse | suddenly sense something unusua. Nothing | can name, just unusud. |
halt, trying to identify it. Sorcery? | can't tell, it'stoo faint for my senses. A clap of thunder overhead
breaks my concentration but the feding returns as soon as | re-enter the warehouse and it quickly gets
stronger. Everything looks the same but | know that something has happened. This place reeks of
sorcery. | draw my sword and tread softly up the stairs.

| pause outside the office door. My senses are going crazy. | take a deep breath and kick the door
with al my might then charge in with my sword raised. Thereés no oneinside. Theroomisempty. And
when | say empty | mean empty. Of the sculptures and paintings, thereisno sgn. Damn.

| swear out loud. In the few minutes I've been outside I've been outsmarted by a Sorcerer. | vent my
frustration by kicking a cupboard door. It swings open dowly, propelled by someweight behind it. |
watch with horror as abody dumps forward to lie sprawled at my feet. It's Senator Mursius. Blood
seeps out of awound in his back. He's dead.

| stand there staring stupidly at the corpse, trying to work out what's happened. Suddenly heavy
boots sound from outside, thundering up the stairs. There's no time to flee and nowhereto hide. A
platoon of Civil Guards burgsinto the office. As soon as they see me standing beside the body they
surround me, swords drawn. Their Captain bends down and examines the body.

"It's Senator Mursud" heexclams.

I'm arrested on the spot. Within aminute I'm in the back of a covered Guard wagon on my way to
the main Twelve Seas Civil Guard station.

"You'rein serioustrouble,”" mutters one of the Guards.

Senator Mursiuswas ahero of Tural. It doesn't take agenius to work out that | am the number one
suspect for murdering him. | amin trouble. Lightning flashes overhead as1'm led out of the wagon and
intoacdll.

| wasright. My cases usudly do turn bad. This one just went very bad indeed.



Chapter Six

At the Guard station they fling me into an underground cdll which isas hot as Orcish hdll and stinks
like asawer. The Guards al know me but there's no one likely to do me any favours gpart from young
Guardsman Jevox, and he's nowhere to be seen. Civil Guards don't like Investigators. In particular, they
don't like me. The Guards are under the control of the Prefectsin their area. The last Prefect of Twelve
Seas, Galwinius, was aman of such corruption that they should have given meameda for my partin
running him out of town, but the Guards don't gppreciate a Private Investigator cutting off their supply of
bribes. I haven't met Galwiniuss replacement Driniusyet, but | doubt he's any better.

A Sergeant questions mefor awhile. | tell him | had nothing to do with the murder and I'll give him
the full story when my lawyer arrives. Hetdlls me that that will probably be along time.

"Why did you kill the Senator?" he demands.

| shake my head wearily. If he didn't believe my denia thefirst ten times, | doubt I'm going to
convince him now, so | clam up and wait for someone elseto arrive. Everyonein aGuard cell isentitled
to aPublic Defender, but that doesn't mean you'll actudly get one. They don't go out of their way to
respect your civil libertiesin Twelve Seas. | should have my own lawyer on aretainer, but | can't afford
it.

It seems obvious that Carilis has set me up for the murder, but | have no ideawhy. The door opens
and in walks Prefect Drinius, histoga edged in yelow to denote hisrank. Hes atdl, lean man with
aquiline features and close-cropped hair, still dark. He can't be much more than a couple of years older
than me. I've an idea he fought in the war, which says something for his character. Many city officiads
managed to avoid it. He has the well-modul ated voice of the aristocrat who learned rhetoric at school.

"Did you kill Senator Mursus?'

"No."

"Explain to me what you were doing there.”

| repeat my request for alawyer. It's never agood ideato give statements to the Guard without one
present. And I'd as soon not have to blacken Mursius's reputation by spilling the truth about hiswife.
Even though Mursiusisdead | ill fedd some obligation to protect my client's good name.

Driniusinforms methat I'll get alawyer when he's ready to provide me with one. "I am aware of your
reputation, Thraxas. Y ou take pleasure in interfering in the business of the Civil Guards. | do not intend to
let you meddle now that | am in command.”

"Y ou ought to be grateful. There wouldn't have been avacancy if | hadn't exposed Gawiniuss
corruption.”

Driniusadmost smiles. "Perhaps. | understand the Consul himself was pleased. But asyou are no
doubt aware, it did not increase your popularity among the Civil Guards.”

"I've never been redly popular with the Guards. | try and try but they till don't likeme.”

Drinius motionsfor his scribeto cometo hisside.



"Put it on record that the prisoner refused to make a statement.”
The scribe putsit on record. Drinius dismisses him and the Sergeant.

"Thraxas, | am not the sort of man to legp to conclusions. Y ou may have agood explanation for what
you were doing in that warehouse, but as things stand just now, it looks bad for you. Y ou were found
next to Mursiuss body. He had been dead for avery short while. The Guard Sorcerer who checked the
office found no trace that anyone else had been there. No one at al. Just you and Mursius. Well?!

"Wéll, heswrong.”
"I doubt it. Furthermore, our Sorcerer reports that no sorcery was used in the area”

Thissurprisesme. | wasn't expecting the Prefect to try and trick me with such an obvious untruth.
Theroom reeked of sorcery, which would have lingered for along time after 1'd left. Drinius seesmy
urprise.

"Areyou claming that sorcery had been used? If so, you're lying. No sorcery was found. Our
Sorcerer isquite certain on that point. Which just leaves you and Senator Mursius. And he'sdead. Is
there anything you'd liketo say?"

"Y es. How about somefood? | haven't eaten today."

Drinius shrugs, and departs.

A Guard locksthe cell and insults me through the barred dot in the door. " Things were good when
Galwiniuswas Prefect. Then you stuck your nosein. Now we're going to hang you."

| don't know what to make of Drinius. I'd assumed he was your standard corrupt Prefect but in
reality he doesn't seem so unreasonable. But why bother lying that no sorcery had been used in the
warehouse? That wouldn't stand up at thetrid. A Guard Sorcerer wouldn't perjure himsalf about
something like that. Even weeks after the event aredly good Sorcerer working for my defence could
prove that magic had been used at the scene. The Guard Sorcerer would look foolish in court and the
Sorcerers Guild would be down on him like a bad spell for abusing his skills. Odd.

The door opens. Breakfast arrives. Bread, cheese and water. All fresh. Perhaps Driniusisn't so bad.
Prefect Galwiniuswould have let me starve.

| wonder who did kill the Senator. Strictly spesking | shouldn't have to worry about it. | only work
when I'm paid. The Senator hired meto recover hisworks of art. | recovered them. Then they went
missing again. But now he's dead there's no one to pay meto find them again, which kind of ends my
involvement. Unlessthey do accuse me of the murder, and | end up having to clear my name. | sigh. If
that happens, I'll end up investigating with no oneto pay me. Private Investigator. What alife,

The door opens. Y oung Guardsman Jevox appears. | helped him in the past, and he owes me afew
favours.

"Thraxas" he saysurgently. "You'rein serioustrouble.”
"So they keep tdling me.”
"l can't stay here. But I've sent amessage to the Avenging Axe."

He disappears. The day gets hotter and | feel more and more in need of a beer. Sabap, the call for
afternoon prayers, rings through the city. | kned and pray. No sense in giving them something el seto get
me on. Shortly afterwards the door opens.

"Someoneto seeyou.”

Makri walksin. The door closes behind her.

"Inthe cellsagain, Thraxas? They ought to put your name on the door."

"Very funny. How did you get in here?'

"l said | wasyour wife. And they believed me, which doesn't say much for your reputation. Or mine,
cometo that."

"Widl, thanks for coming. | need you to—"



Makri interrupts me. "L et me guess. The case you were working on has now gone drastically wrong.
Y ou have annoyed the hell out of the loca Prefect and to make matters worse you are now aprime
suspect for murder. Y ou need alawyer, but they won't bring you a Public Defender so you want meto
get you one. Correct?'

"In every detall .

"Funny how it aways happensthat way," says Makri, grinning.

Gurd and Tanrose tdl methat Makri has avery dtractive smile. | don't redlly seeit mysdif.
"S0, have you seen Gosax?'

Makri sneers.

"Gosax? That chegp crook? He's about as much use asaeunuch in abrothel .

"Maybe, but he'sthe only lawyer | can afford.”

Makri looks serious.

"l saw Kerk."

Kerk isadwa addict and dealer who, on occasion, passes me information he picks up on histravels.
"He saysthistimeyou'reredly in trouble.”

"So everybody tells me. Why does Kerk say that?!

"Because Senator Mursiusisahero of Tura and the Guardsredly think you killed him. Y ou've been
thrown injail on trumped-up stuff in the past, Thraxas, but thistime they think it'sfor red. Did you kill
him?'

"Of course not! Why would |7

Makri shrugs. "Who knows? Maybe someone paid you. After the Troll Mangler debacle you need a
stake for the big race mesting.”

"Makri, | liked it better when you'd just arrived in the city and hadn't learned how to make smart
commentsal thetime. I've no ideawho killed Mursius but when | was there the place stank of sorcery
and now the Guardstell methat their own Sorcerer couldn't detect any traces of magic at al. Which
means either they're lying spectacularly, or I'm involved with someone with great sorcerous powe.
Enough to completely clean up dl traces of hisactions, which isn't easy.”

Makri's hand keeps straying to her hip. She had to check in her sword at the desk and she doesn't
fed comfortable without it.

"Y ou should get agood lawyer," she says.
"Makri, isthere something behind this?"

"Of course not. I'm just concerned for your welfare. I'll get you agood lawyer. By the way, could
you lend me some money?"

Makri has not yet developed the art of subtlety.
"Haven't you aready removed it from my room?"
"No," saysMakri. "l wasgoing to, but then | redised Samanatius wouldn't gpprove.”

Samanatiusis a philosopher who sometimes teaches at the Guild College. He's quite famous. He
teachesfor free, and gives every appearance of being genuine, unlike some of the charlatans we get
round here. Makri likes him. He makes mefed uncomfortable.

"| told Minarixal'd lent out the money | collected to awoman in distressand I'd have it back in afew
days. | promised her Sixty gurans.”

"I thought you owed them fifty."
"Minarixaseemed so disappointed | pretended 1'd collected an extraten.”
Makri pullsasheet of paper from her tunic. It'saform sheet from Mox's.



"So lend methirty," she says. "And thistime pick something good.”
"l only have twenty," | confess.
"What about your emergency reserve?”’

"I'm talking about my emergency reserve." Sensing that Makri ison the point of lecturing me about
drinking my money away, | explain to her about the hefty bribe | had to pay out down at the docks. "To
make things worse, my bootsfel gpart in therain. Y ou know how much it coststo get anew pair of
boots? Anyway, | can only lend you ten. And I'm not forgetting the forty you already owe me."

Makri nods. She runs her fingers through her wet, touded hair.

"Do you know any good lawyers?'

"Nonethat will do meany favours" | admit.

"How about Cicerius?'

"He'sthe Deputy Consul.”

"Butisn't healawyer aswdl?1'm sure | read some courtroom speeches he made in my law class.”

| explain that while Ciceriusisafinelawyer, heisn't the sort of man you can drag down to Twelve
Seasto get you out of the dammer.

"He only works on cases of national importance.”

"Wedll, I'll seewhat | can do,” she says.

| study the form sheet for the day'sraces at Juval. The best bet | can seeis Orc Crusher, agood
chariot who'swon for mein the past. Unfortunately he's a strong favourite and the odds are five to four
on. When | explainto Makri that this meansif she betsfive gurans shelll win only four sheésalittle
disappointed. | tell her theré's nothing e se realy worth gambling on, particularly aswere not in aposition
to take chances.

"I hope you'reright about thisone, Thraxas. I'll bet my ten gurans. If | win eight it'll be agtart.”

| tell her to put the same bet on for me. Makri bangs on the door, summoning the Guard. He lets her
out

"Sowhat'sit like being married to ahdf Orc?' he asks me when she's gone.
"She'sonly aquarter,” | reply.
"I reckon you'd be better off being hanged," he says, and damsthe door.

| wait in the cell for hours. No one comesto see me. | fed so starved of company 1'd be glad if they
interrogated me again, but al that happensis a stony-faced guard brings me more bread, cheese and
water. Maybe they're trying to bore me into a confession.

Findly Driniusreturns. There'sastrange, troubled expression on his aristocratic face. He gazes a me
for afew seconds before speaking.

"Your lawyer ishere

"Good."

"I was unaware that you were represented by Deputy Consul Cicerius.”

Sowasl. | can't believe that Makri has managed to bring him here. No wonder Drinius looks
troubled. If you're starting out on your political career in Tura you don't want to be caught matreating a

prisoner by the Deputy Consul. Cicerius haslittle in the way of human warmth, but hesa stickler for the
law.

The Prefect departs and Cicerius enters, wearing the green-edged toga that denotes hisrank. | notice
his sandals are quite dry despite the rain outside. Of course an important man like Cicerius would be
ferried here in awagon and escorted to the door by a servant with aparasol. They might even havelaid
out aspecid carpet to protect him from the mud.

"I understand you need alawyer," he says, somewhat dryly.



Deputy Consul Ciceriusisby far the best orator in the city and has won numerous sensational cases
for the defence in the law courts. He's not a crowd-pleaser but heis respected by dl for his
irreproachable honesty. Although heisabastion of the Traditiona Party and a strong supporter of the
Roya Family, he has not hesitated to defend opponents of the King in court if they happen to be
innocent. But while everyone trusts Cicerius, heisnot exactly well liked. His character istoo austere, and
he exudes too little warmth to be genuinely loved by the masses. And heisnot well born enough to be
totally accepted by the aristocracy. He's aware of his brilliance, and his vanity shows. He's a sdf-made
man, respected by al. | wonder if it bothers him that no one much likeshim. Possibly.

| thank him for coming, telling him I'm glad | was able to help such an esteemed character ashimsdlf
with his recent difficulties. He informs me sharply that he did not come out of any sense of obligation.

"Y ou were adequately paid for your services. Y ou should not expect any favours from me, Thraxas.
If you do, you will be disappointed.”

I'm disappointed aready.

"Then why areyou here?'

Hetellsmeheisrepaying Makri for aservice. | blink. Service from Makri?

"My officia wagon became trapped in the mud aswe progressed along Roya Way. Some hooligans
from the Populares sei zed the occasion to toss mud and rocks at me. | wasin amaost uncomfortable
position. Your friend Makri fortunately appeared on the scene. She dealt with my tormentorsin amost
convincing manner.”

Thissort of palitical violenceiscommon in Turai. When it comes round to election timesit's swords
instead of rocks.

"Asaresult of which | agreed to her request to help you. In truth, | was not unhappy to do so,
because you have featured in my thoughts recently. | believe you may be able to be of serviceto me.
However, that can wait. Firstly, | must get you released from this cell. Tell me the circumstances
surrounding your arrest.”

| tell him thefull sory, omitting nothing.

"In that case they have nothing to hold you on. The case againgt you isentirely circumstantia. | will
arangeyour rdeaseimmediatdy.”

Heleavesthe cdll. He aranges my releaseimmediately. | am indructed to stay in the city. Weleave
the Guard station.

"Thank you, Cicerius. What now?"

"Now we have an gppointment with Makri at the Avenging Axe. Come."

Heleads meto his officia wagon, which takes us dowly through the sodden streets of Twelve Sess.
"Sheisan interesting woman," says the Deputy Consul, suddenly.

"Who?'

"Makri. Isthat her only name?

"Asfa asl know."

"I had planned to introduce abill banishing al people with Orc blood from the city. They only cause
trouble and arerardly loyd citizens. But | may dday it for awhile”

Somehow this doesn't surprise me. Makri hasthis odd attribute of making hersalf popular with the
most unlikely people. | used to put it down merely to the sight of her bursting out of her chainmail bikini,
but it seemsto go further than that. Cicerius has no known track record of being impressed by any young
woman's shape, but already he seemsto have taken to her.

We pull up at the Avenging Axe. Vendors still grimly try to sl their cheap wares and the prostitutes
gill ply their trade with any soul brave enough to face the weether. The beggars, having nowhere dseto
go, dill st inusdessmisery in the mud, homeless, hopeless, deformed, asight to raise pity in anyone's



breast, anyone apart from the entire population of Twelve Seas, who seeit every day.

To my annoyance Kerk chooses this moment to waylay me. Kerk deals dwa but he uses far too
much of hisown product. He's around thirty, gaunt, with large eyes, possibly displaying afaint trace of
Elvish blood, no doubt the result of some distant union of an Elvish visitor and a Twelve Seaswhore.
Even Elves have to enjoy themselves sometime, | suppose, when they're not sitting in trees singing about
stars and rainbows.

Ciceriuslooks on with disgpprova asthe bedraggled Kerk plants himsdlf in front of me. | tell him |
can't talk now but if he comes across any of Mursiuss missing works of art I'll be interested to hear
about it. I give him asmall coin, which he glances at with disgust before tramping off through the mud and
ran.

Makri iswaiting for usinside. She looks pleased with hersdlf.
"Thanksfor the lawyer. Did you put on the bet?!

She nods. | make afast trip to the bar. Deputy Consul or not, | haven't eaten properly al day. Bread
and cheese are nowhere near enough to satisfy the healthy appetite of aman my size. And | haven't had a
beer for more hoursthan | careto think about. | order afair selection from Tanrose's dinner menu and a
"Happy Guildsman” jumbo-sized tankard of ae, and then proceed to get them insde me as quickly as|
can.

Ciceriusis more accustomed to the Senate and the law courts than Twelve Seasand is
uncomfortablein the public bar. Everyoneis staring at him, wondering what an important man like himis
doing here. Heinaststhat we retreat to my office immediately. | nod, but stop off on the way for another
"Happy Guildsman.” Y ou can't expect meto function properly if you starve me of beer. It just can't be
done.

Chapter Seven

Ciceriuss crigp white toga stands out like a beacon in the shabby surroundings of my office.

"To business," he declares. "I need the services of aman who has experience of the seamier side of
this city, someone who aso has aknowledge of chariot racing and al its mechanisms. Y ou qudify for
that, | believe”

"Absolutdly.”

"Since our recent encounter, Thraxas, | have looked into your career. | find that though you were a
notably bad student as a Sorcerer, and have rarely held down aregular job, you did serve well in the
Army. Senator Mursius himself spoke highly of your fighting qudities.

"Itisunfortunate,” he continues, fixing me with the sort of stare that can terrify an opponent in court,
"that you could not apply yoursdlf properly in therest of your life. Y our time as Senior Investigator at the
Pdace was continualy marred by periods of drunkenness and insubordination, of which I mysdf have
seen evidence. And where has such behaviour got you?' He gestures round at the squaor of my office.



"Do you not even have a servant to clean for you?'
| can't afford a servant, but I'm not going to admit that to Cicerius. | remain silent.

"Well, itisyour affair. If you choose to squander your talentsinstead of using them for the good of
our nation, no one can prevent you. But | think that you might be of useto me, and | wish to hireyou.”

He addresses Makri. "I believe that you may aso be of service. | understand that you speak fluent
Orcish, both Common Orcish and the pidgin Orcish spoken in the Wastelands?'

Makri nods. Her eyes narrow at the mention of Orcs.

The Deputy Consul turns back to me. ™Y ou are aware of the Turas Memoria Race, and the entry of
achariot by the EIf Lord Lisith-ar-Moh, who has dways been agresat friend of Turai?'

"Certainly. I'm looking forward to it. Thewholetownis."

"It may surprise you to know that Lord Rezaz Caseg also wishesto enter achariot in therace."
| frown. "Lord Rezaz Caseg?|'ve never heard of him."

"Y ou may know him better as Rezaz the Butcher."

| explode in astonishment. Beer flies everywhere. "Rezaz the Butcher? That Lord Rezaz? But hesan
Orc, for God's sake! The last time he was in the area he damn near wiped us off the map. What do you
mesan, he wants to enter achariot?"

It's one of the most outrageous things I've ever heard. An Orc entering achariot in the Turas
Memorid? And not just any Orc—Rezaz the Butcher! One of the fiercest, most bloodthirsty warlords
ever to lay waste to a human settlement. And aso, unfortunately for us, one of the cleverest generals ever
to destroy a Human army. He was by far the best commander in the Army of King Bhergaz the Fierce,
who united dl the Orcish lands and led them againgt us. | pound my fist on the table.

"Y ou don't have to say any more, Deputy Consul. Just tell mewhat | havetodoand I'll doit. I'll
prevent that Orc from ever reaching the city. Y ou can depend on me!™

Ciceriuslooks at me with that steely gaze again. "That isnot what | require you to do. | do not wish
you to prevent him reaching the city. Rather | am hiring you to look after the Orcswhilethey are here.
There may be attempts to sabotage their chariot. | need someone to protect against that and see that they
aregiven afar ded."

It's not often that I'm speechless. But at Ciceriusswords I'm struck dumb. | can't even move my lips.
| stand there, staring, wondering which one of us has gone mad. Makri fares no better. She's actudly
drawn asword and islooking round her suspicioudy asif an Orc might enter right now.

"l seeyou are surprised,” says Cicerius, breaking the silence.

I'm feeling wesk. | fumble for the remains of my beer and try to formulate areply. Meanwhile I'm
graining my menta powersfor any sign of sorcery, in casethisisn't actudly Cicerius but some magica
impostor sent to torment me. Finally | utter afew words.

"Y ou can't be serious. Rezaz the Butcher can't really be entering a chariot in the Turas Memorid
race. And if heis, you can't expect meto play nursemaid to an Orc! Especially not that Orc. Hewas

leading the assault when thewall caved in. | wasthere. | lost dmost everyone | knew to the Butcher's
soldiers”

"Times change," repliesthe Deputy Consul.

"I know. But not that much. Okay, were a peace just now, but for how long? The Orcish
Ambassadors never appear in public for fear of causing ariot. And this Orc Lord wantsto walk right into
the Stadium Superbius and enter a chariot? Why? And what does the King think about it?*

"TheKing isstrongly in favour of theidea. Y ou see, Thraxas, the politics of running acity involvesus
inmany strange aliances. It so happensthat at thismoment it isvita to the interests of Turai that we
maintain good relations with Lord Rezaz Caseg. Are you aware that exploration and prospecting of the
various minerasin the furthest northeast of our territory has advanced to such an extent that we are about



to open severa new copper mines?”
"No."

"Progpecting has been continuing for some years, and is now about to pay dividends. Y ou will
appreciate the importance of thisto the state. Small aswe are in size, we depend on our wealth for our
security. You are of course aware that there have for some years been border disputes with Nigj?!

Nigj, our northern neighbour, is dways finding some reason to start aborder dispute. We dready
have gold mines along the boundaries of our two nations and they would love to get their hands on them.
Infact, right before the last Orc War Nioj invaded Turai. Only the arrival of the Orcs brought that war to
an end as we Humans were obliged to forget our differences and unite to face the common enemy.

"Wadl, once more, theterritory is disputed. Although the deposits of copper are clearly on land that
belongs historically to Turai, Nioj has been making inroads and may even be about to claim it ashers”

Cicerius pullsamap from histogaand spreadsit on the desk. He points to the mountainous area
where the northeastern part of our territory meetsthe far larger state of Nigj.

"The next territory along is Carsan, populated mainly by nomadic tribeswith little state authority.
Carsanisin fact under the strong influence of its eastern neighbour Soraz, which sitsfirmly inthe
Wastelands between us and the Orcs. And its effective ruler is Lord Rezaz Caseg. To makethingsas
smple as possible, we need support from Carsan to keep hold of the copper mines. And we can't get
support from Carsan unless Soraz dlowsit."

"So we haveto be niceto Lord Rezaz Caseg?"

| look at the map. Soraz looks along way away.

"Do we really need support from them? What about the League of City-States?' About a hundred
years ago dl the small satesin the region banded together to protect ourselves from large predatory
countrieslike Nioj.

"We can no longer count on much support from that direction.”

| knew that before | asked. The League has been crumbling for a decade, pulled to pieces by the
sfishness of itsmembers, including Tural.

"Now do you understand why we wish to accommodate the Orc Lord?"

"Just about. But | dont likeit."

"Y our likes are of no concern to the King or the Consul.”

"So | undergtland. But what's this got to do with chariot racing anyway?"

"Lord Rezaz Caseg is akeen racer, apparently. Furthermore, he haslet us know, through diplomatic
channdls, that he has not forgotten the EIf Lord Lisith-ar-Moh. They fought hand to hand undernesth the

wallsof Tural, but were separated by the press of bodies before afatal blow could be struck. Hetellsus
that while he respects Lord Lisith-ar-Moh as a soldier he would be pleased to match him in the Stadium.

"The King believesthat Rezaz may have other motives. Heis under some pressure at homein Soraz
from hisriva, Prince Kaazar, who is supported by Makeza the Thunderer, avery powerful Orcish
Sorcerer. Together they have had some successin gaining support. We believe that Lord Rezaz may be
seeking to increase his prestige by defeating the Elvish chariot. Furthermore, with a powerful rivd like
Prince Kdlazar waiting in thewings, he can't alow any ingtability in theregion. If thisunderstanding
ensures peace, everyone will benefit.”

| don't believe that well ever get any benefit from co-operating with Orcs but Ciceriusisn't interested
inmy opinion.

"Thearrivd of an Orcish chariot and racing crew will cause some concern in the city,” continues
Cicerius. "It is possible that there may be objections.”

"Objections? Theréll beariot."

"L et the government dedl with riots. Y ou protect againgt sabotage. If anything goeswrong, you may



have the chance to use your investigative powersto put it right. The King is depending on you.”

Ciceriusturnsto Makri. "Y ou will appreciate why | aso need your help. Very few peoplein Turai
have your grasp of the Orcish language. That, alied with your fighting skills, makes you an idedl person to
assis Thraxasin this potentidly difficult endeavour.”

Makri has been standing there dll thistime speechless. She now raises her sword dightly—aterrible
breach of etiquette in the presence of the Deputy Consul—and then spits on my floor.

"I'd kill you, the King and al his children before | protected an Orc.”
Wel, you can't makeit clearer than that.

Ciceriuslooks puzzled.

"You are particularly averseto Orcs?'

"l am," explodes Makri. "l wasbornin an Orcish davepit. | lived asadavetill | killed my own Orc
Lord and most of his household ayear ago. And if you take on thejob, Thraxas, I'm leaving.”

"I'm not teking it," | say, quite emphatically. "Already people talk about bad luck faling on Tura
because we have Orcish Ambassadors here. If more of them agppear then every time something goes
wrong—from acup getting broken to a child dying—it will be blamed on them. Senator Lodiuss
Populareswon't have to encourage the population to riot. They'll be out doing it for themselvesin no
time. Anyonetrying to protect the Orcs would soon find their life wasn't worth living. Hed be the most
hated man in the city. Protect an Orc? Not me.”

Ciceriusleanstowards me. "Y es, Thraxas, you will. The dternativeislosing your Investigator's
licence
"That'snot fair!"

"Not fair?1 doubt the King would worry himself overmuch about some dight injustice if hiswishes
wereignored. | myself would not countenance a breach of the law, but consider. Y ou have recently been
convicted in court of assaulting an officer of the King. Y ou are a present on bail, suspected of murdering
Senator Mursius. It would be entirely right and proper to remove your licence. However, | will stretch a
point, provided you do as| request. And you will bewell paid.”

"Doesn't it worry you that Orcs are sneaking, treacherous, murderous animalswho'd like nothing
more than to wipe us off the face of the earth?' | fume.

"Not at thismoment,” replies the Deputy Consul. "We need that copper.”
| ask him when the Orcs are arriving.

"The chariot iscoming in by ship in aweek or s0. Lord Rezaz isdready inthe city. Soishis
charioteer. We brought them in discreetly afew days ago. Do not mention thisto anyone.”

| won't. The thought that Rezaz the Butcher isactudly in Tura at this moment makes me tremblewith
rage.

Ciceriusturnsto Makri.

"How is Professor Toarius?'

"What?' says Makri, surprised.

"Y our Professor at the Guild College. | understand he didikesyou.”

"How do you know that?"

"He told me when he was my guest for dinner last week."

Makri shifts uncomfortably, not liking the way this conversation isgoing.

""He does not approve of women attending the College and would rather you were not there. He can
fal you a any time, and fully intendsto do s0."

"But I'm agood student!"
"l don't doubt it. Unfortunately the Professor'sword will befina. After dl, his academic statusfar



outshinesthat of anyone ese a the Guild College. He is seconded there from the Imperia University asa
favour to the lower orders by the Consul. If he refuses to pass you then you will not proceed to the next
year. If that happensyou will never gain the qudifications you require for the University.”

Makri takes astride back towards Cicerius. Shetellshim straight out that she doesn't like being
blackmailed into doing anything. Cicerius givesthe dightest of shrugs, implying that it doesn't matter to
himif shelikesit or not.

"Areyou saying youll get meinto the University if | hep?'

"No. The Imperia University does not accept women. Nor anyone with Orcish blood. That ismore
than | can promise. But | will persuade Professor Toariusto passyou a College, providing your work is
acceptable. | understand from other sourcesthat it isindeed of good qudity.”

Cicerius stands up to leave. "Of course, when the time comes, | might be persuaded to use some
influence in the matter of the Imperid University. | may well be Consul by then, and | an avery good
friend of the Professor in charge of admissons. Who knows how he might react if the Consul wereto
promise additiona funds. Farewell. In the next few days| shall send my assistant with details of what |
require fromyou.”

He leavesthe room.

Makri ydlsin anger and tosses her sword, bladefirgt, into my couch.

"| refuseto protect an Orc!™ she shouts.

"Andsodol," | agree.

Welight up some thazis to calm us down. | scrabble under the desk for my store of klee, thelocaly
digtilled spirit. There are times when beer won't do. The klee burns my throat asit goes down. Makri
makes aface, and holds out her glassfor more. We St in silence, letting the day'seventsaink in. Therain
bests on the door and windows. The light fadesinto evening gloom. After awhile Makri bresksthe
Slence.

"So, what are you going to do when they take your licence awvay?"

"I don't know. What are you going to do when you fail at the College?’

"l don't know."

We gt in slence awhilelonger, and smoke some more thazis.

"It'snot fair," saysMakri eventudly. "I don't want to protect an Orc."

"Meneither,” | Sgh. "But it looks like we're stuck with it. Maybe we won't have to do anything. If
nothing goes wrong for the Orcs, Ciceriuswon't need our services."

"How likdly isthat?'

"Not likdly," | admit. "As soon asthe chariot arrives the city will bein uproar. The Butcher will be
hacked to pieces and welll get the job of sorting it out.”

Neither of uswantsto beinvolved, but Cicerius has|eft us no choice.

| pour us some more klee. Makri shudders as she drinksit.

"Why do you buy thisfirewater?'

"Top-quality klee. It'sgood for you. Y ou know, | learned long ago to expect strange thingsto
happen. But | never thought I'd end up playing nursemaid to an Orc Lord at the Turas Memorid. I'm
tired. 1'd better get some deep before anything €lse weird happens.”

A light tap comes on the outside door. It opens. In walks the ddlicate, dark-clad figure of Hanama. |
fumble desperately for my sword. Hanamais number threein the Assassins Guild. Thelast timel saw her

shetossed adart into the Chief Abbot of atemple of warrior monks, sending him off to paradise rather
more quickly than he had anticipated. | make ready to defend myself.

"Relax, Investigator,” she says, in her soft voice. "Had | been here on business, | would not have
knocked."



| glare at her, sword now firmly in hand. "Then what do you want?"
"I've cometo vist Makri."

"Just asocid cal?!

"Theat iscorrect.”

Hanamalooks at Makri. Makri looks puzzled but getsto her feet and they go off to Makri'sroom.
Strange. I've never known Assassins to do much in the way of socidising.

The door crashes open in the most violent manner. | whirl to face this new intruder. It's Sarija, wife of
the late Senator Mursius. Shetrips and fals. She'swet through. Her face is drawn, with ayelowish hue.
And shereeks of dwa, easily discernible even among the multitudinous unpleasant odours that waft in
from the Street outside.

"I'm hiring you to find out who killed my husband,” she says, then passes out in my arms. | dump her
on the couch. | walk over to the door, closeit, mutter my locking spell, then barricade it with achair.

"l dont carewhoitis" | grunt. "No one eseis getting in here tonight.”

| notice there's an envel ope pushed under the door. When did that arrive? | tear it open and read the
message.

Y ou'll be dead before the end of the rainy season, says the message.

"I will beif thingsgo onlikethis™ | mutter, and throw it in the bin.

Chapter Eight

The Deputy Consul isblackmailing meinto protecting a hated Orcish enemy. A murderous Assassin
hasjust called in to visit Makri. The dwa-addicted wife of Senator Mursius has collgpsed in my office
after asking meto find out who killed her husband, dthough | am in fact the main suspect. And now
there's another death threat. | hurry downstairs for abeer.

The bar is crowded with thirsty dockers reaxing after their day'swork. | squeeze past some
mercenaries snging araucous drinking song and work my way to the bar.

Gurd and I have known each other along time. As soon as he sees me he can tell I'm troubled.
"Y ou're looking as miserable as a Niojan whore. Guards still after you for Senator Mursius?”

"Muchworse" | reply, and lean over to whisper in hisear. His eyeswiden when | tell him about
Cicerius and he lets out a Barbarian oath.

"Y ou better get ready to move to ancther city. Are there any where you aren't wanted by the law?"

"A couple. Nowhere good though. That Deputy Consul isas cold as an Orc's heart. How dare he
blackmail melikethis?'

Tanroseis firring acauldron of soup. | ask her if she can come upstairs and teake alook at Sarija. As

well as being an excellent cook, Tanroseis handy with aherba potion and is competent at degling with
lifeslittleinjuries. Since dwa swept the city, she's become competent at deding with overdoses aswall.



We meet Makri and Hanama in the corridor. Hanamais so smal, pale and generdly childlikeit's
hard to reconcile her appearance with her reputation. But dl the stories are true. People il talk in
whispers of the small, anonymous figure who e uded one hundred Simnian soldiers and crawled dong the
rafters of our Consul's private banqueting hall to fire an arrow into the Simnian Ambassador's heart & the
exact moment he undid hisimpenetrable magic cloak to scratch himself. The Ambassador had plenty of
protection with him. | was still at Palace Security at the time and I'd have sworn he couldn't be touched.
A great many questions were asked, particularly by the Simnians, but no one was ever tried for the
murder. The King swore to the Simnians that held track down thekiller, but as his own agents had
discreetly hired Hanamato do the job, theinvestigation didn't get very far.

Hanamaisdistressingly good at killing people. | don't like her at al. | don't like the Assassins, period.
Coldblooded killers, dedling death for money. I've suspected for awhile that Makri might be rather
closer to the Assassin than she admits and the socia call seemsto bear it out. It's probably something to
do with the Association of Gentlewomen, which | believe Hanama secretly supports. That's Assassinsfor
you, very unpredictable. Y ou can't read their emotions or motives. They're trained not to show them.

Makri bids farewell to Hanama and follows me back into my office where Tanrose turns Sarijaon
her sdeto prevent her from choking on her own vomit. | frown. | don't mind too much whether she
chokes or not, but I'd rather she didn't do it in my office. It's untidy enough.

My last client, arich woman by the name of Soolanis, was ahopeless drunk. Now | have a Senator's
wifewho's adwa addict. What's the matter with these aristocratic women? They dl have nicevillasupin
Thamlin and plenty of money to spread around. Y ou'd think that would be enough.

Tanrose thinks shélll befinein the morning, so | dump ablanket on her and leave her on the couch.
And then | bid Makri and Tanrose good night, walk into my bedroom, lock the door, put aspell onit,
and go to deep. I've had more than enough for one day. Unfortunately | deep badly. I'm troubled by
dreams of huge Orcish armies rumbling over the Wastelands led by Rezaz the Butcher, on their way to
sack Tural.

| wake up sweeting, fedling the heat of the city burning around me. I can still hear the screams of my
comrades-in-arms as they fell beneath the blades and sorcerous attacks of the Orcs. | was aregular
soldier at thetime. Gurd was there beside me; he'd joined up as amercenary. We stood alongside
Mursius and avery few others, grimly holding out, seconds from death. A ragged collection of survivors
from the regiments had been posted to defend the east wall before it was torn down by the catapults and
dragon fire of the invaders. Kemlath Orc Sayer waswith ustoo, | remember. Though young, he'd
aready gained agreat reputation for the military power of his sorcery, and he'd scattered and broken
many an Orc battalion with his magic. But by then his sorcery was dl used up and he stood dongside us
with only asword for his protection. He was brave, and agood fighter for a Sorcerer.

| remember Captain Rallee, aprivate like mysdf in those days, hislong golden hair tied back ina
braid, picking up arock to throw asafinal act of defiance after his spear was broken and his sword was
shattered in the last assault. Asthe Orcs prepared to overwhelm us, suddenly there was the sound of
Elvish trumpets, cutting through the terrible din of battle. Having given up even hoping for it, we were
saved by the arrivd of Lord Lisith-ar-Moh and the combined Elvish forces from the Southern Idands
who'd dipped through the Orc naval blockade in the night and landed just outside the walls of the city.

When the Elvesfell upon the rear of the Orc Army it broke and fled. The Elves hunted agreat many
of them down. Most of us defenders were too badly wounded or too fatigued to join in the chase. All |
remember is rescuing a case of klee from aburning tavern and getting so drunk | had to be held upright
by Gurd when the Consul came round to congratulate us on our sterling efforts.

Now Rezaz the Butcher and Lisith-ar-Moh are going to race their chariots against each other.
Strangetimes.
| can't get back to deep. Who killed Mursius? And why? Because of the stolen artwork? They

hardly seem sufficient reason. What was he doing in the warehouse anyway? | supposeit's possible hed
somehow tracked down the items himself and had been killed by the thief to prevent him being identified,



but I'm not convinced. And what happened to the works of art after that? | know they were removed
from the warehouse by sorcery, but it doesn't make sense. Any Sorcerer powerful enough to do that
shouldn't need to go around stedling afew statues and paintings. He'd have his own collection.

There aren't that many rogue Sorcerers around, which isfortunate. The Sorcerers Guild regulatesits
members pretty carefully. Theres dways Glixius Dragon Killer, | suppose. He seemsto operate outside
the law when it suits him, athough so far he has never been convicted of any crime. | strongly suspect
that the deeth threats are coming from him. It'sjust the sort of petty malice hed enjoy. They might be
some sort of diverson to distract me from his nefarious schemes. Heswasting histime. | don't have any
ideas what his nefarious schemes might be.

| can hear the rain beating down outside. In another couple of daysthe streets will start to resemble
canals and no whedled vehiclewill be ableto travel. | get up, light my lantern and go next door. Sarijais
still deeping on the couch. A masked man with asword is standing over her, about to cut her throat. |
wasn't expecting thet.

| fling my lamp in hisdirection. Heraises hisarm to ward it off and it smashes on the floor. Now
theré'sno light in the room, and I'm facing an armed opponent. Before my eyes havetimeto adjust | hear
him legp at me s0 | jump Sideway's, crash into something and fall heavily to the floor.

I'mon my feet in an ingtant and as my eyes adjust to the gloom | see my assailant trying to outflank
me. | let him think | haven't seen him. He thrusts at me with hisblade, but I'm ready for it and dide out of
theway. | grab hiswrigt and he gruntsin surprise. | drag him towards me.

"Y ou're better than you look, fat man,” he snarls, kicking out a my shin. It hurtsbut | don't let gottill
I've pulled him right up to me, then | butt him in the face. He yellsin pain ashisnose cavesin. | like that.

He swings his sword wildly, but he'slost concentration. | stay cam and wait my chance. He makes
another rash lunge towards me. | legp nimbly over the till comatose figure of Sarijaand he sumblesinto
her body. | grab adagger from my desk and fling it at him. It Sinksinto his chest, and he dumps dead to
thefloor.

| stare at the body. He wasn't much of afighter. He should have known better than to attack me. I've
had a great deal of experience.

Makri bounds naked into the room with asword in her hand, derted by the noise.
"Whoisit?"
"l don't know."

| light alamp so we can see better. | still don't know. Just some anonymous-looking thug I've never
seen before.

"What happened?’
"I found him abouit to kill Sarija."
Sarija has not woken up. Powerful stuff, dwa Maybe it would make me deep better.

| haul the body out of my room and carry it along the street, where | dump itinan aley. | don't want
to report thisto the Civil Guards becauseit'll only give them an excuse to make my life even more
difficult. Therainimmediately washes out dl trace of my footprints, not that the Guards will spend alot of
timelooking for cluesanyway. If you're found dead in an dley in Twelve Seasit tendsto be regarded as
the natural order of things. When | return Makri has put atunic on.

"Couldn't you have done that before you camein thefirst time?"

"What for?"

"Just one of these civilisation things. Round here young women don't rush naked into men'srooms.”
"Y ou wouldn't be saying that if there had been four of them and you needed meto help.”

"| suppose not. Don't you wear anything when you deep?!

"No. Do you?'



"Of course. Slegping naked isonly for Barbarians. Like eating with your fingers.”
"What if yourein bed with someone?’
"You dill usecutlery.”

Makri saysthat now she's up shell use the few hours before dawn to study some philosophy. She
attended a public lecture in the forum by Samanatius and she's been puzzling about eterna forms ever
sance

"Do you think it'strue that somewherein the universe there is one grest, perfect axe of which my own
axeisjust apdereflection?”

"No."

"Samanatius saysit'strue. And he's the wisest man in the west."

"Sayswho?'

"Everyone

| start on ajoke but bite it back. Makri is keen on her philosophy and can get upset if | mock. As

sherushed into my room to save me | figure | might aswell be polite for awhile. She asks meif I'm going
to take on the case for Sarija. | tell her | will, if Sarijaever wakes up.

"l need the money. Anyway, | want to know who killed Senator Mursius. He was my commander. |
owe him. What did Hanamawant?'

"Some advice on gambling.”

"Gambling? Hanama? What for?'

"It'sprivate," replies Makri.

"Why would she ask you about gambling?"

"Why not? After al, I'm awoman who just won eight gurans on Orc Crusher.”

The chariot camein an easy winner, winning eight gurans each for Makri and mysdlf.
"So now | have eighteen gurans," says Makri. "What's the next bet?!

| seethat Makri isnot going to tell me any more about Hanamathe Assassin, so | et it passfor now.
Makri takes tomorrow's form sheet from my desk and spreadsit out.

"You're keen on the chariots, al of asudden."

"I've no choice. If | don't come up with sixty gurans pretty soon I'll be in disgrace with the
Asociation of Gentlewomen. It'sdl your fault redly.”

| promiseto study the form for the next races.

Sarijawakes with the dawn. For awoman rich enough to buy the finest food, cosmetics and
hair-dressing skillsthat Tural hasto offer, she'slooking pretty rough. | try and get alittle breskfast ingde
her but she has no appetite and barely manages amouthful of bread. | eat heartily and ask her for some
details of the case.

"I'll find thekiller. | haveto. I'm the main suspect.”

Sarijaasksmeif | did kill him. | assure her | didn't. She seemsto believe me.

"Who do you suspect?’

| admit | have no real suspect. Apart from Sarija, possibly.

"Why me?”

"Y ou can't have been getting on too well together. He won't give you money in case you spend it on

dwa. Inreturn you sdll off afew works of art and he hires an Investigator to get them back. It doesn't
add up to avery harmonious household.”

She admitsthat what | say istrue but points out that she had no reason to kill Mursius.
Not grictly true, | reason. If Mursguswasn't around to interfere, dl the family money would revert to



the control of Sarija, giving her unlimited accessto dwa. Dwa has dready proved an ample motive for
murder many timesin Tural. | ask her where she was when Mursus got killed.

"In Ferias. The servants can testify to that.”

"Servants can generdly testify to anything. Did anyone else see you, anyone not connected with the
household?'

She shakes her head. It doesn't seem to have occurred to her that she might well be a suspect.
"Surely any Sorcerer could clear me?’

"Maybe. A powerful Sorcerer like Old Hasiusthe Brilliant at the Abode of Justice can sometimes
look back in time and see what happened. But it's ahard thing to do. Depends on the moons being
correctly aigned at both the time of the crime and the time of the enquiry. More often than not it's not
reliable. That'swhy we still have people like meto investigate things. Do you know why Carilis cameto
see me yesterday ?"

At the mention of Carilis, Sarijamakesaface. "I've no idea.”

"Youdidn't like Cailis?'

"She was sent by my husband to make sure | didn't get any dwa. Of course | didn't like her. And |
think she had anideaiin her head of replacing me.”

"Replacing you? AsMursusswife?"

Sarijanods. "That'swhy | was still able to buy dwa. Carilis was meant to be preventing it, but shed
awaysturn ablind eye, hoping I'd die from an overdose so that she could movein. Shefigured it was
time she married into some wealth. She comes from agood family, but her father lost al hismoney in
some land scandd. They were cousins of Mursius. Hetook her in."

| see. | wondered why an obvioudy aristocratic young woman like Cariliswas working asa
nursemaid.

"Have you ever considered giving up dwa?"

"Every day. It'snot so easy.”

| talk to her awhile more. Now her mind is clearer she's not nearly so unpleasant. Infact, | end up
rather liking her, particularly when she tells me about the trouble she had with Mursiuss relatives after
they married. Sarijacomes from adecidedly lower class than the Senator and they didn't like thet at all.

"My mother was adancer from Simnia. | kept up the tradition. | used to work at the Mermaid. It
was arough placein those days.”

"It il is. Roughest placein Twelve Seas. | can seewhy Mursiussreatives didn't like you. How did
you megt?'

"During the Orc Wars. Y ou know how class divisons relaxed for awhile when the Orcs were at the
gate. Mursius used to come into the tavern with some of his men when they were off duty. Weféel in
love. After the war was over he came back to Twelve Seas, whisked me off in his carriage and married
me. | wasn't expecting it. It was good for awhile. . ." She spreads her hands. "But hisfamily never
accepted me."

| sympathise. | suffered much the same sort of thing with my wifésrdatives. Y ou can usudly tell the
birth of a Turanian from their name. High-classwomen's names generdly endin"'is" like Carilis. No one
would mistake Sarijafor an aristocrat, even if she acted like one.

"Do you have any beer?’
| give her abottle.

Shedrinksit with some relish. ™Y ou know the upper classes only drink wine? | haven't had abeer in
years.

| don't tell her about the man | found trying to cut her throat. Maybe he wasjust aburglar with a
mean streak. | doubt it.



She drinks her beer quickly and asksfor another. I'm starting to like her. Any friend of beerisa
friend of mine. | hope shedidn't kill Mursius. Wetak about him awhile more. Suddenly she startsto cry.
Not hysterical, just asow, sad kind of weeping.

| hateit when my clients cry, particularly thewomen. | never know what to do. | try patting her hand.
It doesn't help much.

"Il find thekiller," | tell her.
She seemsalittle comforted, but it doesn't stop her from crying.
An officid messenger arrives from the Senate. | rip open the scroll and eyeit warily.

Come immediately to the Stadium Superbius, it reads. It'ssigned by Cicerius. | suspect it's bad
news, but really I'm pleased at an excuse to run away from Sarijastears.

Chapter Nine

The Stadium Superbiusis Situated outside the east gate of the city walls. It's huge, the largest arenaiin
any of the League of City-States. The chariot-racing track isthelongest you'll find in this part of the
world. Samsarinasislonger of course, but Samsarinaisway out west of here, and far bigger than Turai.

| travel through the pleasure gardensto the east gate. Usudly I'm excited by the journey but asthe
pleasure gardens are half underwater they're asorry sight and I'm apprehensive asto why Cicerius has
summoned me. | guess I'm about to meet an Orc. Furthermore | am currently aswet asaMermaid's
blanket, because I've left the Avenging Axe without my magic dry cloak. Instead I've used my sorcerous
capacity to load the deep spdll into my mind. No matter if Lord Rezaz ishere a the invitation of the
King. I'm not meeting Orcs without some means of protecting mysdlf.

Prince Frisen-Akan owns avillaright next to the Stadium and it ishere that Lord Rezaz is staying.
His presencein the city isnot yet publicly known. A Guard takes meto Cicerius.

"We have aproblem,” saysthe Deputy Consul.
"Already?'

"l am afraid so. Come with me."

Heleads methrough thevilla. It's as splendid as you might expect but I'm in no mood for
appreciating fine furnishings. Before I've prepared mysdlf properly Cicerius hasled meinto alarge
reception room. There, sanding in front of the window, isthe Orc | last saw at the foot of the crumbling
city walsfifteen years ago.

"Lord Rezaz Caseg," says Cicerius, and introduces me.

Lord Rezaz islarge, even for an Orc, and looks much the same as | remember him, dightly more
gnarled, though it's hard to tell. Orcstend to be gnarled anyway. Despite hisrank he wears the standard
black tunic of an Orcish warrior. Over it he has a sumptuous dark red cloak and he carries agolden
mace. With him are two other Orcs, both rather small for the race. Each has dark shaggy hair, asis
normal, and one wears the black garb of awarrior. Helooks mean. The other is unarmed and turns out



to be Rezaz's charioteer.

| am extremely uncomfortable. I'm in aroom with three Orcs and only Cicerius for Human support.
Ciceriuswas never much of afighter, evenin hisyouth. | can't shake the feding that, diplomatic misson
or not, these Orcs are going to attack me. | prepare the deep spell.

"I remember you," says Lord Rezaz, gartling me.
"Y ou remember me?"
"From thewalls. Y ou fought that day. | saw you. Y ou were thinner then.”

I'm even more startled, and alittle annoyed. The last thing | was expecting was for Rezaz the Butcher
to comment on my weight.

"I am pleased that the man assigned to aid usisawarrior,” saysthe Orc Lord.

Ciceriuslooks satisfied that 1've got off to agood start. A servant brings us wine. Before coming |
had determined to decline al such hospitaity. | will not share drinkswith an Orc, | told Gurd. "To hell
withit," I think, and take the wine. No point making life difficult for mysdif.

"Would someone like to tell me what the problemis?*

"Sabotage," saysthe Deputy Consul.

"Already? But the chariot isn't here yet."

"My charioteer's prayer mat has been stolen,” says Lord Rezaz. " And without it he cannot ride.”

| stare at them, uncomprehending. "His prayer mat?"

"It is necessary for an Orcish charioteer to place his prayer mat under hisfeet before competing.
Without it he cannot race. Last night someone stole my charioteer's.”

"Can't you give him another one?"

Apparently not. It ssemsthat an Orc gets his own prayer mat from a priest when he comes of age
and losing it isaserious matter. A replacement can only be obtained from an Orcish temple and the
nearest Orcish temple is someweeks ride away. As| know nothing about Orcish rdigion thisisall news
to me. | wasn't even sureif they prayed.

| turnto Cicerius. "Isn't this place guarded?!

"Heavily. But the theft till happened.”

"Weforesaw that there may be some difficulties during our stay,” says Lord Rezaz. "But we did not

foresee that the moment we arrived in Turai, under the protection of the King, our religion would be
insulted and our persons robbed.”

Ciceriusistroubled. He can see the copper mines disgppearing from under his nose, and with them
hisfavour with the King.

| ask the Deputy Consul if a Sorcerer isworking on the case. He looks uncomfortable and confesses
that he's worried about asking for sorcerous help. He's concerned that any Sorcerer asked to find an
Orc's prayer mat might tell himto go to hell. The True Church in Turai is permanently suspicious of
sorcery and consequently the Sorcerers Guild isadwayswary of any action that might be seen asimpious.
He says hell try and arrange some sorcerous help, but meantime | better start looking.

"Who knew that Lord Rezaz wasin Tura?"

"The King and hisfamily. The Consul and mysdlf. That'sdl, gpart from the battalion that brought him
in. And they're the most loyd troopsthe King has.”

Few peopleare so loyd in Tural that they can't be bought, though | don't say this out loud, not
wanting to run usdown in front of an Orc. | turn to Rezaz.

"Okay, better fill mein on the details.”
Helooks blank.
"It'swhat Investigators do. Take details. Don't you have Investigatorsin your country?”



"No," repliesthe Orc Lord. "There is nothing to investigate. In my country, no one would be unwise
enough to sted my charioteer's prayer mat."

| take some details. | take some more wine. It'safine vintage. Being in aroom with three Orcs
doesn't seem to spoil it at al. Then | take my leave. As he escorts me to the door, Cicerius lectures me
about the importance of thismatter. | get theimpression Ciceriusis never happier than when lecturing me
about the importance of something.

Back in Twelve Seas Kerk iswaiting at my door, looking like aman who needs dwa. Eventherain
cannot entirely wash itssmdl| from his clothes,

He's brought me asmall bronze cup that's just turned up at the premises of one of Twelve Seas
numerous dispensaries of solen goods. He thinksit might be from Mursiuss collection. In truth, Kerk has
no ideawhere it comes from and has smply brought me the first vaguely suitable thing he found in order
toraisealittle money. For al he knows the cup could have been made yesterday.

I et him know I'm not impressed, but pay him asmal amount for histrouble. Later | permit mysdlf a
satisfied smile. | remember this cup. It wasin the warehouse aong with the paintings and scul ptures.

"Madein distant Samsarinain the last century, if I'm not mistaken,” | tell Makri. "It was Mursiussal
right. | seem to remember he once bounced it off my head after | fell adeep on duty.”

"Right, Thraxas, you know I'm aways interested in your war stories. Have you studied the form yet?

"Makri, you've made avery quick trangtion from stern moraist to demon of the racetrack. Give me
achance."

"Notime," saysMakri. "l haveto hand over that sixty gurans soon. The women are sarting to talk.”

| take out the latest form sheet from Mox. It's damp, like everything elsein the city now. It costs me
and Makri more to take these form sheets away. Paper isn't chegp in Tural. Like The Renowned and

Truthful Chronicle, it'swritten out by a scribe and copies are then produced by a Sorcerer, or in Mox's
case, a Sorcerer's Apprentice, complete with misspellings.

"Let'ssee. | don't like anything in the first race. Or the second. Maybe thethird . . . Sword of
Vengeance, six to four. That'sagood chariot.”

"What about Castle of Doom?" says Makri suspicioudy. Castle of Doom isthe even-money favourite
and Makri isnow dubious of anything that seemsrisky.

| shake my head. One of itshorsesinjured aleg last season and I'm not convinced it hasfully
recovered.

"Sword of Vengeance ran two good seconds last year and they've been out training in the west. |
reckon itll win."

"Well, | hope so," grumbles Makri. "My life was stressful enough aready before you started me
worrying about chariot racing.”

She hands me her eighteen gurans. " Are you sure that Stadium Sorcerer in Juva ishonest?' she
demands.

"I think so. More honest than Agtrath Triple Moon was anyway. Incidentaly | went up to see Lord
Rezaz Caseg today."

Makri redsin surprise. "What?"

"Up at the Stadium. He's staying at the Princesracing villa"

Makri starts preparing for her inevitable bad mood about Orcs. | brush thisaside and tell her about
the day's events.

"Good," she says. "Maybe they'll go home."

"Afraid not. They're staying. And I'm helping find the prayer mat. Bit of aweird crime. Not whét |
was expecting.”

Makri tellsmethat it was avery smart crime. "What better way would there be to make sure the



Orcsdon't enter the race? If someone sabotagesthe chariot after it arrives, it could aways be fixed. |
presume the King will place the services of Turai's wagonsmiths at the disposd of Rezaz. Even the horses
would be difficult to harm because Cicerius said they're bringing a spare team. But the prayer mat isa
clever target. No Orcish charioteer will ride without hismat. If he diesin the race he wouldn't get to
heaven. And there's no chance of getting another oneto Tural in time, not in thiswegther. Didn't you
know about Orcish charioteers and their prayer mats?"

"No. And neither did anybody esein Turai, apart from whoever stoleit. Why didn't you mention it
ealieg?

Makri looks annoyed. "No one asked me. | don't go around giving out lectures about Orcs. It's not
my fault if you'redl completely ignorant about their culture.”

"Well, it'sfortunate you know so much, Makri, because you're helping mefind it. Don't start
protesting, you know you haveto. If the Orcish chariot doesn't run then Rezaz withdraws his protection
from the copper mines. Ciceriuswill be down on uslike abad spdl. I'll lose my licence and youll fail
college. Firg thing | have to know iswho in the city wants the Orcs not to run.”

"Wouldn't that be everyone?'

"Y es. That makesthings difficult. But there must be someone with a stronger reason than most. And
who would have enough knowledge to pull this off? There can't be many people who know enough
about Orcish culture to redlise that taking the prayer mat would have such an effect.”

Makri stops being angry and gets depressed. All thisinvolvement with Orcsisredly upsetting her.
She doesn't like to think about her time asagladiator dave. "It's okay when | can just kill them. But |
can't sand this collaboration.”

| sympathise. I'm not enjoying it either. And there's fill the matter of Mursiuss murder to be cleared
up. Moretramping round in the torrentia rain asking questions of people who don't want to answer them.
Not for thefirst time, | curse Rittiusfor plunging meinto poverty and making me work.

I'll take the bronze cup up to Astrath Triple Moon. He's agood Sorcerer and may be ableto learn
something from it. Before | can do that Captain Rallee appears. HE's the officer in charge of the smdll
Civil Guard station next to the docks. The Captain and | go back along way. We were in the same unit
inthe Army and fought against the Niojans and then the Orcs. Most timeswe meet now | annoy the hell
out of him. He thinksthat when I'm investigating crimina activities| should go running to the Guard every
time| find out something. | rarely do.

Incidentally, our careers both took a sharp downward turn around the same time. When | was
sacked from the job as a Senior Investigator at the Palace the Captain was moved out of his comfy job
at the Abode of Justice due to some political manoeuvring by Rittius, who was then still Deputy Consul.
The Captain ended up pounding the beat and he doesn't likeit at all. The small station next to the harbour
isnot the most comfortable place for aman to spend histime, and certainly not asuitable reward for a
man who fought bravely for hiscity. But in the corrupt city that Tural has now become, advancement
comes to those with good connections, not to those who have served her well. This, plusthe fact that
Tura iscurrently struggling under adwa-fudled crime wave, putsthe Captaininamoreor less
permanent bad mood.

I'm generaly pleased enough to see my old fighting companion though avisit from him usualy means
trouble.

"Youreintrouble" says Captain Ralee.

"Troubleismy middlename," | reply.

It doesn't raise asmile. "The name Lisox mean anything to you?"
| shake my head.

"Smdl-timethug. We just found him dead in an dley, not far from here. He had aknife wound in his
chest. Thrown, not stabbed, according to my medical expert. Not many men can throw a knife that



accurately, Thraxas. Specialised art.” Heeyesme.

"Lotsof men learn how to do it inthe Army," | point out.

"Not many aswell asyou.”

"l expect it was the Brotherhood. They have alock on crimein the area. Y ou know how they hate
any independent men trying to musclein.”

"Y ou care to hand over your knifefor sorcerous examination?'

"l would. But | haven't seen my knifefor sometime. | lost it on acase and never got round to
replacing it.”

"Then perhaps we better just get a Guard Sorcerer down from the Abode of Justice and have him
check the auraon the body. Seeif it has any connection with your office, perhaps.”

"Come on, Captain. The Abode of Justiceisn't going to send down a high-class Sorcerer just to
check on some vagabond found dead in Twelve Sess."

"Probably not," agrees Captain Raleg, redidtically. "So why don't you just tell me what it was
about?'

| remain Slent.

"What'sthe idea of reporting Orcsin Ferias?' he demands, taking me by surprise.

"I met some. Y ou don't expect me to ignore them, do you?"

"Wadl, no one else met them. | hear that Kemlath Orc Sayer himsdf was down there. If he saysthere
were no Orcs around it means there were no Orcs around.”

The Captain looks thoughtful. | know he's rdiving memories smilar to mine, of when we knew the
young Kemlath and how he fought at thewalls.

"Except, Captain, you know | wouldn't make up astory likethat. | don't know why Kemlath couldn't
find any trace. Someone must have cleaned up the area with sorcery. It was good seeing old Kemlath
again. Y ou remember that day when he brought down awar dragon and Gurd was furious because it
crushed histent?'

"Never mind thewar stories. What were you doing out in Ferias?’

"Working for Senator Mursius. Not that Feriasfalswithin your jurisdiction.”

"The Senator was murdered at the docks. That does. Prefect Drinius thinks you killed him."

"Wdl what do Prefects know about anything?”

"Driniusis much smarter than Galwinius was. How come you suddenly have the Deputy Consul on
your Sde?'

"Ciceriusisawayswilling to come to the ass stance of an honest citizen.”

"So why's he helping you then?'

| declineto answer. | offer the Captain a beer but he doesn't accept it.

He's around the same age as me but much better preserved; tall, strong, broad-shouldered. His hair
hangs down his back in along pony tail. So does mine, but mineisbrown, fast going grey, and the
Captain'sistill golden. A ladies man, or used to be before he grew too tired of trying to keep thelid on
the spirdling crime wave to do anything except work and deep.

"Last time the Guards met Lisox he was working for Glixius Dragon Killer. Remember him? So
maybe you're running into trouble, Thraxas. Now, do you want to tell me about it?'

"Therésnothingtotel.”

"Thenif Glixius starts getting on your tail don't come running to usfor help. And if | find you stepping
out of lineon thisoneI'll be down on you like abad spell. I've enough problems without you adding to
my grief.”

He dings his heavy rainproof cape over his shoulders.



"| hate the Hot Rainy Season. It's pouring down out there and I'm still swesting like apig. If | haveto
wade through Quintessence Street to visit you again I'm not going to be pleased.

Weather shouldn't be like this. Thirteenth day of the Hot Rainy Season. Seventeen more to go. Makri
wasright. It was adumb placeto build acity.

| ponder his news. Glixius Dragon Killer. He's apowerful Sorcerer. Not up to the standards of the
greats, but alot more powerful than me. It seemslikely he's behind the desth threats. And now one of his
thugsis cregping into my rooms, disturbing the occupants. Glixiusisaknown crimina associate of the
Society of Friends. He's never been convicted of anything. Too smart, too many connections. | est some
breakfast, and wonder what it's al about.

I've had afew strange experiences recently. There were the Orcsin Ferias. Then Carilisleads meto
the warehouse and Mursius turns up dead. | found the lost works of art and straight away they went
missing again. Surely sorcery must have been involved there, though the Guard found no trace of it. And
now I'm getting deeth threats. | finger my spell protection necklace. It's made from Red Elvish Cloth,
which formsabarrier againg magic. | have astrong feding that Glixius Dragon Killer isbehind this. If he
is, I'mgoing to nall him.

| wonder what Hanama wants with Makri. No timeto think about that, not with this business of the
prayer mat. Wheredo | start on that one? Practically the whole city would be willing to sabotage the
Orcs. But no one was meant to know they were here yet. Finding out who had advance information
seemslikethe thing to do.

| try the kuriya pool, without success. Kuriya, adark liquid from the furthest west, isamysterious
substance in which a skilled practitioner can sometimes see events that happened in the padt. It's
fabuloudy expensive and | thought long and hard before replenishing my supply recently. It turnsout to
be awaste anyway, because | draw a complete blank. Maybe there's nothing to see, or maybe with so
much going on | just can't work mysdlf into the required trance. Whatever the reason, when | sit down,
concentrate the best | can and stare into a saucer full of theliquid, dl | seeisasaucer full of liquid.

Y ou can't use the same kuriyatwice. | pour it out and curse the expense. | ditch the deep spell from
my mind, use my sorcerous capacity to renew my magic dry cloak, and hit the streets.

Therain poursdown. First thing | want to do islocate Carilis and find out how she knew Mursiuss
goods were at the warehouse. After that I'll pay avist to Astrath Triple Moon and show him the bronze
cup.

A young lad at the next corner issdling The Renowned and Truthful Chronicle of All the World's
Events. Asever, it iswritten hastily by ascribe and then turned into thousands of copies by their
Sorcerer. It purportsto cover al important eventsin the city but in redlity it concentrates mainly on
scandal ous matters, detailed accounts of clandestine meetings between Senators sons and notorious
actresses and such like. | notice that the vendor islooking as happy asan Elf in atree as he setsout his
papersin hissal.

Hetilts back hishead and lets out acry. "Orcs coming to Turai! Orcish chariot dueto racein the
TurasMemorid!"

Rarely can anewsboy's cry have had such adramatic effect. Even when the Chronicle mistakenly
announced that Prince Frisen-Akan was dead from adwaoverdose | didn't see people running through
therain to get their hands on a copy. No wonder the vendor is happy.

When word starts to spread that Rezaz the Butcher isredly entering an Orcish chariot in the race
theré'simmediate uproar. Ignoring the rain, people pour out of their homes and workplaces to vent their
anger. Soon an angry mob is gathering and voices areraised in furious protest. Among the crowd are the
usua collection of troublemakers and criminals but aongside them are many honest citizens, outraged by
the shocking news. With the single exception of the Ambassadors secreted away in the grounds of the
Imperid Palace, no Orc has ever entered Turai.

"Desth to the Orcdl™



"Kill them!"
"No Orcsin Turai!"
"Thecity will be cursed!”

The most obvious representative of the King in Twelve Seasis Prefect Drinius. Hishouseiscloseto
the Civil Guard station down Tranquillity Lane and people start marching in that direction. | presumethis
news has leaked out without the knowledge of the authorities because the Guards seem unprepared for
trouble and are Sow to react.

The poor of Tural are not averseto rioting but it's not easy to get one going in the downpour. When
the Civil Guardsfinaly realise the extent of the problem and start flooding into the area at least there are
no burning buildingsto hinder them.

I'm asinterested in agood riot as the next man but | probably should get on with my investigation. If
the Guards sedl off the areal'll be stuck in Twelve Seas, and | have to make my way to therich part of
townif | want to find Carilis. | start muscling my way through the crowd. My weight gives me adecided
advantage and | barge through the mob. I'm used to this sort of thing. Only this summer therewasa
massive citywideriot after Horm the Dead, a particularly maignant Half-Orc Sorcerer, unleashed his
Eight-Mile Terror Spell on the city. Even now the damage has not been fully repaired. The workmen will
be back at their tasks after the rain stops.

What troubles me is the thought that if the Consul's plansto dlow an Orc chariot toracein Tura
have leaked out aready, then my part in the affair might become public knowledge sooner than expected.
It's going to make looking for this prayer mat much harder. I'd better ask Astrath Triple Moon if he can
help me with adecent spell for protecting the Avenging Axe from being burned to the ground by an angry
mob.

Bricks sart to fly. The crowd isturning nastier and the noise of their anger isloud enough to wake
Old King Kiben. Findly | make it through Quintessence Street and turn right up Moon and Stars
Boulevard. Thistakes meinto Pashish, which, though poor, is generdly aquieter part of town. But even
here angry crowds are on the streets and squadrons of Civil Guards are out with their shields, spears
extending from the front of their ranks to keep back the mob. Kdius the Consul isthe subject of
vociferous criticism for alowing such athing to hgppen. Some voices even berate the King which makes
me wonder about the wisdom of thiswhole policy. | suppose he needs the copper, but this can only bring
more support to the Populares, who want to get rid of the monarchy. | find myself next to Derlex, the
young Pontifex in charge of theloca church. He's not rioting, being a Pontifex, but he's certainly outraged
by the news.

"A shameful thing!" he thunders.

"Absolutdy.” | agree. "Orcsin the city—disgraceful. | imagine the True Church will not be pleased?”
"Of course not! Wewill drive them out.”

"Andyet," | add, "who knows? Might they pray to the same God as us?'

The Pontifex gasps with horror at thisterrible blasphemy. He screams at me that Orcs don't pray to
any God that he knows of .

| gpologise for my stupidity. The Pontifex moves away. Now there's aman who obviousy knows
nothing about Orc prayer mats.

| struggle on. When | reach the business and market districts the violence fades away, but even here
the atmosphere istense and angry. The news has spread dl over the city and the rich merchants don't like
it any better than the poor workers. Everyone hates Orcs here.

The hest that has been building up over the past few days now erupts into an enormous
thunderstorm. The sky explodesin flash after flash of lightning and the thunder booms over the city. The
rain comes down in such sheetsthat it'simpossible to see where I'm going and I'm driven into adoorway
for shelter.



| find myself next to awell-dressed man, alawyer from the cut of his cloak and tunic.

"We're cursed,”" he says, shaking his head, asthe storm rages above us. "Y ou can't invite Orcsinto
the city and expect nothing bad to happen.”

"Perhaps the King has good reasonsfor it?' | venture.

The lawyer looks a mefurioudy. "Orc lover," he spits, and strides out into the rain, preferring the
torrentiad downpour to the company of aman who doesn't mind afew Orcs coming for avist.

| stare out gloomily at therain. | can see these next few weeks are going to be tough.

Chapter Ten

Carilisisback at Mursiussvillaup in Thamlin, closeto the Pdace. | used to live around here. My old
house is occupied by a Palace Sorcerer now. He's adwa addict, but he keepsit quiet. He makes a
hedlthy living from drawing up horoscopes for ambitious courtiers. Many of Turai's Sorcerers are
independently wealthy. Those that have to work earn their money from generaly uselesstasks, pandering
to therich. Comparatively few do any good for the city, other than Old Hasius the Brilliant, chief
Investigating Sorcerer at the Abode of Justice, or Melusthe Fair, resdent Sorcerer at the Stadium
Superbius.

The servants show mein. Carilislaughs when she seesme.

"What'sfunny?'

"You. You're sofat and your feet are wet."

"Maybe you can help me with somethings | don't dready know."

"Likewhat?"

No servant has come to offer mewine, or even take my cloak. | dump it on achair. It'still dry.
Good spell.

"Likewho killed Murgus?*

"l understand you're a prime suspect.”

"Only inthe eyes of thelaw. Sowho redly did it?'

Carilisdoesn't know and she says she's too upset to talk about it. Whether that's because she'slost
her lover or her medl ticket, | can't tell.

"How did you know Mursiuss artwork was at the warehouse?"

Shewon't say.

"Were you having an affair with Senator Mursius?' | demand, just to shake her up abit.
"No," shereplies, and doesn't look shaken.

"Sarijathinksyou were."

"What would that dwa-riddled fool know about anything?'



"That's no way to talk about your employer.”
"Sarijadidnt employ me. Mursiusdid. And | didn't enjoy having to look after hiswife."

| bet she didn't. No young aristocratic woman would enjoy being reduced to the role of servant.
That'saterribleloss of satus, and statusis very important to these people.

"If you want to find out who killed Mursius you'd be better off coming clean. The Guardswontt find
out anything."
"l somehow can't imagine that you will ether, fat man."

For an elegant young lady she has very bad manners. | tell her I'm suspicious she set me up for the
murder. Thisinfuriates her.

"Areyou saying | wasinvolved?| wastrying to hep Mursius. If you'd done your job hed till be
dive"

Sheturnson her heel and walks out of the room. Theinterview isover. Ontheway out | pick up a
peach from abowl of fruit and cram it in my mouth. No sensein letting the visit be acomplete waste of
time. | haven't learned much apart from the fact that Carilisis ill living a Mursuss house, though with
her employer dead, it surely won't be long before Sarija dings her out.

The thunderstorm has abated, but the rain hasn't let up. Herein Thamlin the effect isn't so bad. Most
of the water flows off the tiled roads and pavementsinto the sewers. The houses round here won't be
collapsing when the ground gives way benegth them, as happens every year in Twelve Seas.

My cloak istill dry but my shoes are wet through. | start to wince as the incessant rain pounds into
my face. The cloying heat sendstorrents of swest running down my back. A wagon rumbles up, its
whedls making adull noise on thetiled road. Prefect Drinius emerges, followed by three Civil Guards.

"You'reunder arrest,” he says.

"Fine" | reply. "l was getting tired of the rain anyway. What's the charge?’

"Murder. We found the knife that killed Senator Mursius. And guesswhose auraisal over the
hand e?'

"Archbishop Xeriuss?'

"Wrong. It'syours.”

The Guards throw mein the back of the carriage.

"Watch him closdly. If hetries uttering aspell use your swords.”

Little do they know I'm using my entire magica capacity to keep dry. The Guards keep a careful eye
on me aswe ride west through Thamlin. The ground rises dowly, doping up through the wooded area

that leads to the Palace. The Abode of Justice, headquarters of the Civil Guards, islocated just outside
the Palace grounds.

| can make no sense of this development, so | don't try to. I'm an important man in the city, a least
for afew weeks. The Deputy Consul needs meto look after the Orcs. Hell get me off from whatever
phoney charge Drinius and Rittius have cooked up thistime.

The Abode of Justiceisalarge building, fairly splendid | suppose, though you can't seeit inthisrain.
| used to know everyone here when | was Senior Investigator at the Palace, athough Palace Security
and the Civil Guardsarerivas, and generally fal to co-operate on anything. It takes usafew minutesto
enter. The Sorcerer who checks usin takes an age to utter the spells to open the doors and close them
behind us. With the unrest in the city, they've stepped up security.

| often get thrown in the cells but twice in two daysisexcessve. I'll never get anything done at this
rate. Damn that Rittius, he'sredlly out to get me. It strikes me how much | want a beer, and how long it
will be before | can get one. Once they put you in acell, they never hurry to question you, the theory
being that if they give you some time to worry about things you'll be easier to break. Sound theory for
most people, maybe, but I've been in far too many cellsto let it bother me. And | get agood break



because there's someone in my cell dready who turns out to be abig racing fan. When heinformsme
that Sword of Vengeance cruised home an easy winner I'm so pleased | dmost forget I'm incarcerated. |
matched Makri's elghteen-guran bet at six to four which means we both won twenty-seven gurans. Makri
isedging closer to the sixty she needs. Another couple of winsand shell be off my back. What's more,
I'll have areasonable stake for the Turas Memorid.

I'm soon deep in conversation about the upcoming race meeting with my cellmate, Drasius. HeEs a
banker by trade, who's been having alittle difficulty persuading his customersthat his accounts are
entirely honest. He'sjust heard the news of the Orcish chariot coming to town and he's of the opinion that
it might givethe Elvesagood run for their money.

For thefirst timeit strikes me that thereis actudly an interesting sporting contest coming up. I've been
30 gppdled at my unwilling roleinit that | haven't considered this before. Moonlit River will certainly bea
superb four-horse chariot. Lord Lisith-ar-Moh wouldn't send it up from the Southern Idandsif it wasn't.
I've seen many Elvish chariots and I've rarely seen onethat couldn't cruise past anything we Humans had
to offer. It's said that the Elvish horsemen can talk to the horses, which gives them an advantage. There
again, what about the Orcish team? | hadn't given them any chance, but Drasius the banker points out
that Lord Rezaz Caseg wouldn't send his chariot if it didn't have achance of winning.

"Why would he? The Orc wants revenge on the EIf Lord. He wouldn't enter something that was
guaranteed to lose. | figure it's worth making a sizeable investment with the bookmakers on the Orcs.”

| can see why Drasius might bein trouble with his customers at the bank. But what he says makes
sense. So far the only reaction I've encountered to the affair has been the outright hostility to Orcs shown
by therioting citizens. I'm alittle surprised to find someone who's more interested in the sporting aspect.
It starts to make me fedl interested too. Okay, the Orcs are hated enemies and the only good Orcisa
dead Orc, but from another point of view, achariot raceisachariot race and | love chariot races more
than a Senator loves abribe.

"They'll be giving good odds on the Orcs," adds Drasius. "Even if the bookiesrateit, it's not going to
get many backersin Turai. The Elveswill be strong favourites. The bookies might even push the price out
on the Orcsto attract alittle money."

Thisistrue. The Orcs are going to be unpopular, so their price is bound to be high. Bookmakers set
their odds partly by the chance they give the chariot of winning, but the amount of support for achariot
comesinto it aswell. A popular charioteer can attract aload of bets, even if he's not actudly riding the
best chariot, and when this happens the bookies have to cut the oddsjust in case he happensto win.
Conversdly, agood chariot with achance of winning but which no one wanted to bet on would Stay at
higher odds. That's an unlikely occurrence normaly—why would a chariot with a chance of winning not
be popular? But the Orcs might be aspecid case. Evenif their chariot could win, | can't seeit being
heavily backed by Orc-hating Turanians. There might be an opportunity here. To put it bluntly, it might be
agood ideato bet on the Orcs. | hate Orcs as much as anybody else, but one hasto be redlistic about
these things. It certainly offersme an incentiveto find ther prayer mat.

"I expect Senator Mursiuss chariot will have some support for sentimental reasons but only afool
would back it against the Elves," saysDrasius

| didn't redisethat Mursiuss chariot was dill in the race.
"Didn't you hear? Hiswifés taken over the stable.”

That'sinteresting. Y ou have to admire Sarijafor this. Mursuss chariot isby far thebest in Turai. The
public would be disappointed not to seeit run.

"At least therace will befair now," saysDrasius.
"How do you mean?"'

"I heard arumour that the Society of Friends was planning some sort of betting coup but | doubt
they'll try it now with the Orcish chariot coming. Too much attention.”



"| don't see how they could've planned anything anyway,” | object.

Betting coups, horse doping and various other examples of nefarious behaviour designed to chest
honest punters like myself are not unknown in the out-of-town meetings, but you can't do that sort of
thing at the Stadium Superbius. It'stoo carefully regulated. Meusthe Fair, bless her name, is Stadium
Sorcerer and she makes sure everything is above board. Powerful, clever and incorruptible, Meusisthe
only person in the whole city apart from Ciceriusthat everyone trusts. Since she took over the job from
Adtrath Triple Moon, there hasn't been a breath of scandd at the Stadium.

Drasus agrees.

"It's certainly been better. | lost abundle while that crook Astrath was meant to be keeping thingsin
order. Damn him.”

Adtrath Triple Moon was accused of |etting sorcerous involvement in the races go unreported after
he was heavily bribed to do so. | helped with his defence. | didn't exactly prove him innocent—it would
have been difficult as he was guilty as hell—but | muddied the evidence enough for him to be able to
resign without prosecution. | was as outraged as the next man at the idea of cheeting at the Stadium, but
Adrath was afriend. And he paid me abundle. | don't mention any of thisto Drasius.

"All the races have been fair snce Meustook over. But that'swhat | heard anyway, the Society was
planning something.”

The Society of Friends control the north of the city. It's not impossible they'd make some attempt at
chesting, though | redlly can't see how they could pull thewool over the eyes of Mdusthe Fair.

When aguard comes aong and takes Drasius away, I'm sorry to see him go.

"Délighted to share a.cdll with you," | tell him. "Remember my name. If you need any help, just cal on
rre.ll

Not long afterwards I'm taken to see Praetor Samilius. For asmall state Turai hasfar too much
officiddom. We're ruled by the King but benesth him are awhole host of dected officias, al of them
jostling for power. Next in lineto the King isthe Consul, followed by the Deputy Consul, and then there
arethefour Praetors, one of whom, Pragtor Samilius, is head of the Civil Guard and based at the Abode
of Justice. Then you've got the ten Prefects, and awhole Senate to advise them dl, and various powerful
pressure groups like the Honourable Association of Merchants and the Revered Federation of Guilds
and the True Church, not to mention the Army, the Civil Guard and Palace Security.

It didn't used to be like this. Fifty years ago there wasthe King, afew officials and awhole host of
loyal citizensready to fight for Turai. We were poor, but strong. Now we're rich and weak. It'sonly a
matter of time before Nioj wipes us off the face of the earth.

Praetor Samiliusisn't too corrupt by our standards, but he's aharsh man with little fegling of
sympathy towards the struggling masses. He is arenowned snob. Like many of our upper classes, he has
adopted some rather decadent foreign manners, though he did fight in the war, so he's not soft, despite
the vastness of hisbelly and therolls of fat around his neck.

"Don't you peoplein Twelve Seas ever get your hair cut?' he says by way of an opening insult.

"Were wearing it long this season.”

The Pragtor's hair is short, grey, and beautifully conditioned. His nails are perfectly manicured, and he
gamellsof perfume. Helooks at mewith distaste.

"Weredly should have them washed before we bring them into this office," he saysto his secretary.
He takes a sheet of paper from his desk and tossesit down in front of me.

"Wha'stha?'

"Y our confesson. Signiit.”

Thisgivesmemy firgt good laugh of the day.

"What am | meant to confessto?"



The Pragtor's eyes narrow. ™Y ou know."

| remain slent. Samilius adjusts hisbulk in his chair. He takes a bite from a peach and drops the rest
in awastebasket.

"Thraxas, | can't be bothered getting tough with you. Theresno point. Y our aurawas on the knife
that killed Senator Mursius.”

"Sayswho?'
"Old Hadusthe Brilliant."

I'm shaken by this, though | don't Iet it show. Old Hasiusthe Brilliant, chief Investigating Sorcerer of
the Civil Guard, never makes mistakes and isamost impossible to fool. What's worse, he's honest. |
reman dlent.

"Nothing to say? Not going to ask for alawyer? Maybe you expect the Deputy Consul to cometo
your aid?" He chuckles. "He's not going to get involved. Very bad for hisreputation. Y ou're on your way
to the gdlows. Even Cicerius and hisfamous oratory couldn't help you in court. Not for this. Not when
you were found at the scene and Hasius places your aura on the knife. Why don't you make our lives
smple and sign the confession?"

| remain glent.

"Very well," saysthe Pragtor.

He makes abig show of signing some officia documents, then informs methat | an being arraigned
for the murder of Senator Mursius. | will be held in custody until | appear in court, where the charges will
belaid againgt me. The Guards lead me back to my cell. I'm not feeling too happy with the way thingsare
going. | was depending on Ciceriusto get me out of this, but Samiliusisright. No matter how much the
Deputy Consul wants my help hel's not going to come to my rescueif it'scertain | killed Mursius. It would
be too damaging paliticaly.

| can't understand it. Hasius says my aurawas on the knife. How can that be? A really good
Sorcerer can fake an aura, just about, but it's difficult, and it would be almost impossible to fool Hasius.
He might be ahundred years old, but he's still sharp as an Elf's ear on such matters. If someone stolea
knife from me and used it on Mursius my aurawould be on it, but so would theirs. Hasus only found my
aura. It'slooking worse with each passing second. A jury will convict me on thisevidence. If | wasinthe
jury, I'd convict me.

Thecal for prayersrings out through the Abode of Justice. | get down on my kneesand pray. It
seems like the smart thing to do. As| finish the door opens.

"Deputy Consul Cicerius and Government Sorcerer Kemlath Orc Sayer to visit Thraxas," barksthe
Guard, who sticks his chest out as he stands to attention.

| leap to my feet. "Kemlath! Am | pleased to see you. And you, Deputy Consul.”

Ciceriuslooks a mevery severdly. "Are you incapable of staying out of prison for more than one
day? | would not be here had | not been persuaded to come by Kemlath. How strong is the evidence
agang you?'

"Strong," | admit. "l wasthere when Mursus waskilled and now Old Hasius the Brilliant says my
aurawas on the murder wesapon.”

"And what do you haveto say in your defence?’

"l didntdoit."

"Isthet dl?"

"What elsecan | say?'

"That depends on how keen you areto avoid the gallows. Thisis most inconvenient, Thraxas. | need
you to find that prayer mat."

"And there's nothing I'm looking forward to doing more. But what can | do if Rittiusand hisgang are



out to get me?"
"Areyou saying Rittius has manufactured the evidence?"
"Someone has"

"I'msureof it," agrees Kemlath Orc Slayer. "That'swhy | persuaded Ciceriusto come. An old
soldier like Thraxas wouldn't murder his ex-commander. Who knows what may have happened to the
evidence?'

Ciceriusislooking very dubious. As Deputy Consul he redlly can't be seen to be continualy pulling
strings to release aman from prison if that man then turns out to have murdered a Turanian war hero. It
would be political suicide. On the other hand, he'srelying on meto find the Orc charioteer's prayer mat.

"Inview of Kemlath Orc Sayer's opinion that the evidence against you may have been manufactured,
| am willing to once more use my influence on your behdf. | shall ingtruct Pragtor Samiliusto release
you."

| thank him profusaly. He wavesit away. "Just try and stay out of trouble thistime."

Heturnsto Kemlath. "Kindly report your findingsto me as soon aspossible. It isvita that you come
up with something quickly. With the evidence being so strong, | will be unable to keep Thraxas out of
prison for long."

Chapter Eleven

Praetor Samiliusisabout as angry asa Troll with atoothache.
"If you try to fleethe city I'll have you hacked down at the gates."

Murder trids are traditiondly not held during either of the rainy seasons, nor during festivals. But as
soon astherain dries up, and the Turas and Triple-Moon Conjunction festivals are over, I'm due back in
court.

"Ciceriuswon't protect you forever."

"Samilius," | reply, with dignity, "I don't need Ciceriusto protect me from you. AsaPragtor you are
about as much use asaeunuch in abrothel, besides which you are dumb as an Orc. Fedl free to contact
me any time. Now good day."

Kemlath meets me outside the Abode of Justice. HE's hugging his cloak round him and notices that
I'm not getting wet.

"Using one of your spellsto keep dry?"

"I'm using my only spell to keep dry."

"Y our only spell? Aren't you carrying afew othersto help with your business? A couple of fighting
gpells and maybe something for reading hidden documents?’

| admit that | can't redly carry around more than one or two these days. "It'staking al my powers
just to keep dry. | don't let on how little magic | can use. How do you think my auragot on the knife?”



Kemlath isn't sure. Heswell aware that Old Hasius the Brilliant isnot easy to fool. "But there are
ways. I'll gpply myself and seewhat | can come up with. Meanwhile, you'd better tell me everything. It
might give me some clues asto who is attacking you."

I'm grateful to Kemlath. We did fight together, but that was along time ago and he doesn't owe me
anything.

There are dways plenty of landusesfor hirein Thamlin, unlike Twelve Seas. The driversaren't so
keen to take you down there either.

"The nearest bar,” | ingruct the driver. And then the Royd Library."
Kemlath issurprised. "Areyou planning on some reading?'
"No, taking."

Thedriver pullsup at an elegant hostelry at the edge of the doping woodlands between the Palace
grounds and Thamlin. The clientele here—senior Palace servants and officials, one or two Senators and
their secretaries, even a Sorcerer or two—sit Sipping winein private coves. | marchin, grab awaitress
and ingruct her to bring metheir largest flagon of de and to keep them coming till | tell her to stop.

"Andfood," | add.

| used to come here to eat when | worked at the Palace. They had agood chef in those days, | hope
he'sill in thekitchen.

Thewaitress hands me amenu.

"Bring me everything. And extra bread.”
"Oneway of faking an aura—" begins Kemlath.
| wave him quiet. "Too hungry. Wait."

| down my tankard in one, start on the second and signd to the bartender to bring me another. The
first courses start to arrive, bread and some fancy fish entrees. | can't scoop up enough food using the
small spoon provided, so | shove it in with my fingersand the aid of the bread.

"Morebeer," | tell the waitress before she leaves. "Quickly. And bring the next courses.”

She amiles. No doubt the staff appreciate a man with ahedthy sppetite. Insde the hostdry it is cool
and pleasant. | haven't been this comfortable for weeks. The waitress whedls up acart carrying Sx main
courses and a hefty selection of Sde dishes. Shelooks at me enquiringly.

"Just leavethe cart,” | tell her. "And bring me another beer. Have you any bigger flagons?'

Kemlath looks onin some surprise as | demolish the contents of the food cart. HE's Sipping a glass of
wine and picking a asmdl plate of roast fowl.

"l haveto be careful with my stomach,” he says, gpologeticaly.
That's sorcery. It can't guarantee a healthy appetite and agood digestion.

"Can | bring you anything e s2?' saysthewaitress. | tdll her to bring another wagonload of main
COUrSes.

"But pileit up higher. And one of each dessert. And more bread. Did you bring me beer? Better
bring another.”

| undo my belt and my sword clattersto thefloor. | let it lie there and carry on egting. Sometime
later I'm feding Human again.

"More beer," | tell the waitress.
| notice the kitchen boy is peering out from the kitchen with awe on hisface.

"Must be awhile since they had agood ester in here,” | mutter to Kemlath, and get down to thewide
range of desserts.

Later, when I'm imbibing another beer and finishing off afew scraps, the chef appearsat our table.
"Thraxad" he says, throwing his handsin the air with pleasure. "1 should have known it was you! We



missyou!”

Outside the landus driver iswet asaMermaid's blanket and |ooks as miserable as aNiojan whore.
Landus drivers are notorioudy bad-tempered.

"TheLibrary," | indruct.

"I've never seen such an gppetite,” says Kemlath Orc Slayer admiringly, as we drive off.

"I need alot of fuel. I've seriousinvestigating to do. And the way | keep getting thrown in prison
these days| never know when my next mea might be."

| take adrink from the flagon of de | brought out with me. I'll haveto finish it before we enter the

Royd Library. | know from experience that the curators are touchy about anyone getting too closeto
their books and manuscripts while carrying aflagon of de.

"Who are you mesting?' asks Kemlath asthe vast marble building comesinto view.

"Makri."

"The woman who killed the Orcs? Can she read?’

"She certainly can. And don't let her hear you doubting it. Makri's abudding intellectua and she's
very touchy with men who give her ahard time about it. Apart from me, but then | taught her the skills
needed to survivein the city."

"Why do you want to see her now?"

"Because she's smart. | want to tell her what's been happening and seeif she hasany idess. Also |
have some good news for her."

ThisisMakri'sregular study time. Not surprisingly, the Library staff were taken aback when ayoung
woman with Orc blood started to appear asking for manuscripts about philosophy and rhetoric, but as
the Library extends membership to al people attending the Guild College they were obliged to let her in.
Now they're used to her, the staff are pleased to see her, rather like the chef being pleased to see me:
they like anyone who appreciates what they do.

| leave Kemlath in the landus after arranging to meet him in an hour a the Avenging Axe. The Roya
Library isvadt, with two huge wings and a massive central dome housing one of the finest collections of
worksin the west.

"Please |eave your wet cloak in the cloakroom,” says the doorkeeper.

"Completely dry," | say, pointing.

Helooksimpressed. Everything esein the city is soaking wet but I'm walking round dry and cosy.
What a superb spell.

| head for the extensive philosophy section, housed in another smaler dome at the back. All around
are thousands of books and manuscripts. Small busts of kings, saints and heroes are set into alcovesin
thewalls and the calling is painted with amagnificent fresco of Saint Queatinius banishing the Orcs, painted
by the great Usax, the finest ever Turanian artist, who lived around a hundred years ago. That's certainly
alot of culturefor one building. Makri likesit. | had never been to the place before Makri arrived in the
city.

That was one reason she chose Turai. Plenty of culture. And she heard there was alot of fighting as
well. Shewas right on both counts, but she says she wasn't expecting usto be so degenerate. There
again, she wasn't expecting to be able to earn money from her shape. She never even knew she had an
impressive figure when she was agladiator. Orcs don't find Human women attractive, So no one ever
mentioned it.

| find her engrossed in some old scroll. She looks at me suspicioudly.

"Have you got beer hidden somewhere?’

"Of coursenot.”

"You had last time. The librarian was upset.”



"Wdl, | haven't thistime."

"It's not very considerate, you know, Thraxas. | need to come here to study. It's been awkward for
me, asyou well know. Thelast thing | need isfor you to arrive drunk and spilling beer al over the
manuscripts”

"For God's sake, Makri, I'vejust got out of prison. I'm on amurder charge. Will you pick some
other timeto lecture me about my drinking? I've got good news for you."

A librarian in atoga strides forwards and tells me to be quiet and stop disturbing the other readers.
Makri gives meafoul look then stands up and motions for me to accompany her to another small room
wherewe can talk.

"What good news?"
"Sword of Vengeancewon."
Makri lets out acry of pleasure and practically dances round the table. I'm fedling smug.

"You see?Didn't | tell you | could pick winners? Easy as bribing a Senator for aman of my talents.
Okay, | may have the odd bad day, but when you want some expert help with chariot racing, Thraxasis
the man to cometo.”

Makri tots up her winningsin her head.

"Twenty-seven gurans. And | have eighteen already except | owe you ten—that means | now have
thirty-five. Isthe race meeting in Juva ill on?’

"Another couple of days. If you can cdl inat Mox'sfor aform sheet I'll sudy it tonight.”

"The form sheet always getswet when | walk back from Mox's" says Makri cunningly. "Lend methe
meagic dry cloak.”

| hand it over with asigh. "Great spell,” says Makri, wrapping it around her comfortably. "What's
happening with the murder case?!

Makri listenswhile | recount the latest developments. 1 ill don't know anything about Lisox, that
guy trying to kill Sarija. Captain Rallee says he used to work for Glixius Dragon Killer. Remember him?"

"Sure. Hemust be behind it dl," she says. "He doesn't like you, and hel's a Sorcerer.”

"Maybe. He's a powerful fighter, but I'm not sure his sorcery is good enough to fool Hasiusthe
Brilliant about the murder weapon. But he could have improved. He's certainly my number one suspect.”

"Areyou redly introuble?' asks Makri.

"I am. It'sfairly norma for the Guards to suspect me of every crimethey can't find a better suspect
for, but someoneisredly fitting me up for thisone. Even Cicerius has hisdoubts. If | don't crack the case
soon I'min serioustrouble. | can't work out if it'sal connected to the murder, or if it'smore of Rittiuss
campaign to get me."

Makri wondersif | have any good leads. | admit | have not. I made no progress with Carilis. | think
the next step isto speak to Mursiuss wife Sarija.

"I expect shelll befull of dwaagain. It gets me down trying to get any sense out of dwa addicts.”

"Maybe she won't use o much dwa now she's taken responsibility for entering Mursiuss chariot in
the TurasMemorid."

I'm surprised to hear Makri say this. "How did you know about that?"

"It'sal over town. The students a the college are talking about nothing el se. Everyone iswondering
about the race with the Elves and the Orcs. Has Sarijas chariot got any chance?!

"Noneat dl. Y ouwerent thinking of betting on it, were you?'

IIM wtE.II

"Bet on the EIf. Unless the Orcish chariot turns out to be better than we expect. That'sif the Orcish
chariot runs. | haven't made any progress with the prayer mat yet. I'm hoping Cicerius can persuade



some Sorcerer to find it. What are Orcs like with racing chariots, anyway? They seemed pretty handy in
thewar."

"They're good," says Makri. " Some of them are good with horsestoo. | wouldn't be surprised if
Rezaz the Butcher is bringing something hot to Tura.”

| notice that despite her hatred of dl things Orcish even Makri is getting caught up in the excitement
of therace. Before | depart | ask her if she has any suggestionsfor finding the prayer mat. She hasn't.

| call inon my friend Agtrath Triple Moon but it's another fruitless meeting. He can't tell me anything
about the bronze cup Kerk brought me.

"It's been cleaned.”

Every singlething | need to know about these days has been sorceroudly tampered with. Damned
Sorcerers.

| ask Adtrath if he can look back in time and pick up something about the three Orcs | encountered
in Ferias, but he draws a blank on that too.

"Whoever cleaned the areaistoo powerful for me, Thraxas," he says, looking gloomy because he's
guck inthe city intherain dong with therest of us, and doesn't have anicevillain Thamlin to shelter in
like the other Sorcerers.

"How much would Turai's Sorcerers know about Orcs? Specificdly their religion?”

"Do Orcshave ardigion?' asks Adrath.

"They might have. Y ou know, temples and bishops and things like that. And prayer mats.”

Adtrath chuckles. "I doubt it. They're too savage to spend any time praying.”

So it seemsthat even Sorcerers are ignorant of Orcish prayers. Someonein this city must be aware.
Someone knew enough to remove the prayer mat.

Back in Twelve Seasthe mood istill ugly. The Civil Guards have pacified the area, but you can fedl
the sullen resentment everywhere. The drinkersin the Avenging Axe mutter complaints againgt the King
and the Consul for dlowingiit.

"I didn't risk my life againgt the Orcs just so they could run chariots a the Turas Memorid," growls
old Parax the shoemaker. His cronies nod in angry agreement.

| don't remember Parax risking hislife at the time—I seem to recal he spent thewar hiding in his
mother's attic—but he catches the mood of the moment in the Avenging Axe. Gurd is bewildered. Asa
Barbarian he never had much grasp of grand strategy and stolidly subscribesto theideaof killing dl Orcs
onsght.

"Maybewere just luring Rezaz here so we can ambush him," he says hopefully.

Makri squeezes her body into her bikini but the gloom that pervades the place isbad for tips. Drinker
after drinker arrivesin the tavern, cursestherain, cursesthe Orcs and sits brooding over aflagon of de.
Even when she adopts emergency tactics of removing a couple of linksfrom the garment, making it so
small she might aswell be wandering around naked, it doesn't bring much of aresult.

"These copper mines might be good for the King's treasury, but it's ruining my income,” she
complains, damming afew beersdown at atable full of dockerswho barely glance at her before getting
back to muttering to each other.

A few people ask me about my hunt for Mursiusskiller. They know the Guards suspect me but, at
least in the Avenging Axe, no one takes me for amurderer. | tell everybody I'm making good progress.

"Mursius knew how to treat Orcs," says Parax. "Hing them off the battlements, that's what you do
with Orcs.”

Helegpsto hisfeet, banging hisfist on thetable.
"I'd kill any man who helped an Orc!" heroars.
"We're going to be popular when news leaks out," whispers Makri as she passes.



Kemlath arrives. His sumptuous rainbow cloak creates aminor sensation in the Avenging Axe. We
don't get many high-class Sorcerers down thisway. With hislarge frame, hisjovid laugh and his
collection of gold necklaces, Kemlath ishard to ignore. The jewellery alone would attract plenty of
attention as no one would normaly be foolish enough to walk through Twelve Seas wearing such
vauableitems. Kemlath is safe of course. No oneisgoing to try and rob a Sorcerer. Not even adwa
addict would be confused enough to do that. Sorcerers Guild rules alow them to respond to personal
attacks with as much force as necessary, and an angry Sorcerer might well decide it's necessary to fry
youto acrisp.

He'scometo get afull description of recent events and see what he can find out by sorcerous means.
"Good tavern," he says, as| lead him upgtairs. "Can you smel burning?'

| can. Thereés smokein the upstairs corridor, coming from benesth my office door. | rush in and my
desk ison fire. My desk?

| run to the bucket under the sink to get water. The bucket's empty. | haven't been bringing up water
for bathing these last few days. No red need, with dl therain.

"It'sdl right," cals Kemlath before he utters some word of power. Thefireimmediately dies avay.
Yet again | regret not studying more when | was an Apprentice. | open the outside door and the smoke
clearsdowly out of my room, mingling with the steam rising from the streets outs de as the sun beets
down during abregk intherain.

A message is scorched on the surface in spidery, blackened letters.
Do not attempt to find the works of art, it says.
| stare at the warning. Bit of an odd message.

"It isn't easy to send aburning message like that,” muses Kemlath Orc Sayer. "Hemust bea
powerful Sorcerer. Or she."

"WEell, he or sheisgoing to get anasty shock when | catch up with them,” | growl. "No one burns my
desk and gets away with it. Do not attempt to find the works of art, indeed. I'll find them and ram them
down histhroat."

Kemlath looks around, seeing if he can pick up any trace of where the attack came from. Could it be
Glixius Dragon Killer? If 0, he's much more skilled than he used to be. Makri said she saw himinthe
Royal Library last week. Perhaps he's been studying.

The smoke clears. | drink some klee and note with dissatisfaction that it's my last bottle. | now have
very little money |eft, and every timel turn around I'm being warned, attacked, arrested and generdly
harassed half to death. I'm making little progressin any direction and Sarija has been sending me
messages asking what 1'm doing about finding Mursiuss murderer. | send back a message saying I'm
doing everything | can. In which case, | suppose, I'd better do something.



Chapter Twelve

Unfortunately during the week that follows | achieve very little. The rain pours down, the streetsturn
into rivers of mud, and | run into dead end after dead end. It's been raining for twenty-two daysand I'm
no nearer to finding either Mursiusskiller or the Orcish prayer mat. Cicerius kegps demanding to know
when I'm going to come up with something, and I'm fast running out of excuses.

I've asked representatives from every concelvable group of peoplein Tural what they know about
Orcishreligion, and the sum total isnothing &t al. The Honourable Association of Merchants, the
Sorcerers, the Guard, the Brotherhood, the Transport Guild, the True Church, the Goldsmiths, and
plenty more besides. Asfar as| can seeno onein Turai knows enough about Orcsto even guessthey
have ardligion, let done deliberately set out to stedl their prayer mat. I'm starting to wonder if thewhole
thing is acoincidence. Maybe someone took the mat to keep their feet dry. Furthermore these questions
are very bad for my reputation, with the city being so touchy about Orcs just now.

| wouldn't be floundering around in quite such a hopeless manner if Cicerius could tell me anything
useful, but he can't. No one who shouldn't have been there was seen near the Prince's villa. And when
Old Hasusthe Brilliant gets round to checking the scene, he can't find anything.

"How isit that Sorcerers can never find anything?' | complain loudly to Makri. "The damned city is
top heavy with Sorcerersyet every timetheresacrimeand | could use alittle hel p there's nothing they
can do. Either the moons are in the wrong conjunction or the whole area's been mysterioudy cleaned up.
What'sthe point of having so many Sorcerersif dl they can do is make up horoscopes for handmaidens?
It'snot like that when | get accused of something, of course. No chance. Then it's, 'Wefound Thraxass
auraon the knife so let'sthrow him in the dammer.’ | tell you, Makri, they're usaless. Damned Sorcerers.
| hatethem.”

"What about Kemlath?"

| admit | don't hate Kemlath. At least he'strying to be helpful. He keeps hanging round anyway,
though | think there might be moreto it than helping me.

"| think he'staken ashineto Sarija" | say.

"Sarija? Wouldn't he regard her as beneath him? And kindly don't turn that into one of your crude
jokes."

"Who knows? Sorcerers aren't quite as hidebound about that sort of thing as other aristocrats. And

Kemlath comes from the far west originally, same as Astrath. He's certainly been spending alot of time
with her. Says he's hdping her to kick dwa."

Makri agrees that this does seem to be working. "But that might be because you got her addicted to
beer instead.”

"Wdl it'sfar hedthier. Build her up. Shell need her energy if shes il planning to enter Storm the
Citadd inthe Turas Memorid."

| stare glumly out of the window. Magic dry cloak or not, | can hardly bear going out intherain
again. Y esterday the aqueduct that runs down to Twelve Seas collapsed with the weight of water.



Workers sent by the local branch of the Revered Federation of Guilds are now struggling to repair it. The
guilds are blaming Prefect Driniusfor the lack of maintenance. The Prefect is accusing the guilds of
inflating their workmen'sfees. Strikes and litigation are threstened on al sides. It's slandard Hot Rainy
Season stuff, and adds to the genera gloom.

Kerk's sdler of stolen goods claimsto know nothing of the bronze cup. He has no more of the works
of art and won't even admit that the cup came from his shop. His businessis under the protection of the
Brotherhood so thereslittle | can do to threaten him. | ask Kerk to notify meif anything else comeson to
the market.

Neither Agtrath or Kemlath could learn anything from the cup, and I'm no further on with the murder
of Murdus. Even though Sarijaismy client | haven't neglected to have her checked out, or Carilis.
Nothing useful turns up. Close questioning of servants, relatives, local shopkeepers and various others
falstoreved if Cariliswas having an affair with Senator Mursius. Some think she might have been.
Othersdon't. No one knows for sure. And even if she was, S0 what? There's nothing particularly unusua
inaSenator having an affair with another woman. If that woman isyoung, attractive and engaged in
looking after the dwarridden shell of Mursiusswife, it seems quite probable, but no reason for aman to
get murdered. Evenif hiswife Sarijawas the jeal oustype, | doubt she could have stayed on her feet long
enoughtodoit.

Carilis has gone to ground and refuses to spesk to me. She won't tell me how she knew where the
goodswere. | think she's scared.

I've no ideawhy Mursiuswas in the warehouse in the first place. No one reports any strange
behaviour on his part and his persond attendant claims not to know what he did that day.

"The Senator gave me the day off," hetdlsme. Very convenient for him, if not for me.

Guardsman Jevox tells me that the Civil Guard till thinks I'm the cul prit. Even so, it's carrying on with
itsinvestigations under pressure from Rittius and Samilius, trying to dig up more evidenceto nail me. They
haven't turned up anything new. This gives The Renowned Chronicle something to whine about, though
it goends mogt of itstime complaining about the imminent arriva of the Orcish chariot. The city istill
smmering. The True Church is particularly upset and its Pontifexes thunder againg the notion from their
pulpits. Even Archbishop Xerius, astrong supporter of the King, letsit be known in private that he's not
happy.

| do turn up one interesting fact. Drasius the banker wasn't the only one to hear the rumour about the
Society of Friends planning amajor betting coup on the Turas Memorid. The story has certainly passed
around town among the betting fraternity. This doesn't prove anything—such rumours are common
enough among Turai's perpetudly paranoid gamblers—but it'sinteresting if only because Glixius Dragon
Killer isaknown associate of the Society. A man of his sorcerous power might be expected to bein on
the plot. I've received two more sorcerous warnings, presumably from Glixius, so I'minterested in
anything he doesright now.

| wonder about the Turas Memorid. Even though Senator Mursius knew the Elves were entering, he
advised meto back Storm the Citadd with everything | had. Why was he so confident? Could he
possibly have been involved in the plot somehow? Might the Society of Friends have been planning to
help Storm the Citadel win? | doubt it but | can't absolutely dismissit. Nor can | dismissthe other
possibility, that Mursiusjust stumbled into the picture somehow and was murdered by the Society to
keep him quiet. Nothing redlly points that way, however.

| st downgtairswith aflagon of dein front of me.

Makri brings me another as she finishes her shift. She noticesthat my face failsto light up asthe beer
arives.

"No progress?'
"Nathing."
"Can | borrow the magic dry cloak for College tonight?*



"Okay."

"Redly?'

"I'veno usefor it. I've investigated everything and found nothing. I'm just going to Sit here drinking till
Pragtor Samilius comes and arrests me for the murder.”

"Whenwill thet be?'

"Probably right before Glixiuskillsmewith aspell.”

"Comeon, Thraxas," says Makri. "Theré's no point sitting round being as miserable asaNiojan
whore about everything."

"Fine" | say. "You have cheered meimmensdy. | am now as happy as a drunken mercenary.”

"Dont get angry with me," says Makri.

Makri iseasly annoyed these days. The constant downpour, the strain of her studies and the amount
of shifts she hasto work are getting to her. And she till hasn't collected the sixty gurans she promised
Minarixa The race meeting in Juva ended without usfinding another chariot worth backing. Makri asked
Gurd for aloan, but Gurd's trade has been poor and he's aso had the expense of fixing the roof, which
gprang severd leaksin one of last week's storms. So he claims, anyway, though | suspect that Gurd may
just be unwilling to lend out any money for the purposes of hel ping the Association of Gentlewomen. In
the northern Barbarian |ands where Gurd comes from, women have alower socia status than horses,
and hefindsit difficult to adapt to our more civilised ways.

Makri's only hope of raising the Sixty intimeis a another race meet even further south in Smnia.
She'sfrustrated with the delay. In truth sixty guransisn't going to get the Association of Gentlewomen
very far. They've run into problemswith their attempt to have themsalves recognised by the Revered
Federation Council. They need money to pay abribe to the Pragtor in charge of Guild Affairsand they
need it quickly elsethe whole process will be delayed for ayear. Theloca group has been going round
Twelve Seas with collection boxes and getting precious little reward for their troubles. Maybe therich
women up in Thamlin are doing better. Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, isamember, | believe. She'savery
powerful Sorcerer.

"Get Lisutaristo magic you some money,” | suggest to Makri.

"Could shedo that?' asks Makri, eagerly.

"Of coursenat,” | reply, having agood laugh a Makri's naivete.

Makri storms off annoyed. | never liketo let aday pass without upsetting someone, as my ex-wife
used to say. | gather up another beer and dump back in my chair.

Parax the shoemaker stumbles through the door.
"Goddamniit, I'm wet," he says. "It'sthe Orcs.”

Parax isafool. It's day twenty-two of the Hot Rainy Season. He knows as well as everyone el se that
there's another eight daysto go, Orcs or no Orcs. Gurd points this out to him.

"Well, it'sheavier than usud,” counters Parax, continuing to insst that we're cursed. | wonder what
he'd say if he knew that Rezaz the Butcher was here dready.

| gudy theform for the chariotsin the upcoming meseting in Smnia. Far south of Tura, it's hot there.
Too hat, redly, but at least they don't have aHot Rainy Season. | wish | wastherejust now, far avay
from this damp, stinking, corrupt and crime-ridden city.

| turn the sheet of paper listing the chariots over to study the other sde. Except on the other side
there don't seem to be any chariots. Just amessage printed in red ink: Take care, Thraxas, you have
little time | eft.

| damit downin afury. Thishasgonetoo far. Now | can't even read the racing form without a
sorcerous warning gppearing and messing it up.

Kemlath Orc Sayer arriveslater inthe day and | show him the message.



"Can't you pick up anything from it?"
So far Kemlath has been unable to say for sure where any of the sorcerous warnings have come
from. He stares hard at the document for along time.

"I think hel's getting cardless,” says Kemlath, eventudly. "1 wouldn't stake my reputationonitina
court of law, but I think this message hasfaint traces of Glixius Dragon Killer onit."

| pound thetable. "So! It is Glixiusl Hestrying to scare me off the investigation.”

Kemlath, as ever, iswearing plenty of jewellery: gold chains, silver bracdets, and adigtinctive antique
ring on hisfinger with afabulous blue sonein it. He buys me a beer and asks how the caseisgoing. | tell
him I've made little progress.

"| can't seem to get ahandle on it somehow. But I'm still hopeful more of Mursiuss art will turn up. If
the cup did, there's no reason why afew more pieces shouldn't find their way on to the market. Once
they do, it might give me an opening.”

"Do you think the same person that stole the works of art murdered Mursius?'

"Probably. Either that or they know who did."

"Youthink itsGlixius?'

| nod. "He's never been convicted of anything. Thinks he's safe with his sorcery and his aristocratic
connections. Well, heswrong. If hekilled Mursius, I'm going to nail him."

"Y ou were dways adogged soldier,” says Kemlath, which | take as a compliment, dong with
another beer.

Three days later, I'm beginning to wonder if Parax might have been right about us being cursed. The
rain is heavier than anyone can ever remember. Usually there are periods where it stops, the sun shines
and the city gets a chanceto breathe. Thisyear the downpour isrelentless. Lifein Twelve Seas becomes
unbearable. Quintessence Street isasea of mud and some of the small streets running off it are
completely impassable. A few cheap tenements have crumbled to the ground, their foundations
undermined. Everywhere you look someone is desperately trying to shore up abuilding, repair aroof or
bail themselves out of trouble. Tradein the city dowsto acrawl and the anger about the Orcslies over
Tura inasmmering cloud.

All thewhile the heat produces thunderstorms so terrifying that our more nervous citizens start
looking up old prophesies, wondering if the end of the world might be nigh. Makri shakes her sword
angrily at the Sky while practising her fighting skillsin the back yard in defiance of the dements.

| recelve another warning. Thistimeit's magicaly etched into my own flagon, which | take asavery
persond attack. I'm late with the rent but for once Gurd understands that there's nothing much | can do
about it. I'm not the only onefinding it hard to earn aliving these days. Street vendors, messengers,
whores, wagon drivers—all give up the struggle with the e ements and huddle indoors, waiting for it to
pass.

"I'vetramped over haf thiscity looking for that damned prayer mat,” | tell Makri. "It'sone of the
most frustrating cases I've ever come across.”

"What about Mursuss murder?'

"That's one of the most frustrating cases I've ever come across aswell. Do you know—"

"Yes, fing" interrupts Makri. " So, who are we betting on in thefirst race at Smnia?"

"Thank you for your support. Okay, thefirst racein Smnia. | reckon the second favouritein the first
raceisareasonable bet."

"Only areasonable bet? I'm running out of excusesfor Minarixa. Everyonewaslooking at me at last
night's meeting. Do you think they know | gambled the money away?'

"I doubt it. Who would suspect you, an escaped dave gladiator with Orcish blood in her veins, of
acting with anything except impeccable honesty 7"



Weleavefor Mox's.
"Y ou might lend me the magic dry cloak."
"No. It'smine. Who isit hasto say aspdll over it every day?'

| have my own reasons for needing awin at the races. I'm running severdly short of money and soon
won't have enough for my daily supply of beer.

"l can't function without beer."

"Aren't you the person who aways ridicules these dwa addicts for wasting their lives on astupid
drug?'

"That'snot the samething at al,” | inform my smart young companion. "Beer isanorma hedthy part
of any man'sdiet, particularly avigorous man like mysdf. It's part of our culture and heritage. Dwaisfor
degenerates. Let'sgo.”

Wewalk out into the swamp that used to be Quintessence Street. A gaeis blowing the ssormin from
the sea. Therain lashesinto my face and the lightning splits the sky above. | grit my teeth and struggle on.
Mox'sis closeto the harbour, right next to Prisox's pawn shop, another establishment with which | am
very familiar. Despite the adverse wegther, it will be business as usud there. Prisox always has ahedthy
supply of sad customerstrying to raise alittle cash for lifé's necessities.

Makri, after her initid inclination to splash out on wild bets on chariots with long odds, has settled
into a careful strategy and is content to go adong with my suggestion of amodest gamble on Bear Baiter.
She betsfifteen of her thirty-five gurans. As Bear Baiter isquoted at evens, she standsto win fifteen
gurans, which will bring her closeto her target. | bet asmilar amount.

Aswe leave we run into athrong of people. The crowd seems quite cheerful, or as cheerful asit's
possible to be when lightning is searing the rooftops and wind and rain are pinning you to the walls.

"What's happening?' | yell to the nearest passer-by.
"Elvesare coming in," heroars back, abovethedin.

Of course. The Elvish chariot isdueto land at the docks today. Everyone is heading for the harbour.
| can't missthis. Like any true gambler | want to see the Elvish chariot and horsesin order to form some
opinions of their chancesin therace. And it's not just gambling that brings people here. Everyonelikes
Elvesand Lord Listh-ar-Mohis till aheroin Tural.

At the harbour crowds of people are straining their eyesfor the first sght of the Elvish ship, and a
podium has been set up for welcoming speeches. No one seemsworried that the Elves might not arrive
on schedule. They're renowned for their sailing skills, and have probably used sorcery to calm the waters
on the way. Sure enough, acry goes up that theresasail on the horizon. A pleasant ripple of anticipation
runs through the crowd. Everyone forgets their rain-soaked misery asthe green sails gradudly grow in
Sze asthe Elvish ship approaches the harbour.

Cheers go up asthe Elves take down the sails and manoeuvre into the harbour. A bigger cheer goes
up when Lord Listh-ar-Moh himself is spotted on deck. He hasasilver band around his brow, and his
green cloak flapsin thewind. Around him are various attendants, al tall and fair. Asthe ship drawsinto
the pier Elvish sailorswaveto the crowd.

Elvesaredwaystal, fair and golden-eyed. They generally wear green. Their earsare dightly pointed
at thetop. It's never difficult to recognise an Elf. It cheers me to see them. It cheers me further to think
that if the Orcish chariot is given any chance by the bookmakers, the odds on the Elves might just stretch
out far enough to be worth a bet.

Consul Kdius, Turai's most important officid, is here to welcome the Elves on behdf of the King.
Hée's sanding on a podium with an attendant holding an umbrellaover his head, but with the storm il
raging he cuts his speech short, smply welcoming the Elvesto the city, thanking them for their help in the
past, wishing them good luck in the race, then departing with Lord Lisith in aconvoy of officid carriages.
The crowd applaud, and crane their necks to see the chariot being unloaded. The horses snort



apprehensvely asthey are lowered in harnesses from the ship to the pier, but their Elvish grooms cdll to
them, calming them down, before leading them off to the shelter of anearby warehouse. | note with
interest that thisis the same warehouse in which Senator Mursius was murdered.

Do the Elveswho have just arrived know they're going to be up against an Orc? | wonder. | follow
asyoung Elveswhed their chariot into the warehouse. They're lithe and strong and show noill effects
from their long voyage through rough seas from the Southern Idandsto Tural.

Makri has remained silent throughout dl this activity. When it comesto Elves she has mixed
emotions. She's dways attracted to Elves, partly because sheis quarter Elf herself and partly because she
thinksthat the men in Tural are such scum. On the other hand, Elves annoy the hell out of her because
they always react badly to her quarter-Orc blood.

The chariot isloaded safdly into the warehouse. I'm right up at the doors, peering in past the
attendants. | dip past an Elf distracted by the sight of Makri and poke my head in the door. | can't
believeit'sa coincidence that the EIf chariot is being stored in the same place that Mursius was murdered.

Civil Guards are in attendance to keep order and to prevent anyone from touching the chariot. One
of them spots me, and calsto meto get out.

"What do you think you're doing?"
"Nothing," | grunt, though thisis not quitetrue. In redity I'm staring at the wall of the warehouse

where I'vejust noticed, scratched in tiny letters close to the floor, apair of clagped hands, very crudely
drawn. Just apiece of graffiti, acommon enough sight in the city.

But not that particular sign, | muse, as the Guards g ect me and the rest of the overly curious crowd.
Two clasped handsisthe sign of the Society of Friends, who don't hang around in Twelve Seas, which is
controlled by the Brotherhood, their deadly enemies. Any known Society man wandering around in
Twelve Seaswould soon end up dead. But who e se other than a Society of Friends man would make
such amark? With the Brotherhood being so powerful in the south of the city, it's not the sort of thing
that even abored youth would do. Scrawling Society of Friends graffiti isliable to earn you agood
beating, or worse.

Outsde Makri istaking to ayoung Elf in Elvish. The heavy rain hasflattened her hair so her pointed
ears show through. The EIf looks intrigued but troubled. Soon an EIf commander calsto him and he
hurriesaway.

| tell Makri about the Society of Friends graffiti. Has the Society been in the warehouse in which
Mursius was murdered? The same place in which the Elvish horses and chariot are now being stored
prior to removal to the stables a the Stadium?

"Areyou coming home, or do you want to hang around waiting for more Elvesto appear?’

"Stupid Elves," says Makri, waking rapidly away. The crowd make optimistic noises about the Orc
curse being lifted now that Lord Lisith has arrived. | catch up with Makri. She'sin abad mood after
mesting the Elves. Poor Makri. They're never going to welcome her like along-lost sster.

At the end of Quintessence Street | sense magic close by and spin around in case I'm under attack.
Right behind me atall man in agrey cloak is gpproaching through the rain. His face |ooks down towards
the ground but | recognise him anyway. It's Glixius Dragon Killer. | grab him as he passes, which isrash,
given Glixiuss power, but I'm still annoyed at the damage to my own persona tankard. Helooksup in
surprise.

"Leave your rainbow cloak a home, did you?"

"Thraxas! How dare you lay ahand on me. Do you wish to be blasted into the next world?'

"How dare you send me sorcerous warnings!" | counter. "That tankard was very dear to me. And |
don't gppreciate you writing dl over my racing form either.”

"Have you goneinsane?’ roarsthe Sorcerer. "I have no timefor your petty stupidities. Be gonel”

Heraises hisarm to cast some spdll a me. | brace mysdlf, hoping that my spell protection charmisin



good working order. | don't get to find out because before Glixius can utter aword Makri dugshim on
the back of his head with the pommel of her sword. He dumps unconscious to the ground.

"Nicework, Makri."

"I needed that," she says, and looks alittle more cheerful. We leave Glixiuslying in the mud.

"Thet'l teach him to meddle with me."

At the Avenging Axefour Civil Guards and a Praetor's assstant are waiting for me. The official hands
me apaper and informs me I'm due in court the day after the Triple-Moon Conjunction festiva ends.

"Careto buy me abeer to celebrate?’ | ask the Pragtor's assistant.

He doesn't care. They depart.

"Have they charged you with the murder?" enquires Makri.

"Not exactly. Cicerius managed to have that delayed. | have to go before the examining magistrate,
who looks at the evidence."

"What happens then”?'

"Then he charges me with murder.”

Later intheday | receive the newsthat Bear Baiter romped home a clear winner, which givesme
enough money for afew beers and Makri another fifteen guransto add to her tota. She now hasfifty and
needs only ten more.

"Stop gtting around drinking beer," says Makri, interrupting my late-night relaxation. " Start Sudying
theform sheet.”

| Sgh. Lifewas easer when Makri disgpproved of gambling. Ciceriuss Aedile, or Assstant, arrives
on horseback |ooking for news. The Deputy Consul is extremely agitated at my lack of progressin
locating the prayer mat. Lord Rezaz Caseg isincreasingly unhappy at his charioteer'sloss and may quit
the city any day. | tell the Aedile I'm doing everything | can. | have abeer in one hand and theracing
sheet in the other which might give him the wrong impression. He doesn't [ook too impressed when he
ridesaway.

Chapter Thirteen

| make no progressin the next few days. I'm sitting gloomily at my desk, beer in hand, when | hear
voicesin the corridor outside. Makri's voice and another one, softer. | creep over and place my ear to
the door. The other voice belongsto Hanama. Another socid cdl from the Assassin?

"I won fifteen gurans on Bear Baiter," Makri istdling her. "Evensfavourite a Smnia. Hewon by
three lengths after adow start. But Bear Baiter dways starts dowly. | wasn't worried.”

"I didn't know you were so informed about betting,” says Hanama, sounding impressed.

"| picked it up here and there," repliesMakri. "If you cometo the Turas Memorid I'll show you how
itsdone.



| wrench open the door. "Will you stop discussing gambling with Assassins outside my room?I'm
trying towork in here"

"So, what's eating you?" asks Makri.
"Her," | retort, indicating Hanama. ™Y ou might be buddies, but she till gives methe cregps. Since
when have Assassins placed bets? Shouldn't you be out murdering people?!

Hanama eyes me camly and retreats down the corridor without comment, followed by Makri.
Damned Assassins. How come she's o friendly with Makri recently?

"And it was me that picked Bear Baiter," | yell after them.

| get out the magic dry cloak. It'stimeto vist the Brotherhood. They are very powerful in Turai.
They started off as abunch of small-time crooks operating round the harbour about two hundred years
ago. Now they're one of the most powerful groupsin the whole city-state. Since dwa started flooding
into the city, bringing with it vast profits and awhole new class of people dependent on crime, their
influence has grown aarmingly. They're behind most crimind activity in the south of the city, but they dso
have ther fingersin various legitimate busnesses. Many of our banking houses, for ingtance, are now
suspected of using dwamoney to fund their enterprises, and when a Senator makes a speech in favour of
some particular venture you can never be sureif heisn't being heavily influenced by the vast wedlth and
influence of the Brotherhood.

Whilel am too smdl-timeto redly irritate the Brotherhood, | couldn't claim that they like me. Casax,
their bossin Twelve Seas, was particularly displeased with mewhen | prevented him from making off
with the King's gold which had originaly been stolen by Galwinius, our ex-Prefect. He warned methen to
stay well out of hisway. So some might say it isunwise of meto walk into the Mermaid, Twelve Seas
most dangerous tavern and loca Brotherhood headquarters, and demand to see him.

Severa thugs confer with each other then send a message upstairs. Karlox, ahuge bruiser whom |
have had severa run-inswith in the past, appears at the top and motions me up. He shows meinto the
large room at the back, where Casax is ditting at atable. | greet him politely and take a seat without
waiting to be asked.

He daresa medlently for afew minutes. Thetableis huge, beautifully carved. On thewalls around
us are va uabl e tapestries showing scenes from Turai's legendary past. Casax is not especidly
ostentatious as gang chiefs go but he needsto remind visitors of his power.

"Didn't | tdll you to stay well out of my way, Investigator?' he says eventualy.
"Probably," | reply. "But most people say that to me, one time or another.”
"So what do you want?'

"A chat about the Society of Friends.”

This gets his attention. The Society operate way out of my territory. | have no contacts there and no
rea means of gaining information about them, so I'm hoping that | might learn something from the
Brotherhood. Even though they don't like me, they like the Society alot less.

"We|?" says Casax.

| can fed Karlox's eyesboring into the back of my neck. Last timewemet | wason ahorseand |
rode him down. He'd like to repay the compliment.

" think they've been working down at the docks. | wondered if you might know anything abouit it."

"Since when have the Brotherhood discussed their affairs with cheap Investigators?”

"I'm not asking you to discuss your affairs. I'm talking about the Society of Friends. | takeit you don't
know anything about the warehouse where Mursius was killed?!

| tell him about my suspicions that the Society have been at work in the warehouse. Casax asksif |
have any evidence gpart from the graffiti.

"No. But it al fits, more or less. Y ou've heard the rumours that the Society are planning some sort of



betting coup. Senator Mursius was entering his chariot in the Turas Memorid. His stolen artworks ended
up at that warehouse. And then he ended up there too, dead. And now it turns out to be the same
warehouse where the Elvish chariot is stored when it's brought off the ship. | don't know what that all
means, but it seemslike too much of a coincidenceto me."

Casax ponders my words. Like al Brotherhood chiefs he's capable of brutdity, but he's not dumb. If
the Society has been operating secretly in histerritory he wantsto know all about it.

"So, what do you want from me, Investigator?'

"Information. In exchange for what I've told you. Anything you know or find out about the
warehouse. And I'll tell you anything ese | learn about the Society working in Twelve Seas™

Casax remains slent for atime. The only sound isthe rain beating down outsde. Findly he nods.
"Okay." Helooks a meintently. "I hear you've not been doing too well at the races.”

Casax wants me to be impressed that he knows my business. | shrug, and don't look impressed.

"Y ou're not going to be apopular maninthiscity,” he continues. "No one's going to like the man
who's looking after the Orcs.”

Thisisablow. | curseslently. | supposeit was bound to lesk out eventudly. | can't entirely hide my
discomfiture. Casax amiles; at least, the tiny twitching of hislipsis probably meant to be asmile. Karlox
shows me out.

"I'll kill you one day, fat man," he says asaparting shot.
| don't bother replying. | receive too many death threats to be always coming up with smart answers.

Therainisheavier than ever. It'samost the end of the Hot Rainy Season. The water in Quintessence
Street is deep enough to drown dogs and small children. There are far too many dogs and small children
around here anyway. It takes me along time to walk back to the Avenging Axe. Swest pours down
insde my cloak. The Hot Rainy Season. | hateit. | thank God that thisisthe last day. Tomorrow,
according to Tura'sregular caendar, the rain will dry up and well have amonth or so of pleasant autumn
wesether before winter arrives.

The prospect of the rain ending has restored some cheer to the inhabitants of Turai, but it's
overshadowed by the knowledge that thisis also the day that the Orcish chariot isdueto arrive. Asthe
land route from the east isimpassable at thistime of year they'll be coming by sealike the Elves, though
without the welcoming reception party. Twelve Seasis crawling with Civil Guards, posted to keep order.
Even though thisisthe King'sidea he's not going to risk lowering himsdlf in public opinion by officidly
greeting the Orcs, and even Consul Kalius seemsto be distancing himsdf. The only officidsthereto greet
them will be Cicerius and Mdusthe Fair, Stadium Sorcerer.

| practically bump into Captain Rallee at the foot of my gtairs. "Don't expect the Guards to protect
you over thisone," he says.

"| takeit you've heard the news."

"l have. Never thought I'd see the day when you'd be guarding Orcs, Thraxas."

"Meneither."

"Why areyou doing it?"

| explain to the Captain upstairsin my office. He understands how I've been forced into it, but he

doesn't think that your average Turanian will have much sympathy. "The way the scandd sheetswill
report it you'll have volunteered for the job."

The Captain crosses over to the window and stares out at therain. "Last day, thank God," he
mutters. | ask himif helll be putting in an appearance at the Avenging Axetonight. Therésawaysa
prolonged celebration on the night of the last day of the Hot Rainy Season and the Captain's not averse
to agpot of celebrating himself. He shakes his head.

"I'mon duty. They've cancdled dl leave. The city'srestless. Therain's been keeping thelid on, but



no one's happy about the Orcs coming. | don't like the way things are shaping up, Thraxas. Too many
strange things are happening. Y ou know it's rumoured the Society of Friends are planning some sort of
betting coup?'

"Yeah, | heard."

"You know | even heard awhisper that the Assassins are placing bets? It's like some sort of fever's
gripped the city sinceit was learned the Elves and the Orcs are coming.”

The Captain tosses down the rest of hisklee, fastens his cloak and departs abruptly. Melusthe Fair
isgoing to haveto bein good form to keep thingslegd. Talking of Mdusthe Fair, she'sdue back in
town today. She's been away out west on agoodwill mission to study sorcery in Samsarina. She'sdueto
welcome the Orcish chariot into town.

Theresaknock at the door. | answer it with asword in my hand, ready for anything. It turnsout to
be a bedraggled messenger who hands over a scroll then departs. | unroll it and read it:

Found more artwork, it says. Kerk'ssignatureis at the bottom. Good. At last something isgoing
wall.

Makri arrives. "Are we going to Mox's?'

"Sure you don't want to go with your Assassin friend?’ | say.

Makri doesn't rise to the bait. We sneak down Quintessence Street, which isn't too difficult asthe
torrentia downpour cutsvisbility dmost to zero. We're sneaking because Minarixathe baker isannoyed
at Makri for failing to come up with the Sixty gurans as promised.

"I'veredly offended the Association of Gentlewomen. It'shdll. Last night Chulani the carpet-weaver
sad very pointedly that she was surprised to hear that certain members had been gambling with the
Association's money and was Minarixa planning to do anything about running these members out of
Turd."

"She might not have been referring to you,” | point out. "Half the city is gripped by gambling fever just
now. Y ou're probably not the only member of the A.G. who's diverted funds to the bookies."

"I'm sure someone's been spreading rumours.”

"Well don't look a me. Theonly contact | have with the Association of Gentlewomen ismy daily
order for two large meat pies and three loaves of bread at Minarixas bakery. Faceit, Makri, you haven't
been that discreet. Anyone could have seen you hanging round Honest Mox's.”

Makri screws up her facein near anguish. "How did | ever get into this?' she demands, Staring
accusngly a me.

We're on our way to place abet before joining in the wel coming committee for the Orcish chariot.
Makri'sfifty gurans have shrunk to thirty, the result of avery poor performance by the favouritein thelast
racein Smnia. Makri spoent most of the evening cursing al horses, chariots and race meetings and
demanded to know if the Sorcerer at Smniais honest.

"If 1 find he's been taking bribes I'll ride down to Smniamysalf and gut him likeapig,” sheraged.
More or less standard behaviour for any gambler in Tural. It getsinto the blood somehow. The streets
arethick with Civil Guards and the Paace has sent down wagonloads of troops to back them up in case
serioustrouble erupts.

| sense acertain coldnessintheair asMakri and | enter Mox's. News of my cursed misson must be
Spreading.

"Just can't keep away from Orcs," whispers someone.

"He's brought one with him," whispers someone dse.

Makri's eyes widen and her hand flashes to her sword as she prepares to wreak mayhem for being
caled an Orc, but she rememberswhat she's doing here and checks herself. She needsto win another
thirty gurans urgently and she's not going to be able to do that if she destroys Mox's shop and everyone



init. She'stense enough aready at the bet she's putting on. Victory or Desth is even money but isonly
joint favourite and I'm not at al certain about its chances. Makri, however, has no choice. She'srun out
of time and must now place her whole remaining thirty gurans on the chariot and hopeit comesin a
winner.

"Shame you haven't found the prayer mat, Thraxas. I'd have given it atry.”

Wewait a the queue. Themanin front of me, alarge, ugly individud 1've never seen before,
suddenly turnsto me and snarls" Orc lover” right in my face.

Like Makri, | hold mysdf back. | don't want to get into afight, not before I've placed a bet.

"Merdy heping the King out,” | answer pleasantly. It doesn't placate him. | draw myself up and try to
look like a Sorcerer who might just blast everyoneto hdl if they're not careful. This sometimesworks, as
most peoplein Twelve Seas don't redise how insgnificant my powersredly are. Many hostile eyes
follow me as | advance up the queue. At the counter Mox is sullen. Despite the fact that I've been one of
hisfinest cusomersfor years he refusesto greet me, and takes my bet in slence.

Outsde the shop | hurry away, with Makri a my hedls.

"Thisisbad. Damn thet Cicerius"

Makri isbristling about her treatment. She saysthat if her chariot doesn't win she's going to go back
and kill everyonein Mox'sfor daring to cal her an Orc.

"What if it wins?'

"Il let some of them live."

| figure | might aswell take alook at the Orcish chariot that's causng me so much grief. Therain

beets down and another storm rollsin off the sea. By the time we reach the harbour the sky is black and
the crowd iswailing that we're cursed.

"God will destroy usfor welcoming them into the city,” yellsayoung Pontifex, who urgesthe crowd
to repent while they till have the chance.

Vighility is so poor that the Orcish ship isnot seen until its monstrous black sails suddenly loom out
of the darkness right at the mouth of the harbour. The mob yellsin fury and the Civil Guards and soldiers
struggle to keep order. Thunder roarsin one long continuous explosion and the rain batters down like
hailstones from hell. Asthe ship draws dowly dongside the pier Lord Rezaz Caseg and his attendants
suddenly appear to welcometheir felow Orcs. His black cloak billowsinthewind. Hisfeatures are
hidden by ablack and gold helmet. The crowd explodes with rage and the soldiers beat them back with
deffs.

Suddenly, at the podium set up for the welcoming committee, green and blue shafts of light cut
through the air. The shafts grow in intensity before bursting into star shapes which float over the heads of
the crowd. They hang in the rain-darkened atmosphere before changing again into huge yellow flowers
which dowly drift off towards the clouds. The crowd stop rioting, their attention drawn by the fine
pyrotechnic display.

Méeusthe Fair sepsforward on to the podium, her staff in her hand. | have my own illuminated staff
with me, hanging from my bdlt. It's pretty feeble compared with Meuss. The crowd applauds. Mdusthe
Fair isapopular favourite. As sheraises her hands, the crowd becomes amost peaceful and the Orcs
begin to disembark without trouble.

"Nicetrick," | mutter to Makri. "Lets hope she'sin asgood form at the Turas Memorid."

Wedl watch as Lord Rezaz removes his hdlmet and marches forward, flanked by eight warrior
Orcs, to meet Me us. Cicerius has now appeared at her side and he holds his hand up, palm outwards, in
formal greeting. | notice that Me us has put amagic dry spell on her cloak, which isthe smart thing to do,
but poor old Ciceriusis getting very wet indeed. Histoga clingsto his bony frame.

The crowd watch, partly in anger and partly in fascination. Many of our younger citizens have never
even seen an Orc before. The Orc Lord marches with more dignity than | would have credited, and



greets his compatriots and Melus. Speeches are extremely brief. Everyone knows thisis not an occasion
to spend too much time over.

Lord Rezaz mutters an order that is tranamitted from his attendants to the crew of the ship. A huge
covered crate islowered from the ship to the pier. The Orc chariot. Attendants are strapping the Orc
steedsinto the harnesses they use at the docks for unloading livestock.

To the disappointment of the crowd, the chariot is drawn into the warehouse without being
uncovered. Now that the Orcs are here, and trouble has been kept at bay, not afew of the onlookers are
keen for asight of the chariat, if only to help them judge which way to bet. The horseslook impressive
enough—Iarge and jet black, with fiery eyes and long manes, groomed to perfection.

"They'rehere" saysavoiceinmy ear.

It's Kemlath. Thismust be very strange for him. One of Turai's most notable killers of Orcs, and he's
forced to watch them arriving in the city as guests of the King.

Mélus, Cicerius and the Orcs quickly depart in astring of carriages. The soldiers advanceto clear
away the crowds. We make our way back to the Avenging Axe viaHonest Mox's.

Assoon as| stepinside | know we've lost our bets. | can dwaystell. | glance at the board on which
Mox hasjust chaked up the result, fresh up from the Sorcerer in Smnia Victory or Death lost by ashort
head.

Makri's head droops. We maketo leave.

"Been seeing your Orcish friends up at the harbour?' sneers alarge docker with armslike tree trunks
and fiststo match. Makri spinson her hed so fast it's hard to catch exactly what she does but at the end
of it her elbow is sunk about eight inchesinto the docker's scomach. His mouth opens. No sound comes
out and he collapsesto the floor. Makri walks out dowly and with dignity. | hurry after her. Kemlath is
impressed.

"Finetechnique," he says, but Makri isin too bad a mood to acknowledge the compliment. Instead
she cursestherain.

"It'll be sunny tomorrow," | say.

"But | till won't have any money," says Makri. "'l can't believe | went through al that and I'm back
where| started. These chariot races are fixed."

A woman with a basket appears through the gloom and Makri hurls herself down an adleyway out of
Sgnt.

"Member of the A.G.?" | enquire, after she'sgone.

"Coxi thefishwife. Very militant."

We make our way home through the impossible mud. | offer Makri my magic dry cloak but she says
she's so wet dready it doesn't matter.



Chapter Fourteen

Two messages are waiting for me at the Avenging Axe. One of them, etched in magicad letters of fire
on my front door, says. Beware, your death approaches. Now I'll have to get the door repainted. At
least therain put thefire out.

The other oneisfrom Cicerius. Init heinforms methat Lord Rezaz is again threatening to leave the
city if he doesn't get his charioteer's prayer mat back quickly. Now his chariot is here he wantsto
practise.

| curse. Thisisthelast night of the Hot Rainy Season. Everyone celebrates. Can't they leaveamanin
peace for one day? How am | meant to find their damned prayer mat? If it's so important to these Orcs,
why did they loseit in thefirgt place? Ciceriustdls methat it'll be another couple of weeks until the
moons are in the correct alignment for Old Hasius to check back in time. That's no use to anyone.

I'm uptown, wondering what to do next. | have acouple of beersin asmall tavern frequented by the
young gpprentices from theloca silveramith. Inspiration fallsto strike. | decideto visit Makri inthe
Library. Maybe shelll have some good ideas. | find her sitting with abundle of old scrolls, but sheistoo
disconsolate about losing her money to have any good idess.

"Last day of therain. Maor celebration tonight.”
"| don't fed like celebrating,” replies Makri.
"Neither do1."

A bearded scholar at the next table looks at us pointedly and we lower our voices. | glance at the
scroll infront of Makri. It's entitled Compar ative Religion and is some desthly dull trestise on the subtle
differences between religious practicesin Tural and its neighbours. We pray threetimesaday in Tural. In
Nigj it'ssx. In Mattesh it'sfour. Fascinating stuff.

A germ of anidea gppears. | lean forward to whisper to Makri. "Would thislibrary have anything
about Orcreligion?"

Makri doesn't know. "If anything has ever been written about it, it'll be here. Why?!

"Sudden Investigator'sintuition,” | tell her.

Therésavery large and comprehensive catalogue, which Makri, with her superior knowledge, starts
checking. After afair amount of shuttling back and forth between various volumes, shefinaly locatesa
relevant entry.

"Thereisascroll about Orcish religion. Just one. Written in the last century by some scholar I've
never heard of."

Makri leads me to the centre of the library where the librarians sit behind alarge counter decorated
with paintings of the saints, most of whom seem to be reading manuscripts. She approaches ayoung man
and asks him for the scroll. He blushes, then goes off to find it.

"Hehasacrush on me,” whispers Makri.
Hé's gone along time. When hefindly returnshe's carrying asmall scroll, the entire sum of



knowledgein Turai about Orcish religion. | takeit to atable and start to unroll it. The scroll is dusty with
age, but | notice that some of the dust has recently been shifted.

"Here. Chapter Three. Prayer mats."

It'savery full description of therole of prayer matsin the Orcish Lands. | read it through.

"The importance extendsto the class of charioteers, who will not ride their chariot unless standing

firmly on their mat. Failure to do so would mean they risked being sent to the place of damnation should
they diein an accident whilst riding. Well, how about that?*

| ask Makri to enquire of the young librarian if anyone has borrowed this scroll recently. | seehim
blushing, and then sorting through some records. Makri comes back to the table.

"Pontifex Derlex,” she says. "He borrowed it last week. Asfar asthelibrarian cantdll, hesthefirst
persontolook at it infifty years.”

| riseto my feet. "A sudden breakthrough.”

"Lookslikeit," agrees Makri. "What made you think of it?'

"Intuition. Some daysit's sharp asan Elf'sear. Let'sgo.”

Makri leavesthe library with me. She can't concentrate on her studies because of her worries about
the money.

"Forget about the money. Ciceriuswill pay me abundle when | take the prayer mat back. I'll give
you your share.”

Wefind alandusto take us down to Twelve Seas. | ask Makri why she was discussing gambling
with Hanama, but her reply is noncommittal and | don't pursueit. I'm elated at finally making some
progress. Pontifex Derlex. The man who claimed that the Orcs didn't even have ardigion. And here he
is, reading al about it. Then removing the prayer mat no doubt. It makes sense. The True Church was
aways astrong candidate for sabotaging the Orcs, and the Pontifex is an ambitious young man. If Bishop
Gzekius was casting around for volunteershéd befirst inline.

Derlex livesin asmal house in the grounds of the church in Saint Voliniuss Street. We march right up
and knock on the door. The door swings open. | draw my sword and we advance cautioudly. | note that
the house is poorly furnished, in contrast to the splendid mansion inhabited by Bishop Gzekius. No lamps
arelitinthe evening gloom so | take out my illuminated staff and speak the command to give usmore
light.

A groan comes from somewhere aong the corridor. Aswe arrivein the main room Derlex is
struggling to rise from the floor. Therés alarge candlestick beside him and it looks like he's been clubbed
to the ground. | fed his pulse and check hiswound.

"Youll live"
Derlex groans again and strugglesto focus his eyes.
"Was this connected with a certain Orcish prayer mat?' | demand.

His hand reaches out to the chair behind him. Therés nothing oniit. "It'sgone," he says, and dumps
back to thefloor.

"Whotold you to stedl it?" | ask, but Derlex isn't talking any more. He dips back into
unconsciousness. | have aquick look round, but don't find anything.

"Toolate" | mutter to Makri. At least were on thetrail "

| send a message to the Bishop informing him that his Pontifex might not be able to take servicesfor a
day or two. Then | send another message to Cicerius giving him afull description of events. At least helll
know I'm busy.

"Who do you think took it?" enquires Makri.
"Noidea. I'll think about it tomorrow. Right now it'stime for food, beer and some celebration.”
After that smart piece of investigating, | figure I'm fully entitled to some relaxation. | head back to the



Avenging Axefor abiteto eat, an early beer, and then anap to prepare mefor the full rigours of the
night.

By the time midnight rolls around on the last day of the Hot Rainy Season, celebrations arein full
swing al over the city, nowhere more so than in the Avenging Axe. Nowhere more so than a my table,
actually. Palax and Kaby are perched on the bar playing aflute and amandolin. They're looking asweird
asever. Noonedsein Tura has pierced eyebrows and they actualy dyetheir hair bright colours,
something | didn't even know was possibletill they arrived. Gave me quite ashock when | first saw them.
They'releading the revellersin raucous renditions of popular favouriteswhile Gurd, Makri, Tanrose and
another couple of bar saff hired specidly for the occason fill flagon after flagon of de.

The bar isfull of Snging mercenaries, dancing dockers, drunken fish vendors and amiling labourers.
Everyone, including me, forgetstheir troublesfor the night. Outsde therainistill pounding down, but
tomorrow the cloudswill roll away, the sun will shine and preparations for the Turas and Triple-Moon
Conjunction festivalswill get under way. | forget al about Murgius, Orcs, prayer mats, desth threats and
crimein general and concentrate on getting as many giant "Happy Guildsmen” tankards of ae down my
throat asis humanly possible.

Kemlath issitting by my side and he's about as happy as adrunken mercenary. "I haven't had such a
good time since the cel ébrations after thewar," hetellsme. "'I'd forgotten what agood night in atavern
waslike."

A young progtitute Sits down on hislap and admires hisrainbow cloak and hisfine jewellery,
Kemlath takes off abracelet and givesit to her. HE's agenerous man, the big Sorcerer, and he buys
drinks al round, which makes him popular. The only person who doesn't seem to be smiling isMakri.
She doesn't have any money and Minarixathe baker isStting right at the bar, which isembarrassing for
her.

"What's the matter with your friend?" asks Kemlath.

| explainto him that Makri has made somewhat of ablunder in gambling away the money sheld
collected for the Association of Gentlewomen. Kemlath roarswith laughter.

"The Association of Gentlewomen," he thunders. A bunch of harridans. A plague on them!" He
laughs some more, and catches Makri as she sways past with atray of beers on her arm. She frowns.

"Don't frown," cries Kemlath. He taps hisilluminated staff on the floor, causing arainbow to
magically appear in the room. Everyone cheers, but Makri remains unmoved. Kemlath reachesinto some
corner of hisvoluminous robe and pulls out afat purse.

"How much do you owe them?"

"Sixty gurans™

"A woman like you shouldn't owe sixty gurans,” cries Kemlath. He saysthat he hasn't seen such an
impressive demongtration of unarmed combat as Makri showed at Mox's shop this evening since he
himsalf knocked three Orcs off the city walls after his spells had run out. Without hesitation the Sorcerer
counts out twelve five-guran pieces and hands them to Makri. Makri istoo wise to question such agift.
She grabs them, stuffsthem in her purse, wriggles her way through the crowd to deliver her tray of beer,
then beats a path to Minarixaand her friends at the bar. Through the haze of thazis smoke | see her
handing over the money. From Minarixas reaction and Makri's smile, it seemsto do thetrick. Makri is
back in the good books of the A.G.

She struggles her way back to us.

"Thanks" she saysto Kemlath. "I'll pay you back."

"Don't worry about it," saysthe Sorcerer.

A flicker of sugpicion crosses Makri's face as she wonders exactly what Kemlath might expect in
return for his sixty gurans, but he doesn't seem to want anything. He'sjust carried away by the good time
he's having in the Avenging Axe. It can hit you like that, sometimes, when you're only used to the refined



and rather dull pleasures of the upper classes.

So now Makri is happy too. In the heat of the tavern, sweat pours down her near-naked figure.
Makri has discovered that glistening skin seemsto be good for tips and reckons she might aswell useit
to her advantage. The purse that hangs on along string round her neck is bulging.

"l was going to give you ahard timefor that chariot losing,” shetelsme. "l won't now. But you're till
alousy gambler.”

"Nonsense. Didn't | pick you plenty of winners? No onecan doit dl thetime. Just wait till the Turas
Memoria. I'm going to leave that race meeting awealthy man. The Stadium Superbius has never seen
anything like the damage I'm going to inflict on the bookmakers."

Makri grins. "Won't you be too busy looking after the Orcs?!

"Don't remind me. They won't even beracing if | don't find that prayer mat. But now I've made a
dtart | expect I'll track it down soon enough. Y ou know me, dogged.”

Gurd takes abreak to join Kemlath and me, and we start swapping war stories. The arrival of Lord
Rezaz has stirred alot of memories and we reminisce about thisand that till Gurd is called avay to
change abarrd of beer inthe cdllar.

A woman falls on top of me. It's Sarija. Her cloak iswet and mud-splattered and she'sfull of dwa.

"| thought you'd be having agood timein Twelve Seas," she says, and fdls off my lgp and on to the
floor. Kemlath helps her into a sedt.

"Where does awoman get abeer around here?' she demands, banging on the tabletill Makri arrives.

"Wish | had your figure," says Sarija. "But bring me abeer anyway."

Another wet hand paws at my shoulder. It's Kerk, who's just arrived looking very poorly indeed. He
doesn't waste any time but thrustsasmall bust of an EIf into my hand.

"From Mursiuss collection,” heydls, abovethedin. "Found it at Axas." Axaisanother purveyor of
stolen goods who operates around the harbour.

He holds out his hand for payment. His face carries the haunted ook that descends on aman when
he needs dwa more than anyone has ever needed anything in the world before. It takes me afew
secondsto regigter. | nod dumbly, and fish in my purse for some gurans, and probably end up paying him
too much. He departs without aword. | give the bust aquick glance then stuff it in my bag.

"More evidence?' says Kemlath. "Do you want meto study it?"

"Tomorrow," | reply. "It can wait."

Kemlath expresses some surprise at my casua manner. | spread my hands.

"It'sokay. Y ou see, Kemlath, crimindsinthiscity aren't redly that smart. They dwaysleave some
trail behind them. People think | must be doing something pretty dammed clever to keep catching them.
That'swhy | keep up the pretence of Sorcerous Investigator when redly | can hardly do any sorcery.
Good for the reputation. | like people to think I'm moving heaven, earth and the three moonsto put these
crooks behind bars. Inredlity | just plod dong thetrall till | catch up with them.”

"What if you run up against someone redly smart?'

"Hasn't happened yet. More beer?'

Therevdry continues dl through the night. Kemlath shows me agood trick for conjuring rainbows
out of my illuminated staff. | send rainbows dl over the tavern, up people'slegs and into their drinks,
which keeps me entertained. It's years since anyone taught me any new magic. Sarijadrinks herself
unconscious and fals adeegp on Kemlath'slap. | smoke so much thazis| can bardly join in with the
soldiers drinking songsinitiated by Gurd.

"Youreafineman," | tel Kemlath, putting my arm round his shoulder. "One of the best. These other
Sorcerersare al stuck-up snobs. | hate them. But you, youre asoldier. | dwaysdid like you."

Makri is happy. She's back in favour with the A.G. and she's making loads of tips. She swingslithely



through the crowd, dealing out beersto customers and daps to anyone whose hands show signs of
straying as she passes, though in quite afriendly way for Makri. No bones are broken. When she takes
another bresk shejoinsusfor awhile and getsinto conversation with Kemlath, who seems quite taken
with her. Asthe big Sorcerer is definitely a more cultured man than your average Twelve Seas drinker,
Makri finds him interesting. She tells him about her current projects a the Guild College and mentionsthe
plants she brought back from Feriasfor her natural history class.

"Strange things," she says. "Even my tutor isn't surewhét they are.”

Something nags at me. | try and ignoreit. | don't want things to nag at me when I'm having agood
time. | drink another beer. No good, it's still nagging. Why did Mursius have rare unknown plantsin his
window boxes? No reason, probably. | drink another beer. Againit's no good. It won't go away.
Sometimes | hate these Investigator'sintuitions. Won't leave aman aoneto enjoy himsdlf. | drag mysdlf
out of my chair and upstairs, dong to Makri'sroom. Thisisfurnished with extreme smplicity, as Makri
has very few possessions. Nothing but a cloak, some books and alot of weapons. In contrast to me,
Makri isvery tidy and her few belongings are negtly positioned around the room.

She'srooted the plantsin little pots of earth beside the window. | grab one of them and take it
downdgtairs, fighting my way through the throng to where Chiaraxi the heder and Cospdi the herbdist are
gtting a atablein the corner. Both women are unusud in that they run shopsin Twelve Sees, arare
activity for awoman. Both are, incidentdly, supporters of the Association of Gentlewomen, probably
because they are not alowed to join the trade Guilds, which is bad for their business.

"Either of you ever seethis plant before?"

They study it. Chiaraxi shakes her head but Cospali thinksit might be avariety of the coix plant,
which they usein thefar west for treating ddlirium.

"What would its effect be if used on ahorse?!

"A sedative, maybe, if it'sthe same sort of plant.”

| work my way back to Makri and Kemlath. | clap Makri alittle too enthusiastically on the shoulder.
"What you trying to do, bregk my aram?"

"Sorry."

| brandish the plant. "Y ou know whét thisisfor?"

"No."

"Doping horses, that'swhat it'sfor. That's why Mursius was so optimistic about his chancesin the
race. He was planning to dope the other horses.”

Sarija, Mursiusswife, isumped beside us. | ask her about the plants, but she'stoo drunk to make
any sort of sensblereply. | shake her shoulder. Suddenly Kemlath grabs my arm.

"Don't do that," he says.

They've been drinking together. Obvioudy the Sorcerer's manners are better than mine.

He apologises to me for speaking sharply, but points out that Sarija has been having ahard time and
is entitled to some stress-free relaxation. I'm sure he's developed a passion for her.

| trust my intuition. Senator Mursius, war hero of Turai, was about to engage in some very dubious
business at the races. | wonder if Sarijaknew about it. She's planning to enter Mursiuss chariot in the
race. Isshedtill planning to cheat? Right now sheisincapable of administering sweetsto achild, let done
carrying out alarge-scale doping operation, but who knows, the Senator might have engaged othersto
do the work for him. He might have been working with the Society of Friends, for instance.

I'm too full of beer to think it through. Tomorrow I'll come up with something.

Pdax and Kaby work up afurious rhythm loud enough to wake Old King Kiben and the place Sarts
swaying asthe drinkers bang their tankards on the tables. | join in heartily and slamp my staff on the floor
intimeto themusic, sending rainbows out in dl directions. Tomorrow therain will end. Everyoneis



happy.

Thelast thing | remember is berating the Sorcerers Guild for being too snobbish to let an honest
workman like mysdlf be amember, and then criticising the King, the Consul and the Deputy Consul for
being too usdessto run the city properly. After that it'sdl abit of ablur and | fal adeepin my chair with
aflagon of alein one hand and athazis stick in the other.

Chapter Fifteen

| wake up in the chair. My back hurts and my neck is tiff. I'm too old to befdling adeep in chairs.
Sarijais deegping on thefloor. She'swrapped up in Kemlath's rainbow cloak and the Sorcerer dumbers
alongside, hisarm draped protectively over her. Various other people are dumped al around. Gurd is
usudly careful to clear the Avenging Axe at night, but as he himsalf isunconscious at the bar | guesshe
didn't have the energy.

| check my bag for the small statue Kerk brought me last night. It's gone.
Dim light filters through the windows. | can hear the rain battering down outside. That's strange. The
Hot Rainy Season ended last night.

| struggle to the door. Sure enough, the rain is still pouring down out of agrey sky. Indl my yearsin
Tural | can't ever remember this happening before. The seasons might be grim, but they're regular. The
effort of moving has made my head hurt. I'm fegling rough. What | need isalesadaledf. | trudge upstairs
tofind one.

Makri is cregping along the upstairs landing looking one step ahead of death. She groansas| appear.

"| should never have cometothiscity. You're al decadent. My head hurts. Got any leaves|eft?

| nod. Shefollows meinto my room and | remove asmall pouch from my desk. Insde are my twenty
or so remaining lesadaleaves. | took them from adead Elf afew months ago. He was killed after trying
to cross Hanama. Before making the mistake of thinking he could outwit the Assassins he had been a
hedler and used the lesadaleaves for treating dl sorts of maladies. I've found them highly effective against
hangovers. Best thing | ever got from an Elf infact.

Makri strugglesto swallow her leaf then Sitssilently beside me while we wait for them to take effect.

"Have you noticed thereés athreat painted on your wall?' she says, after awhile.

| hadn't.

Say away from the Mursius investigation, it says. The messageiswritten in blood. Or amagica
imitation of it. | hope it washes off.

Underneath isaletter G. Glixius Dragon Killer, presumably. | wonder why he doesn't just attack,
instead of leaving these stupid messages. | tell Makri that the bust of the Elf has disappeared during the
night.

"It'smy own fault. Never fal adegp from too much beer when you're carrying vitd evidence. First
thing | learned as an Investigator.”



"Y ou think Glixius snesked in during the night and soleit?"
"Maybe. He'sjust the sort of evil character who wouldn't be celebrating like everyone e se.”

Welapse back into silence. "Thank God for these leaves," says Makri sometime later, asthe colour
returnsto her face. "But you ought to go easy. They're running out.”

"I know. I'll have to mount an expedition to the Southern Idands to get some more.”

The fabulous Southern Idands, hometo the Elves, arefar, far away, and difficult to reach. Y ou need
awell-equipped ship to cross the ocean and the Elves are extremely wary of who they let vist. | went
there along time ago, but very few othersin Tural have. Theideaof actudly going back therejust to pick
up ahangover cure makesussmile.

"Didyou noticeit'sgill raning?'

"Ohno!" wailsMakri and hurriesto the door. She staresin fury at therain and starts complaining as
if itsmy fault.

"You promised it would stop. | can't stand any more rain. What's wrong with this place?!

I'm stuck for an answer. It's never happened before.

The celebratory joy evaporatesimmediately and the entire city plunges back into depresson and
anxiety. The continuing rainfal is regarded asthe gravest of omens. No one hasto look far for the cause.

"It'sthe Orcdl" thunders Bishop Gzekius.
Bishop Gzekiusis standing in for his subordinate, Derlex, who'll be absent from the pulpit for awhile.
"Therainsshdl wash usaway!"

It'sapowerful sermon from the Bishop, much more passionate than you'd normally hear in Saint
Valiniuss Church, | imagine, though I'm not redlly oneto judge. | never attend church and have only
come today to ask Bishop Gzekius what exactly he thinks he's doing, organising the theft of the Orcish
charioteer's prayer mat.

It'san unsatisfactory interview. The Bishop refuses to acknowledge any part in the theft of the prayer
mat.

"Itisridiculousto think that Pontifex Derlex could have spirited away the prayer mat from avilla
which was heavily guarded.”

"Y ou haveinfluence dl over the city, Bishop. Enough to make afew Guardsturn ablind eyeif
necessary.”

Gzekiusdeniesit. He damsto have no knowledge of Orcish reigion and when | tdl him that
Pontifex Derlex has been reading up onitin the Imperid Library he saysit isnone of his businesswhat
his young Pontifexes get up to in their sparetime.

| ask Gzekiuswho dugged Derlex and made off with the mat, but again the Bishop is saying nothing.
| cant tell if he organised the sabotage of the Orcs as part of some wider politicking or smply for reasons
of faith. Sometimes members of the True Church have surprised me by acting from the sincerity of their
beliefs. Not often though.

Either way, the Bishop doesn't know where the prayer mat is now. He saysthat if | pursue the matter
hewill seethat charges are brought against me for burgling Derlex'shouse. | tell him that if he wantsto
dart threstening me hell have to wait his place in the queue.

"Y ou do seem to bein considerable trouble these days," agrees the Bishop, maliciousy. He hands
me acopy of The Renowned and Truthful Chronicle of All the World's Events. It devotes onefull
sdeof itssngle sheet to the shocking continuation of therain, joining in with the generd cry that the
arrival of Lord Rezaz and his cursed chariot isto blame. Only the True Church speaks up for the
people, it says, and compliments the slaunchness of our loca Bishop. Nice publicity for Gzekius. | flip it
over. The other Sdeisdevoted entirdy to me, unfortunately.

How can it happen, thunders the Chronicle, that the number one suspect for the murder of the



Turanian hero, Senator Mursius, has been employed by the government to protect an official Orcish
chariot? Isthere no end to the corruption in this city? Surely in any honest civilisation Investigator Thraxas
would at this moment be climbing the steps to the gallows to receive due payment for his crimes, rather
than receiving payment from the King for protecting these foul enemies of humanity. It isbad enough that
the Civil Guard, with al the resources of the state behind it, has not yet secured aconviction. Surely itis
intolerablein acivilised society that the chief suspect, Thraxas, aman, it must be said, with the most
dubious of characters. . .

And s0 it goes on. It'sathorough piece. Even | had forgotten about the time | was hauled up in court
for stedling aloaf of bread while everyone was engaged in morning prayers. | was very young when it
happened and got off with awarning.

"I'd say you were in enough trouble without bothering a Bishop of the True Church,” says Gzekius,
summoning aservant to show me ouit.

Everywherel go | meet with sullen anger. Even Minarixa seems annoyed when | cdl in for some
provisions, though it could just be the result of the effects of last night's revels. Guardsman Jevox is
surprised to see me.

"| waswondering why they let you out of jail. Y ou've been working for Cicerius."

"That'sright. Did you find out anything about the warehouse?'

Jevox hasn't. If he does helll send me amessage.

"Y ou have any ideawho broke in to the Pontifex's house last night?!

No crime was reported at the Pontifex's. | suppose that was to be expected. It's baffling though. It
was hard enough finding one person who'd know enough to stedl that prayer mat. How come someone
else suddenly knows enough to stedl it from Derlex? The entire city can't have been studying Orcish
religion. Thelibrary only hasone scroll.

| walk down to the Mermaid and there Casax the Bossis dmost pleased to see me.

"Y ou wereright, Investigator. The Society of Friends had infiltrated Twelve Seas. Four of their men
werein that warehouse for aweek, posing as common labourers.”

Casax isn't sure what they were doing there, though he presumes it was connected with the arrival of
the Elvish and Orcish chariots, both of which were stabled temporarily in that very warehouse.

"| figured that mysdlf. And | think | know what they were planning. A doping operation.”

Casax looks scepticd. "Doping? For the Turas Memoria? No chance, Investigator. The King's

Master of Horse inspects every entrant and Melus the Fair checks for doping aswell as sorcery. You
couldn't get a doped horse past them.”

"Usudly you couldn't. But | think the Society came up with something specid thistime. Namely the
coix plant."

| take out asmall fragment of the plant that Makri brought back from Mursiussvillaand hand it to
him.

"Comesfrom the far west. Doesn't look anything specid, | know. But I've astrong hunchiit'll act asa
powerful sedative on horses, and it's completely unknown herein Tura. | reckon there's every chance
that if the Society managed to feed the correct dose of thisto the Orcish and Elvish teams they'd both
crawl round the track on the day and neither Melus the Fair nor the Master of Horse would be able to
detect athing.”

Casax dares a the green leef. "I'll haveit checked out,” he says.
The Brotherhood prefer muscle to magic but they have Sorcererson cal if they need them.
"S0, who was behind it?"

| admit I'm not certain but | imagine it must have been Senator Mursius. After dl, the plant came from
his house.



"And it makes sense. If the Society were planning something like this, who better to work it for them
than the man who was entering the strongest Human chariot team? Mursius was very confident about his
chances, far too confident for aman who's up against an EIf. | know that Glixius Dragon Killer is
involved. He might be the murderer. Maybe they argued over the cut. People like that dways do.”

Casax shakes his head sadly. Not even agangster likesto see a Turanian war hero exposed asa
chest at the races.

"Perhaps he waan't thinking straight,” | say. "He had problems with hiswife."

"I hear hiswifeis entering the chariot anyway. | aso hear shelikesto soak up dwa. Y ou think she's
carrying on the doping operation?"

"I don't know. | doubt it. Anyway, I'll pass some of the leaf on to Meusthe Fair. Once she's studied
it, it won't get past her.”

Casax gmiles. | don't think I've ever seen him do that before. ""Congratul ations, Investigator. Y ou

seem to have thwarted a Society operation. | likethat. I'll tell my men to keep alookout for Glixius. Well
make sure he doesn't venture down thisway again.”

When | leavethe Mermaid | reflect that I've never had such a productive meeting with the
Brotherhood. Casax might even fed he owes me afavour.

| head off up to the Palace to find Cicerius. The streets down here are impassable for wheeled
vehiclesand | haveto wak along way up Moon and Stars Boulevard till | find alandusto take meto the
Pdace. It till looks splendid, despite the deluge, but even here the gardeners are losing the battle with
the volume of rain and huge swaths of land lie under water. The numerous officids scurrying around these
parts do so with their cloaks pulled tightly round them and their faces downcast, looking no happier than
the denizens of Twelve Seas. Cicerius greets me briskly. The Deputy Consul may be the only personin
the entire city unaffected by the weether. He gets down to businessright away.

"I'm duein the law courtsin an hour. I'm defending a Senator on a corruption charge, so | can't spare
you much time I'm afraid. Have you found the prayer mat?'

"Almog."

"Almost is not good enough.”

| relate thefull story of Derlex and Gzekius.
Cicerius nods.

"The True Church will have to learn not to meddle in state affairs. Who do you think took the mat
from Derlex?'

"I don't have any suspects. It's very strange, Deputy Consul. Not that people are trying to sabotage
the Orcs, we were expecting that. But who else could possibly know of the importance of that mat?"

Cicerius and the Consul are coming under increasing pressure from the King. Ciceriusisfair-minded
enough to redise that I've been doing my best, but he needs more than that.

"Y ou have to find the mat by tomorrow. If you don't, we lose the copper mines.”

Beforel go | tell him afew details of the Mursius case. He takes the news about the Senator and the
doping attempt camly.

"Once | would have been shocked. Not any longer. Nothing surprisssmein Tural any more.”

Last summer | helped Cicerius when his son had been supplying dwato Prince Frisen-Akan, the heir
to our throne. Cicerius can have no illusions about the state of our nation. Rotten, in aword.

At my request the Deputy Consul asked aclerk to examine the state of Mursiussfinances. Hewasin
gravefinancia trouble. Hed lost agreat ded of money speculating and he was hit badly when severd
shipsto which he had joined with othersto offer insurance sank last year in astorm. Much of hisland
was mortgaged and he had more debts than he could hope to mest.

Poor Senator Mursius. The man fights off the Orcs from our city and becomes a hero. Fifteen years



on and he's broke and hiswife's addicted to dwa. No wonder he tried to cheat at the races.

Ciceriussummons hisofficid carriage and we ride down to Truth is Beauty Lane, wherethe
Sorcererslive. Meus has alarge villa here, luxurious enough though not too ostentatious.

Melusisapowerful Sorcerer from along line of Sorcerers. She came to public prominence when she
was gppointed to thejob at the Stadium, since when she's become a nationa favourite. Everyone trusts
Melus. She's around the same age as me and fought in the last war. All our Sorcerersdid, and their
Apprentices. She stood beside her father as he was killed by dragon flame, so | don't imagine she'stoo
happy about having to help the Orc Lord ether. | tell Meusthe Fair about Senator Mursius's plansfor
chesting in the races and hand her aleaf from the coix plant. She's grateful though she doesn't admit that
it would havefooled her.

"I'd have picked up that something was wrong. Easy as bribing a Senator."

Sorcerers dways have avery high opinion of their own sorcery.

"Who do you fancy for the big race?’ | ask her.

Shelaughs. "I'm not alowed to speculate.”

| inform her of developments, and admit that | don't know where to look next for the prayer mat.
"| take it Rezaz the Butcher isn't pleased?' | say.

"No heisnot," says Lord Rezaz Caseg, stepping into the room.

| look at Melus reproachfully. She might have told me there was an Orc Lord next door. If I'd
known he could hear me I'd have used his proper title.

"S0, Investigator, you have failed to locate my charioteer's prayer mat?"
"That'sright."
"Then we shdl leave the city tomorrow."

"Thereisno need to leave," says Cicerius, camly. "Y ou may have complete confidencein Thraxas.
Hewill locatethemissng item.”

Cicerius proclamsthis with complete conviction, though | know he doesn't believeit. Lord Rezaz
looks thoughtful. With everyone on their best behaviour you might think thiswas agathering of old
friends. Deputy Consul Cicerius, Meusthe Fair and Lord Rezaz Caseg, in white toga, rainbow cloak
and black cloak respectively, maintain ahigh leve of dignity. It'sleft to meto spoil it al. I've been having
ahard time keeping cam. | manage until Rezaz's attendant, a short, muscular Orc with asword at each
hip, makes acomment to hisLord in Common Orcish.

Very few peoplein Tura spesk any Orcish. Since Makri arrived, mine has become quite fluent. The
attendant's remark produces the dightest of smilesfrom the Lord Caseg. | turn to Cicerius, bristling with
anger. "That'sit, I'm leaving. | refuseto work for an Orc who says|'m too fat to find my own feet.”

| let the attendant have achoiceinsult, dsoin Orcish, that 1've heard Makri use on occasion.
"How dare you say that about my mother,” he says, drawing his sword.
| draw mine. I've had enough of being politeto Orcs. | like this better.

"Please!" cries Cicerius as hetriesto get between us. There'sacommotion at the door and Lord
Ligth-ar-Moh walksin with his Elvish attendants. He staresin surprise at the sight of mysdlf and the Orc
facing each other with swordsin our hands.

"What isgoing on?' demandsthe EIf Lord.

"Have you met the man responsible for seeing that the Orcs are treeted fairly?' says Melus.
Everyonelooksat me. | sill have my sword in my hand. | suddenly fed very conspicuous.
"Well, hestartedit," | say.

The Deputy Consul shoots me aglance that speaks volumes. | sheath my wegpon. Cicerius explains
to Listh what has been hgppening.



The Lords exchange formal bows.

"An epic battle, that day a thewadlls,” says Rezaz. "1 regretted that my alies were foolish enough to
alow your shipsto land. Had | been overdl Commander of our forces, | would not have permitted it."

The EIf Lord alowsthisto pass without comment. Both of them, each with great power, aretoo
skilful and experienced to give anything away in terms of emotions. They hate each other, but they're not
going to let it show, not here.

"I hear that your Orcish chariot isafinevehicle" saysListh politely.

"Itis. My pride and joy, in these days when warriors must seek their diversons elsawhere. | was
looking forward to the race.”

They enter into adiscussion, but | don't pay much attention. I'm till insulted at the Orc commenting
on my weight. So it isthat on this momentous occasion, the first in recorded history in which Orcs, Elves
and Humans have a discussion without there being awar going on, | spend my time staring glumly out the
window at therain, drinking wine.

I'm interrupted by aloud cough from Cicerius.
"So, areyou in agreement?’ he says.
| look blank. "Sorry, | wasn't listening.”

Ciceriusregranshisire. "It is suggested that Me us, Azgiz and Lothian will go with you immediately
in an effort to find the prayer mat.”

"Azgiz and Lothian? Who are they?'

A tall young EIf steps forward, bows, and introduces himself as Lothian.

"My personal swordsman,” saysLord Ligth.

The Orc who insulted me aso steps forward.

"Azgiz," he says. "Persona swordsman to Lord Rezaz Caseg.”

| turn to Cicerius. ™Y ou want me to wander round the city with an Orc and an Elf in tow, looking for
aprayer mat? Forget it."

"What choice do we have? | appreciate that you came closeto locating it. Asdoes Lord Rezaz. Had
you not been so occupied with your wine you might have heard him compliment your powers of

investigation. But timeis running short. Both Meus and L othian should be able to sense any Orcishitem.
And it seems reasonable that Azgiz should accompany you."

"Hasnt it struck you that we're not exactly going to be inconspicuous? Not much chance of going
anywhere discrestly.”

"Meus can discard her rainbow cloak. Azgiz and Lothian can cover themsalves with hoods. No
more objections. Thereisn't time. Y ou must |ocate the prayer mat before tomorrow morning. Now go.”

And thusit isthat | find myself hunting through the city with the Stadium Sorcerer, an Orc and an EIf.
Another momentous and historical occasion, | suppose. Orcs and Elves have never cooperated before.
Neither of them |looks happy about it.

| tell them that welll haveto cal infor Makri. | refuse to accompany these three on my own. God
knows what might happen. Also, | want to see Makri'sface when | turn up with an Orcin tow. If she
kills him on the spot we can aways flee the city. At least wed get out of therain.

"It'syour fault,” | say to the Orc, aswe take our leave.

"What ismy fault?'

"Therain. Y ouve cursed the city."

"Orcsare not perturbed by rain.”

"That's because they're stupid,” | say.

It's not much of an insult. With afew beersinade me I'm sure | can come up with something better.



Chapter Sixteen

The rain continues. Some areas of Turai are now under three feet of water. Parts of Twelve Seascan
only be reached by raft. WWhole communities have to be evacuated to higher ground and across the city
miserable groups of refugees are huddled in warehouses, sick, wet and hungry. The degth toll from
accidenta drowning isthe highest ever recorded and food is now unavailable in many didtricts.

Everyoneis suffering. Even the sophisticated drainage engineered in Thamlin can no longer cope and
the gardens of therich have turned into swampland. Prayers are being said for an end to the deluge. Even
| have added my voiceto them. If this keeps up, the Turas Memoria Race will be cancelled. Theraces
are dueto beginin two days time but the chariots can't runin this.

We form a strange company as we troop to my office. One large-sized Investigator and three
mysterious hooded figures. Me us walks between Lothian and Azgiz for fear that the natura antipathy
between Orcs and Elves may make them forget our mission and start fighting. Lothian has aready
intimated that he findsit difficult to walk down the same street as an Orc, and Azgiz haslet it be known
that persondly he'd rather descend to the fiery pits of Orcish hell than cooperate with an EIf. | am now
obliged to be on my best behaviour because Melus promised that if | started any trouble she'd ban me
from the Stadium Superbius. Aswe enter my office, Makri is scrabbling under the couch.

"l wasjust looking for—" she begins.

"Forget it. Y ou're needed.”

"What for?"

"We're looking for the prayer mat. Y ou aready know Médusthe Fair, | believe. Allow meto
introduce Lothian the EIf and Azgiz the Orc. Don't meke afuss, thereisn't time.”

Makri is horrified as the Orc and the EIf draw back their hoods.

"You can't be serious,” she says.

To make mattersworse, Azgiz greets her in afriendly manner while Lothian the EIf regards her with
suspicion.

"l saw you fight in the arena,”" saysthe Orc swordsman.

He addresses me. " She was undefeated. She was regarded as one of the finest gladiatorsin history.”
He bowsto her.

Makri doesn't know how to react to this so shefalls back on what she knows and hurries to her
room to find afew weapons.

Lothian's Elvish senses detect Makri's background. He looks displeased. " Orc and Elf and Human?'
he says. "That is meant to beimpossible.”

"Yegh, shesamarve.”

Makri reappears with afierce scowl, asword at each hip, an axe at her belt and knives stuck into her
waistband and boots. Round her neck she carries abag of throwing stars.



"What were you doing under my couch?" | enquire as we make our way through the muddy stret.

"Needed money."

"Don't you learn any morals at these ethics classes?"

"Never mind that. What's the idea of bringing Orcsto the Avenging Axe?"’

| fill her in onthe detalls.

"It's outrageous. Cicerius better get meinto the University,” says Makri. "Did you see the way that
Supid EIf ignored me?!

| nod. "At least the Orc was polite. He said you were number one gladiator.”

Makri makes aface. She's none too pleased to encounter anyone who saw her fight in the arena.
Too much of areminder of her daysasadave.

Wearrive a Saint Voliniuss Church.

"| tracked the prayer mat to the Pontifex's house.”

"What now?' asks Mdusthe Fair.

| admit I've no idea.

"Then why did you bring us here?"

"Where sewould | bring you? | never claimed to know where the mat is now. It wasyou and
Cicerius who demanded we dl troop off and look for it. Thisisitslast known resting place. Now it'sup
toyou."

Médusturnsenquiringly to Lothian.

"l seem to have misunderstood the role of an Investigator,” saysthe Elf, dryly. He startsto sniff the
air, trying to detect any sign of Orcish artefacts. "It'sno use,” he says, shaking hishead. "I can't sense
anything. Too much Orcish smdl around here dready.” He looks pointedly at Azgiz.

"The stench of Elvesfillsmy nogtrils,” retortsthe Orc.

"Quiet," demands Mdusthe Fair. She concentrates for along time. The distant sound of thunder
reaches our ears. Another storm heading in. "Thisway," she saysfindly. She sets off towards the
harbour.

| trudge dong behind with Makri a my side.

"Thisistheworg thing you've ever got meinto, Thraxas."

| offer my flask of klee. Only Makri accepts. Md us strides through the mud and the rain with the Orc

and the EIf on either side, while we tag aong behind. | warn Makri that she'd better not lose control and
attack Azgiz.

"Mé us has threatened to ban me from the Stadium if | step out of line. I'm worried she might meanit.
How's aman supposed to concentrate on his betting with al thisgoing on?" | drink some more klee.
"Not that | can concentrate anyway," | continue, warming to the subject. "Not with half the peoplein the
city trying to fix the races. It's scandal ous. Somethingsin life should be sacred, beyond interference, and
the Turas Memorid isone of them. When | was young no one would've dreamed of tampering withiit. |
tell you, Makri, things are getting out of hand. If | suspect any cheating I'm going straight to the Consul to
tell him what'swhat. | will demand he cdls a specia meeting of the Senate.”

Makri islooking at me with something approaching awe. "l've never heard you get so worked up
before.”

"Well, thereé's some thingsin life aman hasto care about.”
"Beer and chariot racing?’
"That's right. Beer and chariot racing made mewhat | am today. And I'm proud of it!"

Melus has led us right down to the waterfront, to some warehouses just west of the harbour. She
asks Lothian if he can sense anything, but he shakes his head. Meluslooks around doubtfully.



"| thought I could sense something Orcish. But itwassofaint . . . I'velogtit.”
The door of the warehouse opens and four large Orc warriors march out.
"How faint did you say the traces were?"

More Orcs start pouring out waving scimitars and axes.

"Good," saysMakri, who couldn't take much more sneaking about in this company. | grope for my
deep el and redisethat I'm not carrying it. I'm still using al my magic to keep my cloak dry. Thisisa
tactical error. A dry corpseisnot such agrest thing to be. | have to discard my cloak anyway to free my
amsfor fighting.

Melusthe Fair reacts quickly, railsing her hand and blasting the Orcs with aspell. The front row fals
down but thereés atangible jolt asthe spell runs against something and dissipatesinto the air. The
warehouse door opens again and an Orc in aplain black cloak steps out. Around hishead isasmall
black band holding ablack jewel in place on hisforehead. | haven't seen that for fifteen years. The black
band isthe mark of an Orcish Sorcerer, and the black jewel denotes mastery of hisart. ThisOrc can
bring down city walls. My spell protection charm is aout to be severely tested.

The Orcish Sorcerer barks out aspell. Theair turns red and I'm thrown backwards, but my
protection charm holds. Melus has placed a barrier between us and the Orcish Sorcerer, preventing his
magic from harming our party. It doesn't hold back the Orcish warriors though. They charge through the
crackling, red-tinged air, and Makri, Lothian and myself find ourselvesin the middie of a desperate battle
for survival.

I'm surprised to see Azgiz at our Sde. Something wrong there, surely. He should be fighting with the
Orcs. I'm glad he's not, though the odds are bad enough asit is. He has a sword in each hand, amanner
of fighting rarein the west. Makri isamaster of this style, though on this occason sheisusing asword
and an axe, to deadly effect. Both Lothian and mysalf use asword and aknife. I'd be better off with a
shield but it's not the sort of thing you carry around the city. We're hard pressed. We have our backsto
the warehouse wall but although we repel the first assailants we're soon in trouble as the Orcs swvarm
round our flanks.

| parry asword thrust from an Orc then stick my knifein him. As| do so helandsapainful cut on my
shoulder and I'm only saved from going under by L othian who brings his sword down on the Orc'sarm
then kicks him out of the way.

Suddenly therés aflash of light. Melus has used a spell to give us an escape route. Part of the wall
cavesin behind us, and we flee back into the warehouse. Melusis unableto bring her full power into play
because she's dready occupied with keeping the Orcish Sorcerer at bay, but she managesto placea
stream of fire behind us, giving us enough time to make it to the door at thefar sde. It opens. More Orcs
pour in.

"lan't this meant to be aHuman city?' | snarl.

"Thewagons" ydlsLothian.

In one corner of the warehouse are four or five empty carriages, waiting to be loaded. We charge
over and drag one of them out.

"Look," criesAzgiz. "The prayer mat."

The prayer mat indeed. Weve found it, but it doesn't seem likely we're ever going to returniit.

With our backsto the corner and the wagon in front of uswe at |east have some sort of cover against
the superior numbers. | ask Melus to send for assistance and she gasps that she has aready sorceroudy
contacted her Apprentice, telling her to bring help. Twenty or so Orcsremain. Asthey advance Melus

releases a powerful attack and an explosion sendsfive Orcs hurtling into the air. Unfortunately this gives
their Sorcerer an opening. Without warning, the wagon we're using as a barricade burgsinto flames.

Makri screams an utterly savage war cry and charges out to make her death stand. Theflamesare
licking round us, and ther€'s no choice but to follow her. | see her whirling into the fray, hacking down



Orcsleft and right, and | plunge after her. Azgiz isa my side and between us we deal with a couple of
them, but there are far too many. Azgiz goes down and | find myself desperatdly trying to protect him. |
see Lothian diding his sword eegantly into ahuge Orcish warrior, but then he too fals under ablow from
an axe. Makri legpsto his side and wards off his attackers but then she is surrounded. We're ill on our
feet, but we're seconds from degath. | take ablow from amace and sink to my knees.

At that moment whistles sound and a squadron of the King's soldiers flood into the warehouse
followed by Civil Guards. Mduss message to her Apprentice reached its destination. | struggleto my
fedt.

"Thraxas, areyou dl right?"

It'sMakri, cut and bruised, but still in one piece.

| nod. | notice | smdll stronglly of klee. "They broke my flask.”

Both Lothian and Azgiz are lying on the ground. Melusis knedling over the Orc, protecting him from
the soldiers and Civil Guards who are mopping up. | suddenly fed faint from the blow | received, and it
down heavily next to awagon. There's something uncomfortable underneath me. | drag it out. It'sasmall
slver statue of aMermaid, astrange thing to find in a deserted warehouse.

Downon dl fours| crawl under the wagon.

"Look, Makri," | say, emerging with another small statue and apainting. "l just found the rest of
Mursuss stolen artwork.”

"Youjust can't Sop investigating, can you?'

"l know. | amaze mysdlf sometimes.”

"Careful," saysMakri. "Y ou're bleeding over them.”

Shé'sright. We both are. | shout to Mdus. "How about alittle medical attention round here?"

Thereisagreat deal of confusion as the Guards send out patrolsin pursuit of the Orcs who escaped,
and messages are sent to dignitaries dl over the city. Sometimelater | find myself comfortably seeted in
alarge reception room in Prefect Driniuss officia resdencein Twelve Seas, drinking wine. | an hereas
his guest, which makes a change. After our desperate battle we are dl heroes. Makri and | areinfairly
good shape, having been attended to by both Meusthe Fair and Chiaraxi the hedler. Lothian and Azgiz
were more serioudy wounded and will take afew daysto recover fully.

"My superior street-fighting skills,” | tell Captain Rallee, by way of explanation. "The EIf isnot abad
fighter. No doubt in aforest held be hard to beat. But when it comesto dugging it out in the dums, I'm
number one chariot. Incidentally, what were al the Orcs doing there?!

The Captain doesn't know. "Y ou're abusy man these days. If you keep up the hero act they might let
you off with murdering Senator Mursius.”

"Very funny. | didntkill him."

"Thenwho did?'

"GlixiusDragon Killer."

"Have you got any evidence?'

| shakemy head. "But I'll find it. HE's not getting away from methistime.”

Driniussresidenceisfull of senior Guard Captains, Army officers, Sorcerers from the Paace and
various other important city officias. The mysterious appearance of so many Orcsin the city has stirred
the government into action. AsI'm talking to Captain Ralee, the Consul and the Deputy Consul arrive.
Cicerius acknowledges me but immediately goesinto conference with Meusthe Fair and Old Hasiusthe
Brilliant.

The Captain doesn't know what the Orcs were doing there. | guess1'll find out soon enough. |
summon a servant and ask him for some beer. He tdls me there is none and offers me somewine.

"I need beer. Send out for some. Remember, | just saved you from aload of Orcs.”



Lord Lisith-ar-Moh waks mgegticaly into the room, flanked by histal Elvish attendants. He walks
right past the Consul and comes over to Makri and me.

"Lothian hastold me of the battle," he saysto us. "1 understand that you stood over him when hefell.
Hewould certainly have been killed had it not been for you. He has asked me to thank you, which I now
do. And you have my persona thanks aswell.”

He bowslightly to me, and then, with the sort of courteous gesture you find among important Elves,
he takes Makri's hand and kissesit. She gapes at him in surprise and ssammers out athank you. Lisith
walks off to confer with Kalius and Cicerius, leaving me and Makri with our socid status greetly
improved. Not everyonein this city gets personally thanked by an EIf Lord. Everyone looksimpressed.

A young EIf, who may be the one that stared in surprise a Makri when the ship was being unl oaded,
also walks over to thank us. His sdlutation to meis brief and formd. | suspect the redl reason isthat he
has suddenly had a desire to kiss Makri's hand aswell, which he does, though formal Elvish etiquette
doesn't absolutely demand it. Makri blushes. I've never see her do that before. The EIf hopes hell see her
a the Turas Memorid, then departs after hisLord.

Makri isleft confused, unused to having her hand kissed by Elves.

"You'reblushing."

"What?"

"Blushing."

Makri claims not to know what the word means. | explainit. "That's the most stupid thing I've ever
heard," she says. "I don't believe it happens.”

A tall figure swathed in ablack cloak arrivesin the now crowded reception room. Even among the
city'simportant figures few have been introduced to Lord Rezaz Caseg and there isafrisson of shock as
he draws back his hood. Many of these government officias, Army commanders and Sorcerers were
young soldiers themsdves the last time Rezaz the Butcher was here and they're rdiving smilar memories
to the ones which have flooded my own mind recently. Consul Kdius preparesto greet him but the Orc
walksright over to me.

"Azgiz wishes meto thank you for saving hislife" saysthe Orc Lord.

"Think nothing of it," | reply.

Heturnsto Makri and thanks her. | dig down into my bag and bring out the prayer mat.

"Tel your charioteer | was as careful withit as| could be."

Lord Rezaz's eyeslight up. He takes the prayer mat with every sign of pleasure, and then holds out
his hands in a gesture that encompasses both myself and Makri.

"Thisisexcdlent! Now the race can go ahead. | am indebted to you both. | proclaim you friends of
the Orcish nation of Soraz!"

Hewaks off with the mat in his hands, talking animatedly with his attendants. | notice that everyone
seemsto belooking a me. I'm not sureif my socia status just went up or down. A friend of the Orc
nationsis not necessarily such agood thing to be.

"I can't take much more of this" says Makri. "Did that servant bring you any beer? Passit over." She
downs alarge gulp from my goblet. "What were the Orcs doing there anyway?

No one has provided an officia explanation asyet, but I'm fairly sure | know.

"| think they were agents of Prince Kalazar, Rezaz'sriva for the throne of Soraz. They were hereto
kill Lord Rezaz. We just helped save the life of an Orcish monarch. Y ou ought to be proud, Makri. |
know | am."

"Isthat ajoke?’
"Y%"
We depart. It's till raining.



"Will the races go ahead now?" asks Makri.
"Not if this doesn't stop.”
Makri is perturbed. " Stupid place to build acity," she says, not for thefirst time.

Chapter Seventeen

| wake up early. It'sthe day of the Turas Memoria Race. Therainisstill beating down. For the first
time ever, the race looks like it might be cancelled.

A faint tap comes a my door. It's Casax, with a huge cape protecting him from the eements. It's
unusua for the Brotherhood Boss to go anywhere without afew strong-arm men to protect him.
Normally such avisit would be cause for concern but right now we seem to be cooperating.

"I thought I'd fill you in on afew detalls, Investigator. Thisis private. Asfar asanyonedseis
concerned, you heard nothing from me."

| nod.

"| found out some more from Axilan, this guy we picked up last night, who wastrying to sdl us some
information. Y ou were right about the warehouse. The Society of Friendswas using it. They had men
hiding there, waiting to drug the Elvish horses with that coix plant from the far west. But it seemsthey
were taken by surprise when they were offered some works of art for sale.”

"Y ou mean Mursussart?'

"That'sright." Casax glances at the pile of artefactsin the corner. "l see you've recovered the junk.”

"Some of it'squite vauable."

"l never was an art lover. According to Axilan they were hiding out when suddenly this Sorcerer
appeared.”

"What Sorcerer? Glixius?'

"That'sright. And he tdllsthem to use their contacts to sdll the goods. They were surprised, but they
knew Glixiuswaswell connected to the Society of Friends and was part of the doping operation. So they
dumped the stuff upgtairs, planning to remove it when it was dl over. They couldn't work out why Glixius
didn't dispose of the goods in the north of the city, where he had plenty of contacts, but he was too scary
to argue with. Anyway, it was vauable stuff and they stood to make agood profit.

"So Axilan carries on waiting for the Elvesto arrive when one day he hears aterrible argument
upstairs, which surprises him as he didn't know there was anyone up there. He goes upstairs afterwards
and finds Senator Mursius dead. | figure the story istrue so far, because he says he saw you comeinto
the warehouse, which you did around that time."

"What happened next?"

"The Society men panicked. They didn't want to be found in the warehouse with Mursius dead
upstairs, so they grabbed afew valuables and ran. They sold them as soon asthey could to raise a stake



to get out of the city. They didn't want to go back north after bungling the operation. That'swhy you
found afew piecesin thelocd shops.”

| tell Casax that the goods they left behind were later removed by sorcery. 1 found them in another
warehouse close by."

"l heard," says Casax. "When you were being a hero, fighting Orcs. Were they in on the theft?'

"No. Just a coincidence that the rest of the art ended up there. 1t was the nearest empty warehouse.”
| ask if | can speak to Axilan. Casax shakes his head. "He doesn't seem to be around any more.”

"Y ou mean he'sfloating in the harbour?”

"No idea. But he did say he wanted to leave the city quickly.”

| thank Casax for the information.

"Noracing inthisrain. Must be bad for your business.

Casax dhrugs. "If people aren't gambling at the Stadium they'll be drinking in our tavernsor visting
our whores."

He departs. | light another thazis stick, and think about Glixius. How did he get hold of Mursiuss
belongings? | wonder if Sarija sold them directly to him. She used to be adancer at the Mermaid. Who
knows what contacts she might still have in the city. But why did Glixius take them to the warehousein
Twelve Seas? There must have been plenty of other places where he could have disposed of them. It
doesn't make much sense. But it does more or less confirm that he killed Mursius.

Glixius Dragon Killer. He's been sending me desath threets, interfering with the races, sedling
valuables, and murdering a Turanian hero. And putting my aura.on theknifethat did it, if I'm not
mistaken. Themanisaplague. | resolvethat heisnot going to get away with it. I'll see Glixiusin court if
it'sthelast thing | do.

The prospect of no race meeting robs me of my appetite for breakfast. | drag out a bottle of beer
and drink it while staring gloomily out at the rain. Makri arrivesin my room.

"How'slife?" sheasks.

"Better than rowing adave gdley. No, | take that back. It isn't."
"Can't thechariotsrunintheran?'

"Not if the track's waterlogged.”

Makri scowls. She was looking forward to the races, even if she has no money to gamblewith. | told
her to keep alittle back from the money she promised the A.G. but she wouldn't.

"| can't dothat. It's stedling.”

"What about burrowing under my couch looking for my emergency reserve?!

"That's different."

A carriage pulls up outside and the Deputy Consul dights to wade through the mud. Hewalksin with
histoga till gleaming white, if somewhat damp.

"Important news," he says.

"Theracesareon?’

Cicerius shakes hishead. "No. It isunfortunate. It does rather negate the effort we put in to ensuring
that the Orcish chariot could compete. Lord Rezaz has no complaint againgt us however, and the
agreement will be honoured. The King isvery pleased, Thraxas, and the government fully appreciatesthe
part you played in the recovery of the prayer mat."

Heturnsto Makri and thanks her aswell. He seems surprised that neither of usleaps around with
glee. He notices the callection of fineart | now have dumped in acorner.

"Belonging to the late Senator Mursius? Have you found the killer yet?!
"I'm close. Though | guessI'm till the Guard's main suspect.”



"The Guard doesn't redlly suspect you, Thraxas," says Cicerius.

"They give agood impression of it. Or wasthat just to put pressure on me so I'd agree to protect the
Orcs?'

"I wouldn't say thet," replies Cicerius. "After dl, thereisevidence againgt you. Y our aurarealy was
on the knife, and that circumstance has il to be explained. But | doubt if charges would have been
brought.”

He takes out a purse and handsiit to me. Reward for servicesto the city.

"Enough for afew good bets" | say. "If there was anything to bet on. Was| right about the Orcs
being in the pay of Prince Kaazar?'

"Y ou were. They were trangported here by his chief Sorcerer, Makeza the Thunderer, for the
purpose of nating Lord Rezaz. It was aclever plot. Lord Rezaz's security in his homeand wastoo
thorough to dlow his nation, but there seemed every likelihood that it could be achieved in Turai
where he would have only afew atendants with him. Furthermore, while our own Sorcererswould
normally detect the arrival of any Orcsin the west, Makeza the Thunderer was able to disguise the
presence of Kaazar's Orcs by mixing their aurawith that of Rezaz and his attendants. Makezais a
dangerous opponent.”

"Did the Guards pick him up at the warehouse?"

"No, he was|ong gone by then. Back to the safety of the Wastelands, | imagine.”

"Why did the Orcs stedl the prayer mat from Pontifex Derlex?" enquires Makri.

The Deputy Consul smiles. "To return it, strangely enough. Their nation was planned for the
Stadium Superbius. It was vita for them that Lord Rezaz did not leave the city before it occurred.
Makezathe Thunderer learned of its theft through his sorcerous probing, then located it and sent his Orcs
to recover it. Pontifex Derlex can count himsdlf extremely fortunate to be dive. The Orcs planned to
return it anonymously. Then they would mingle with Rezaz's entourage and murder him on the way to the
Sadium.”

"Isthere no chance of the race meseting going ahead?' | ask.

Ciceriuslooksirritated. "I am told thet it cannot go ahead in these conditions. But surely that is of
only margina importance. | never cared much for chariot racing mysdlf,” he says.

"You should takeit up,” | tdl him. "Give your image aboost in time for the next eection.”

Ciceriusis not the sort of man to give hisimage aboost in this manner. He relies on honesty and
integrity. HEll never make Consul. Outside hisdriver ishaving problems. The carriage is stuck in the
mud. Thusitisthat | find mysdf out intherain trying to pull Ciceriussofficid carriage free whilethe loca
street vendors look on with amusement. The combined force of two horses, two attendants, two Guards,
Makri and mysdlf failsto budgeit.

"Can't wejust leave him?" says Makri.

"Not if you want Professor Toarius to pass your work at college.”

It'suseless. The carriage won't move. Cicerius himsdf gets out and lends ahand, making afairly
amusing Sght in hiswhitetoga. Its green edges are soon coated in filth. While were pushing, the call for
morning prayers, Sabam, sounds around the city. I'm appalled. How could | be so careless? Makri lets
out adespairing groan.

"I'm aready aswet asaMermaid's blanket. Y ou expect me to knedl down in this?'

With Guards, attendants and the Deputy Consul right beside us, thereis no escaping it. Even the
Deputy Consul, a pious man, does not look particularly pleased to kneel down in the mud and therain to
pray. | whisper to Makri to stop grumbling.

"Pray for therain to stop and we might get to the races.”

| send up adevoted prayer while sinking into the swamp. By thetimethe call for the end of prayers



sounds I'm embedded about afoot deep and have some difficulty extracting mysdlf. I'm covered in mud.
With the mess, the rain, and the prospect of a cancelled race meeting, | am about as miserable asa
Niojan whore and see no possihility of thingsimproving.

"Therain's stopped,” saysone of Ciceriuss attendants.

Weadl look up. It'strue. Therain has stopped. Furthermore, blue sky isvisible on the horizon.

"The rain has stopped!"

| practicaly dancefor joy asthe sun beginsto shine. Word spreads and happy people start to
appear on the streets.

Kemlath Orc Slayer appears from the tavern.

"Having sometrouble?' he says, seeing Ciceriuss plight. He makes amotion with hishand and alittle
jolt runsthrough the carriage. The horses whinny and suddenly it'sfree.

"Nice spell, Kemlath. Pity you didn't get here earlier.”

| accost the Deputy Consul before he drives off. "How's the drainage system at the Stadium? Well

"Certainly," hereplies. "l dlocated the budget mysdf. And I'll send over extramen to clear up.”

"Y ou think the race meeting will start on time?”

"It will," says Cicerius, whose politica reputation might now take aknock if it doesn't.

Wetdl Gurd and Tanrose the good news.

"| said aprayer and the rain stopped,” says Makri.

There's bustle and excitement as everyone preparesto travel up to the Stadium Superbius. Gurd will
shut the tavern for the day and come aong with Tanrose. Palax and Kaby are planning to busk to the
crowds, and maybe place afew betsif they earn enough. Myself and Makri are in reasonable shape after
the reward money from Cicerius. He gave me sixty gurans. | extract ten to repair the damage to my
rooms inflicted by various sorcerous warning messages and such like, and split the rest with Makri, which
gives her twenty-five gurans. | havefifty, which puzzles Makri.

"Where did you get the extratwenty-five?' she asks suspicioudy.

"l pawned my illuminated taff. Still not much of astake, but I'll soon build it up. Follow me, and you
won't go wrong. I'm going to make these bookmakers wish they'd joined the Army."

Makri wondersif anyonewill try to sabotage the Orcish chariot again.

"I doubt it. It'stoo late. The Consul has Guards everywhere and Old Hasius the Brilliant iswatching
out in case the Thunderer shows hisface again.”

For thefirst timeinamonth | don't bother putting the dry spell on my cloak. Instead | use my magica
capacity to load up with the deep spell. I'm not expecting any more trouble but it's best to be prepared.
I'm in anotably good mood.

"It'samazing how the prospect of gambling cheersyou up, Thraxas. Only yesterday you were
complaining that everything was adisaster. Y ou said your reputation was in shreds because everyone
was cdling you an Orc friend and what's more you hadn't found Mursusskiller."

| wave thisaway. "Minor problems, Makri. | found the artwork, didn't 1?1'll track down thekiller
soon enough. If some high-class Sorcerer at the Abode of Justice can find alink between the stolen
goods and Glixiusit'll be enough to take him to court. If not, I'll just have to do alittle more leg work.
Either way, I'll sort it out after the races.

Kemlath Orc Sayer compliments me on my perseverance. "Y ou'reright, Thraxas, you areahard
man to shake off. Glixius should have known better than to tangle with you."

Kemlath istravelling with us up to the Stadium, where he's planning to meet Sarijaand lend her
support for the chariot she's entering in the big race.



Mursiuss uff istill inmy room: fancy cups, statues, and the painting of him as ayoung man after the
Orcwars.

"How come you weren't in the painting?" asks Makri.
"I was acommon soldier. They only painted the officers and Sorcerers.”

"It'salousy painting,” says Makri, who, dong with everything ese, isnow an art critic. | wouldn't
know. At least you can recognise the peopleinit. | dwaysthink apainting can't be that bad if you can
recognise the people. It was thisitem which Mursius particularly wanted to recover. | sareat it. Mursius,
Kemlath, afew other officers| recal. | have memories of the war again, but banish them, and we
continue with the business of the day. Tanrose is bustling about merrily, packing food for the trip.

"I redly thought the race would be cancelled.”

"l just said aprayer and the rain stopped,” says Makri. | have abag of thazis sticks, afew beersand
fifty gurans. It'stimeto go racing.

Chapter Eighteen

The Stadium Superbiusis an enormous stone amphi-thegtre built by King Varquius ahundred years
ago. It'sthe setting for circuses, theatrica performances, rdigious ceremonies, gladiatorial showsand,
best of all, the chariot races. During the racing season the amphi-thegtre is packed full of racegoersfrom
every stratum of Turanian society. Pragtors, Prefects, Senators, priests, society ladies, Sorcerers and
high-ranking Guild officidsal mingle with the huge mass of proletarian Turanians out to enjoy themselves
for the day, and maybe pick up alittle money on the side. Today, for the Turas Memoria Race, the place
will be burdgting at the seams.

The gloom that has recently envel oped the city disappears with the rain. Being able to walk around
without getting wet is enough to make most people cheerful and the prospect of the race definitely taking
place brings asmile to the faces of even those who only yesterday were confidently predicting that we
wereall cursed by the gods. Therelief is o great that anger about the Orcsislargely replaced with
anticipation to see the race between them and the Elves. The Elf isastrong favourite. Few Turanianswill
bet money on the Orcs, even if some do suspect that they might have a chance of victory. Sarijahas
entered Storm the Citadd, and athough | personally think it has no chance of winning it'sthe best of the
Human entrants and will lso gather alarge amount of popular support.

Entering the Stadium istough. | have to use my weight to force my way through, with Makri bringing
up therear.

"I admit your bulk does have some advantages,” she says, as | forcefully negotiate a path for us
through alarge group of schoolchildren who arefar too tardy in finding their seats. We settledownina
good position near to the track, with easy access to both the bookmakers and a beer tent. All Turai is
here. Tumblers and jugglers cavort before the crowds. The great mass of the people sitsin the huge
banks of terraces that run round the banks of the Stadium, and the Senators and other important people
areup inthereserved gdleries. | catch sight of afew green Elvish hoods up there and possibly ablack



Orcish onewd| back from public view.

Right at the front of thisgdlery, very visbleto the public, isMeusthe Fair in her rainbow cloak. The
sight gives everyone confidence. Mdusthe Fair, bless her name, will protect us gamblers from unwanted
outside interference.

| havefifty gurans. Makri hastwenty-five. I'm surprised that the normally cautious Makri has brought
al her money with her. | would've expected her to put some aside for necessities.

"I'mfeding confident,” she says. "l think | have the hang of thisnow."

Makri is happy. Herein the Stadium everyoneistoo busy with the racing to bother about minor
distractions such as ayoung woman with one-quarter Orc blood wearing a man'stunic and carrying two
swords. At timeslike this such things fade into inggnificance. Thewhole placeis fill damp and steam
risesin the midday heet, but the track isin reasonable condition. It iswide enough to alow eight chariots
to run at once, which makes for an exciting spectacle. We settle down with some beers.

"I'm feding sharp asan Elf's ear today," | say, and get down to studying the form sheet.
Thefavouriteis Glorious North Wind a six to five on.

"Glorious North Wind for thefirgt race. Certain winner.”

"l don't fancy it," repliesMakri, surprisng me. "l like the look of Eastern Beauty."

Eastern Beauty isthe close second favourite in the race, quoted at evens by the bookmakers. It's not

abad bet, actually, though | prefer the favourite. When | ask Makri why she prefers Eastern Beauty she
says shelikesthe name.

"You cant just bet on achariot because you like the name.”

Makri won't be swayed. Obvioudy she wishesto demondtrate that she can make up her own mind
and, as| say, Eastern Beauty isn't such abad prospect. There's nothing € sein the race worth backing.
None of the other chariots are fancied any better than sixteen to one and I'm in no mood for incautious
speculation. Honest Mox has set up agtal in the stadium, manned by his son, and we make our way over
to place our bets. | bet five of my fifty and Makri betsfour of her twenty-five, then we settle down in the
sunshineto watch.

After afanfare of trumpets and a speech from the Consul the chariots make their way out from the
gables. It's one of my favourite Sights. Eight chariots, eight riders, thirty-two horses, poised to do four
laps of thetrack. Terrific.

The starter drops aflag, the chariots set off, and the crowd erupts with amighty roar. Glorious North
Wind takes an early lead and by the end of thefirst Iap isin acommanding postion. The charioteersflog
the beasts mercilesdy asthey thunder around the track. There's an early collision asthree chariots get
tangled up in each other's whedls and crash out of therace. A team of amphithestre officidsrushesonto
clear the wreckage before the others come round again.

At the end of the third |ap Glorious North Wind has a substantia lead with the other four disputing
second place. Eastern Beauty, Makri's choice, is not making much of ashowing. I'm on my feet along
with everyone e se, screaming encouragement at the favourite.

| have often thought that the gods are displeased with me. Perhapsit'sthe way | keep missing
prayers. With half alap to go and aclear run to thefinish, Glorious North Wind loses awhed and skids
to amessy hat in the centre of the track. Three of the pursuing chariots crash into the wreckage, spilling
their unfortunate charioteers heavily on to the ground. Eastern Beauty, currently in last place, svervesto
avoid the pile-up and trots home an easy winner. There's a great groan from the crowd. Makri isstill on
her feet, however, shouting and ydling, and she practicaly tramples her neighboursto death in her
eagernessto collect her winnings. She arrives back brandishing afist full of coins.

"I won four gurang”

| manage agrin. I'm not very pleased but | can't begrudge my companion abit of good fortune, so
long asit doesn't happen too often.



"Wheat're you betting on next, Thraxas?"

| study the sheet. "Dragon's Bregth,” | announcefindly.

Makri makesaface. "Don' like the sound of that. I'm going for Lilac Paradise.”
"Lilac Paradise? What sort of anameisthat for achariot?'

"l likeit," indsts Mki.

"It'sgot no form whatsoever."

| stare suspicioudy at my companion. This seemslike avery rash bet by Makri's sandards. Lilac
Paradiseisarank outsder at twenty to one. It's one of the chariots owned by Magadis, avery rich
aristocratic widow. She'saracing enthusiast and has been training chariots for years, but she's not one of
our more successful racers. Lilac Paradise isapoor chariot, even by her standards.

"l ill likeit," says Makri.

"Five guranson Lilac Paradise," says Makri, handing over her money to Mox's son

Dragon's Bregth is second favourite at three to one. | place amodest three guranson it, which isjust
aswell because on thefirgt corner the chariot isinvolved in an ugly collison and crashes out of therace.
Severa more collisonsfollow and to the amazement of the crowd Lilac Paradise wins by half alap.

Thereisagresat ded of grumbling in the crowd, much of it fromme.

"How isaman meant to make a bet when the whedlsfal off hischariot at the first corner?' |
complain, and stand up to hurl abuse at the charioteer as heis carried off on astretcher.

"Orclover!" | ydl. "Who told you you could ride a chariot?'

My fifty gurans has now shrunk to forty-two. Makri, having picked up an astonishing hundred gurans
on Lilac Paradise, now has one hundred and twenty-nine. Rarely have | seen abookmaker so unwilling
to hand over one hundred gurans.

The owner of Dragon's Breath appears on the track, supervising the removal of his mangled chariot.
"Come over hereand I'll mangleyou aswell!" | scream at him.

"Cheating dog!" roars awoman behind me, brandishing atankard. She hasto be restrained by her
companions from invading the arena and assaulting the owner.

"The population of Tural doesn't likelosing," observes Makri.
"Damnright wedon't,” | grunt.

I'min no mood for Makri's philosophical observations. | muscle my way to the beer stal and buy a
drink. | don't get one for Makri. She'sjust won a hundred gurans. She can buy her own.

"l likeit here," saysMakri, as| return. "Who do you fancy in the next race?"

The sun beats down. The Stadium is now as hot as Orcish hell and the crowd isrestive. What we
need hereisapopular favourite romping home an easy winner, not aload of outsders carrying off the
prizes. The woman behind meis particularly virulent. | nod in agreement as she roundly lambaststhe
chariot ownersfor carving it al up among themsdves, cheating the honest punters out of their
hard-earned money. | think | recognise her from Twelve Seasand | chat with her about the iniquities of
chariot owners while we wait for the next race to get under way.

| note with relief that Warrior Chief, one of thefinest chariotsin Tural, isdueto run. Okay, he's
odds-on favourite and I'm not going to win much, but it'll get me back on course. Warrior Chief isan
absolute certainty. | back him with twenty gurans at two to one on.

Makri plumpsfor Serenity of Love, ausdesswreck of achariot pulled by four crippled old horses
and ridden by a man who last won arace some time during the Orc Wars. It's another of Magadiss
chariots and is something of ajoke. The bookies are offering sixteen to one and there are few takers
even at that price, gpart from Makri. She says she likes the name, and backsiit to the tune of thirty
gurans



"Y ou're throwing your money away. Serenity of Love wouldn't win achariot raceif dl the other
chariots were eaten by adragon.”

When Warrior Chief failsto complete the race and Serenity of Love strollsin an easy winner I'm not
the only one up on my feet baying my disapprova.

"Cheatd Fix!" criesthe crowd, along with other things much ruder. Fists are waved angrily and
cushions and ripped-up form sheets cascade on to the track. The Civil Guards on duty stand up and face
the crowd, nervous about the possibility of ariot. Thereis massive discontent. The stadium is packed full
of puntersal seeing their hard-earned cash going down the drain as one unlikely chariot after another
comes home awinner. I'verarely seen arace crowd look so ugly. It'sfortunate that Melusthe Fair has
such an impregnabl e reputation for incorruptibility, € se there would be great suspicion that magic was
involved. Even so, mistrustful glances are cast in her direction and some danderous accusations are
muttered by the more degenerate members of the lower classes, like mysdlf, for instance.

"Damn that Me us, someone's been bribing her.”

"Nonsense," repliesMakri, cheerfully. "Y ou said yoursdlf she got the job because of her honesty.”

"Well, you can't tell methat wheel fell off by accident. Even the Sorcerers up in the roya box looked
surprised.”

"You'reapoor loser, Thraxas."

"Youredamnright | am."

Makri isnow rolling in money, having picked up an astounding four hundred and eighty guranson
Serenity of Love,

"I have sx hundred and nine gurans,” she says.
"I don't remember asking you for an exact count.”

I'm now down to twenty-two and facing the prospect of having nothing left for thefind race. |
remember that Makri owes me fifty—forty for her exam feesand ten that | lent her for betting.

"Hand it over,” | demand.

Makri repays me thefifty guranswith abright smile, which puts mein aeven worse mood. There are
acouple of racesto go before the big Turas Memorial and the trumpets sound for abreak inthe
proceedings. Makri asksif | want to go with her to find something to est, but | am in too bad amood to
accompany her.

"| prefer to take luncheon on my own,” | say.

I'm furious about the day's events. There's something strange going on here and I'm going to move
heaven, earth and the three moonsto get to the bottom of it. Leaving Makri to gloat over her winnings, |
depart in the direction of the nearest food vendor.

I'm musing over alarge mesat pie—one of the Superbius Specias—when | run into the woman from
the seat behind me.

"l haven't seen such injustice since they cancelled the races during the Orc Wars" she says.

| recognise her now. She wasthe landlady at the Mermaid tavern back in those days. She served me
many adrink when | was athirsty young soldier. Shetells me that she married aman with agood
position in the Barrel-Makers Guild and moved up to Pashish.

"How's the barrel-making business?’

"Good. It'll haveto be, after the amount I've dropped here today."

| wander away, going nowherein particular. With the money that Makri repaid me| ill have
seventy-two gurans, but my confidence has been badly shaken. Near the Senators boxes | meet

Kemlath Orc Slayer. He's on hisway down to the owners enclosure to wish good luck to Sarija, whose
chariot will be competing soon.

"I don't suppose she has much chance againgt the Orcs and Elves,” he says, truthfully. "But you have



to admire her for making the effort. Shel's afine woman, Sarija.”

"l noticed you were getting to like her.”

| complain to Kemlath about my bad luck so far.

"Y ou haven't noticed any sorcery being used | don't suppose?’

"Sorcery?' saysKemlath. "Certainly not. Y ou know Meuswouldn't dlow it.”

"l suppose not."”

"Incidentally," says Kemlath. "1 noticed Glixius Dragon Killer back there."

He waves hishand, indicating athrong of people. Hislargering glintsin the sunlight.

"GlixiusDragonKiller. Redly?'

I'm reminded of the longstanding rumours about the Society of Friends and their purported betting
coup & the races. Could these strange events be the result of that? Have the Society somehow been
manipulating thingsin their favour? | decide to nose around.

Kemlath warns me to be careful, reminding me of Glixius Dragon Killer's sorcerous power.

"To hdl with his sorcerous power. I'll make him wish he took up basket-weaving instead.”

| spot quite afew Sorcerersin their rainbow cloaks around the stadium but Glixiuss size makeshim
eadly vigble. | wade through the crowd towards him. When | reach him he hashisback tomeand is
talking to a Senator.

"l can't understand it,” he's saying. "Warrior Chief should have won. It was obvioudy the best chariot
in the race. I'm down two hundred guranstoday."

The Senator nodsin sympathy; obvioudy he's suffered heavy losses himsdlf.

"Dont givemethat,” | snarl, grabbing Glixiuss shoulder. "Y ou and your Society friends are behind all
this"

Hewhirlsround, alook of contempt and fury on hisface. "Must you harass me everywhere | go?'
demands the Sorcerer. "Were we not in the stadium where sorcery isforbidden | would tear your heart
from your chest and jJump onit.”

| repeat my accusation. The Senator looks interested. Glixius notices this and he becomes defensive.

"Y ou accuse me of fixing the races? Me? How dare you. | persondly have suffered grievous |osses.”

"S0?'Y ou could pretend to do that to throw suspicion off yoursdlf.”

Even asI'm saying this, I'm not entirely convinced. | havelong, long experience of gamblers and their
reactionsto adversity. | hate to admit it, but Glixius Dragon Killer sounds more like aman genuingly
aggrieved at hisbad luck than aman who'sbehind it all.

"Do you have any evidence for these accusations?' demands the Senator.

Do 1?Not redly. Glixius and the Society of Friendswere certainly planning some doping, but | can't
proveit. | don't even know if the operation carried on after they were interrupted by Mursius getting
killed, or if it was cancdlled. When it comesright down to it, | have no firm evidence againgt Glixius, and
| don't want to show my hand to him before| do. If I'm going to prove hekilled Mursius | shouldn't be

giving him advance warning of what | aready know. It was rash of me to approach him. My emotions
got the better of me.

" Anyone making such accusations without good grounds faces savere pendtiesin the courts,” says
the Senator.

| turn on my hed and march away, annoyed with mysdf. So far today, nothing isgoing very well.

| find mysdlf next to the Senators enclosure, which is protected by alow wall. Insde, Melusthe Fair
isin conversation with Cicerius. | wak up and demand admittance. The Deputy Consul nodsto the
attendant to let mein.

| march up to the pair of them. Ciceriuslooks glad to see me.



"I'm pleased you're taking your work serioudy,” he says.
"What work?"
"Looking out for sabotage of the Orcish chariot, of course.”

" Sabotage of the Orcish chariot? Sabotage of me, morelike." | turn to Meusthe Fair. "What isgoing
on here? Areyou trying to tell methat Serenity of Love won that last race without magica help?’

Asl say this, various Senators and Pragtors nod their headsin sympathy. It's not only the poor who
are suffering in the great gambling disaster that's unfolding here.

Melus smiles. "It has been a string of unexpected results, | grant you, Thraxas. But | have been
monitoring everything very carefully. | can assure you that no sorcery has been used in the stadium. Nor
has there been any attempt at doping.”

The Senators dl around sigh. It looks like we're dl just stuck with our losses.

I'm flummoxed. If Meus saysit, then it'strue. Besdes, there are plenty of other Sorcerers here as
gpectators. They dl specidisein different types of sorcery but surely one of them would noticeif anything
odd had been happening. | decide to go down to the chariot pen underground and seeiif | can find out
anything there. Maybe someone has been sawing through afew axles.

Ciceriusdravs me aside as| maketo leave. "Y ou are il in the employ of the city,” he hisses
severdy. "Rather than wasting time gambling, | expect you to keep avigilant lookout for the welfare of
the Orcs."

"To hell with the Orcs," | hissback. "I've more important things on my mind right now."

| storm off, having again caused my statusto plummet in government circles. To hdll withthemadl. |
grab abeer and start shoving my way through the crowd again. It'stoo hot. | wish | hadn't broken my
flask of klee. A blind beggar getsin my way. | push him to one side and he fallsto the ground, protesting
angrily. I ignore him. He was probably putting it on anyway. These beggars, you can never trust them.

At thefoot of the terraces there's another row of bookmakers stals. People stand in line waiting to
place bets and there, of al people, is Hanamathe Assassin. I'm astonished. | didn't redlly believe shewas
actualy going to be here gambling but there she is. She's wearing a cheap blue robe, the sort of thing
worn by your average not-so-well-off Turanian woman on aday out, and sheis completely
indistinguishable from the rest of the crowd. In fact, with her thin, pae body shelooksrather likea
schoolgirl who's bunked off for the day to place a bet.

| can't understand it. It's completely unheard of. Assassins dedicate their livesto not having fun. |
wonder if she might be herein disguiseto nate someone. The chariot ownerswith any luck. I'd be
happy to see the owner of Warrior Chief carried out of the Stadium with aknifein his back.

Chapter Nineteen

"Find out anything?' asks Makri as| return to my seat.
I've never seen her so chearful. It'sredly irritating.



"No, | didnt."

"| expect there's nothing to find out,” says Makri. "It'sjust one of those days when the favourites
don't comein. Didn't you tell me that happens sometimes? Statidtically it'sbound to.”

| have twenty gurans on Demon Killer. Makri hasthirty on Joyous Sunrise. Joyous Sunrisewinsby a
length and ahaf and Makri collects another sixty gurans. Next race | back VVenomous Death Adder, the
favourite. Makri backs Fairy Rainbow, arank outsider at twenty-five to one. Fairy Rainbow recordsits
first ever win. Even the charioteer looks surprised. The crowd risesto its feet to protest. The Guards are
again obliged to fan out to keep them from invading the track. Bottles and broken chairsrain down on
them. I've logt another twenty gurans.

Makri picks up five hundred guransfor her twenty-guran stake and now hasthe incredible total of
one thousand, one hundred and nineteen gurans.

"Easy asbribing a Senator,” she says.
| can't understand it. I've never known anyone be so successful at the race track smply by backing
every chariot with anice-sounding name.

Honest Mox's son looks glum as he hands over her winnings, though in truth hel's doing well. The way
the favourites keep losing means he's raking in the public's money. The public is not amused. Only the
appearance of the Orcish and Elvish chariots keeps the crowd from staging an uprising. Therace officids
wisdly usher the dien chariots out early knowing that the interest in them will quieten the crowd. It works.
AsLord Listh's chariot appearsthereis great cheering but when the Orcish chariot rolls out after it there
isatremendous wave of booing and jeering. Frustrations are put to one side as the mgjor race of the day
approaches. The Orcish charioteer haslong black hair, plaited and tied in ablack ribbon. Despite the
hostility around him he rideswith an air of assurance. | expect he's feding confident now he has his
prayer mat back.

Storm the Citadel comes out next, with Sarijaand Kemlath walking behind it. The crowd cheer
again. Popular support has brought the odds on Storm the Citadel down to two to one, the same price as
the Elvish Moonlit River. The Orcish chariot, Destroyer, is quoted at four to one. Certain astute punters
have been backing it, feding that a sengble bet is more important than patriotism. Nothing else figures
much, the five other chariotsin the race being quoted at prices between sixteen to one and eighty to one.

I'm still undecided how to bet. | fancy the Elvesto win but I'm not convinced the Orcswon't pull it
off. | could do with anice piece of four to one. I'm down to thirty-two gurans and facing ruin. | delay my
bet. The Orcish chariot drifts out to five to one. I'm tempted. | get astrange feding. It'ssimilar to the one
| had down at the warehouse when the Orcs appeared. Nothing strange about that. After all, there are
Orcs here.

My senses are picking up something else. A man walks pagt, avery norma-looking maninaplain
tunic and sandals. | notice adight scar on his forehead. I've never seen him before. Without quite
knowing why, | follow him.

He heads up through the terraces. He seemsto bein ahurry and | have to use my weight again to
keep up. He pays no attention to either the bookmakers or the punters. At the top of the terraces he
turns | eft and makes his way towards the Senators box. I'm close behind him, gtill with no idea of why
my senses are detecting something unusud.

Ashe hdtsinfront of the Senators box | glance a hisface. Am | imagining it, or isthe scar on his
forehead beginning to glow? Ciceriusis standing near the front of the box. Right besde himisLord Rezaz
Caseg. | suddenly redise what's happening and make adive for the stranger. | land on him with al my
weight and aswe go down aterrific bolt of energy fliesstraight up in the air. Next second | find mysdlf
grappling hand to hand with Makeza the Thunderer. This Orcish Sorcerer isway out of my leaguein
every way, gpart from girth. I've prevented the nation of Rezaz the Butcher, but | might not live to
tell thetale.

| have my hands around his neck and | am desperately trying to keep out of the way of the jewe on



his forehead. He manages to turn his head enough to send a piercing bolt into my shoulder and | cry out
inpain. My spell protection charm has kept me dive, but it's not strong enough to resst aclose-range
blast of Orcish sorcery.

| yell for help, but the Guards at the Senators enclosure are dow to react. | remember that I'm
carrying my deep spdl. | useit, charging it with as much power as| can. This spell can knock acompany
of men unconscious, but it haslittle effect on the powerful Orcish Sorcerer, other than to make him
loosen hisgrip afraction. | breek free, kick himin theribs, then hurdle the wall into the Senators
enclosure.

"Y ou expect meto do everything?' | gasp, and get myself behind Mdusthe Fair. Let someonewith a
bit of power take over.

Makeza the Thunderer, now back in histrue form as an Orc Sorcerer, springsto hisfeet. Hiseyes
are smouldering with fury as he advances. Three Civil Guards leap at him but he brushes them away with
aword and they fly through the air. When he comesto the low wall, Makeza doesn't bother to climb. He
barksat it and it crumbles before him. Meusthe Fair stepsin front of him and I'm relieved to notice
severd other Turanian Sorcerers hurrying to the scene. Makezaisn't going to be easy to beat.

Meanwhile Rezaz the Butcher has drawn his sword in readiness, and so have his attendants. This
creates further confusion as the Senators find themsalves standing among a group of armed Orcs and
aren't quite sure what's going on. The Civil Guards present don't seem to know who they're meant to be
protecting. Rezaz steps forward to confront Makeza and the Thunderer immediately releases a powerful
blasting spell. The Orc Lord is thrown backwards and dumps to the ground.

Melus spreads her arms and directs dl her power against Makeza. Sheis enveloped by a great burst
of ydlow light and strugglesto free hersalf. She emerges unscathed and directs a counter-spell at the
Thunderer. Again he seems unshaken, and continues to advance towards the prone figure of Rezaz. Two
of the Butcher's guards fling themsalves in front of the Sorcerer but they too are brushed aside likeflies.
Another powerful Turanian Sorcerer, Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, arrives, but Makeza the Thunderer
keeps on coming.

I've seen these Orcish Sorcerersin action before. | know how powerful they can be. Even when
Harmon Half-Elf rushes up (with severa losing betting tickets sticking out of his pockets, incidentally) and
adds his power to that of Melusand Lisutaris, the issue ftill seemsto bein the balance. Fire crackles
through the air and greet bolts of lightning strike sparks from the metd railings.

My shoulder hurts. None of my chariots have won. I'velost alot of gurans. I'min areally bad mood.
If Makezathe Thunderer succeedsin killing Lord Rezaz the Turas Memoria race will be cancelled and
I'll never win my money back. I'm completely fed up with this continua disruption at theraces. | graba
glass of kleefrom the hands of a Senator'swife, tossit back, then pick up aheavy chair and start circling
around the back of the warring Sorcerers.

A huge maelstrom of fiery colour now envelops most of the Senators enclosure. | step into the
middle of it, offering up aprayer that my charm will protect me. Ingde the maglstrom | can't breathe. |
grit my teeth and struggle on. Space seemsto bewarped. | can see Makeza, but he'salong way away.
Asl| struggle forward he takes on the aspect of a huge Orcish war dragon. The dragon turns hislong
neck towards me, baring itsfangs. Through its nose it wears agreat ring of power, with adazzling blue
jewe sending out poisonous rays. It reminds me of something, | don't know what. | crash the chair down
with al my might on the dragon's head. It disgppears with a deafening explosion, and | find mysalf back
in the Senators enclosure with abroken chair in my hands and an unconscious Orcish Sorcerer at my
feet. Infront of me Mdusthe Fair, Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, and Harmon Half-Elf are standing ina
linelooking exhausted. Melus the Fair wipes sweat from her brow.

"It'salong timesince | fought an Orc," she says, breathing heavily. "For amoment there | thought |
was going to be handing in my toga. Nicely done, Thraxas. How did you know that would work?*

"A trick | remembered from the war. When an enemy Sorcerer isfully engaged in sorcerous combat



he's often vulnerable to being beaten over the head with aheavy object. Incidentaly, | thought that Old
Hasius the Brilliant was supposed to be keeping an eye out for Makeza."

"He'sat homewith acold—it'shisage," explansMeus.

Lord Rezaz Caseg strugglesto hisfeet. He thanks the Sorcerers, and metoo. It iscommonly
admitted that it was smart work on my part to recognise Makeza the Thunderer as he walked through the
crowd in Human guise.

The congratul ations pass me by. I'm alittle dazed. Not so much by the battle—the three Sorcerers
bore the brunt of Makeza's attack—but by the sudden inspiration that hit me when | walked into the
magica madstrom. I've often found that close involvement with sorcery gets my intuition working. As
soon as | saw the dragon with itsring of power | redised who killed Senator Mursius. Foolish of me not
to have redlised before.

The Senators and their wives troop back into the enclosure. Consul Kaiuslooks asif he might be
about to shake my hand, but he thinks better of it and offers me a stiff thank you instead.

"Don't mention it. Do they sal beer in thisenclosure?"
They don't. It'swine only for Senators.

Kdiustakes control and issues orders for the races to resume as quickly as possible, so that the
crowd does not become restive. Makezathe Thunderer is bound and taken off under heavy sorcerous
guard.

| shake my head to clear it, then walk out of the enclosure, very thoughtful. | find amessenger and
hand him over asmall coin to take anote to Captain Rallee.

Chapter Twenty

"What happened up there?' asks Makri.

"Thraxas once more saves the day for Rezaz the Butcher. | may now be the greatest friend of the
Orcsinthewest."

The chariots are lining up behind the tape. | still haven't placed my bet. | can't make up my mind. |
notice Hanamain the queue and sneak up behind her. As she reachesthefront | strain to hear what she
says. It'sdifficult to make out her soft voice above the noise of the crowd. | think | hear her say Peaceful
Dreams of Heaven.

Peaceful Dreams of Heaven isthe most useless chariot ever seenin Tural. It was brought in to make
up the numbers after alate withdrawdl. It was eighty to one at the sart of the day and has comein to fifty
to one, s0 alittle money must have been placed on it. Not much though. Why would it? It doesn't have a
chance.

Hanama disgppearsinto the crowd, gliding easily through the mass of bodies. The trumpets sound for
the start of therace. | swallow hard. Thisgoes againgt the grain.

"Eighteen gurans on Peaceful Dreams of Heaven."



| rush back to my sest.

"What did you back?' | ask Makri.

"Peaceful Dreams of Heaven,"

"| thought you might,” | say. "It hasavery nice name."

| glare hard at her. She glaresright back at me. The race starts. Asthe long-awaited contest between
the champion chariots of the Orcs and the Elves gets under way the Stadium Superbius explodes with
excitement. By the time the chariots reach the first corner not aperson isleft in their seet. Everyoneisup
on their feet, screaming encouragement. Not only theill-behaved masses are carried away. Up inthe
private enclosure the Senators, Sorcerers and city officids are caught up in the excitement. The Elvish
supportersof Lord Listh are up on their feet waving green banners and the Orcs are standing on their
chairs shouting out encouragement in their jagged, guttura language.

For thefirst time Makri and | have backed the same chariot. Unfortunately it'sthe worst vehiclein
the city. Round thefirgt Igp things don't look good. The Elvish Moonlit River hastaken an early lead with
Sarijas Storm the Citadd close behind. The Orcish Destroyer isgoing aong easily in fourth place.
Peaceful Dreams of Heaven islast. Things don't improve much in the second. | scream some abuse &t the
charioteer. Two chariots collide and another pulls up with alamed leading horse, leaving Peaceful
Dreamsfifth out of five going into the third lap.

| can seethe Elvish charioteer speaking to his horses, giving them encouragement. The Orcish rider
uses hiswhip. Lesskind, but effective, ashe moves easly up into third placeto liein wait just behind
Storm the Citaddl.

The chariot behind the Orcish Destroyer triesto overtake but gets the worst of it when the Orcish
charioteer lashes hiswhip into his opponent's face, sending him crashing into the centra barrier. Y ou have
to hand it to the Orc, that's good technique. The crowd eruptsin afrenzy. Asthe last Iap begins, Moonlit
River, Storm the Citadd and Destroyer are noseto tail and going well. The only other remaining chariot,
Peaceful Dreams of Heaven, isalmost awholelap behind. | curse mysdlf. | can't believe | put money on
this collection of rusted meta and broken-down nags.

"Please send amighty collision,” | say, raisng my eyes briefly to heaven.

Makri is gripped by the madness and seems close to losing control. She's screaming encouragement
to Peaceful Dreams and waving her sword inthe air, which isillegd in the Stadium, even when your
chariot loses.

Onthefina straight Destroyer makesits move and glides past Storm the Citadd like it was standing
gtill. It drawslevel with the EIf and they start jostling each other asthey come round the bend. The Orcish
charioteer lashes hiswhip at the EIf, who starts lashing him back. Sparksfly astheir wheels grind together
and the horses hurtle onwards at speeds never before seen in the Stadium. The volumeis deafening. I've
never seen such madnessin arace crowd. Y oung Sorcerers Apprentices with whole months wages
staked on the EIf wavetheir saffsintheair. | see Gurd up on his seat with sweat pouring in torrents
down his mighty neck, screaming encouragement.

Inthefind straight the EIf isahead by anose but it seemsto methat the Orc isfinishing stronger.

"It'sdl over," | cry, and hang my head in despair. Suddenly their whedlslock. There is a spectacular
collison and both chariotsleave the ground. They land in aterrible jumble of Orcs, Elves, wood, meta
and horses. Storm the Citadel, racing into the final straight, has no chance. The charioteer triesto pull up
but thereis no time and hetoo isthrown into the air as his chariot hits the wreckage and dews across the
track.

Peaceful Dreams of Heaven, along way behind, has plenty of time to dow down and pick itsway
carefully past the carnage. It trots over the line, the only chariot to complete the race, and the winner.
There's ahuge callective groan of despair from the crowd. Not in our corner of the crowd, however.
Makri goes berserk, and sodo I. | practicaly dance my way down to Honest Mox's to pick up my
winnings. I'm as happy as adrunken mercenary. In fact, I'm happier. Eighteen gurans at fifty to one. Nine



hundred gurans.

Near Mox's gal an irate mercenary is bemoaning hisfate. He'slost al hismoney and is complaining
that the race was fixed.

"Nonsense" | tell him brusquely. "Just one of those things. Takeit likeaman.”

There are some more complaints about the way things have gone but after the incredible excitement
of thefinal race the crowd seems stunned. Most people Sit quietly as the race attendants clear away the
ruined chariots and give the charioteers some medicd attention.

Makri's winnings are amost beyond belief. She has thousands of gurans and hasto buy anew bag to
carry them. She pullsthe coins out in handfuls just to ook at them.

| ask her if shelll put it in the track vault for awhile.
"What for?"
"I need your help before we go home."

Captain Rallee taps me on the shoulder. "Got your message. What's happening?' The Captain has
lost dl hismoney and isn't very pleased. "I'm not convinced thiswas dl fair and square,” he says. "What
do you want?'

"More Civil Guards and a couple of powerful Sorcerers."

Wewalk down to the race track. Standing there are Lord Lisith-ar-Moh and Lord Rezaz Caseg,
examining the remains of their chariots and checking on the hedth of their riders and horses. While not
exactly friendly, they appear to have reached atruce.

"A finerace"
"A fineraceindeed."

Sarijaisdso there. The EIf Lord compliments her politely on the form showed by Storm the Citadd.
Sherepliespolitely in return, both to Lisith and Rezaz. Mdusthe Fair appears, long with Kdiusand
Cicerius. Everyoneispolite to everyone ese. If the outcome of the race left much to be desired for your
average Turanian gambler, in diplomatic termsit was just fine. No oneis about to declarewar on Turai.

It'sarare moment of peace between Orcs, Elves and Humans. | hate to be the one to spoil the mood
but | don't liketo drag it out. | walk up to Kemlath Orc Sayer.

"An exciting day, Kemlath. | notice you're wearing your favouritering. Thering you stole from
Senator Mursiuswhen you killed him.”

Captain Raleelooks at me sharply. So do the Consul and the Deputy Consul.

"l suppose it meant something to you, Kemlath, but it was cardless of you to takeit." | turn to the
Captain. "That ring belonged to Senator Mursius. And | can proveit. You can seeit clearly inthe
painting of him done after the Orc Wars. It was presented to him by the Consul for bravery.”

Sarijashakes her head, protesting. "It's Kemlath'sring. The Consul presented them to al the
officers”

| shake my head. "Afraid not. Kemlath told you that to keep you from suspecting. But | checked the
recordsin the Library. That wasthe only ring presented by the Consul. Kemlath took it from Mursius
because he was jedlous of hiswar record and jealous of you. I've been looking at that painting for days,
but it never struck metill now. Y ou know, Kemlath, | wondered why you were paying such close
attention to this case. | thought for awhile it was just because of your interest in Sarija. But there was
moreto it than that. Y ou removed the stolen art from the warehouse, but the Society of Friends got there
first and took afew items. One of these items was the painting. And you knew you werein troubleif that
turned up and someone put two and two together. Like | just did.

"And even if no one connected the ring, the rest of the stolen goods might till incriminate you,
because you hadn't had time to clean them all properly. It was smart, sticking closeto me. Every timea
piece of evidence appeared, like the bronze cup, you sorceroudy cleaned dl traces of the crimefromiit.



No wonder | drew ablank everywhere | looked.”

Flocks of black stalsflop around the track, picking up scraps from the crowd. | never liked these
birds.

"The sorcerous messages were going abit far though. Glixius sent the first and you followed on. Y ou
were probably just amusing yourself. Incidentally, you remember that time you told me you detected
Glixiussauraon one of them?Y ou never met Glixius. Y ou just made that up. It'sfunny, redly, theway |
kept blaming everything on Glixius, when it wasyou dl dong.”

Kemlath remains cam. He neither blusters nor protests.

"Why would | wish to kill my good friend Mursius?' he says.

"Because you were as jedlous as hell of your good friend Mursiusfor stedling Sarijaout from under
your nose, that'swhy. | talked to the old landlady of the Mermaid. Y ou both used to go there during the
war when you were stationed on the walls at Twelve Seas. She remembers very well that you asked
Sarijato marry you first, and she turned you down for Mursius. | think you've hated him ever since.”

Unruffled, Kemlath continues to deny my accusations.

Captain Rallee is unsure of how to proceed. It'snot asif I've produced a cast-iron case, and
Kemlath isan important man, another war hero. Helooks at Kalius for guidance. Kalius questions me.

"Isthering dl the evidence you have? It ssemsto methat the ring could have been transferred from
Mursusto Kemlath a any time."

| turnto Sarija. "Wdl?Wasit?'
She shakes her head. "Mursius was wearing it the day he disappeared.”

Sarijaiswide-eyed with horror. She believes me. There's awoman who'll be deep into her supply of
dwatonight, or maybe sooner. Kdius orders Kemlath's arrest, pending further investigations.

Afterwards Captain Raleeis il troubled. "Why did he wait twenty yearsto kill him?"

"I don't redly know. Maybe he just brooded onit till it al became too much for him. It might never
have happened if he hadn't found himsalf face to face with Mursius a the warehouse. That was
unplanned. Mursius was part of the plot with the Society of Friends to dope the horses. | think Kemlath
found out about it and decided to expose him. Unfortunately Sarijachosethistimeto sdl aload of
Mursiussart to Axilan, aminor Society of Friendsfigure, when he was up at the villa collecting the
doping plants.

"Kemlath didn't like that. He didn't want anything at the warehouse that might lead to Sarija. If he
exposed Mursius, he didn't want Sarijato be arrested aswell. So hetried to remove the goods.
Unfortunately hisvisit coincided with Mursiuss. | figure Kemlath told Mursius he was going to inform the
authorities about the doping and they got into afight. Kemlath might not have meant to kill him, but that's
what happened. It suited him fine anyway. Left him freeto woo Sarija”

Captain Raleeistaking mentd notesthrough al this. He has a powerful memory, the captain. I've
never known him to forget anything.

"I think you're probably right, Thraxas. But I'm not at al sure we have enough evidence to makeit
dtick in court. Why didn't you wait before denouncing him?'

"Because | wassick of it al, that'swhy. 1've been arrested, made to look foolish and generdly given
ahard time by everyone. I'm fed up with Kemlath and fed up with the weather and I'm especialy fed up
with the way the races have gone. I've done my job, | found thekiller. If you need more evidence, I'm
surethe Guard can dig it up. And now I'm going home.”

"Onelast thing, Thraxas—the Orcs you said you met down at Ferias, were they for red?"

"Of course! Do you think I'd make that up? They were part of Prince Kaazar's assassination force.
Makezathe Thunderer was hiding them there until the race meeting. Probably picked Ferias because the
weather was better."



| walk off. Makri follows me. Aswe pass Md usthey studioudy pretend not to know each other.

"Don't bother faking it,” | mutter. "I know what was going on here today.”

In the landus back to Twelve Seas, Makri playswith her bags of money. | have nine hundred gurans
of my own, but now the euphoria of winning has faded I'm in avery bad mood.

"A very fortunate day's gambling,” | say.

"It surewas," she says, brightly.

"Odd that all those unfancied chariots camein. Very odd. | won nine hundred on thelast race. |

backed Peaceful Dreams of Heaven even though it was the worst chariot in the race. Y ou want to know
why? Because | noticed Hanama betting on it, that'swhy."

Makri looks uncomfortable.
"How much of it do you get to keep?' | ask.
"What do you mean?"

"Do you get to spend any of it? Or did you promiseto pay it dl over to the Association of
Gentlewomen?'

"Stop talking rubbish, Thraxas."

"I'm not talking rubbish. If you're going to tel me that the number three in the Assassins Guild putson
asummer robe and goes to the chariot racesfor pleasure, I'm not going to believe it. The whole meeting
was fixed, Makri, asyou well know. And it was nothing to do with the Society of Friends or the
Brotherhood. These favourites didn't al bresk their axles and rear up in fright for no reason. There was
sorcery at work there."

"Y ou can't work sorcery at the Stadium Superbius,” says Makri stubbornly.

"Y ou can if you've recruited the Stadium Sorcerer. Y ou should mention to Melusthe Fair that if she
wantsto pull that scam again she better be abit more discreet. | know the A.G. needs money in ahurry,
but Lilac Paradise awinner? And Peaceful Dreams of Heaven? | figure she picked up some new racing
magic on her trip to Samsarinathat no one here was familiar with, but if she kegpsdoing it there will be
serioustrouble. If the male population of Turai ever finds out that our resident Stadium Sorcerer is casting
spellsto help win money for the Association of Gentlewomen, they'll tear you al to pieces. And I'll help
them.

"I'm disgusted, Makri. | must have seen twenty A.G. supportersin the Stadium, dl raking in the
money. | wouldn't mind so much if you hadn't tried to throw me off the scent. All that standing around
outside my room, talking about betting with Hanamain stage whispers. Asif | would think sheld suddenly
become interested in the sporting life. Shelll end up with adagger in her back if the Assassins Guild finds
out she's spending time working for the Association of Gentlewomen.”

"l guess she's respons ble enough to work for who she likes.”

"She'sadisgusting killer. So that should suit you well enough. Who do you think you are, messing
around with the races?'

"We need the money," protests Makri.

"So do al the poor wagon drivers, carpenters and sailors who thought that everything was honest. |
tell you, Makri, I'm not pleased. The Stadium Sorcerer cheating the public. Melusthe Fair, of dl people!
| only refrain from denouncing you dl to The Renowned and Truthful Chronicle because you
personally would be thrown off the city walls. The population's had enough of Orcsin the past month.
They're not going to take kindly to another one chesting them.”

Makri reacts furioudy to this.

"Areyou implying that I'm an Orc?"

"Well, you don't have Human values, that's for sure.”

Makri sticks her head out of the landus, yellsfor the driver to stop, and then leaps out into the street.



"Never speak to me again, you obese drunkard!" she shouts.

"Cheating Orc!" | shout back. She storms off.

"And don't try robbing my room again, pointy eard" | yell at her departing figure.

The sun isbeating down. It's hot as Orcish hell. Even though 1've won nine hundred guransI'm as
mad asamad dragon. | can't stand it that the Association of Gentlewomen outsmarted everyone.

Chapter Twenty One

The city, overstimulated in the past month of discontent, startsto return to normal when the Turas
and Triple-Moon Conjunction festivals get under way. The temperature startsto drop as autumn dides
into winter.

Therewas great unhappiness after the race meeting, but surprisingly little suspicion. Everyone trusts
Melusthe Fair, bless her name. | understand that the Association of Gentlewomen have succeeded in
moving their gpplication for Guild status further up the ladder.

Ciceriusis pleased with me. The race wasrun, the Elves till like usand Lord Rezaz will provide
protection for the mining territory. If things keep on like this, | may get back to the Palace one day.

The Civil Guardsdig more deeply into Kemlath'srole in the deaeth of Mursius and succeed in building
areasonable case againgt him. Even Captain Rallee admitsthat | was sharp as an Elf's ear on thisone.

Kemlath doesn't cometo trid however. Unlessit'sacase of high treason any citizen asimportant as
Kemlath, especidly onewho wasahero in thewar, isusudly given the opportunity to fleethe city before
going to court. A member of the aristocracy ismost unlikely to face the scaffold, or along spdll inthe
prison galeys. Ingtead they retire into exile, which Kemlath does.

Sarijaremainsin the city, spending her inheritance on dwa. Glixius Dragon Killer sendsmea
message. He likes me even less than before and will kill me at thefirst opportunity. Given theway |
mistakenly harried him over the Mursius case, | can't exactly blame him.

Atleast | picked up nine hundred gurans at the races, and won't have to work for awhile. That'sthe
only bright spot on the horizon. With winter around the corner I'd like to spend afew monthsjust Sitting
in the warmth of the Avenging Axe with my feet up, drinking beer. Unfortunately Makri makesit
impossiblefor meto relax.

"I've never seen her thismad," says Tanrose.

Gurd nods his agreement.

"Y esterday she damned near demolished the wall out the back with her axe. Said she was practising
fighting, but I noticed she'd chalked a picture of you on it, Thraxas. Why did you cal her an Orc?'

"Wewerearguing.”

Asnoonedsein Tural seemsto redise that the Association of Gentlewomen fixed theraces|'ve

decided that I'm not going to be the one to expose them. Partly I'm concerned for Makri's safety. Also
there might be attemptsto take back the nine hundred gurans | won. But I'm still asmad ashell a Makri.



She can chop down as many pictures of me as shelikes, | refuse to gpologise. Cheating at the Turas
Memorid is despicable behaviour. Even Agtrath Triple Moon confined his larceny to the minor meetings.

Makri appears from the street outside.
"Comefor your evening shift?* says Gurd.

She shakes her head. "I'm leaving. | refuseto live in the sametavern as afat useless drunk who cdled
mean Orc." She sorms upgairs.

"What are you looking at mefor?' | demand. "How come I'm the one that dways hasto apologise
around here? Y ou heard what she called me."

"Come on, Thraxas. Y ou know you should make up. You'd hateit if Makri redly left. Who'll protect
your back when you go up againg these villains?'

"l managed to protect my own back just fine before she came aong. Let her leave. She annoysthe
hell out of me anyway. If it's not that damned women's group then it's some stupidity she's picked up
from Samanatius the Philosopher. Who ever heard of a Barbarian from the east going to the Guild
College anyway? Thewholething isridiculous™

Gurd and Tanrose continue to look at me accusingly. | start to feel persecuted.

"Well goddamn it, if it means that much to the pair of you, I'll say I'm sorry. Not that it'll do any good.
Even Makri isn't naive enough to fal for abunch of flowersthreetimesin arow.”

On two previous occasions when Makri was apparently irreconcilably annoyed at me | had given her
abunch of flowers, at the suggestion of Tanrose. It seemed like alousy way of gpologising to me but it
had a spectacular effect on Makri. She burst into tears and ran out of the room in fact. Both times.
Tanrose put it down to her growing up in agladiator dave pit and never redly getting any presents
before.

Makri appears downstairs with abag over her shoulder.

"And tell that corpulent dug if he buys me flowers1'll ram them down histhroat,” she says, sorming
out of the door.

"She'sjust saying that," says Tanrose. "I'm sure it would work again.”

| sare at her in amazement. Tanrose seemsto have an dmost mystical belief in the power of asmall
bunch of flowers. It'sridiculous.

"Buy her anew axe," suggests Gurd. "1 think she damaged her favourite one hacking down thewall.”

Whichiswhy | find mysdf tramping through Quintessence Street and up to the market on my way to
the armourer's. The wesather is pleasant, with the warm autumn air showing the first sgn of cooling.
Winter isnot far away. Winter in Turai ishell. I'mredly going to regret it if | can't spend it comfortably in
front of aroaring fire a the Avenging Axe.

| reach the armourer. Therésasign onit saying: " Closed due to bereavement.” | forgot that the
armourer'sthird son waskilled in a crossbow incident last week. The fourth son isduein court any day
NOW.

It'stoo late to reach another armourer. It'll have to wait till tomorrow. | make my way back into
Quintessence Street. | buy a pastry from the bakery. Minarixaislessfriendly than usual. Probably Makri
has been spreading bad stories about me.

| stop in the street to edt.

"Comefor someflowers?' says Baxosthe flower sdler.

"Hey, Rox," he cdlsover to the fish vendor. "Thraxasis buying flowers again.”

"Still got hislady friend, hashe?' ydls back Rox, loud enough for the entire street to hear.
"You treat her nicely, Thraxad" screams Birix, one of Twelve Seas busiest prostitutes.

| glare a Baxos and toss him acoin just to get away. | arrive back in the Avenging Axe holding a
large bunch of flowers.



"| thought you were buying an axe?'
"The axe shop was shut.”

It sounds abit lame. | thrust the flowersinto Makri's hand. My hand straysto my sword, just in case
shegetsviolent.

Makri raises the flowers to dash them to the ground. Suddenly atear trickles from her eye. She
refrains from dashing them to the ground and instead rushes forward, embraces me then runs out of the
room in tears. I'm unsure of what this means.

"Did it work agan?'

"Of course," says Tanrose.

| can't understand it. Neither can Gurd.

"Thisisawoman who once fought adragon. She killed anine-foot Troll when she wasthirteen.”

Tanrose shrugs. "'l imagine it wasrealy grim growing up where she did. Therés obvioudy alot of
mileage left in small presents where Makri is concerned.”

Gurd snorts. "Thewomen in my village were not like that. It took at least anew plough to impress
them.”

"That must be why you never married,” says Tanrose. Y ou should have ignored the ploughs and
tried flowers™

Shelooks rather pointedly at Gurd. He seems embarrassed. He's been attracted to Tanrose for a
long time, but any mention of the subject makes him uneasy. These northern Barbarians. No romance. |
leavethemtoit.

Upstairs| check on my supplies. | need plenty of klee and thazis to get me through the winter. And
maybe some new blankets. | have nine hundred gurans. Enough for plenty of thick blankets. | might even
buy one for Makri. She doesn't have much money and she handed over al her winningstothe A.G.
Foolish behaviour, it seemed to me, but that's the problem with being idedlitic. It makes you do foolish
things. Persondly, 1'd have kept every guran.

Thraxas
and
the Elvish
|des



Chapter One

It'swell past midnight and the air in the tavern isthick with thazis smoke. In front of methetableis
groaning from the weight of money in the pot. Every week the Avenging Axe plays host to agame of rak,
but there's rardly been this much money riding on asingle hand. There are Six of usleft in and Captain
Raleeisnext to bet. He stares at his cards for along time.

"I reckon Thraxasisbluffing," he says, and pushes forward hisfifty gurans.

Next to him is Old Grax the wine merchant. Grax isawily card player. He once won athousand
gurans off Generd Acarius, and Generd Acariusis universadly acknowledged to be the finest gambler in
the Turanian army. It's never easy to read Old Grax'sintentions. From the confident way he dideshis
money into the centre of the table you might think he's got one hell of ahand. I'm not so sure. I'm
guessing he hasnt.

Outsdethe stregts are dark and silent. The front door of the Avenging Axeislocked. Light from the
fire and the torches on the wallsflickers over the faces of the dozen or so spectators. They nursetheir
drinksin silence, caught up in the tensgon asthe game nearsits climax.

"I'mout,” says Ravenius, ayoung guy from uptown who joins us most weeks. Hes abig loser on the
night and looks disappointed, but he's the son of awealthy Senator so helll be back next week with
another bag of money.

Gurd thelandlord is il in the game, and next to bet. The heat from the fire brings swest to hisbrow.
He pushes back some strands of grey hair from hisface and stares at his cards, which are dwarfed by his
great hands. Gurd is aBarbarian from the north. In our younger days we fought al over the world
together as mercenaries. We aso played rak. Gurd's a shrewd gambler. He thinks he knows everything
thereisto know about my technique at the card table. He doesn't.

"I'min," he grunts, pushing hismoney forward with hisbrawny arm.

Captain Raleeraises hisflagon and spshisde. Two of hismen, Civil Guards ill in uniform with
their swords at their hips, sit closeto him, their interest fixed on the game. Tanrose, the tavern's cook, has
abandoned her position at the bar and edges closer to peer at the players.

Last person to bet is Casax, head of thelocal chapter of the Brotherhood, the powerful crimina gang
that runsthe southern haf of the city of Tura. It's not often you'll see Captain Rallee at the same table as
aBrotherhood boss. Unlike most of our city officias, the Captain isway too honest to socidise with
figures from the underworld. But the Captain lovesto gamble at rak so he makes an exception for our
weekly meeting.

Nor would Casax normally be sitting down with me. Brotherhood bosses don't take kindly to Private
Investigators. More than once Casax has threatened to have mekilled. Karlox, his oxlike henchman, who
stsby his shoulder, would like nothing better than to gut me with his sword. HEll haveto wait. Thereis



never any violence at thistable, which iswhy it attracts such diverse people as rich wine merchants and
Senators sons down to Twelve Seas, arough part of town they'd normally work hard to avoid.

Casax glaresround at us. Hetugs at his earrings. Might be asign of tenson. Might not be. Casax isa
very hard man to read. We wait for him to make hismove. Wewait along time, in silence.

"I'll cover," hegrunts, eventudly. "Andraise.”

Casax reaches out ahand and Karlox drops afat purse into his palm. Casax ripsit open and counts
rapidly.

"Y our fifty gurans and another two hundred.”

The onlookers whisper in excitement. Two hundred gurans. It takes an honest citizen along timeto
earn that amount. It takesme along timeto earn it, and I'm not that honest.

Makri appearswith atray of drinks. Ravenius studies her with interest. She'sworth studying if you're
ayoung man with the energy for that sort of thing. Strong, beautiful, and possibly the only personin the
West to have Orc, Elf and Human blood in her veins, Makri is quite asight. She wears atiny chainmall
bikini at work for the sole purpose of earning tips and as Makri has the sort of figure men dream about
when they're far from home, and maybe dream about even more when they're actually at home, she earns
alot of tips.

My five cardslie face down on the table in front of me. | don't bother looking at them again. | don't
react to Casax'sraise too dowly or too quickly. Two hundred gurans on asingle hand might be getting
out of my leaguein the norma course of things, but last month | walked out of the Turas Memorid
Chariot Race with an extremely handsome profit, thanks to some very astute gambling on my part. | il
have most of my winnings. | can cover Casax's bet. | take abeer from Makri'stray and edge my chair
back an inch to give my belly alittle more room. | take my purse from my lgp and count out two hundred
guransand | push it into the centre of the table.

Thetaverniscompletely slent apart from the spitting of the fire. Makri stares at me. She's one of my
very few friendsin the city. | can tell from her expression she thinks'm afool who's about to be parted
from hismoney.

The betting has gone too far for Captain Rallee. That'll teach him to be honest. To compete at this
level he ought to be taking a bribe every now and then. He handsin his cardswith alook of disgust.

Old Grax is next. Despite the heat he's ftill wearing the dark green cloak with the fur collar that
denates his high ranking in the Honourable Association of Merchants. He's awealthy man—he should
be, with the amount of wine drunk in Turai—but he doesn't seem 0 keen on risking two hundred gurans
on the card he holds.

| guessed right. He folds, his face betraying neither anger nor disgppointment. He motionsto Makri
for somewine. | motion for another beer. I'm not the sort of man who needs to Stay entirely sober at the
cardtable. So | liketo believe anyway.

Gurd sghs deeply. He's dready aloser on the night and another two hundred gurans would make a
substantial holein histavern's profits. Gurd had alot of expense rebuilding after the city-wideriotslast
year and maybe thisinfluences him. He handsin his cards, reluctantly. | notice Tanrose smiling. She
doesn't like to see him lose. Tanrose is sweet on the old Barbarian. Also, he pays her wages.

Makri hands me my beer and stands next to me. Here in the Avenging Axe everyoneismore or less
used to her by now, but in much of the city her appearance till drawsalot of attention. It's not just her
looks and figure. The reddish hue of her skin and her pointed ears revea her Orc blood and anyone with
Orc blood isregarded as cursed, asocid outcast, and totally unwelcomein Turai. Everyone hates Orcs,
even though we're at peace with them just now. Makri's only aquarter Orc, but that's more than enough
to get you into trouble in many places.

Casax has aglass of water in front of him. No acohol has passed hislips since he sat down at the
table dmost six hours ago. His eyes are degpest black and in the torchlight they shine with malevolent



intelligence. He snaps his fingers. Karlox the enforcer digs deep into hisrobe, producing alarger bag of
money.

"Count me out athousand,”" says Casax, casudly, asif betting athousand gurans on ahand of cards
isan everyday occurrence,

The spectators can't help showing surprise and there are excited whispers as they crane their necks
to seethe action.

Karlox counts. Casax looks me straight in the eye. | stare Straight back at him and | don't alow the
dightest flicker of expression to show on my face. | don't think the Brotherhood bossis bluffing. Hehasa
good hand. That's fine with me. | have agood hand too. | have four black dragons. Four black dragons
ispractically unbeatable at rak. The only thing higher would be afull roya mansion, and if Casax turnsup
with afull royd mansion a the sametime as| have four black dragons I'm liable to suspect that things
have not been entirely above board, and to start asking afew questions with my sword.

| caAmly sp some beer, and make ready to clean out the gangster. While my face is devoid of
expression, ingde I'm feeling pretty damn good. I've fought all over the world, 1've seen Orcs, Elvesand
dragons, 1've been employed at the Imperiad Palace and I've been down and out in the gutters. I've
talked, drunk and gambled with Kings, Princes, Sorcerers and beggars. And now I'm about to walk off
with thelargest pot of winnings ever seenin Twelve Sees. I've been waiting for thismoment al my life.

"One thousand,” mutters Karlox, and hands the money over to his boss. Casax gets ready to make
his bet.

"You mindif | St down on the edge of your chair?* says Makri to me, bresking the silence. "I'm
feding abit weary. I've got a heavy blood flow this month.”

| blink at her. "What?"
"My period. Y ou know, it can make awoman tired.”

For asplit second a profound, awestricken hush descends in the room, followed immediately by the
most God-awful racket as peoplerise from their chairsin apanic. To my certain knowledge no woman
has ever said such wordsin publicin Tural before. Mendiruation is high up the list of taboo subjectsin
this city and in the assembled company of gamblers and drinkersthe wordsfal like afiery blast froma
war dragon. Casax freezes. He might have once killed alion with his bare hands but he's not up to this
sort of thing. Beside him Gurd's face assumes alook of terror the like of which I've not seen sncewe
were tramping through the Macian Hills and alarge and venomous snake suddenly reared up and bit him
ontheleg.

Chairs crash as people start heading for the exits. Y oung Pontifex Derlex, the local Priest, shrieks as
he runs out the tavern.

"I'll open the church for immediate purification,” he yells over his shoulder, and bursts out through the
door to safety.

"Y ou filthy whore!" yells Karlox, helping hisbossto hisfeet. Casax islooking shaky and hasto be
led away. His other companions scoop up his money before they depart, taking not only his thousand but
the other money he's aready put into the pot.

"You can't dothat!" | yell, risng to my feet and fumbling for my sword, but they've dready got their
blades out. From the way Captain Ralleeis buttoning up hiscloak | can tell he's not going to hang around
to help me out. Gurd, my trusty companion in adversity, is disappearing into the back room muttering that
if this sort of behaviour continues he's going to close the tavern and move back north.

About thirty seconds after Makri's grim utterance I'm staring at a scene of total desolation. Everyone
has fled, either to the safety of their homes or straight to church for ritua purification. | Stare at Makri. |
try to shout a her but nothing comes out. I'm too shocked even to yell. Makri islooking puzzled.

"What just happened?’ she asks.

My arms are shaking. It takes me awhileto get my tankard up to my mouth. The derevivesmea



little, enough to get some words out.
"You...you...you..."
"Come on, Thraxas. It's not like you to splutter. What's going on? Did | say something wrong?”

"Something wrong! " | bellow, my voicefinaly returning in fury. " Something wrong?"Can | St down
because I've got a heavy blood flow?' Are you completely insane? Have you no shame?'

"| don't seewheat dl thefussisabout.”
"It's completely taboo to mention . . . to mention . . ." Somehow | can't say the word.
"Mengtruation?' saysMakri, hdpfully.

"Stop saying that!" | scream. "L ook what you did! | was about to rake in athousand gurans from
Casax and you scared him away!"

I'm livid. Strange emotionswell up ingde me. I'm forty-three yearsold. Asfar as| can remember |
haven't cried since | was eight, when my father caught me raiding his beer cellar and chased me round the
city walswith asword in hishand. But at the thought of Casax's thousand gurans, rightfully mine but now
disappearing into the depths of Twelve Seas, I'm pretty closeto tears. | consider attacking Makri. She
might be alethd swordswoman but I'm the best street fighter intown and | figure | could take her low
down with asurprisekick.

"Don't try it," says Makri, taking a step backwards towards the bar, where she keeps her sword
hidden during working hours.

| advance towards her. "I'll kill you, you pointy-eared freak!" | yell, and get ready to charge. Makri
grabsfor her sword and | draw mine swiftly from its scabbard.

Tanrose appears and plants hersalf between us. "Stop thisat oncel™ she demands. "'I'm surprised at
you, Thraxas, drawing your sword againgt your friend Makri."

"That pointy-eared Orc freak isno friend of mine. She just cost me athousand gurans.”

"How dare you cal me a pointy-eared Orc freak," screams Makri, and advances towards me, blade
in hand.

"Desg!" ydls Tanrose. "Thraxas, put that sword away or | promise | will never cook you avenison
pieagain. | meanit. And Makri, put your weapon down or I'll have Gurd get you to clean out the stables
and sweep the yard. I'm surprised at you both.”

| hegitate. It shames meto admit it, but | do more or less depend on Tanrose's venison pies. My life
would befar poorer without them.

"It'snot Makri'sfault if she didn't know she shouldn't say that. After al, she grew upinan Orcish
gladiator dave pit."

"Quiteright," says Makri. "We couldn't mess around with socid taboos. We were too busy fighting.
Just get atowd in place and chop up the next enemy. When you've got four Trollswith clubstrying to
knock your head off, no one worries about whether you're menstruating or not.”

| can't take any more. | swear that when Makri saysthis Tanrose actualy smiles. | begin to suspect
that these women are congpiring against me. I am now madder than a mad dragon, and maybe alittle
more.

"Makri," | say with dignity. "For thefirg timein my life, | find mysdf in complete agreement with
Karlox. Y ou are afilthy whore and you have the manners of an Orcish dog. No, Orcish dogs have many
socid graceswhich you lack. | am now going upstairsto my room. Kindly never talk to me again. Andin
future please keep your disgusting revelations about your bodily functionsto yourself. Herein the civilised
world we prefer not to know what goes on between the legs of the Orcish half-breeds who sometimes
seefit toinfest our city.”

Somewhere in the middle of this speech Makri explodesin fury and triesto rush forward and sink her
sword in my guts, but fortunately Gurd has re-emerged from the back room and places his brawny arms



around her shouldersto restrain her. As| mount the sairs, still with dignity, | hear her screaming that she
looks forward to the day when her sword pierces my heart.

"If it can make it through all that blubber, that is" she adds, quite unnecessarily referring to my excess
weight.

| place alocking spell on both my doors, grab abottle of beer, drink it down, then dump on my
couch. | hatethis stinking city. Always have. Nothing goesright for aman in this place.

Chapter Two

Next morning I'm woken up by the shrill voice of a street vendor outside, eager to sl her waresin
the last week of autumn before the evil winter takes hold of the city. It doesn't improve my mood.

Winter in Tura isgrim: bitter cold, howling gaes, freezing rain and enough snow to bury the homeless
beggars that huddle miserably in the Streets of Twelve Seas. Back in the dayswhen | wasa Senior
Investigator at the Imperid Palace, winter didn't trouble me. | hardly even saw it, just remained within the
comfortable confines of the Palace walls, where a combination of engineering skill and sorcery prevented
the inhabitants from feding any discomfort. If any investigating needed doing, | sent asubordinate. Since |l
was booted out by my boss, Rittius, my life has changed considerably for theworse. I'm aPrivate
Investigator in adangerous part of town where thereis plenty of crime to be investigated but precious
little money to pay me for the investigating. I'm reduced to living in two rooms above atavern, eking out
my existence by risking my life againg the sort of violent criminalswho'll happily gut aman for afew
guransor asmall dose of dwa.

The sign outsde my door says Sorcerous Investigator but that is somewhat mideading. A more
accurate version would say Investigator Who Once Did Study Sorcery But Now Has Only The Feeblest
Of Magicd Powers. And Works Cheap.

| Sgh. It'strue that my winnings at the chariot races will enable meto make it through the winter in
more comfort than | otherwise might have. But if 1'd taken that huge pot at rak last night I'd have been a
good way towards moving out of thisdump. I've had my fill of the dums. | don't have the energy for it
any more.

| need some beer for breakfast but that means going downstairs and facing Makri. She will be out for
vengeance. The woman—I use the term loosely—has in the past refused to speak to me after far less
wounding accusations. What shell do after thethings | said last night, God only knows. Attack me,
probably. Let her. I'm fedling angry enough to attack her right back. | tuck my sword in its scabbard and
am on the point of marching right downstairs to confront Makri with her many crimeswhen therésa
knock on my outside door and avoice | recognise calls out my name.

| banish the minor locking spell from the door and haul it open.
"Vas-ar-Methet! What are you doing in the city? Comeright in!"

Vas-ar-Methet walksin, dumps his green cloak on the floor, and embraces me warmly. | embrace
him back, equaly warmly. | haven't seen him in fifteen years but you don't forget an EIf who once saved



your lifeduring the last great Orc War.
| saved hislifetoo. And we both saved Gurd. The last Orc War was grim. There were plenty of
occasions when lives needed saving.

Likedl Elves, Vas-ar-Methet istdl and fair, with golden eyes, but even among the upright Elvish
Folk Vas-ar-Methet stands out as a distinguished figure. Hes aheder, an Elf of great kill, and well
respected among hisfolk.

"Would you like some kleg?"

Kleeisthelocd spirit, distilled in the hills. Elvesin genera are not given to strong drink, but | seemto
remember that Vas, after the months we spent together fighting, was not averse to something to keep the
circulaion going.

"| seeyou haven't changed,” he laughs.

Vasaways laughed easily. He's rather more emotional than your average Elf. HE's some years older
than me but, asisthe way with Elves, showslittle Sgn of advancing age. If he'sreached fifty, which he
probably has, you'd be hard pushed to guess.

He brings out asmal packet from within hisgreen tunic. "'l thought you might likethese."

"L esadaleaves? Thank you. | just finished my last one!™

I'm grateful. Lesadaleaves grow only on the Elvish Idesand they're hard to acquirein Tural. They're
used asacure for many things and have agreet purifying effect on the body. | use them for hangovers,
and can persondly state that thereis no finer remedy.

The memory of where | obtained my last supply of |esadaleaves causes meto frown.

"Did you hear about the two Elves| encountered last year?' | ask.

Vas-ar-Methet nods. They'd arrived at my door claiming to be friends of hisand hired me under false
pretences to work for them. Asit turned out, they were Elves of the crimind variety—rare, but not
unheard of—who had been using me for their own ends. It got them killed in the end, though not by me,
and I've worried dightly since then that they might redlly have been friends of Vas.

He reassures me. "No, not friends, nor relatives. We heard the full tale on the idands eventudly. They
used my name and the name of my Lord only to gain influence with you, Thraxas. It is| who should
gpologiseto you."

We beam at each other. | clap him heartily on the back, break open the klee, and tel him to fill mein
on thelagt fifteen years.

"How'slife on the Elvish Ides? Still paradise on Earth?’

"Much the same aswhen you visited, Thraxas. Apart from. . ." He frowns and bresaks off.

My Investigator'sintuition lumbersinto action. In the excitement of seeing old Vasagain it had
temporarily switched off, but now, looking a histroubled face, | can tell that something iswrong.

"Isthisaprofessond vist, Vas? Do you need my help?'

"l am afraid so. And if you can forgive my rudeness, | must explain my business quickly, though |
would far rather talk with you awhile of old times. Is Gurd till dive?’

"Still dive? He certainly is. He ownsthis dump. I'm his tenant.”

Vas guffaws at the thought of Gurd turning into abusinessman. And when Vas-ar-Methet guffaws, he

redly letsit out. HE's pretty unrestrained for an EIf. Not the sort to Sit around in atree dl night, watching
thestars. | dwaysliked him.

"What'sthe rush?'
"l am here as part of theretinue of Lord Kdith-ar-Yil. We sailed in early thismorning, earlier than

expected. Lord Kalith has been keen to compl ete the voyage as he is anticipating bad weather on the
return journey.”



I'd heard that Lord Kdith-ar-Yil wasduein Turai. HeEsthe ruler of Avula, one of the Elvish Idesto
the south, and afriend and dly of our city. Some of our Turanian officids are going down to visit as
guests of the Elvesfor the Avulan festiva, which isheld every five years, | believe. Theinvitation was sent
up by way of Lord Lisith-ar-Moh, another Elvish dly, who visited Turai recently. Listh-ar-Moh isthe
ruler of Ven, anidand closeto Avula

"I heard you were of some serviceto Lord Lisith," saysVas.

"I was. | helped make sure the greet chariot race actually happened, though that involved helping the
Orcs entrant aswell, which | could have done without. A man doesn't want too much of areputation as
an Orc helper. So you're here to pick up our Prince and take him to the Avulan fetival ?"

"Weare. And aswe are earlier than expected, and Lord Kalith wishesto sail tonight, | imagine there
issome amount of panic at the Imperia Paace. | mysalf have much to do and can't spend long here.”

"Well, tell methetrouble, Vas. We can reminisce another time."

Elvescan bealittiewordy. | heard Lord Lisith when he proffered the Avulans invitation to their
fegtival, and to be honest it dragged alittle. We dl like Elvesin this city, and we're pleased they've invited

our young Princeto theidand of Avula, but we don't necessarily want to hear endless speeches abott it.
Fortunately Vasis more direct than an EIf Lord.

"Two months ago our Hesuni Tree was damaged by fire."
My eyeswiden in surprise. Every Elvish idand isinhabited by one clan of Elvesand every clan hasits

Hesuni Tree. It's said to record the history of the clan. In somewaysit'stheir soul. I've never heard of
one catching fire.

"It never has happened before. And it was not completely burned, though it suffered considerable
damage. Thetree-tenders of our tribe have saved it, though it will be sometime beforeit is strong again.
Thisisnot public knowledge. | know that Lord Kaith will have informed your Roya Family of the
occurrence, but we would not wish for people to know the true sate of affairs.”

| light up athazis stick. Vasfrowns.

"These narcotic substances are bad for aman, Thraxas."

| shrug thisoff. Thazisisavery mild drug, camsthe nerves, nothing more. Compared to the plague
of dwathat has recently gripped the city, its effects are negligible. Since dwa started flooding in from the
south, Tural has advanced severd giant steps on itsway to hell, damnation and destruction. Crime has
mushroomed on al fronts, which isgood for my business, | suppose.

"Tel me about the Tree."

"Someone attacked it with an axe, and then with fire. It took the greatest efforts of our tribe to save
it

He pausesto sp someklee.

"No Elvish tribe has ever suffered such an attack. The Hesuni Tree of the Uratha Clan was struck by
lightning and killed three hundred years ago, and this calamity has ever since plagued the Uratha. That,
however, was an act of God. It iswithout precedent for aHesuni Tree to be attacked. Y ou have been
among the Elves, Thraxas, you may have some idea of what the Hesuni meansto the clan.”

| nod. I know enough to redise the seeming impossibility of any EIf harmingit.

"Coming before our Festivd it is particularly unfor-tunate. Many Elves from the neighbouring idands
vigt Avulaand it has cast a shadow over the occasion.”

"Who was responsible? Has Orcish sorcery extended its arm so far south?”
Vasseyesmist over. "My daughter stands accused of the crime.”
Unexpectedly, atear rolls down the face of Vas-ar-Methet.

| see too much misery on the streets every day to be much affected by it, but I'm greetly touched by
the sght of my old companion-in-arms reduced to tears.



Hetells methat his daughter is currently under lock and key on theidand, accused of the terrible and
unprecedented crime.

"I swear sheisinnocent, Thraxas. My daughter is not capable of such aterrible act. | need someone
to help her but there is no one on the idands who can do what you do. No one has any experience of
investigating . . . we have no crimeto investigate. . . till this. . ."

| finish off my klee and bang my fist on the table in areassuring manner. "Don't worry, Vas. I'll sort it
out. When do we sail?'

You cantrust meinacrisis. Thraxaswill dways cometo your aid. What's more, it will get me avay
from the terrible Turanian winter, which isdl to the good.

"We sall with the evening tide. The winter ssormswill soon be here and we must be well clear of your
coast before then.”

Thethought of winter ssorms makes me wonder if | might have legped in too hadtily here. I've sailed
enough to take another long voyage in my stride, but even under the fine seamanship of Lord Kalith and
his Elvish crew | don't relish the prospect of battling though the icy winter gales. Vasreassures me: Avula
isone of the closest of the Elvish Ides, about three or four weeks journey due south, and we should be
able to pass through the most dangerous waters before they become too troubled.

"| gppreciate thismorethan | can say, Thraxas. It isno light thing for aman to drop everything at a
moment's noticeto trave far, even in answer to acal from help from an old friend.”

"Think nothing of it, Vas. | owe you. Anyway, who wantsto sit through another Turanian winter?
Y ou ever been herein winter? It'shell. Last year | had to spend three weeks at the harbour sorting out
some shipping fraud. | was colder than afrozen pixie and you couldn't move without tripping over some
poor beggar's corpse. Anyway, I've alittle persond trouble at the moment | wouldn't mind being far
away from."

"Persondl trouble? What sort of . . ."

Andmighty crash comesat my insde door. It'sill protected by my locking spell but this minor
incantation isn't going to hold out for long againgt such a determined assaullt.

"Anangry woman," | grunt. "If you can cal her that."

| grab my sword and bark afew ancient words at the door, removing the spell. It bursts open and
Makri practicdly fliesinto the room. She has an axe in one hand and is trying to fend off Gurd with the
other. She makes good progress towards me before Gurd managesto get hisarms round her and bring
her to agrinding hdlt.

"Let go of me, damnyou,” yellsMakri. "l don't carewhat you say, I'm going to kill him."

Gurd hangs on, using his extra body weight to his advantage. Makri struggles furioudy. Normaly in
this sort of situation she would produce a dagger from somewhere around her body and stab whoever
was unwise enough to be hanging on to her but she has the disadvantage of not actualy wishing to kill
Gurd, who is her employer and has always trested her rather kindly.

Vas has stood up in astonishment at the sight of Makri and Gurd struggling at the door. Like any EIf,
he can sense Orc blood, and Elves hate Orcs even more than Humans do. But of course he can aso
sense Makri's EIf blood. Elves are aways confused by Makri, while Makri hersdlf findsrelating to Elves
troubling, so troubling that, at the Sight of the dignified presence of the hedler, she stops struggling and
eyeshimcoldly.

"Who the hell areyou?' she demands, in fluent Elvish.

"A friend of Thraxas," repliesVas.

"WEell you better say your goodbyes," grunts Makri. "I'm about to send him to hell. No onecdlsme a
pointy-eared Orc bitch and lives."

Vaswaks up to her, bows politely, then looks her inthe eye. "I have rarely heard our language
spoken so gracefully by someone not born on theidands,”" he says. "'Y ou speak it quite beautifully.”



Makri is not placated. She spitsout an Orcish curseat him. | wince. | mysdf am fluent inthe
Common Elvish tongue and since Makri arrived my Orcish has greetly improved. | can't believe that she
just said that to awell-bred EIf. | hope he didn't understand. It's about the rudest thing you can do to an
Elf to gpesk Orcishin front of him.

Vas doesthe last thing I'm expecting, whichisto put hishead back and laugh heartily.

"Y ou spesk Orcish very well aso. | picked up quite alot during the war. Please tell me, young lady,
who are you that you live herein atavern in Twelve Seas and have such command of three languages?”

"Four,” says Makri. "I've been learning the Roya Elvish language aswdll.”

"Redlly? That isunheard of. Y ou must be a person of unusud intelligence.”

Makri has now stopped struggling. Having this cultured EIf compliment her on her high intelligence
puts her in aquandary. Makri is not short of compliments on her looks, her figure, her spectacular hair.
She hardly notices them any more, unlessthey are accompanied by a hefty tip. The main reason she stays
around hereisto attend the Guild College. Makri isabudding intellectua of a serious nature and an EIf
complimenting her inteligence can't fail to have some effect.

"Wéll, I've been reading the scrolls at thelibrary . . . you know . . ."

"Have you read the tale of Queen Leesuven?”’

"Yes," repliesMakri. "l lovedit.”

Vasisddighted. "Our finest epic. So finethat it has never been trandated from the Royal language

for fear of gpailing itsbeauty. Y ou know it originated on Avula, my idand? It isone of the glories of my
tribe. | am indeed pleased to meet you."

He bowsto her again. Makri bows back. Gurd lets her go. Makri frowns, realising that she can't
redly hit mewith her axe. It would completely spoil the good impression she just made.

"Camed down now?" says Gurd.

"No," gruntsMakri. "But I'll saveit for later.”

Tanrose cdlsfrom downgtairs, something about aman arriving with aload of fresh venison, and Gurd
hurries off. Makri is about to turn and leave when Vas calls her back.

"l am pleased to have met you. | sail on tonight'stide and may not see you again. But the Elves of my
idand will be pleased to learn of the person in Turai who respects our tale of Queen Leeuven.”

It's struck me before as peculiar the way Makri can make al sorts of people like her. Every time she
comes across some well-bred or high-up member of society, the sort of person who would, not without
reason, regard her as an ignorant Barbarian not worthy of notice, she dways seemsto end up cregting a
good impression. Cicerius, our Deputy Consul, was practically eating out of her hand thelast time
worked for him. And now my friend Vas, an Elf of the highest repute, who quite possibly has never so
much as spoken aword to any creature with aspeck of Orc blood in them, is chatting away to her when
redlly we should be discussing business. Any moment now they'll be reciting poetry together.

Just because Makri and Vas have hit it off in abig way doesn't mean I'm keen to spend time with the
woman. I'm still mad as hell about the money she cost me.

"How long till we sall?' | say, muscling into the conversation.

"About eight hours."

"Where are you going?' asks Makri, immediately interested.

"ToAvula" | reply. "Far away fromyou. Vas, I'll need to make preparations. I'm going out to buy a
few things. Therewill be plenty of timeto fill mein on the detailswhilewere sailing.”

"l want to come," says Makri.

| laugh. "No chance. Asthe well-known saying goes, you'd be aswelcome asan Orc at an Elvish
wedding."

"It'sthe Avulan fedtivd, isn't it?" saysMakri. "I've read about it. Three staged versons of the tale of



Queen Leeuven and competitionsin chora singing, dance and poetry. | want to come.”

"Well you can't," | say. "The Avulan festival isnot open to everyone. It's gtrictly an Elf-only affair,
plus afew honoured guests. Like me, for instance. I'll see you on board, Vas. If you wish to stay here
and discuss poetry with thisbarmaid, | must warn you that sheisnot fully trained in the ways of
avilisaion.

And with that | depart. As| head down the sairs| can fed the air getting colder. The voyage may
well be chilly till we reach the warmer waters of the south. I'll need awarm, waterproof cloak for the
journey and maybe anew pair of boots. And some beer. I'll get Gurd to load a barrel on to awagon for
me when | get back. The Elves have fine wine but it wouldn't surprise meif there wasno beer a al on
board their ship, and that's a chance I'm not prepared to take.

Chapter Three

Around seven and ahdf hourslater I'm ready to sail. | arrive at the harbour on awagon and load my
bel ongings on board. The Turanian soldiers on guard duty look at me suspicioudy as| roll up with asmal
bag of provisonsand alarge barrel of beer, but as the Elves are expecting me they let me past. The
Elvish crew assumethat as| am aguest of Vas-ar-Methet I'm probably part of the officid Turanian party
heading south for the festival, and | don't bother to correct them.

Thisfegtival isheld every fiveyearsand, asfar as| know, ismainly atended by Elvesfrom the three
neighbouring idands of Avula, Ven and Corinthd. There are severd digtinct greet triba groupings of
Elves on the Southern Idands, and dl the Elves from these three idands, while forming separate nations,
bel ong to the great Ossuni tribe. Whether Elves from further afield will bein atendance I'm not sure, but
there will certainly be few Humansthere. It isregarded asagreat honour in Turai that our representatives
have been invited, amark of the continuing friendship between our nations.

Tura needsthis friendship. We have declined in importance in the last fifty yearsor so, mainly asa
result of theinternal strife within the League of City-States. It isnow pretty much politically impotent.
When the League was strong Tural could speak with apowerful voice. Now we're weak. Despite this
we are gtill high among the nations who are regarded asfriends of the Elves. They saved usduring the last
great Orc War and if the Orc nations ever unite again and start heading west over the Wastelands, which
ismorethan likely, well be relying on the Elves again. Hence theimportance of thisinvitation. Prince
Dees-Akan won' just be attending afegtiva, helll be cementing our diplomatic ties.

Tura issending the young Prince, second in lineto the throne, and Deputy Consul Cicerius, the city's
second highest officia, along with afew other minor dignitaries, acouple of Sorcerers and variousroya
bodyguards and attendants, a party of twenty or so, which iswhy the Elves sent up such alarge ship. It's
abireme with twin banks of oars dong each side, although it's unlikely that these will be muchin use.
Elves don't enjoy rowing any more than they have to and they'll be planning on running with the wind for
mogt of the journey.

It'sagaingt the law for the city's highest officid, the Consul, to leave the state during histerm of office,



which iswhy our government will be represented by his Deputy, Cicerius. I've worked for Ciceriuson
severa occasions, and he's been satisfied with my achievements, but | couldn't claim to befriends. |
know he has neither forgiven nor forgotten thetime | was carried drunk into the Palace, singing songs.
I'm not under any illusionsthat hell be pleased to have me dong.

| expect that the Elves have proffered other invitations to Humans. Turai was not the only city to fight
aongddeLord Ligth-ar-Moh and Lord Kdith-ar-Yil. Important politicians from other sea-going nations
will be gathered on Avula Maybe | can pick up some business.

AsI'm lugging my travelling bag up the gangplank | notice Lanius Suncatcher striding nimbly on
board, followed by his apprentice struggling with the heavy baggage. Laniusiswrapped in hisrainbow
cloak, denoting him asamember of the Sorcerers Guild. | used to know him back in the dayswhen |
was a Senior Investigator at the Palace. A nice young guy, as| remember. He's been recently promoted
to asenior spot in Palace Security because of severa unfortunate deaths among our more experienced
Sorcerers.

He greets me as| reach the deck. "Thraxas. Wasn't expecting to see you here. Are you back in
favour with the Palace?'

"Afraid not. Still pounding the streetsin a private capacity. I'm not part of the officid party, just here
asaguest of the Elves.”

| congratul ate the young Sorcerer on his promotion. "Y ou've come along way. Last timel saw you,
you were gill running errands for Old Hasiusthe Brilliant."

"The way our Sorcerers have been handing in their togas recently has been good for my career,” he
admits. "I'm Chief Sorcerer at Palace Security these days, promoted after Mirius Eagle Rider got himself
killed. It would bejust fineif it wasn't for Rittius."

Hemakesaface Sodo . Rittius, head of Paace Security, is not a popular man with his staff. He
was the man responsible for my sacking and any time our paths crossthereistrouble.

"He's not part of the delegation, ishe?"

"Fortunately not. Cicerius refused to sanction hiscoming. Y ou're not going to Avulato work, are
you?' asks Lanius Suncatcher, suddenly suspicious.

"Work? Of course not. No call for an Investigator in those parts. Purely asocid vist.”

Lanius might be an old acquaintance, but I'm not in the habit of sharing my business secretswith
Paace officids. | wonder how powerful his sorcery isthese days. As often happens when | encounter a
young Sorcerer on theway up, | grow suddenly depressed at the sad declinein my powers. | admit |
was never the most powerful Sorcerer on the block, but | used to be able to perform atrick or two.
ThesedaysI'm lucky if | can put an opponent to deep, or temporarily blind him with flashing lights, and
even these smal spellswear me out. It'salong time since I've been able to carry around more than two
spellsin my head. A powerful Sorcerer can carry four or five.

| sigh. Too much drinking and high living. But I've had bad luck aswell. | never did get the bregks|
deserved. Asaman who fought loyaly for hiscity, | shouldn't be having to scratch aliving in Twelve
Sess, declining powers or not.

Harmon Half-Elf, another of our important Sorcerers, arrives on deck. He greets me with anod
before going off with Lanius Suncatcher, discussing the probability of their needing to calm the ocean on
theway. The harbour at Twelve Seasiswell protected and the ship islying camly on the water, but
aready the open seas are rough. It's not unusua for the winter scorms to descend early, though on an
Elvish ship, with extra Sorcerersin attendance, | figure I'm safe enough.

| hunt for Vas-ar-Methet, taking care not to run into any Turanian officia who might not be delighted
to find me aboard. Vas has reserved for me atiny cabin where | dump my stuff, haul my boots off, drink
some beer and wait for usto sail. Vasarrivesand | tell him that an unexpected voyage to the Elvish Ides
isjust what aman needs after hisidiot companion has cost him athousand gurans at cards.



Vas dill seemsimpressed by my idiot companion. "After you departed shetold me of her udiesat
the Guild College. | just cannot believe that any woman with Orc blood should be so civilised and
intdligent.”

"What do you mean, civilised? Thefirst time you saw her she wastrying to plant an axein my head.”

"Wadl, Thraxas, you had grosdy insulted her. She dso told me about the card game.”

"Ohyes?Did shetdll you about the outrage she caused by wilfully offending public decency?'

Vaslaughs. "Shedid. And | can understand why it caused such a disturbance. The subject is calanith
among Elvesasn."

"Cdanith" roughly trandates as "taboo." The Ossuni Elves have alot of them.

"Often during my heding it has caused awkwardness. But the young woman was surdly unaware of
the offence it would cause. | fed you must make alowancesfor her. Had you not abused her so virulently
at the time, she would quite probably have apologised for the loss she caused you.”

| snort in derision. Makri would probably legp from the highest part of the city walls rather than
apologise. Stubborn, that'swhat sheis. It'savery bad trait and one she would do well to overcome. But
Elves are always keen to seethe positive side.

"Try living in atavern with her. Then you'd see how likely sheisto gpologise. And anyway, what
good isan apology to aman who's just been cheated out of athousand gurans?| tell you, Vas, I'm
desperate to get out of Twelve Sees. If | don't raise enough money soon for avillain Thamlin, you're
going to find me swimming south looking for a permanent resdencein your tree. Any chance of agame
of rak down on your idand?'

Thismakes Vas amile, troubled though heis. He shakes his head. "Elves are not fond of cardsasa
rule. We play niarit though. | remember you used to be keen on that."

"Still am,” I inform him. "Loca championin fact. I'm hell & the niarit board.”

Niarit isacomplicated board game involving two armies of Hoplites, Trollsand Cavary dong with
assorted other pieces—Harpers, Sorcerers, Plague Carriers and such like. Theaim isto defeat your
opponent'sarmy and storm hiscastle. | brought my board with me, thinking that it might while away a
few idle hours on the long voyage. When it comesto niarit I'm sharp as an Elf's ear and undefeated
champion of Twelve Seas. Since | taught Makri how to play she's never come close to beating me, for al
her much vaunted intellect. Drives her crazy. Whether or not | find agame of rak or niarit anywhere dong
theway, at least Makri will not be dong to ruin it, and that's abonus.

"Wel, if you find yoursdf on thewrong side of Lord Kalith," saysVas-ar-Methet, "try challenging
him to agame of niarit. He'sthe finest player on Avula, and can't resst agame.”

"That's good to know. | could do with alittle practice.”

| break open another beer. I've brought as many bottlesas | could carry and a barrdl for when they
run out. I'm till sketchy on the details of the case I'm being asked to investigate. All | realy know isthat
Vassdaughter Elith is currently imprisoned on acharge of attempting to kill the Hesuni Tree. I'm about to
ask Vas-ar-Methet to fill mein, but before| can heiscaled away. Vasisnot only Lord Kalith's chief
hedler, heis close enough to him to be histrusted adviser aswell, and this makes him abusy man. Well,
there will be plenty of opportunity to learn the full facts of the case before | arrive on Avula. And once
I'm in command of the facts, I'm confident I'll be able to sort it out. When it comesto investigating, I'm
number one chariot, and no one can deny it.

Lord Kdithisingsting that we must sail with the next tide and urgent last-minute preparations are
underway. | settle back on my bunk. My mood mellows. No winter in Tural for me. No pounding my
way to Minarixals bakery through the frozen streets for afew pastriesto kegp me going. No hunting
through snow-bound streets for debtors, robbers, murderers and assorted other degenerates. No
murderous gangs carving out their dwaterritory. No filth, squaor and generd misery. Just a pleasant visit
to the Elvish Ideswhere| shall no doubt clear Vas's daughter without breaking swest and spend the rest



of thetimelying under atreein the warm sunshine drinking beer, listening to Elvish choirs and swapping
war storieswith some of the more experienced Elves. | can't wait.

We cast off and start to manoeuvre our way out of the harbour. I've decided to keep my head down
till wearewdl| at seafor fear that Deputy Consul Cicerius or some other officia might start beefing about
my presence here and try sending me back, but all of a sudden acommotion breaks out on deck. | never
can ignore a commotion—I'm just too nosy. It'saproblem I've aways had. | hurry out of my cabin and
up the stairsto the deck. All dong one side of the ship the Elvish crew are gathered, talking and pointing
with excitement at something that's going on back on the pier.

| use my body weight to force my way through. What | seeleaves me gaping. Makri is pounding
down the dock with asword in one hand, abag in the other and around thirty armed menin close
pursuit. Makri'swell in front but she's running out of room. They've chased her to the end of the pier and
theré's nothing in front of her but the sea. Even at thisdistance | can identify her pursuers. The mob
comprisesalarge part of the loca chapter of the Brotherhood. I'm astonished. I've only been gonefive
minutes and aready Makri iswaging war with the deedliest gang in the neighbourhood.

Makri reaches the end of the quay and whirlsto face her attackers, drawing her second sword as she
does s0. Thefirgt two assailants to come near her fall beneath her blades but the others fan out and
surround her, then closein with their wegpons at the ready. | look on helplessy aswe sail dowly away.
There are cries of concern from the Elves dongside me at the sight of alone woman up against such
murderous odds, but we are powerlessto help. Evenif Lord Kadlith turned the ship, by the time we made
it back it would befar too late.

"Jump,” | scream at Makri.

| can't understand why she doesn't legp into the sea. At least there she would have some chance of
escape. Instead Makri stands fighting against hopeless odds. Supreme swordswoman or not, she can't
fight off that number of well-armed men attacking from al sides. A pile of bodieslies progtrate at her feet
but any second now one of the multiple bladesfacing her will find itstarget.

"Jump into the sea!" | scream again, but we are now more than eighty yards distant and my voice
probably doesn't carry over the noise of the battle, and the waves, and the seabirds that soar over the
harbour.

Finaly Makri ssemsto realisethat thereis no way sheswalking away from this one without getting
wet. She spinson her hed, rams her swords into the scabbards that form a cross on her back, and legps
from the quay into the water below. By thistime I'm already lowering aboat from the side of the ship
with the aid of severa young Elves. They don't know Makri, but the Sight of her battling such enormous
odds has enraged their sense of fair play.

The boat hitsthe water with amighty splash and | swarm down aropeinto it, looking dl the while for
Makri's head to appear above water. Meanwhile the thugs on the dock are peering over the waters,
hunting for their prey. As| start to row another body clattersinto the boat. It's Vas. He wastes no energy
in talking but grabs the second set of oars and starts to pull. We make our way againgt the tide, back
towards the mouth of the harbour.

"Whereisshe?' | cry, darmed.
"She must be swimming underwater to safety.”

I'm dubious. Makri has been under for avery long time. We're amost at the spot where shewent in
and thereisno sign of her. Perhaps she took awound in the fight and is unable to swim. Perhaps she has
aready drowned.

"Goddammit,” | growl, and stand up in the boat, scanning the waters for any sign of her. Suddenly |
spot something—a dark mass like seaweed on the water. Makri's hair. Makri's head appears, twenty
yards or so from our boat. Before | can ydl for her to swim to us she goes under again, in amanner that
suggests she won't be coming back up.

Without hesitation | trip off my cloak and plunge into the sea. I've dway's been a strong swimmer



and it takes me very little time to reach the spot and dive under the surface. The waters are cold and
grey, impossible to see through for more than afew yards. | sink deeper and deeper, hunting desperately
for sght of Makri, and the thought flashes through my head that if | was any sort of Sorcerer I'd have
some spell ready to help me. But I've no spell for this, nothing to help me except agrim determination
that I'm not going to see Makri drown.

My lungs are burgting. | can't stay under any longer. | keep swimming. Finadly | see Makri risng
dowly in front of me. I kick towards her, grab her arm and head for the surface. We arrive there
spluttering, coughing up water, but dill dive. Makri seemsin abad way.

"Thraxas" she mutters.

| start swvimming for the boat, dragging her along behind me. Vas rows towards us and soon heis
helping us on board. | think | hear some cheering from the Elves ship, and maybe some howls of anger
from the dockside.

Makri retches over the Sde of the boat, and suddenly looks more dive.

"Nice escape,” | say to her. "But it would have been better if you'd actualy svum somewhere.
Sinking like a stone was never going to work."

"l can't swim," saysMakri.

"Whet?'

"I can't swim. Y ou think I'd have hung around on the pier so long if | knew how to swim?"

"Well, maybe. Y ou likefighting. | figured you were just enjoying yoursdf.”

Vas brings us aongside the ship and we are helped aboard.

The Elvesarefull of congratulations for me at my fine rescue and there are words of admiration too
for Makri for the fighting spirit she showed on the pier. Their praise dries up asthe Elves suddenly notice
that Makri is not the standard-issue woman they took her for.

"Orc blood!" whispers one young member of the crew, quite distinctly.

Deputy Consul Cicerius, resplendent in his best gold-rimmed toga, strides over to us.

"Investigator Thraxas!" herasps. "What are you doing here?!

"My guest,” explains Vas-ar-Methet, which surprises the Deputy Consul but doesn't prevent him
from rounding on Makri.

"Y ou cannot remain on thisship.”

"Wadl, | can't go back there," points out Makri, quite reasonably. The dock, now receding into the
distance, is4ill lined with armed men.

"Lord Kalith," says Cicerius, asthe Elvish Captain strides a ong the deck towards us. Y ou must turn
thisship around.”

At thismoment the wind blowing us from the harbour suddenly strengthens and the sailsbulge asthe
ship spurtsforward. Lord Kdith frowns.

"Impossible. We cannot missthistide. To do so would make uslose aday's voyage and quite
probably run into the first winter sorm.”

He staresat Makri. For him thisis something of adilemma. He doesn't want to turn the ship around,
but thereisno inhabited land between usand Avula. If helets her stay hel's going to be thefirst EIf Lord
to arrive back home with an Orc in tow. He doesn't look thrilled at the prospect.

I'm none too pleased myself. | didn't want Makri to drown but that doesn't mean | want her aong
spailing things for my visit to Avula. No Elf isgoing to want to talk to aman who's brought his
mixed-blood friend along for avist. The Deputy Consul isdl for sending Makri back in the boat but the
shoreisdready fading in the distance and it isjust not practical.

"WEélII decide what to do with you later,” Kalith tells Makri. "Meanwhile, stay out of sight.”



"Fantadtic,” says Makri, brightly. "I've dwayswanted to go to the Elvish Ides. How long till we get
there?"

Lord Kalith doesn't reply. As he departs to the bridge he's not looking pleased at thisturn of events.
He orders his crew back to their posts, and hisvoiceis harsh.

| scowl at Makri. "Isthere no end to these outrages? First you ruin my card game and now you've
muscled your way on board my ship.”

"Wall, thanksfor saving my life," saysMakri. "l forgive you for the insults you heaped on my head.
Could you get me something dry to wear?"

Makri tugs a the man's tunic she'swearing. In common with al of Makri's clothes, it failsto cover
nearly enough of her. | hurry her off in case she commits some further outrage, such astaking it off in
front of the crew. | notice that the young sailor who first commented on Makri's Orc blood has not
actually departed back to his post but stands staring at Makri with some fascination. | scowl at him, then
noticeit isn't ahim but aher, ayoung Elvish maid, dong on the voyage for somereason. A fairly
scrawny-looking specimen, not blooming with health like your standard Elvish femde.

We make for my cabin. Small thoughit is, | will now haveto shareit with Makri for the voyage. |
continueto complain.

"Couldnt you just let me sail in peace? What the hell were you doing fighting the Brotherhood
anyway? Did you arrange the whole thing just so you could cometo the festiva ?*

"Certainly not," repliesMakri. " Although now | think about it, how come you didn't invite me?"

Makri issuspicioudy cheerful about dl this. For awoman who's suffering from severa nasty sword
cuts and nearly drowned, she'sin asurprisingly good mood. | ask her what the fight was about.

"l wasjust trying to get your money back."
"What?'

"The money Casax took back from the pot. After al, you said yoursdlf it wasn't fair. Once you make
your bet you can't take your money back, no matter what outrage may make you wish to leave the
tavern. So | went to get it back for you."

"Redlly? And what brought on thisdisplay of public-spiritedness?!

According to Makri it was Vas-ar-Methet. After talking for awhile about the beautiful epic poem of
Queen Leeuven, they came round to discussing the reason behind her wishing to kill me with an axe.

"Of course, he quite understood why | was so annoyed at you, insulting me in such acrass manner
when really | was not responsible at dl for anything. It's not like anyone ever mentioned to me that
mengtruation is gtrictly taboo in Turai. But after we talked for awhile | did see that you were probably
too upset to think clearly. Any gambler would be, and you of course do have a problem with your
gambling. And you'd been drinking heavily, which dways clouds your judgement. | expect you were
addled with thazisas wdll. I've noticed it always has a bad effect on you when you smoke too much. So
with the gambling, the drink and the drugs al making you crazy, | figured it wasn't redly fair of meto hold
agrudge, though your behaviour was bad, even by your sandards. In the spirit of friendship | thought I'd
get your money back for you."

| inform Makri iffly that | wasfar from addled, and was certainly not crazy. "It was merely the
rationa response of a man who has been pushed past the limit by the ludicrous behaviour of awoman
who has no idea of how to behave in polite society. What happened when you saw Casax? | takeit he
wasn't too keen to return the money?"

Makri shakes her head. "Afraid not. He wasn't keen to see mein thefirst place and | had to do afair
bit of fighting just to get to him. | grabbed his purse, but there's only a hundred or so guransinit. And
after that abattle just seemed to devel op between me and his men. | didn't redlise there were so many of
them."

Makri grins happily, hands me the purse, and squeezes past me to peer out of our porthole.



"The Elvish Ides. Avula, birthplace of Queen Leeuven. And thefedtival! | can't wait. Remind me why
we're going there?!

"Y ou're not going there for anything. I'm going to get my friend Vass daughter out of jail. She's
accused of attacking atree.”

"Attacking atree? And they threw her in prison? These Elves certainly love their vegetation.”

"It was agpecid tree. The Hesuni Treein fact. No doubt you have learned dl about Hesuni Trees at
the Guild College.

"Heart and soul of thetribe," pronounces Makri.

"Exactly. | don't have dl the details yet, but Vass daughter isin bad trouble. So kindly try not to ruin
everything for me. Vasisan old friend and | want to help him. Also | can't afford to look bad in front of
Cicerius and Prince Dees-Akan.”

"Is he the dwarridden drunken Prince or the sober responsible one?"

"The sober responsible one. Well, sober and responsible as far as Turanian Princes go.”
"Y ou mean he'salush?'

"He's not quite as bad as his older brother. And don't insult the Royal Family.”

My cheerful mood has vanished. | can seethisisgoing to be atough journey.

"When we get to Avulal doubt you'll be allowed to go ashore, but if by some miracle you are, for
God's sake don't mention your—your—well you know what I'm talking about. Y ou'll panic the Elves."

Chapter Four

On the second day of the voyage V as-ar-Methet manages to escape from his officia dutiesfor long
enough to fill mein on the detalls of the case.

"My daughter's accuser is Lasas-ar-Thetos, Chief Attendant to the Tree. He isthe brother of
Gulas-ar-Thetos, the Chief Tree Priest. According to Lasas, he caught her in the act of chopping into the
tree with an axe, after she had previoudy tried to set it on fire."

"What does your daughter have to say about this?'
"She remembers nothing of theincident.”

| raise my eyebrows. | don't expect dl my clientsto beinnocent, but the least they can do isthink of
agood excuse. "She remembers nothing at al?*

"No. But she does not deny that she was there. Unfortunately her memory of events appearsto be
completely empty. She cannot remember athing from the time she left our housetill the moment she
found hersdf in custody.”

"Y ou know that doesn't look good, Vas. Doesn't she even remember why she went to the Tree?”
Vasshakeshishead. | ask him if he believes her and he is quite emphatic that he does.
"I am awarethat it looks bad for her. She has no defence to present to the Council of Elders who will



try her. But | do not believe that my daughter, asfine an EIf asthereison the entireidand, would ever
commit such asacrilegious act. It is completely against her character, and besides, she had no reason to
doit."

Despite Vas-ar-Methet's strong desire to see his daughter cleared, | can't learn nearly enough from
him. He has no idea of what she might have been doing near the Tree, no ideawhen she ever visted it in
the course of her normd life, and no idea of who € se might have wished to damageit.

"Do you think her memory was sorceroudy affected? Has anyone checked?!

"Y es. The case has been investigated by Lord Kdith's officias, and that includes Jir-ar-Eth, his Chief
Sorcerer. | understand that he found no trace of sorcery being used in the area, although everyone knows
that that would be hard to establish anyway. The Hesuni Tree creates apowerful mystica field around it.
All sorcery would be affected, and it isimpossible to look back in time at anything that happened there."

| nod. I'm used to sorcery not working out too well when it comesto investigating. Theideaof a
Sorcerer having alook at events, sorting out some clues and producing a neat answer isfinein
theory—and it works occasiondly in practice—but generally there are too many variablesto makeit
religble, or evenfeasible. That'swhy I'm till in ajob. Y ou dways need aman who's prepared to pound
the streetslooking for answers. Or, in this case, pound the trees. The Avulans live mainly above the
ground, on villages suspended in the tree tops, with walkways connecting them. Last time | visited the
Elvish Ides| remember travelling briskly over these walkways, admiring the ground below, but | wasa
lot younger then, and alot thinner.

AsVasleavesthe scrawny little Elvish girl arrives and tellsmethat Lord Kdith wantsto seemein his
cabin. | make my way there, shielding my face againgt the heavy rain that pounds down on to the deck.
Despite the poor weather thewind isin our favour and we're making good progress. The ship rolls gently
beneath my feet and the motion brings back many memories. It's some time since I've been on avoyage,
but | haven't lost my sealegs.

Lord Kdlith's cabin, while comfortable, is not ostentatious. There'slittle by way of decoration to
show that Kalith isthe head of histribe, though | cast ajedous eye at thefine furniture. All | havein my
cabinisabunk, and it makesfor avery poor seat, particularly when the ship pitchesinto atrough.

Lord Kdith himsdlf wears few emblems of hisrank, asis common among the Elves. An Elvish Lord
would regard anything more than asmall circle of slver in hishair to be bad taste. His cloak, while dightly
more sumptuoudy cut than those of the other Elves, isthe same shade of green, and untrammelled by any
decoration.

"l understand you have been questioning my crew.”

| nod. Therésno denying it, though redly | have been doing little more than acquainting mysdlf with
the background of the case.

"l wish you to stop,” saysLord Kalith.

"Stop? Why?'

"Asmader of thisship and Lord of my idand, | do not have to give you areason. | merely wish you
to stop. My sailors should not be disturbed in their duties.”

| shrug noncommittally. | would have no qualms whatsoever about outraging Kalith and every other
Elf Lord while carrying out an investigation, but | figure therés no point in annoying him yet. If thingsgo
badly for me on Avula, I'll annoy him plenty there.

| do take thetimeto point out to Kaith that | am here at the bidding of Vas-ar-Methet, and was
given to understand that he had his Lord's gpprova. Kalith concedesthat thisistrue, but makesit clear
that he never thought it was such agreet idea.

"Vas-ar-Methet is of great vaueto me. | could not refuse his request for help in the matter of his

daughter. But | am quite certain that, sad asit may be, his daughter did actualy do what sheis accused
of. On Avula, you have my permission to ask questions, within reason. Here on my ship, | expect you to



behave with decorum, and refrain from distracting my crew.”

| nod. I notice that Lord Kdith hasagame of niarit set out on the smdll table by his couch. I glance at
the pieces.

"The Harper's Game," | say, recognising the formation.

Lord Kdlith raises an eyebrow. "Y ou play the game?

"Often. But | never favour the Harper's Game. | find it'stoo susceptible to an attack from the
Elephants and the Plague Carrier.”

"I have been working on anew variation. It involves some new moves for the Hero and the Sorcerer.
Perhaps we shdl have a chanceto play, later in the voyage?”

Asl leavethe cabin hisfarewdl isfriendlier than it might have been. Keen niarit playersawaysfed
some sort of bond with their fellows. Heading back to my cabin, I'm thoughtful. Asawarning not to do
any investigating, it was reasonably friendly. I've had far worse.

Makri issitting on my bunk reading a scroll. She'swearing agreen Elvish tunic brought to her by
Isuas, the young EIf maid. While none of the other Elves on board has so much as spoken to Makri,
| suas doesn't seem to share their inhibitions. From the way she bounded into the cabin minutes after
Makri arrived soaking wet, and offered to find her some dry clothes, I'd say Makri might have made a
friend. Makri doesn't seem too impressed.

"At least someone on this ship likesyou. I'd have thought you'd be pleased.”

"She annoysme."

IIWI.WI

"Because she's 0 weedy and pathetic. Aredl thirteen-year-old EIf girlslike that?'

| tell her | don't think so. Isuas does seem alittle on the small side, but | don't see that as any reason
for Makri'sdidike.

"I hate weedy little girls," says Makri, matter-of-factly. "Back in the dave pitsthey just used them for
target practice. If I'd been runt-sized like her 1'd have been dead long ago.”

"Wadl, excuse therest of the world for not dl being demented warrior women,” | say, and tell her to
shove up on the bunk as | need to sit down. "Anyway, try not to alienate her. Apart from Vas, she's
probably the only EIf on board with any sympathy towards either of us. Y ou know, I've just been warned
off by Lord Kaith? Not what | was expecting, | must say. | thought he'd be pleased to have an
experienced investigator coming down to sort things out. It'sweird the way my cases dways get so
difficult right from the gart. Sometimes| think I'm cursed by the Gods."

Makri shrugs. She's not big on religion. "Maybe you should pray more. Are you still meant to do it
threetimesaday, even on aship?'

InTural thisisalegd requirement.

"A Turanian citizen should pray at the correct times, no matter where heis.”

"I haven't noticed you doing it," says Makri.

"Yes, well, my knees aren't what they were. It'shard on aman, having to kned dl thetime."

Intruth, I haven't been out of bed in timefor morning prayersfor something like ten years, and for the
other two daily prayer dots| generdly just try to hidein my room.

"Anyway it'stoo late for prayer now, I'm stuck with you.”

"What do you mean, stuck with me?"' protests Makri.

"Exactly that. The plan wasfor meto go to Avula, thereby missing the rigours of the Turanian winter,
quickly clear Elith-ir-Methet of Tree desecration, then spend the rest of the time lounging around in the
sun drinking beer. Now you've managed to spoil everything. I'm practically confined to my cabin, and
when we get to Avulal’ll be lucky if the Elveswill deign to spesk with me—I'm aman with atravelling
companion who has Orc blood. And it's no use looking a me like that, you know full wdl it'strue. It



besets me why you insgsted on coming.”

"l didn't ingst on coming. It was an accident. | wasjust trying to get your money back."

| till suspect Makri staged the whole thing.

"Shouldn't you be home studying?!

Makri attends the Guild College, a place where those sons of the lower classes of Tural who wish to
better themsalves take classesin philosophy, theology, rhetoric, mathematics and whatever eseit isthey
teach there. Makri isthe first woman ever to study at the College. At first they refused to have her, but
she gained entry by extremeforce of persondity and some threats of legal action by the Association of
Gentlewomen. Her ultimate ambition isto attend the Imperiad University. Thereis no chance that they will
ever let her in, but she refusesto be put off.

"The College shutsfor the winter. | figure thistrip will do me aload of good next year. I'll be ableto
give my professorsfirst-hand accounts of Elvish society.”

"You'll be ableto give them first-hand accounts of what it'slike to stay on aship, you mean. There's
no chance they're letting you disembark, Makri."

"But | want to seethe festival. Just think, there are going to be three staged versions of the tale of
Queen Leauven."

"Sounds dull to me. These Elvish playsaredl full of heroes battling hopelesdy againgt fate, and they
dwaysend in tragedy.”

"What's wrong with that?*

"When I'm a the thegtre | like something alittle more entertaining.”

Makri makes aface a me. "Y ou mean you like it when the chorus line sings some obscene drinking
song and the heroinegstop falls off by accident.”

"That'sthe sort of thing,”" | agree. "'l never enjoyed the classics.”

"They haveto let me attend the festival," says Makri. "I'm the only one from Tural who'll appreciateit
properly.”

"Y ouwon't appreciateit if the Elves start rioting because they sense Orc blood in the audience.

"Do Elvesriot?' asks Makri.

| admit | don't know. If Makri setsfoot on Avula, well probably find out.

* % %

By the fourth day of our voyage I'm bored. The ship ismaking good time over acam seawith afast
wind behind us, but I'm starting to fed more than alittle frustrated. Deputy Consul Cicerius has strongly
suggested that | keep myself hidden for the whole of thejourney. Asafree Turanian citizen | don't have
to do what the Deputy Consul says, but | don't want to aggravate him more than is necessary. He could
make my life very difficult back in Tural. During the past year I've done some good work for Cicerius,
thereby increasing my standing with city officias, but if 1 end up offending him or the Prince | could have
my Investigator's licence revoked and then I'd bein trouble.

| Sgh. It'ssurprisng how much of my lifeis spent being in trouble. | should have studied morewhen |
was young. | could have been aproper Sorcerer.

Asfor Prince Dees-Akan, he has not yet condescended to visit me. Nor has an invitation to an
informa get-together in his cabin come my way.

I've been explaining the case to Makri. Normaly I'd do this anyway—Makri isavery smart

woman—~but | had planned to be mad at her for alot longer. However, as we have now been thrown
together in one smal cabin, it seems easier to forget her numerous outrages and revert to being friends.

Thefacts, asreported by Vas, are puzzling: his daughter Elith-ir-Methet was found unconscious at
the scene of the crime, the Tree was badly damaged and she still had an axein her hand.

"Isshesaying shedidn't do it?" asks Makri.



"Unfortunately not. She clams not to remember anything."

"That's going to make things difficult for you."

| nod. "Evenif Elithisteling the truth about remembering nothing, it doesn't mean she'sinnocent. I've
known criminas who've blanked out dl memories of their crime. Something to do with the trauma, |
suppose.”

"So what are you going to do? Distort the facts? Muddy the waterstill thereisn't enough evidenceto
convict her?'

"Only asalast resort. I'll at least try to find out the truth firgt. It's possible she didn't do it. It soundsto

me asif there wasn't any sort of proper investigation. The Elves on Avulaare not used to investigating.
I'm going along with the presumption that's she's been framed.”

The seas have become alittle rougher and the ship has started to rall. | notice that Makri islooking a
little quessy.

"Feding the effects?’

“I'mfine”

A large wave rocks the ship. Makri turns quite an odd colour and rushes out of the cabin. That will
teach her to interfere with my misson.

Seasickness doesn't trouble me. My only worry isthat | might run out of ae on the voyage. Back in
my army days | was used to these hardships, but since | moved into the Avenging Axe I've grown used
to beer being available whenever | want it. It occursthat | want beer most of thetime,

"Nothing wrong with that," | say out loud, patting my belly. "In acorrupt city full of thieves, murderers
and drug addicts, heavy beer consumption isthe only rationa response.”

Makri regppears, groans and flops down on the bunk, where she lies moaning about how terribleit is
to beat sea.

"Youll get usedtoit,” | tell her. "Fed like abeer?"

Makri spits out an Orcish curse, which would sound strong even in agladiator pit, and turns her face
to thewall. | decide to leave the cabin and wander among the crew. Even taciturn Elves will be better
company than aseasick Makri.

| emerge on deck to encounter alight drizzle and astrong wind. A senior member of the crew is
shouting ingructions to some lithe young Elves who are svarming over therigging, adjusting the sallsto
cope with the worsening westher.

| watch them with interest, noting the skill with which they carry out their tasks. I've seen Turanian
sallors performing smilar work on many occasions, and Turanian sallors are kilful at their craft, but the
Elves seemto fly over the mastsand rigging asif they are unaffected by gravity's pull.

Someone gppears beside me. I'm about to comment on the crew members expertisewhen | redlise
that it is Prince Dees-Akan. Thisisthefirg timeI've met him on board. | greet him gracioudy. | may have
been sacked from my job at the Paace after getting drunk at Rittiuss wedding and generdly disgracing
mysdlf, but | haven't forgotten how to address the second in line to the throne.

The Princeisaround twenty years old, tall and dark, though not reckoned particularly handsome by
our nation's matrons, certainly not in comparison with his older brother. The young Princeisfairly popular
inour city-state however, and commonly regarded as a much more stable character than his brother, the
heir to the throne. That's not saying too much redlly. Prince Frisen-Akan might have the good looks but
heisaso adrunken degenerate who'd sell the Palace furniture to buy dwa. Last year he very nearly
caused the ruin of the city when he becameinvolved in aplot to import the drug through the agency of
Horm the Dead, a haf-Orc Sorcerer who damn near destroyed Tura with one of the most malevolent
spdls ever created.

| had ahand in stopping Horm. | also prevented the eder Prince's involvement from becoming
known to the public. Cicerius paid mewdl enough, but | figure he might have been more grateful.



I've never had any dealings with the younger Prince. As he stands next to me | senseacertain
awkwardness. On along seajourney etiquette tends to be relaxed so there is no particular reason why
the Prince can't converse with even alow-life like mysdf, but he seemsto be unsure of what to say. |
hdp himdongalittle.

"Ever been to the Elvish Ides before, your highness?"

"No. Haveyou?'

"Yes. A long time ago, before the last great Orc War. I've dways wanted to go back.”

The Prince gazes a me. Isthere aglimmer of didikein hisexpresson? Possbly.

"Deputy Consul Ciceriusisworried that you may cause trouble.

| reassure him. "Nothing is closer to my heart than the well-being of our greet city."

"Y ou are conducting an investigation. Might that not lead to some unpleasantness?”

"I'll do my very best to prevent it, your highness."

"| trust that you will. It ssemsto me abad ideathat you are here a al. Surely our Elvish friends can
ded with their own criminals?'

I've quickly gone off the young Prince, but | till try to ook respectful.

"And Ciceriusinforms me that when you are around, bad things tend to happen.”

"Not at dl, your highness,” | say, in my most reassuring voice. "For an Investigator, my lifeis
urprisngly pesceful.”

At thismoment an EIf fallsfrom the highest mast and lands dead at my feet. It makesaredly loud
noise. | swear the Prince looks at me asif it'smy faullt.

I'm aready bending down over the body. Elves are much longer lived than Humans, but even they
can't survive broken necks. Members of the crew are running towards us and more are Svarming down
therigging to seeif they can help. There's some confusion till Vas-ar-Methet arrives on the scene and
forces hisway through. He knedlsover the fdlen EIf.

"What has happened?' comes the commanding voice of Lord Kdith, arriving at afast gait from the
bridge.

"Hefdl from therigging, Sr," repliesoneyoung sallor.

"Dead," saysVas, sanding up. "His neck's broken. How did it happen?”’

| struggle to hear clearly as many Elves speak at once, but from what | can gather the young EIf had
lost his hold on the rigging when he went to take adrink from hiswater bottle. The bottle, made from
some sort of animal skin, isgtill dung from hisneck on along string.

| bend over the body, lift the bottle and sniff the contents.

"That will not be necessary, Invetigator,” booms Lord Kdith, sounding quite insulted at the
implication that there may have been something other than water in the Elf's bottle. Without making it too
obvious, the other Elves get between me and the body and lift it up to take it away.

Throughout al this the Prince has stood impassively at the Side of the action, joined now by his
bodyguards, and aso Cicerius, who hastened to our side at the sound of the commotion.

"That was hardly tactful," the Prince saysto me reproachfully asthe Elves depart.

Cicerius askswhat he means.

"The Investigator felt obliged to check the unfortunate Elf's water bottle, apparently suspecting that he
may havefalen from therigging while drunk. Lord Kaith was plainly insulted.”

"Isthistrue?" explodes Cicerius.

| shrug. "Just areflex action. After dl, hefdl off whiletrying to take adrink. Y ou've seen how

sure-footed the Elves are. | just wondered if he might have had alittle klee insgde him, or maybe some
BElvishwine?'



Ciceriusglaresangrily a me. The Prince glaresangrily a me.

"Well, it'smy job," | protest. "Wheat if he was poisoned?'

Cicerius, never hesitant about giving aman alecture, proceedsto tell mein strong languagethat | am
to stay well out of the affair.

"L et the Elves bury their own dead, and whatever you do, do not go around asking questions about
the accident. Y ou and your companion have caused us enough trouble ready."

| am spared further lecturing by the reappearance of Vas-ar-Methet. He looks worried.

"Very unfortunate,”" he confides. "Please tell Makri to stay well out of sight.”

"Why?"

"A few of the younger Elves are muttering that were cursed because of her presence.”

"That isridiculous, Vas, and you know it. It's nothing to do with Makri that one of your crew fell off
therigging.”

"Nonetheless, do ashe says," says Cicerius.

A dender figurein aman'stunic with agreat mass of hair billowing in the wind suddenly staggers past
usat afast rate. It's Makri, heading swiftly to therail at the side of the ship. Once there she hangs her
head over and throws up violently. The wind catches some of her vomit and blows it back over her feet.
She curses vehemently, and quite obscenely, and bends down to wipe them clean. | notice that her
toenails are painted gold, afashion only worn, to my certain knowledge, by the lowest class of prostitutes
in Smnia Ciceriuswinces.

"Hey, Makri," | cdll. "The Deputy Consul wantsyou to stay out of sght.”

Makri'sreply to thisisfortunately carried away in thewind. She'sreally going to have to stop using
these Orcish insultsif she wantsto start making friends around here.

As soon as Cicerius and the Prince depart | start asking Vas-ar-Methet about the recently deceased
Eif.

"Did anyone see anything suspicious?'

Vasispuzzled. "l don't think so. Why?*

"Well aren't you curious when one of your crew suddenly plungesto his doom for no apparent
reason?’

Vas shrugs. "These things happen at sea.”

"Maybe. But | seem to recall hearing that Lord Kalith has one of thefinest crewsin the Elvish Ides.
I'd say it warranted alittle digging around. Will Lord Kdlith ingtigate an enquiry?'

Vas-ar-Methet seems genuingly puzzled by my curiosity. He doesn't seem to think that thereis
anything to enquire about. Maybe it's one of these different-culture things. Perhaps Elves accept deaths at
seaas natura occurrences. Mysdlf, I'm just naturally suspicious about anyone dying right in front of me.



Chapter Five

Next day they hold thefunerd of the young EIf who fell from therigging. Itsalong timesincel've
seen aburid at sea

"Haveanicetime," mutters Makri from her bunk.

"You're coming too," | inform her.

"I'mdgck.”

"Everyone on an Elvish ship hasto attend the funeral of acrew member. It'stheir cusom, no
exceptions alowed. So get ready.”

Neither of usis much looking forward to it. I'm trying to put some sort of shine on to my sat-water-
encrusted boots. It'safrustrating task and | give voice to some complaints.

"Sail down to Elfland and sort out some minor difficulty over atree—ought to be aseasy ashribing a
Senator. Now Kadlith isangry with me, the Prince wishes | was back in Tural and the Elves are treating
me like I've got the plague. How did everything go wrong so quickly?'

"It'saflaw inyour character," saysMakri. "Y ou generally offend everyone when you're on acase.
Sometimesiit's because you've drunk too much. Other timesit'sjust because you're an offensive sort of
person. But hey, you often get the job done.”

"Thank you, Makri."

The ship's crew are joined by the Turanian delegation in asad and solemn gathering at the stern of
the ship. Makri and | skulk at the back, trying to keep out of everyone'sway. Prince Dees-Akan,
gtanding beside Lord Kdith, ignores us.

"l don't really taketo that Prince," whispers Makri. "'l liked his Sster much better.”

We encountered Princess Du-Aka awhile back. She hired me under false pretences, told me aload
of liesand very nearly got mekilled. But she did seem like a pleasant sort of person.

Lord Kdith intonesthe funerd litany, much of it in the Royd Elvish language which | don't understand
athough | attended plenty of Elvish burias during thewar. It doesn't differ agreat deal from a Human
funeral—formd attire, brief reminiscences of the departed, some singing—and it isn't any more cheerful.
The Elvestend to look at lifein amore philosophica manner than we do, but that doesn't make death
easy for them.

The ship pitches gently. We're now far south and the weather isimproving. The rain has ceased and
thesunwarmstheair. At night al three moons have been visible, large and heavy in the clear sky.

The dead Elf iswrapped in afunera cloth bearing Lord Kdith's nine-starred insignia. After the
oration asinger steps forward and intones amournful dirge. Hisvoiceis clear and strong but the lament is
full of sadnessand casts afurther shadow over usdl. When the song is finished the Elves sand in silence.
| bow my head, and try not to fidget. Findly the body islowered over the side and sinks below the
waves.

Lord Kalith walks briskly back to his post. The other Elveslinger, talking among themselves. I'm



aready heading back to my cabin, keen to get below deck before Cicerius or the Prince decidesit'stime
to lecture me about something or threaten to take away my Investigator's licence.

"A rather unfortunate family," says Makri, as we step through my door.

"What do you mean?"

"The dead EIf. Weren't you listening to the oration?"

"Mog of it wasin the Roya Elvish language. | couldn't understand it.”

Makri dumps on to the bunk, looking ill. She's one of the poorest sailors I've ever encountered.

"l caught most of it," she says. "Lord Kdith isavery good spesker. I'll relay his speech to my Elvish
language teacher back at the College. Hell likeit."

| get abeer and start hauling my boots off. “"What did you mean about an unfortunate family?' | ask.

"Well, one Elf injail and another one dead. The EIf who fell from the rigging was cdled
Eos-ar-Methet. Vas-ar-Methet's nephew, and Elith's cousin.”

| finish my beer and start putting my boots back on. | can fed some investigating coming on.

"Her cousin? How about that. An interesting piece of information that no one was rushing to tell me.”

| maketo leave. Beforel do | ask Makri if she could keep it quiet that she understood all of the
funerd oration.

"| think that the fewer people who know you can spesk the Roya Elvish language, the better. Y ou
might pick up moreinteresting things."

| find Vas-ar-Methet in his cabin, alarge area that serves as both hisliving quarters and his on-board
trestment area. As| arrive an EIf isleaving, smiling.

"Hewaslooking pleased. Y ou just hed him?”

"Y es. Hewas having bad dreams.

"How do you cure someone of bad dreams? No, you can tell me some other time. Right now I'm
looking for someinformation.”

Vas-ar-Methet immediately seemstroubled.

"Thraxas, you know I'm grateful for your help, but . . ."

"But you've heard that with the assorted L ords, Sorcerers and important Turanians on thisship I'm
about as popular as an Orc a an Elvish wedding. Don't worry about it, it's often thisway. Y ou didn't hire
me to make friends. Now, how come you didn't tell me that the Elf who died was your nephew?”

Vaslookspuzzled. "Isit sgnificant?’

"Of course. Doesn't it Strike you as strange that the EIf who plummeted to his degth for no apparent
reason was Elith's cousn?'

"No. What is the connection?'

"l can't say. But trust me, my Investigator'sintuition doesn't let me down. | knew there was something
strange about that accident. Why would a hedlthy young EIf suddenly fal from therigging and break his
neck? Doesn't make sense. How many times has he been up there? Hundreds. | saw him mysdlf,

moments before, and he wasn't looking like an Elf who was suddenly going to make the elementary
mistake of not holding on."

"What are you suggesting? That he was pushed? There were other members of the crew there. They
would have seen something.”

"There are other ways it could have happened. | tried looking at the body at the time but | was
prevented from examining it properly. My first thought was that he might have been drinking, dthough as
far as| could see he only had water in hisflask. But it could have been poisoned.”

Vasisvery dubious.
"I redlly don't think that that islikely, old friend. His companions report that he smply lost hisgrip



when hereached for hisflask."

"Do experienced sailors normaly wave their hands around when they're up in the rigging? He could
have got adrink any time. Speaking of which.. . ."

| look pointedly at the inviting decanter on Vass table and he pours me a glass of wine. AsElvish
wine goes, it's okay, nothing more. Lord Kaith ought to take more care when he loads up with supplies.

| admit that the link may appear tenuous, but when I'm grubbing around in the city and odd things
gtart happening | generaly find they're connected somehow. | doubt things are any different with the
Avulans

"Did Eos have any sort of connection with the Hesuni Tree? Maybe hel p with the prayers, hymns or
whatever ese goes on there? And was he on friendly termswith your daughter?'

Vasconddersthis. "It isnot impossible. But before thisterrible affair of my daughter, | had very little
contact with the Tree Priests. | am only dightly acquainted with Gulas-ar-Thetos, the Chief Tree Priest.
Whether Eosknew him, | can't say. It seemsunlikely. Y oung sea-going Elves do not normally spend too
much time with older members of the religious order. But he was friendly with my daughter. Shewill be
sad to learn of hisdesth.”

He promisesthat when we reach Avulahe will be able to put mein touch with severd Elveswho will
be ableto tell me more.

"I hope they're going to be more co-operative than the crew.”

"They will be. They aremy friends. | may be the only EIf on Avulawho bdievesmy daughter is
innocent, but | am not the only one who would be glad if she were."

An Elf arrives, gpparently needing Vass hedling services. Heislooking particularly unhappy. Many
of the crew look unhappy. Maybethey're dl having bad dreams.

The seas are now rough but we're making good progress. It is not just the skill of the Elvish sailors
that speeds us onwards, Elvish shipwrights are privy to shipbuilding secrets unknown to their Human
alies. Our craft cutsthrough the water at arate that would be the envy of any Turanian Captain. Lord
Kalith's persond Sorcerer, Jir-ar-Eth, is on the ship and could if necessary use sorcery to change the
wegther in our favour, but so far there has been no need. He stays below decks, swapping tales with
Harmon Half-Elf and Lanius Suncatcher.

The death of the crew member has cast apall of gloom over the ship. I'll be glad when we reach
Avula. The voyage has started to bore me and I'm running short of beer. Thereis nothing to see apart
from the endless grey seas and thereis preciouslittle to do. I've carried on with my enquiriesasbest as|
can but because of the reticence of the ElvesI'velearned very little that Vas has not already told me.

Even young Isuas, for some reason quitein thrall to Makri, tells us bluntly that VVass daughter is
clearly qguilty of the crime and isfortunate not to have been punished dready.

"Only my father'shigh regard for Vas-ar-Methet has ddlayed it.”
"Y our father's high regard? What do you mean?"
Isuas looks puzzled. "Lord Kdith of course. Were you not aware that heis my father?"

"Thisyouthisaspy!" | exclaim, and glare a her. "So that's why you've been coming here every day,
isit? Reporting on my movementsto Lord Kdlith, no doubt. Makri, send her away immediately.”

"I didn't want her herein thefirst place," exclaims Makri, who has notably failed to warm to the
young EIf.

"Areyou redly the daughter of the EIf Lord?'

"Yes. Hisyoungest daughter.”

"Then what are you doing working as a cabin boy? Or should that be cabin girl?*

"Cabin EIf?" suggests Makri.

I suas doesn't seem to think there is anything strange about it. She's been sailing with her father for the



past year. "He saysit will toughen me up.”
"Wl that would make sense," says Makri. "Y ou certainly are aweedy kid."

Isuas |ooks distressed at this. | guess she already knows she got the short straw when it cameto
handing out health and strength. | till fed suspicious of her presence. Back in Tural, young daughters of
rulersdon't go around being junior sallors.

"Does no one e believe Elith to be innocent?*
"Why would they? She admitsthe crime.”
"Not exactly. She doesn't deny it. That's different.”

I suas does not seem overly concerned with the affair. Rather, her interest is taken up with one of
Makri's swords, which islying on her bunk, adark evil-looking weapon that Makri brought with her from
the Orc Lands.

"Isthat an Orcish blade?' asks Isuas, wide-eyed.

Makri gruntsin reply.

"Such athing has surely never been on this ship before. Can | touch it?!

"Only if you want to lose your hand,” growls Makri, who is never keen to see her weapons pawed

Y oung Isuas again looks distressed.

"Widl, could | watch you clean it?" she ventures.

Makri hisses something rude.

"Could I just touch it? Please?"

"Oh, for God's sake, pick the damn thing up,” growls Makri. "Anything to shut you up. Little brat,”
she mutters as she lies on the bunk, groaning and complaining about the rough seas. Isuas holds Makri's
sword out in front of her, and triesto look fierce.

"Will you teach me how to fight?' she says, eagerly.

Makri, unable to take any more of this, picks up one of her sandas and bouncesit off Isuass head.
| suas squawks, then fleesfrom the cabin in tears.

"That wasabit harsh.”

"Harsh? She'slucky | didn't hit her with the sword. Now stop talking to me—I'm sick.”

| depart, leaving Makri to her misery. | meet Cicerius on deck. He knows I'm curious about the
desth of the sailor and this dipleases him. The rain has obliged him to wear acloak over his Senatorid
toga but he gtill managesto look like an important officid giving atdling-off to some hgplessminion ashe
informs methat | am to stop making enquiries.

"I have been given strongly to understand that the Elves do not wish the matter to be further
investigated."

"Tell me something | don't know. Am | the only one around here who thinks that deeths should be
looked into? | take it you don't actualy forbid meto try and clear Vas-ar-Methet's daughter of the crime
she's accused of 7'

"I believe Lord Kdlith regrets giving permission for Vas-ar-Methet to extend the enquiry,” says
Cicerius

Cicerius hasthe universal reputation of being the most incorruptible person in Tural. Despite his
renowned augterity, heis not an unfair man. Hetells methat he can understand my need to help my friend
and wartime companion.

"Although | regret that you are on thisvoyage, | redise that it would have been difficult for you to
refuse Vas-ar-Methet's request. Ties of friendship should not be taken lightly. But | must ingst that you
carry out your work without causing offence to our Elvish friends. And keep that woman Makri out of



sght. Y esterday she was parading round the ship in a quite shamel ess manner wearing only achainmall
bikini. I do not believe the Elves were pleased.”

"Well, it was certainly anove sight for them. Though | think she wasfleeing to therail to besick,
rather than actually parading around. Did you notice the gold toenails? Odd that she's picked up that
fashion, because Makri's never been in Simnia, and asfar as| know the only other women who do that
are Smnian—"

"Just keep her under control,” says Cicerius, icily.

"Y ou know what she'slike, Cicerius. Difficult to reason with."

The Deputy Consul dmost smiles. Ciceriusis not about to admit that Makri is exactly agood thing,
but he would be forced to allow that she had been helpful when | last worked for him. He draws his
cloak tighter againgt thewind and the rain, and contents himself with warning me not to make things
difficult.

"There are times when your doggedness has proved useful. Thisis not one of them. If by any chance
you do discover any secrets on Avula, keep them to yoursdlf. As arepresentative of the state of Tura, |
forbid you to say or do anything that may upset the Elveswithout fully consulting mefirst. Thisfive-yearly
fedtiva isan important affair and the Avulanswill be highly displeased if anything bad happenswhiletheir
idandisfull of vigtors"

He pauses. "Have you been drinking?'
| don't deny it. It passesthetime.

Ciceriusdepartswith hisnosein theair. | notice that he is vain enough to wear acloak sufficiently
short to display the gold edging around the bottom of histoga. Only the upper classes wear togas. I'm
dressed in my standard dull tunic with aheavy cloak to keep out the elements. | wander off, wondering
who | might profitably spend sometime with. It makes sense at least to try to gather some background
information. Elith isdueto betried immediately after the festiva, which means|'ll only have aweek or so
to investigate the affair once we land.

| decide to seeif | can find Lanius Suncatcher and Harmon Half-Elf. So far | have had little contact
with them on board and | wonder if they might have picked up anything interesting about the crime.
Before| can go in search of the Sorcerers, an EIf | don't recognise plants himsdf firmly in front of me. |
greet him politely. He sares at mein ahogtile manner. Though most of the Elvestiether hair back whilst
on board ship, hislong golden hair swingsfredly inthewind. His eyes are alittle darker than norma and
he has a powerful build. We stand looking at each other in silence.

"l am Gorith-ar-Dd," he says, findly.
| stare at him blankly. "Isthat supposed to mean something to me?'
"Cdlis-ar-Dd was my brother. He hired you to help him. Then he got killed."

Cdlis-ar-Dd. | remember him. Along with hisfriend Jaris-ar-Miat, he was one of the Elveswho
hired meto look for the valuable Red Elvish Cloth last summer. They pretended they were trying to
recover it for their EIf Lord Kdith-ar-Yil, our ship's Captain, but in redity they weretrying to stedl it.
Both were eventudly killed by Hanamafrom the Assassins Guild. They got in her way, which was
foolish.

Theway Gorith-ar-Ddl isstaring a me, | have the impression he holds me responsible. | wasn't, but |
don't want to go over the details of the case again. Hearing about his brother's criminal activities can only
be painful to Gorith.

"I don't believe my brother was trying to sted the Cloth. | believe he was made the scapegoat after
being caught up in eventsin aforeign city. He hired you to help him. Why didn't you protect him?”'

Thewind ispicking up, My hair, tied back in along ponytail, startsto swing gently like a pendulum.

"Heleft Tura without telling me. | did go after him, and | caught up with him before his ship I eft
harbour. Unfortunately he was dead by then. The Assassins Guild. It was no secret.”



"And was any effort made to punish the killers?!

"No one from the Assassins Guild ever getstaken to court.”

"Why not?'

"That would require alonger lecture on Turanian politics and customs than you want to hear. I'm
sorry your brother waskilled."

Gorith leans towards me threateningly. "It seemsto me that someone set my brother up with the
Cloth then was able to share the profits after he was murdered.” The Elf'seyesare cold. "I don't trust
you, fat man."

Gorith-ar-Dd staks off, graceful despite the pitching of the ship. | look at hisretreating figure. |
shrug, and continue on my way to find Lanius and Harmon.

| locate them below decksin Harmon's cabin, which isawhole lot bigger than mine. The Elvish
Sorcerer Jr-ar-Eth iswith them and they're dl seated comfortably, drinking wine. I'mirritated that no
onethought to invite me, afellow practitioner of the mystic arts, for afriendly drink. Harmon Half-Elf
greets me affably enough.

"Comein, Thraxas. How arethingswith you?"'

"Better than rowing adave gdley. Not too much better though. The Turanian delegation wishes|
wasn't here, the Elves are freezing me out and my cabin is occupied by awoman who only stops
complaning when shesthrowing up.”

Vas has given Makri soothing herbs and potions, but she seemsto be unusualy prone to seasickness.
Thereisnothing to do but wait for it to pass.

I'veredly come herelooking for some friendly company, but the sght of al the friendly company
going on quite merrily without meis annoying. Even the Sorcerers are avoiding me. How comeI'm the
onewho's suffering here? Rather than the civilised conversation | had in mind, | find myself pitching into
the Elvish Sorcerer with an aggressive line in questioning.

"So, what's up with you Elves anyway?' | demand, fixing Jr-ar-Eth with an accusing look. "I'm
garting to think you al have something to hide. How come no one will answer my questions? Scared I'll
dig up something?'

"Not at dl," replies Jr-ar-Eth. "Y ou can hardly blame Avulansfor somereticencein theface of a
man they have never met, who brings with him awoman of Orc parentage. But to the best of my
knowledge, al the facts about the assault on the Hesuni Tree are known."

"Ohyes?' | grunt. "Well, I'm not convinced."

I'm feeling aggressive. It feds good. I've had enough of crawling around being polite. | take agoblet
of wine, uninvited, and bark afew more questions.

Unlike our magicians, who al wear arainbow cloak asamark of their guild, Jr-ar-Ethiscladina
standard Elf's green cloak with only asmdl yellow tree embroidered on the shoulder asamark of his
profession. Helooksfairly old for an Elf, with hisgolden hair turning slver, but vigorous till.

"l understand that Elith can't remember the crime. Very convenient, don't you think?'

"Y ou believe that someone dseis responsble? Why?'

"Invedtigator'sintuition,” | reply. "And I'll trust my intuition againgt yours any day. Isthere any chance
of another glass of wine? Thank you. So, why did Vass daughter damage the Tree?”

The Elvish Sorcerer confessesthat he has no idea. Elith has not vouchsafed amotive.

"Rather suspicious, don't you think? Who might have framed her?”

"Redly!" protests Jir. "Thisis quite uncaled for. Y ou must not gpply the standards of your Human
city to those of the Elvish Ides™

"Ohyes" | gate, walking around the cabin waving my handsintheair. "Y ou Elves are dways keen
to brag about your high standards. Wl let metell you, I've had to help quite afew high-class Elves out



of tough spotsin Turai. Generdly when they find themselves drunk in some low-class brothel and want it
al hushed up from their EIf Lord."

Jr-ar-Eth looks at me with amazement. Possibly fearing that Jir is about to blast me with aspell for
my insolence, Lanius Suncatcher tries his best to smooth things over.

"You must excuse Thraxas," he laughs. " Always has to see suspicious circumstances everywhere.
Back at the Palace he was famousfor it."

| am unapologetic. It'stime | stirred things up alittle around here. I've been on this ship for two
weeks and I've learned nothing at al. Y ou can't expect an Investigator to take that lying down. (Not this
Investigator anyway. Maybe some others with lower standards.)

"| redly don't see that you have any causefor suspicion, Thraxas," says Harmon Half-Elf. "And |
would suggest that you moderate your manner. Cicerius and the Prince will not be pleased to learn that
you areinsulting our hodts."

"Cicerius and our Prince can go to hell. I'm fed up with being warned about my behaviour. Who was
it saved the city from that mad Orc Sorcerer only last month at the race meeting? Me. | didn't see anyone
complaining about my bad mannersthen.”

"Everyone complained about your bad manners;” retorts Harmon. ™Y ou were just too pleased with
yourself to pay any attention.”

The Elvish Sorcerer clams up and refuses to answer any more of my questions. Lanius suggests that
perhaps | should go back to my cabin and rest.

"Fine" | tell him, and pack abottle of wineinto the bag at my side. "'l will. But don't expect meto
pussyfoot around when | get to Avula. If anyonetriesto hide the factsfrom methere I'll be down on
them likeabad spdll.”

| storm out. Back on deck therain hitsmein theface. | ignoreit and stride back to my cabin. Insde
Makri isditting on the floor, not looking any better.

"Damned Elves," | exclam. "I'm sick of them dready. What can you expect? Sitting round in trees all
the time, singing about the stars. Apart from the ones who are threatening me.”

"Y ou were threstened?'

"Yes. Somelarge EIf cdled Gorith thinks | was responsible for the death of his brother. You
remember, one of the pair whom Hanamakilled in Twelve Sees.”

"Hanama | like her."

"Y es, for amurderous Assassin she's dway's excellent company.”

| bring out the wine and take a hedlthy dug. "To hdl with Gorith.”

The ship rolls suddenly. Makri, unable to take the Sght of me guzzling winein her present precarious
date, is once more overcome with nausea. Shefailsto makeit to the side of the ship. Shefalsevento
make it out the cabin, and issick on thefloor. Meanwhile the sudden violent pitching makes me drop the
bottle of wineand it smashes. | dip and follow it down. At this moment, while Makri and | arerolling
around on the floor of our tiny cabin in amess of beer, wine and vomit, the door bursts open and Prince
Dees-Akan walksin.

He stares, incredulous, at the sight that meets his eyes. It's not the sort of behaviour he's been
brought up to expect. AsI'm hauling mysdlf to my feet he seemsto be having some difficulty in finding the
appropriate words.

"Isit truethat you just insulted the eminent Elvish Sorcerer Jr-ar-Eth?' he demands.

"Certainly not," | reply. "Possibly he got the wrong impression. Not used to being questioned, |
expect.”

Makri groans, rolls over and throws up over the Prince's feet.

"Eh...sorry, your highness. . . hasn't quite found her sealegsyet.”



"Y ou low-life scum!” ydlsthe Prince.

"Theresno need to talk to her likethat!" | protest. " She's never been on aship before.”

"l wasreferring to you," saysthe Prince.

"Don't worry," says Makri, grabbing hisleg in an attempt to make it back on to her feet. "I'll have him
civilised by thetime we get to Avula™

When Makri firgt arrived in Turai, fresh from the rigours of the gladiator dave pits, she showed very
little sign of a sense of humour. It developed fairly rapidly, but | could have told her that with the Prince
looking with horror at his ruined sandals, thiswas not the time to be light-hearted.

"How dare you address me, you piece of filth!" shoutsthe Prince.

He departsin afury. Makri abandons her effortsto riseand liesin apool of her own sickness. Itis
redly, redlly unpleasant. | hunt for one of my remaining beers, break open the bottle and start pouring it
down my throat. Weremain in sllencefor awhile.

"Y ou think we made agood impresson?’ says Makri finaly.

"Pretty good. | may beinfor aswift recal to the Palace.”

Makri laughs. | help her to her feet. She shakes her head to clear it. "I think I'm Starting to fedl better
now. How long till we reech Avula?*

| hand her atowel to clean her face. "Another two weeks."

"I'll be pleased to walk on dry land again," says Makri.

"Metoo. And it will be good to get some proper investigating done. Now we've started to make
friendsin important places, it should be abreeze.

Chapter Six

Two weeks later we're close to Avula. We should sight land tomorrow. The weather has improved.
Makri's health has improved. Were bored. For want of anything better to do, Makri, with
encouragement from me, has given in to Isuass repeated requests and has given her somelessonsin
basic sword play. Theselessons have all taken placein the cramped privacy of our cabin, partly because
Isuas fedls her father would not be pleased if he knew, and partly because Makri says shewouldn't like
her reputation as a fighter to suffer from anyone learning that she wastrying to teach sword-fighting to
such ausdess excuse for an Elf aslsuas. The cabin being somewhat cramped at the best of times, |
haven't actualy seen any of these sessions, but Makri assures methat Isuasis the most pathetic creature
ever to hold asword, and seeing the child fumbling around gives Makri the strong desire to pick her up
and throw her overboard.

"Not warming to the kid, then?"
"| loathe her. She keeps bursting into tears for no reason. Why did you encourage me to teach her?"
"Because it might do us some good on Avulaif we have an dly. She's Kdith's daughter—she might



be able to open afew doorsfor us."
"Not if | break her fingers” mutters Makri.

Nothing of note has happened to me. | haven't even been threatened recently. I've seen
Gorith-ar-Ddl severa times but he has not spoken to me since his origina menacing approach.

| haven't learned anything much though | picked up alittle gossip while playing niarit with Osath, the
ship's cook. | like Osath. He's an excellent chef. He's dso one of the very few Elveswho carriesalittle
extraweight round hisbelly. My tremendous enthusiasm for hisfood overcame his Elvish reticence and
weve spent afew evenings playing niarit together. Most of what | learn sheds no light on Elith's case, but
it'sinteresting background information. Even in aplacelike Avula, there are palitica tensons. Lord Kdith
has an advisory Council of twelve leading Elvish Elders, and certain of these Elders have been pushing for
more influence. It's even rumoured that some wish to abandon the traditiona rule of the Elvish Lord and
move on to some representative system, which would be unheard of among the Elves.

Furthermore, there are some tensions around the Hesuni Tree. Gulas-ar-Thetos holds the position of
Chief Tree Priest but there is another branch of the family that has claimed for severa generationsthat the
Priesthood should bel ong to them. Some sort of complicated dispute about the rules of succession, which
never quite goes away.

Even thefestiva isnot without its attendant controversy. The three stlaged versons of thetale of
Queen Leeuven are each put on by one of the Ossuni Elves idands—Avula, Ven and Corinthd—in the
form of acompetition, with judges giving a prize to thewinning play. It isagreat honour to produce the
play and on each idand leading Elves compete for the position. Apparently the person chosen by Lord
Kalith to produce and direct Avulas play thisyear isnot universally popular. Thereisafeding onthe
idand that the job has gone to the wrong EIf.

"Mysdf, I've never cared much for the plays,” confides Osath. " Too highbrow for me. | likethe
juggling competition best. More soup?'

Other than this, | St in my cabin and smoke thaziswith Makri.

"I can't wait to get off thisship,” shetells me for the twentieth time, idly prodding at the gold ring that
pierces her nose, another sartorid outrage guaranteed to inflame public opinionin Turai. She'sjust
washed her hair and the huge dark mass of it seemsto take up asubstantial amount of our limited cabin
Space.

We passthe thazis stick back and forward between us. We have the porthole open to let out the
pungent aroma. This gives methe odd fedling that I'm amuch younger man, ayouth in fact, smoking the
mild narcotic in secret. These daysin Tural no one bothersto conced thazis, though it is il technicaly
illegd. Since the much more powerful drug dwatook its hold on the city, the authoritiesare relieved if
thazisistheworst thing you're up to. But | don't want to offend the Elves. Asfar as| know, they
disapprove of dl narcotics.

| suas appears, wide-eyed and timorous as usual.

"Can't you knock?' growls Makri.

| grin & the young EIf. She might be asickly sort of kid, with straggly hair and watery eyes, but | like
her well enough. She has amessage for mefrom Lord Kdith.

"He asksif you would like to spend thislast evening playing niarit.”

"Niarit? | must be back in his good books."

Isuas looks doubtful. "I think he just ran out of opponents. He's beaten dl the other players on the
ship.”

| haul myself up. "Then it soundslike ajob for Thraxas. Once I'm through with him, your father will
regret ever taking up the game.”

Isuas looks pained. "My father isrenowned as afine player.”

"Ohyes? Well, when it comesto niarit | am number one chariot. Ask Makri here."



"Will you teach me some morefighting?' asks Isuas eagerly.
Makri scowls. "What's the point? When it comes to sword play you're about as much useasa
eunuch in abrothd."

I suas gapes, shocked by this crude expression. She hangs her head. "I'll try to do better,” she
mumbles

"Wdl, I'll leaveyouto it, Makri. Have fun."

"Areyou going to go and leave me with this brat for company?"

"l amindeed. A true niarit player never refuses achdlenge. If therés any wine going spare I'll bring
you back abottle."

| depart, keen for some action. | wonder if Lord Kaith might wish to place asmall wager on the
outcome? | have a package with me, just in case.

| enter Kdith's comfortable cabin for only the second time on the voyage. One might have thought
that asaguest of the Elves| would have been invited there more frequently, but no. While Princes,
Deputy Consuls and assorted Sorcerers have fredly enjoyed the EIf Lord's hospitality, Thraxasthe
Investigator has sadly languished in atiny cabin at the unfashionable end of the ship, fruitlesdy awaiting an
occasiond invitation to sociaise with the upper classes.

Stifling my resentment, | greet Kdith politely enough.

"Y ou wished to see me?"

"I wondered if you might care for agame?’

Lord Kalith gestures with his hand towards the niarit board set out in front of him. The two opposing
armiesare lined up against each other, the front rank comprising, from left to right, Foot Soldiers, or
Hoplites, then Archers, then Trolls. The rear rank is made up of Elephants, Heavy Mounted Knights and
Light Mounted Lancers. Each player dso hasin their army a Siege Tower, aHeder, aHarper, aWizard,
aHero and aPlague Carrier. A the very back of the board isthe Castle, the object of the game being to
defend your own Castle and storm your opponent's. Lord Kaith's board isthe same asthat used al over
the Human Lands, except that one of the armiesis green instead of white, and the Castles at each end of
the board are instead represented by large fortified trees.

"I generdly take green,” saysLord Kdlith.
"Fine. They cal me Thraxasthe Black. And | generdly takewine."

No servant isin attendance. Faced with the possibility of actudly standing up and pouring me some
wine himsaf—which would be asking rather alot of an EIf Lord—Kalith |ooks suddenly puzzled and
asksmeif | know where hisdaughter is. | tell him she's hanging around with Makri, which doesn't please
him.

"All I hear from my daughter these daysis Makri thisor Makri that. | do not approve.”

"Y eah, asarole modd Makri isthe woman from hell. Don't worry, she hates your daughter anyway."

Somehow that didn't come out quite as| intended. Kalith is not pacified. To save him any
embarrassment | get my own wine, filling agoblet from the decanter nearby. And once again | haveto
say that, as Elvish wine goes, it isnot of the finest. Makes me again suspect that Kdith isnot libera with
his hospitality, and probably doesn't have a spare barrdl of beer waiting in the storeroom for anyone who
might wish to partake of it.

"Carefor asmal wager?'

Kalith raises hiseyebrows afraction. "I have no wish to take money from you, Investigator.”
"Youwont."

"1 will assuredly defeet you."

"That'swhat your cook said before | sent hisarmy down to Elvish hell.”

Kadith amiles. "I have heard that you outplayed Osath. |, however, am arather better player. But |



repest, | have no wish to take money from you.”

| unwrap my package.

"A dick?'

"Anilluminated staff. One of the finest. Given to me by the renowned Turanian Sorcerer Kemlath
Orc Sayer.”

| spesk aword of power and the staff lights up with abrilliant golden hue. It redly isafineilluminated
dtaff, the best I've ever had. Evento an EIf Lord, it can't be an unattractive bet.

Lord Kdith picksit up and holdsit, watching as the golden light streams out of it, lighting dl corners
of the cabin.

"A fine staff. Though | seem to remember hearing that Kemlath Orc Slayer was obliged to leave
Tura indisgrace”

"He had the misfortune to have me investigate some crimes hed committed.”

"Very well, | accept your bet. What shall | wager in return? A golden goblet?!

Elves dwaysthink that humans are davesto gold. Fair enough. I've done plenty of questionable
thingsfor gold. But that's not what 1'm looking for right now.

"Would you rather | staked some mystical item? My chief Sorcerer Jr-ar-Eth has many fine articles.”

"No, I'm not needing any fine articles. | was thinking more about Makri."

Kdith frowns

"I want her on Avulawith me. She hedps meinvestigate. If | win, | want you to let her land, no
questions asked. And guarantee that the Avulanswill be hospitableto her.”

"Thereisno possibility of my people being hospitable to her.”

"Wl at least not openly hostile. Do you accept my bet?!

The EIf Lord shakes hishead. "I cannot dlow her on my idand.”

| stand up.

"A pity. | waslooking forward to playing. It's not often you get the chance to show an EIf Lord that

no matter how many excellent variations he works out for the Harper's Game, he's got about as much
chance againg Thraxas asarat againgt adragon. And I mean asmal rat and abig dragon.”

A pained look comesinto the Elf Lord'sface. | doubt that he has ever before been compared to a
ret.

"Sit down," he says coldly. "And prepare to lose your staff.”

We dart to play. Lord Kalith apparently does not fully trust his new variation because he sarts off
with the Hoplite advance, asolid if unexciting strategy. | respond in aconventiona manner by harrying
them with my Light Cavary, meanwhile forming up my own Hoplitesto resst and bringing up my Trolls
for some heavy support. It has dl the makings of a tiff battle on the centre of the field, which will suit me
fine, when Lord Kalith surprises me by sending his Hero striding out in front of hisarmy, straight into my
Light Cavary.

Thisseemsfoolish. The Hero carriesalot of weight on the board and can dedl with most things, but
not an entire divison of Cavary backed up with Hoplitesand Trolls. | surround him and get ready for the
kill but I'm keeping awatchful eye out for whatever dse Kaith might have planned.

When I'm about to day Kalith's Hero he suddenly advances his Archers up towards my right flank,
backed by his Elephants. Coming dongside them are his Harper and his Plague Carrier. I'm momentarily
puzzled. Apparently Lord Kaith now wishesto rescue his Hero, but | can't see how even this sirong
force can reach himintime. His Harper singsto my troops, which has the power of paralysing them, and
his Plague Carrier startsto do some damage, but | form up my Trollsin astrong defensive line and send
over some of my Heavy Cavary for support, with my Healer and my Wizard in attendance. Lord Kalith's
relief forcefailsto penetrate and | kill hisHero, which, | think, puts me at astrong advantage.



All of asudden | notice that for some reason his Harper seemsto be continuing to advance and far
too many of my troops on my |eft flank are succumbing to his singing. In an unexpected move, Lord
Kalith sends hisLight Cavary streaming through the gap. | remain impassive a the board, but insde I'm
uttering afew curses. Kdith hasindeed worked out a new variation on the Harper's Game, sacrificing his
Hero. He apparently had no intention of rescuing him, but merely used the gambit asadistraction.

Thereare atensefew minutes as| struggle to reinforce my left flank. Even here I'm il alittle
doubtful, fearing that | may be missing something. | don't want to overcommit and find Kaith suddenly
breaking through somewhere e se. It takes some fine swift calculations on my part to reorganise my
defences and in the process | lose the services of my Harper when heistrampled by arampaging
Elephant.

Findly, however, | hold the line, and start pushing Kalith back up the board. With his Hero gone, his
Wizard nearly out of spellsand his Trolls hemmed in by my Heavy Cavalry, he has no option but to
retreat. Asplay crosses back into hisside of the board | start to inflict heavy losses on hisarmy and
manage to isolate and kill hisWizard. I've got him beat. No one comes back from this position, not
againg me anyway.

Makri chooses this moment to burgt into the cabin, followed firstly by afrightened-looking Isuas and
secondly by two irate Elvish attendants. She strides over to us and plants hersdlf right beside Lord
Kdith'schair.

"What's this your daughter tells me about you issuing ordersthat | can't leave the ship?' she demands.

| quickly glance at Makri's hips and am relieved to see she has not actualy brought a sword with her.
Not that thisisany rea guarantee that sheis unarmed. Makri isaways liable to produce adagger or a
throwing star from some unexpected place. | never met anyone so keen on walking round with aknifein
each boot.

"| did indeed issue such an order,” says Lord Kalith, regdly. If he'sat al concerned about the sight of
afurious Makri towering over him he's not showing it, and when his attendants hurry forward he holds up
his hand to show that everything is under control.

| riseto my feet. "Don't worry about it, Makri, I've arranged things."

| wave at the niarit board, then give Kalith alook.

"| presume you do not wish to carry on with the game.”

Again, | haveto say that Lord Kadith takesit well. Good breeding. He can't be at al happy that's he's
just logt to me at niarit, and he has made it perfectly plain that heis utterly opposed to Makri landing on
Avula, but from dl the emotion he shows you might imagine he was having another excellent day at the
Tree Palace.

"l concede. Wl played, Investigator. | see that my variation needs further work."

Heturns his head toward Makri. "Y ou may land on Avula. Do nothing that may disturb my Elves.
And stay away from my daughter.”

"What's going on?" asks Makri. | tell her I'll explain later and usher her out before she causes any
further offence.

Back on the deck we runinto Cicerius.

"Haveyou—7?' he says.

"Y es. Thoroughly offended Lord Kalith. Mg or diplomatic incident. Better go and sort it out. See you
onAvula"



Chapter Seven

By the afternoon of the next day wereriding inland to the heart of theidand. Avulaisextremely lush,
densely forested with tall treesthat cover the shdlow hillsthat rise towardsthe centre. I'm alittle taken
aback by the size of the trees. I'd forgotten how large they were. Even the great oaksin the King's
gardensin Tural are mere saplingsin comparison. And without getting too mystical about it, thetreeson
an Elvish idand give theimpression that they're more dive than your averagetree.

Landing on theidand involved less ceremony than | was expecting. A delegation of important Elves,
including Kdith'swife, Lady Y estar, was at the quay to greet their guests, but there was not the tedious
formality that such an event would have occasioned in Turai. Brief introductions were made and we set
off inland. Even Makri's appearance failed to cause acommotion. Kaith presumably had sent word of
her arrival, and his subjects, while not looking thrilled at the Sght of her, a least didn't make afuss. Makri
greeted Lady Yedtar in her flawless Elvish, as gentedly asany lady of the court, if the Elves have a court
that is, which I'm not certain about. | know Kalith has some sort of palacein the trees.

| ride beside Makri at the back of the column, far behind Lord Kalith and Prince Dees-Akan. Makri
looks around her with interest but I'm too busy thinking about my work to fully appreciate the splendour
of theidand. | havethetiniest feding, far away &t the very edge of my Investigator'sintuition, that
something iswrong dl around me. Something intangiblethat | can't put anameto. Whatever itis, it
prevents me from gaping at the giant butterflies.

Avulaisone of thelargest of the Elvish Ides. During the last Orc War it provided many troops and
shipsfor the defence of the west, but aswetravel inland it's not exactly obviouswhere al these Elves
live. There are no extendve settlements at ground level. Here and there wooden houses stand secluded in
clearingsin the forest, but in the main the Elves prefer to construct their houses high up in the trees. These
are cunningly crafted so that they appear to be more like natural growths than artificia objects. Even
some of the larger collections of these houses, connected by wakways high above our heads, blend in
with the environment in amanner that makesiit easy to believe that theland isdevoid of inhabitants. Only
the regular, well-maintained path we travel on betraysthe fact that many Elveslivein these parts.

Somewhere or other there must be some sort of industry, workshops where the Elves make their
own swords, harnesses and other such things, but we see nothing of this. Just trees, treehouses and the
occasiona Elf looking down with interest at the procession.

We'reriding on horses provided by the Elves. Vastdls methat on the far sde of theidand theland is
more open, and their animals are pastured there. We pass severa smdll rivers, each running with bright
water that glintsin the sunlight.

Lord Kaith's Tree Pdace is Situated at the centre of the idand, the highest point on Avula. The
Hesuni Treeis next to the Palace. The important guests are to be quartered nearby. | wonder how
Ciceriuswill manageliving in atree. | notice that the sombre mood of our Elvish hosts haslightened as
they find themsdlves once morein their familiar surroundings, but | sill havethe feding that al isnot well.

Ciceriusisriding beside me, upright in the saddle like aman who once fought in the army. Cicerius
never managed to cover himsdlf in glory a war, but he did at least do his duty againgt the Orcs, unlike



most of our present-day Turanian paliticians, many of whom bought their way out of military service. |
lean over and whisper to him.

"Isit just meor do you fed something wrong here?!
"Wrong? What do you mean?"

"I don't know exactly. | just get the fedling that something iswrong. Shouldn't these Elvesin the trees
be waving to us or something?'

"They arewaving."

"Wel maybethey'rewaving abit. | till figure they should be happier to seetheir Lord back. Singing
maybe. Don't Elves sing alot? There's some kind of gloom over thisplace.”

"I don't fed it," says Cicerius.

| dwaystrust my intuition and it'skept me dive for along time.

We pass through a clearing and view an unusua spectacle. Thirty or so Elvesin white cloaks are
moving around in unison under the direction of another Elf. He ssemsto be shouting a themin an
exagperated manner.

"The chorusfor one of the plays,”" our Elvish companionsinform us.

Theirate screaming getslouder.

"The directors of the plays are often given to excesses of emotion.”

Passing through another clearing we distinctly hear chora singing, again from agroup rehearsing for
thefedtival, and in the distance we catch sight of some jugglers practising. The whole aimosphere
becomes more festive. | wonder again if 1 might solve the case quickly and thereby have sometimein
which to enjoy myself. Along with Osath the cook, I'm quite looking forward to the juggling competition.
Whatever happens, | don't have that long in which to investigate. Elith isdueto betried immediately after
the festival, which beginsin seven days time and lagtsfor three.

Vas-ar-Methet isriding some way in front of us. Severad hoursinto the journey he sends amessage
back to me that we are close to his brother's abode. The messenger isto take Makri and me there while
the procession rides on. The deputation isto receive the full hospitdity of Lord Kdith. We arentt.

"Would it be any usetelling you not to make anuisance of yourself?' asks Cicerius aswe prepare to
0o our separate way's.

"Youll hardly notice were here,” | promise.

"Whatever you do," says Cicerius sternly, "don't meddle with anything that is caanith.”

"Cheer up, Cicerius," says Makri, appearing beside us. "I'm an expert in Elvish taboos. In fact, | am
an Elvish taboo. I'll keep Thraxas out of trouble.”

Makri stswell on her horse. When she arrived in Turai she was already agood rider. Makri isgood
a mogt things. It'sannoying. Since leaving the ship her spirits have improved.

"I'm ashappy asan Elf inatreg" she says, laughing, and then looks thoughtful. " Although | have
noticed that the Elves up in the trees don't actudly look al that happy. Good chora singing though.”

Our guide leads us down a narrow path. For an Elf he seems remarkably dour. My efforts at
conversation come to nothing. Apart from learning that his name is Coris-ar-Mithan and hel's acousin of
my friend Vas, | learn nothing at al from him.

We don't have to endure each other's company for long. Coris brings us swiftly to another small
clearing where three other Elves, two of them ederly, are waiting for us. Coris greets them briefly, bows
formally to usand rides off.

"Greeting, friends of Vas-ar-Methet. Welcome to our home.”
They introduce themsalves to us as Vass brother, mother, and sister.
"Y ou must betired after the long journey. We have prepared food and your rooms are waiting.



Peasefollow us”

They head for atree. Lying flush with thetrunk is aladder that goes upwards for along way. | look
at it doubtfully and turn to Makri.

"How do you like heights?"

"I'm not wild about them."

"Meneither."

We grit our teeth and start to climb. We climb along way. | try not to look down. Asaman who can
have difficulty mounting the outside stepsto my office, | don't find it the most convenient placefor a
home. I'm relieved when we reach the top and step on to a platform. The Elvish house stretches over the
highest branches of the tree, and over to the next tree. We're on the very outskirts of the large central
township of the Elves, and from here to the centre of the idand houses are strung over most of the forest,
increasing in density asthey gpproach the centre. From hereit should be possbleto walk al theway to
the centre of theidand without once touching the ground.

Once we step insde we find a comfortable and welcoming dwelling place. The rooms, though smply
constructed, are brightly lit, decorated in warm colours with tapestries and rugs. There are pitchers of
water and we are invited to wash and make oursalves comfortable before our med.

"Nice house," says Makri after they've left us.
| agree. "Pity it isn't on the ground. I'd have a hard time making it up that ladder every day."
It isnow latein the afternoon. After eating I'm planning on heading out quickly to investigate.

"I'm going to see Elith. Time to question the suspect and get thingsmoving. | figureif | can clear her
name quickly | might be ableto get ahit of rest before heading back to Turai. | need arest, I've been
working way too hard recently.”

Vashas arranged that his brother will take me to the place where Elith isheld and I'm keen to set off
assoon as| can. Camith, dightly younger and less distinguished than the hedler, is pleased to find I'm
eager to get started.

"No onein our family believesthat Elithisguilty of thisterriblecrime”

Leaving Makri to look around, | accompany Camith on the long journey through the walkways over
the trees towards the centre of Avula, where Elith isincarcerated. Hetelsmethat sheisheld inarardly
used prison building at therear of Lord Kalith's Tree Palace.

"Haveyou considered ajail bresk?’

Camith seems shocked by the suggestion. "No. We are presuming that her name will be cleared.”

"Don't presume. After dl, she might be guilty. I'm planning on knocking afew headstogether to find
out thetruth. But it never hurts to have a back-up plan.”

The wooden wa kways lead us past more houses. Elves sare as| pass. I'd imagineit'salong time
since they've seen anyone with my impressive figure. They're athin race, the Elves. Evenin old age they
rarely seem to settleinto comfortable obesity. | ask Camith if there are any tavernson Avula. Hetellsme
that thereis nothing that would actudly qudify asatavern, but they do brew their own beer and gather in
gladesto drink it, which doesn't sound too bad. | tell him that | have now run out of beer, and instruct
him that | must have some as soon as possible.

We pass over alarge clearing, the largest open space I've seen since we reached theidand.

"Thetournament field," explainsmy guide. "It is often in use—Lord Kdith likesto keep his Elveswdll
prepared. It is here that the playswill be staged. There will so be atournament, for the younger Elves.
Will you be staying for the whole festiva ?*

"I'm not sure. Depends how the investigating goes.”
"A curiousway to makealiving," ventures Camith.
"Not in Tura it isn't. Wherel live you can't turn round without bumping into something that needs



invedigaing.”
"Areyou paid well for the service?"
"No," | reply, truthfully. "But | make up for it at the chariot races”

Camith laughs. | like him, he's affable like his brother. He's heard about my triumph over Lord Kaith
at the niarit board and has the good grace to tell me that the Avulans cannot remember when their ruler
was last defeated at the game, which pleases meimmensdly.

The evening is cool and pleasant. Walking through the tree topsisn't so bad when | get used to it and
the journey takeslesstime than | anticipated. Camith comesto a halt, pointing out to me alarge wooden
congtruction visible a short way ahead.

"The Tree Pdace" heinformsme.

Toonesdethereisatree so large and impressive that it hasto be the Hesuni Tree. It seems hedlthy
enough, with plenty of golden foliage. Besideit are two pools of still water, onelarge and one smdl. We
wak over anarrow suspended bridge towards the Palace, but when we're amost there a commotion
breaks out and severa Elves appear at the doorway, talking together in an agitated manner. When they
see usthey run up and start speaking to Camith accusingly. He looks confused, and turnsto meto
explain, but | need no explanation. Elith-ir-Methet has vanished from her prison.

"Escaped?’

The Elvish guards nod. They recognise Camith and they find it very suspiciousthat her unclejust
happensto be strolling by at this very moment, but before they can pursueit further agreat wailing
breaks out from the direction of the Hesuni Tree. Camith and the other Elves are taken aback and peer
over thewakway in an attempt to find out what is hgppening. Sensing that hisniece may bein trouble
Camith startsto run in the direction of the Palace. | follow him asbest | can, though | have difficulty
keeping up. All around Elves are shouting, torches are being lit and the genera uproar grows ever more
furious. Close to the Tree Palace Camith spots an Elf he recognises on awakway some way below us
and leans over to shout a him, trying to find out what is happening.

"It's Gulas-ar-Thetos," shoutsthe Elf. "He's dead. Murdered beside the tree. Elith-ir-Methet has
killed him."

Camith amogt fdls off the wakway, such isthe shock that thisintelligence gives him. For awhile he
isincapable of speech and gasps for breath asthe outcry intensifies. The Elves Tree Priest has been
murdered and | don't need to betold that thisisthe most sensational event ever to happen on Avula

"Elith!" gagps Camith. "How could she?'

"We don't know that shedid,” | tell him harshly. "Now, take me to the scene of the crime, and
quickly. If I'm going to sort things out I'll need to know alot of thingsand I'll need to know them fast.”

| give him apush, nonetoo gently. It's enough to get him back into action. We hurry round the
outskirts of the Palace and make our way down aladder to the Hesuni Tree, where already a great many
Elvesare congregating, and everything is noise and confusion.

| pat my sword, secure a my hip, and take out asmall flask of klee I've saved for emergencies. Asit
burnsitsway down my throat, it strikes methat for the first timein over amonth I'm fegling properly like
myself. Thraxasthe Investigator. I'll show these Elves athing or two when it comesto investigating.



Chapter Eight

By the time we reach the ground about fifty Elves are standing in acircle between the large pool and
the towering Hesuni Tree, and they're making enough noise to wake Old King Kiben. Camith hangs back
but | barge my way through. Standing forlornly in the centre of the circleisatdl young femde EIf | take
to be Elith-ir-Methet. Lying next to her isanother EIf, this one dead, with blood seeping from an ugly
wound in his chest.

Elith isholding a blood-gtained knife.

"Elith-ir-Methet has killed the Tree Priest,”" say the Elves over and over again, horror and incredulity
inther voices

Things arelooking worse for my client.

The surrounding Elves seem at aloss. No one is making any movesto drag the culprit away, examine
the body, or do anything redlly. | stride forward.

"Thraxas," | announce. "Investigator, guest of Lord Kalith."

| examinethe body. Thelight isfading and I'm not as familiar with deceased Elvesas| am with
murdered Humans, but I'd say he's only been dead for amatter of minutes.

"Didyou do this?" | ask Elith.

She shakes her head. Then shefaints. | curse. | was hoping for alittle more information. Threetall
Elves wearing the nine-starred inggnia of Lord Kaith's household arrive on the scene and start to take
control. When the crowd apprises them of the facts one of them departsimmediately, presumably to
inform Kdith of events, while the other two pick up Elith. Her long golden hair trailsto the grass asthey
dart to carry her away.

"Where are you taking her?' | demand.

They declineto answer. | follow them. The crowd troops aong in our wake and | lose sight of
Camith. | notice that one EIf in particular ssemsto be doing alot of wailing, something about his poor
brother. Before we reach the great wooden ladders that lead up to Kalith's Tree Palace more of his
household appear. While their manner holds none of the undisguised hodtility that the Civil Guardsin
Tura would digplay in Smilar circumstances, they make it clear that this matter is now in the hands of
their Lord and the crowd is not to advance any further.

"Thraxasof Tura," | say imperioudy asthey bar my way. "Assstant to Deputy Consul Cicerius.”
| try to look important. It gets me through. My weight can lend me a certain grandeur. Elithis carried
up the ladder and | climb up right behind her.

We ascend along way, past platforms decorated with carvings of eaglesintertwined with ivy and
woven with streamers of golden leaves. The treesthat support the Palace seem to reach up forever and
my limbs are aching by the time we reach the top. Aswe clamber on to thefind platform Kadith isthere
to greet us.

His attendants place Elith in front of him. She gtirs. Lord Kalith glares down at her.



"Y ou have killed Gulas-ar-Thetos, Priest of the Hesuni Tree!"

Elith blinks, and makes no reply. She appears dazed, maybe just from shock, but maybe from
something e se. Her pupils seem to meto be dilated, though with Elvesit's hard to tdll, the whole race
generdly having such big eyes anyway.

"Well, soitisaleged,” | say, moving to her side. "But nothing has been proved againgt her."

The EIf Lord ispostively displeased to see me. "Leave my Pdace.”

"I never desert aclient. And shouldn't someone be getting her aheadler? She looks asif she could do
with some attention.”

"What sort of attention did she give my brother?' roars an Elf behind us, and he makes an effort to
rush at Elith. Hiscompanionsrestrain him.

| don't likethisat al. My client is surrounded by a horde of hostile Elves and the ruler of theidand
seemsin no mood to listen to pleas on her behaf. Simply because Elves have areputation asjust and
tolerant, it doesn't mean that Kalith won't decide that the best thing to do with the murderessisto throw
her off the highest platform and have done with it. I'm relieved when Vas-ar-Methet arrives. He doesn't
do much except stand there looking anguished, but | figure that his daughter isat least lessliable to
summary justicewith himin the picture.

Kalith orders Elith to be taken to a secure place and guarded well. He dlows Vasto go with her, to
minister to her sickness, then tells his guards to bring him witnesses to the event so that he can have the
full story from people who saw what happened. Then he orders meto get out of hissight.

| depart without an argument. | could do with talking to some witnesses mysdlf. I'm about to fortify
myself with kleefor the journey back down the ladderswhen | get amenta image of the EIf faling from
therigging, so | put the flask away and make the descent sober.

Back at the Hesuni Treethe crowd is still gathered. A few of them are wearing the white robes that
denote their status as actors.

"Moreevil hasbefalen us,” moans an Elf to her friends, and they moan back in agreement.

| can understand why they're upset. If the most important religious officia in the land hasto get
murdered, you redlly don't want it to beright at the moment you have ahost of foreign gueststo impress.
No wonder Lord Kdithisfurious. That, however, isaproblem for the Elves. My problem is gathering
information and clearing Elith's name. Unless she turns out to beirredeemably guilty, inwhich casel'vea
jail break to plan. For desecrating the Hesuni Tree, Elith was facing banishment. For murder of the Tree
Priest, she'sfacing execution. | will not dlow Elith to be convicted of murder. For onething, | owe her
father. For another, Lord Kalith hasredly started to annoy me.

| introduce mysdlf to agroup of Elvesand ask them if anyone actually saw Elith sticking the knifeinto
Gulas-ar-Thetos. They don't know. It all happened before they arrived on the scene. The next group
givesmeasmilar reply. Some Elf—no one knows quite who—arrived to find Gulas dead and Elith lying
besde himwith aknifein her hand.

I'm hindered in my investigations by the activities of the Elves sent by Kalith to gather witnesses, and
more than once I'm just about to question someone when he or sheis hustled off to the Tree Pdace, but
at least the attendants don't send me away, or threaten me with arrest. As darknessfals|'velearned
about asmuch as| can and | decideit'stimeto talk to Vas-ar-Methet. | head back towardsthe Tree
Pdace but in the gloom | bump into an Elf coming the other way. He raises his head and benegth the
hood | see aface| recognise. It's Gorith-ar-Del, and he doesn't look any happier to see me now than he
did during the voyage.

"Interfering again?' he demands.
| declineto answer, but as| hurry away I'm struck by the murderouslook he had in hiseyes. Thereis

an Elf who hasn't been spending much time singing in the trees. Theré's something about him that doesn't
quite add up and I make amental note to check him out later.



Back at the laddersthat lead up to the Tree Palace | have the good fortune to arrive just after Prince
Dees-Akan and his entourage. The guards part to let them through and | hurry after asif I'm part of the
officia party. Making the climb for the second time tonight | develop the strong conviction that it isa
mistaketo live up in the trees. My limbs wouldn't take too much of this. Prince Dees-Akan catches sight
of me.

"Were you invited to the Tree Pdace?' he demands.

"Yes, your highness" | lie, and saunter past. The doormen look doubtful. An EIf with drooping
shoulders and downcast gaze comes towards us and | march past crying out Vass name.

"I'm here. Take meto the patient.”

| grasp the startled Vas-ar-Methet's arm and steer us through to thefirst courtyard.

"Whereisshe?'

"Thraxas, itisdl soterrible, | cannot—"

| interrupt him impatiently. "Never mind that just now. Just take meto her. If | don't get to spesk to
her now | might never get the chance.”

Vas nods. Back in the War he wasn't an Elf to hang around dithering when action was needed. He
leads me through the courtyard and up another ladder to a higher platform. From there awakway
stretches over most of the length of the Palace. Lord Kalith's attendants are dotted around, but no one
triesto get in the heder'sway.

"She'sbeing held in abuilding at the back of the Palace. | can get us close, but | doubt they'll Iet you
in

"I'll think of something.”

We are now high above the Palace, further from the ground than | would wish to be. | look down at
the blanket of trees below us, and imagine how easily | would plummet down through them if | lost my
footing. We reach the end of the walkway and descend into another courtyard, this one darker and less
ornate than those at the front of the building. Vas pointsto adoor in front of which three Elvesare
dtationed, each of them armed. These are thefirst ElvesI've seen on Avulato carry swords openly.

"They are guarding Elith,” whispers Vas. "'l didn't want to leave her, but Lord Kalith sent word that |
was to be dismissed before he came to question her himsdif.”

"Whereis he now?"

"Hearing the accounts of those who witnessed the affair. | imagine that he will be here before long.
The death of our Tree Priest isa catastrophic event, Thraxas. | will not wish to continueliving if my
daughter isfound to be guilty of hismurder."

"Well, don't do anything rash,” | tdl him. "I'mgoingin."
The guards chdlenge me. | speak the one solitary spell I'm carrying with me, the deep spell. 1t works

well, asit dways does. Thethree guards sink gently to the ground. Vas-ar-Methet gasps in amazement at
my action.

"Y ou worked aspell on Lord Kalith's guards?'
"What were you expecting? A few cunning lies? | need to see Elith and | need to see her now.”
"But when Kdith—"

| don't stay around to listen to the rest but hurry into the cell, where Elith is Sitting on awooden chair,
gazing out of the barred window.

| greet her and introduce mysdlf as afriend and wartime companion of her father.
"Why areyou here?'
"Y our father hired me to investigate the damage to the Hesuni Tree. He says you're innocent, so |

believe him. Now there are afew morethings | haveto ded with. Fine, I'll dedl with them. Tdl me
everything and make it quick. What happened to the Tree and what's the story of you not remembering



anything? How did you escape from prison, and why were you found with the knife right bes de the dead
Priest?'

Elith istaken aback. Since the minigtrations of her father she'slooking hedthier but, not surprisingly,
she'sextremdly distracted. | look her straight in the eyes and tell her to snap out of it.

"There's no timefor rambling, so get to the point. Lord Kdithison hisway here; three of hisguards
are outside deeping off aspdl, thanksto me, and he's not going to be very pleased about it. Soin the
brief timeweve got | need to know everything. Don't sigh, don't cry and don't stray from the point. Just

tell it like it happened.”
At this, Elith-ir-Methet manages aweak smile.

"I remember Father speaking of you now," she says. Y ou appear in many of hiswar stories. It was
good of you to come. But redly, you can do nothing to help me."

"l can. Tell me about the Tree. Did you damageit?'

She shakes her head dowly. "I don't think so. But | might have. | redlly can't remember. They said |
didit."

"Who sad?'

"Gulas, the Tree Priest. And his brother Lasas."

Why can't you remember?’

Shelooks blank and tells me she just can't. Already I'm Starting to didike her asaclient.

"What were you doing near the Tree?"

"Jugt walking. Welive nearby."

I'd like to question her plenty more about this, but timeis short and there's the murder to consider.

"How did you get out of your cell tonight?"

"l wasn't inacell. Kaith had merely confined meto aroomin the Pace and | gave my word |
would not try to leave."

"So why did you change your mind?'
She shrugs. | grow impatient.
"Isthis hopel ess-Elf-maiden routine the best you can do?'Y ou redlise how much trouble you'rein?”

Elith just Ststhere: tall, dender, golden-haired and apparently suffering from a severe attack of
amnesia. | ask her what happened after sheleft the Palace.

"| descended to the forest and went to the Hesuni Tree.”

"What for?"

"| wanted to see Gulas-ar-Thetos. It was he who was my main accuser in the matter of damaging the
Tree"

She stops. Tears sart to trickle down her pale face.

"What happened then?"

Theresno reply. | change tack. ™Y our cousin Eos-ar-Methet died on the voyage from Turai to
Avula Wereyou friendly with him?"

Elithisgartled. "No," she says. "Well, yes, | knew him. Why?'

"Because I'm wondering about his death. Y ou know any reason he might have been acting
strangely?”

Elith goes quiet, and I'm fairly certain she's hiding something. | ask her again what happened when
sheleft the Pdlace earlier thisevening.

"Shekilled Gulas, that'swhat happened,” roars avoice as the door flies open and Lord Kalith
marchesin, flanked by four Elveswith swords.



"How dare you interrupt an Investigator in private conference with hisclient?" | roar back. "Have you
no idea of the due process of law on Avula?'

Kalith strides up to me and puts his face near mine, which involves some bending over on his part.
His men meanwhile surround me and point their swordsin my direction.

"Areyou responsiblefor putting my guardsto degp?' he demands.

"Guards? | didn't see any guards. Just wide open space and acomfy cell a the end. Now would you
mind giving mealittletime donewith my dient?1 redly must ings—"

The attendants make to grab me. Not wishing to be grabbed, | step back quickly and prepare to
defend mysdlf. Elith prevents an ugly scene by laying her hand on my arm.

"Stop,” she says, quite softly. "I appreciate your trying to help me, Thraxas, but you can do nothing
for me. Lord Kdithisright. | did kill Gulas-ar-Thetos."

"Disregard that statement,” | say quickly. "Thewoman is under stress and doesn't know what's she's
sying."

"Sheknowsvery well what sheissaying,” retorts Kdith. " She murdered our Priest. Three Elves
witnessed the event. At this moment they are giving sworn statementsto my scribes.”

It'sabad turn of events but, as people have been known to say in Twelve Seas, Thraxas never
abandonsaclient.

"Witnesses have been known to make mistakes,” | point out.
Kalith smiles, which surprises me. He's regained his composure.

"Thraxas, | could dmogt like you, were you not such a buffoon. One certainly hasto admire your
persistence. Y ou enter my Palace without an invitation, you sneak over to this cell and you put three of
my guardsto deep with aspdll. Y ou question Elith-ir-Methet againgt my express wishes. Then, despite
the fact that she admitsthe crime, and that there are independent witnesses to testify that sheisguilty, you
persst in standing here blustering about client—nvestigator privileges. Y ou have never thought me
sympathetic to your case, but believe me, if my trusted heder Vas-ar-Methet had not spoken so highly of
the character you showed during the Orc Wars, | would never have even alowed you on board my ship.
And hewasright, in someways at least. He told me that you were disinclined to give up on anything you
darted. An admirabletrait in time of war, but not so now. Elith isguilty. Nothing you can do will change
that fact. And you must now leave it to meto dispensejustice, asismy right and duty.”

| protest, but he holds up his hand, forbidding further speech, and gesturesto his guards. "Enough,
Thraxas. These Elves will escort you from the Palace. No doubt we will meet again at the festiva ."

And that, for the moment, isthat. The four armed Elves escort me out of the cell, aong the courtyard,
back up to the high walkways, and out of the Palace.

Once back on the ground, | turn towards the Hesuni Tree, having no intention of going home just yet.
Thelarge dearing isnow empty of life. Light from the moons reflects from the till water of the twin pools
and the Hesuni Tree stands majestically at the far end of the water. | decideto take alook at the Tree,
and march over.

Tomeit lookslike any other largetree. | can't pick up any traces of its spiritual power, but that's
only to be expected, me being Human rather than EIf, and not very spiritud. | can't sense any sign of
sorcery intheair ether. | can't learn anything, in fact. Studying the grassin the areawhere Gulaslay dying
reveds nothing except that alot of Elves have sncewalked dl over it.

"Areyou looking for something that will save Elith?'

It can be annoying the way these Elves gpproach without making asound. | whirl round and lift my
gaff, illuminating an EIf by the Tree.

"L asas-ar-Thetos?'
He bowsdightly. | wonder at him being here on his own. As hisbrother has just been murdered, |



might have expected him to be comforting the family, or mourning, or something.

"I must assume my new position and minister to thetree,” he says, asif in answer to my thoughts.

"Why did Elith kill your brother?"

"Sheisinsane. We knew it from the moment she damaged the Tree."

"|sthat the only reason?'

"I believe s0. Now, please, leave me. | must communicate with the Tree."

"Yeah, | guessthe Tree must be pretty upset, with dl thisgoing on. Do you know Gorith-ar-Del ?*

L asas scowls a me, frustrated by my persistence.

"No," hereplies. "I do not."

It s;emsto methat Lasasislying. I'm about to question him further when he starts chanting softly, his
eyes closed, hishead swaying gently from side to side. Torchlight and voices from the other sde of the
clearing announce the arrival of some Elvesfrom the Paace. | depart. It feelslike along walk back to
Camith'shouse. | climb weearily up to my temporary dwelling and find Makri Stting in my room, studying
ascroll.

"How'sthe case going?' she asks.

"Getting difficult,” | confess. "Elith-ir-Methet has just been accused of murdering the Tree Priest.”

| haul my boots off. "And | till can't find any beer. | think the Elves are hiding it from me out of
ite”

Chapter Nine

Vas-ar-Methet's brother has treated Makri and me hospitably from the moment we arrived and
we're grateful for this. We can eat our meals with Camith's family or on our own if we prefer, and they
make no attempts to hinder usin our coming and leaving. If they think it is strange or disreputable to have
someone with Orc blood under their roof, they don't show it. Makri tellsmethat her faithin Elfkind is
partidly revived.

"After that voyage, | thought | was going to hate them al. But Vas-ar-Methet's rdlatives are nice.

When you were out they asked if there was anything they could bring me and then Camith invited me up
to the top of thetreeto look at the stars.”

Elvesare partid to the night, risng late in the day and staying up to enjoy the pleasures of the
midnight sky. Well, most of them. Perhagps farming Elves haveto rise early to plant crops. | ask Makri
about this, but she doesn't know.

"At the Guild College we only learn Elvish myths, stories, histories of their wars and thingslike that.
The subject of Elves having to get up early to plant crops or milk cows never came up. Strangeredlly,
because only last term Professor Azulius was stressing how important the average citizen wasin the
history of the city-gtate. "Higtory isnot dl Kings, Queens and battles," as he likesto say. Do you think



there are low-class Elves who clean the sawers at the Tree Palace?'

"| expect 0. They can't al be composing epic poems and gazing at the stars. Y ou know, |'ve been
cdosetolosng my faithin Elfkind aswell. | gppreciate that I'm causing them difficulties, but right from the
first day of the voyage they've been about as friendly as atwo-fingered troll. Much lesswelcoming than
my hostson my last vist to theidands."

"That wasalong time ago,” Makri points out. "Maybe they became more suspicious of strangers
after thelast War. Do you know the wholeidand is suffering from bad dreams?’

"Redly? Everyone?'

"Apparently,” says Makri. "Camith certainly is. | don't think the Elvesliketo talk about it though.
Discussing illnesswith srangersis cadanith.”

"Isit only the Avulans or are their guests from the other idands suffering aswell?*

Makri doesn't know. She's hoping the other Elves arein good health because she's looking forward
to the theatrical performances. | remain unimpressed at the prospect.

"Three versons of the tae of Queen Leeuven. Couldn't they come up with something else?’
"Of course not. The plays at the festiva are always about Queen Leeuven. That's the point.”
"It sounds dull to me."

"Well, they do choose different episodes from the saga. But it'sal quite forma, you know. The
soriesare dready well known to the audience; it'sthe way they aretold that makes dl the difference. At
thelast festival the Venian Elves presented such atragic account of Queen Leeuven accidentdly killing
her brother that the entire audience was moved to bitter tears. They won the prize. The Avulans are keen
totakeit thistime."

| seethat Makri haswasted no time in learning more about the culture of theidand. | ask her if she
knows anything about the juggling competition. Sheinforms methat it's part of the light entertainment put
on before the plays, to get the crowd in afestive mood.

"Isthere afavourite to win? | might be able to get abet down."”
"Do you haveto bet on everything?"

"es"

"l don't think they have bookmakers on Avula," says Makri.

"Don't you believeit. Just because the festiva features high-class tragedy doesn't mean thereisn't
someone running alow-class gambling operation somewhere. If you can get ahot tip for thejuggling
competition, I've no doubt | can place some money onit."

With her mind occupied by the theatre, Makri haslittle enthusiasm for juggling, but she does express
an interest in the tournament. She's sorry that it isonly for the under-fifteens and would have preferred to
seethe true Elvish warriors battling it out, but considers that any fighting is better than none.

"I've never seen atournament,” she says.
Sheisdisappointed when | inform her of the probable nature of the event.

"It'sonly practice redlly. Nothing too vicious. They use wooden swords and there are restrictions on
what you can do. No stamping on your opponent's groin for instance, and no attacks to the eyes.”

"No groin-stamping? No attacks to the eyes? What's the point of that?"

"They'redl under fifteen, Makri. The Elvesdon't want to maim their kids, just givethem alittle
practicein sword play. And don't tell me that when you were fifteen you were aready killing dragons.
Y ou mentioned that dready. But being agladiator is not the samething as entering acivilised
tournament.”

Makri isdtill dissatisfied. " Sounds like awaste of timeto me."

I'm eating my dinner from atray. Obvioudy redlisng that | an aman of hedthy gppetites, my hosts



have sent me agreat amount of food. It's not quite the gargantuan meal 1'd take in back at the Avenging
Axe after ahard day'sinvestigating, but it comes close. As| drink the last of the bottle of wine they sent
dongwithit | fed alittle morein tune with the world.

"Did Camith have any ideawhy everyone was having bad dreams?’

"Not exactly. He thought it might have something to do with the damage to the Hesuni Tree. The
Avulansare d| connected to it in some way."

"lan't it hedlthy again? It looked okay to me."

Makri nods. Thetree hedlers have brought it back to full hedlth. Something is still causing the Elvesto
have nightmares, though, which isinteresting.

"So what now? If Elith did kill the priest, what can you do? Are you serious about breaking her out
of jal?"

"Maybe. Theway these Elvesrun thingsit would be as easy as bribing a Senator. Her last cdll didn't
even have any bars on the window. Elith just gave her word she wouldn't escape.”

| pause. It isvery, very unusud for an EIf to break her word. It's something they just don't do. It's
caanith. Vaswould rather die than disgrace himsdf in such away. It strikes me that there must have been
some overwhelmingly powerful reason for Elith-ir-Methet to leave the Palace.

"But I'm not convinced she's guilty. | don't like the way she can't remember anything about damage to
thetree. It means she's ether lying or under pressure from someone. Or el se her memory has been
affected by sorcery or drugs. I'm not happy about her murder confession ether. She was acting very
srangely thewhole time | waswith her. Thefirst time | saw her shefainted right away and you know,
Elvish women don't faint alot. They're tougher than that. 1've seen them fighting Orcs. When | was asking
her questions | swear her mind was somewhere ese. There was avery strange look in her eyes.”

"What kind of look?"
| can't exactly describeit. "Something like a person on dwa."
Makri isdubious. "Y ou said dwa hadn't reached the Elvish [des.”

"It hasn't. Anyway, it doesn't affect them the same way it affects Humans. I've seen the occasiond
decadent EIf in Tural who'staken it, but they never get the same hit off the drug asaHuman. Nothing like
enough to be so out of it they'd forget about committing some mgor crime. I'll go and see Kalith's
Sorcerer, Jr-ar-Eth, and seeif he might have picked up any lingering traces of magic. Lord Kdith has
probably had him examine Elith by now, though if he'sfound anything | doubt hell be eager to tel me.
Thingswould be alot easier if these damned Elves would cooperate. Still, | knew it was going to be
tough.”

| consider the situation. Thingslook bad for Elith-ir-Methet, but things have looked tough for my
clientsbefore. It'snot asif anyone has provided amotive for thekilling, and | can't see why arespectable
Elf would just up and kill the Tree Priest for no reason. Asfor the witnesses, I'm keegping an open mind.
There are plenty of reasons why witnesses might get thingswrong. Like wanting to please an Elf Lord for
ingtance. I'll gtart nosing around the Hesuni Tree and see who e'se might have had something against
Gulas-ar-Thetos. And I'll ask afew questions about Gorith. I'm suspicious of him, if only because he
seemed S0 hostile towards me.

Makri gtretches. "Camith gave methisscrall; it'sall about theloca plants. He used to learn fromiit
when hewas at school. Elves go to school intrees, which isno red surprise. Tomorrow I'm going to
look around at the local plant life and then see what the Elves have in the way of swords, knivesand
axes. Y ou think they might give me some free Stuff, seeing asI'm their guest? Thank God that spindess
brat Isuasisn't here to bother me any more.”

"Eh...hdlo," saysthe spineless brat, entering the room timidly. She'swearing agreen floppy hat
that comesto apoint at the end, rather like apixie might wear in achildren's story. It makes her look
even younger than usua. AsIsuas wakstowards Makri she catches her foot in arug and plummetsto



thefloor. It's quite a pathetic sight, but Makri looks on stonily as| help the youngster up. She rubs her
head and tries not to cry.

"| thought I'd seeif you weredl right,” she says, fumbling with her hat.
"l wasaminute ago," says Makri sharply.

I'm gtill of the opinion that being friends with Kalith's daughter would be no bad thing, so | cover up
for Makri's rudeness by asking Isuasif she's pleased to be home.

"Fed good to be back on dry land?

Isuas shrugs. "Okay. But everyone's busy at the Palace.”

| have theimpression that everyone being too busy for Isuas might not be that uncommon.
"Will you save Elith even though she killed Gulas?!

"I will. And I'm not convinced she did kill him."

"l hopenot," saystheyoung EIf. "I like Elith."

"Will you teach me more fighting?" she saysto Makri, unexpectedly.
"No," repliesMakri. "I'm busy."

"Please," sayslsuas. "It'simportant.”

Makri sticks her nosein her scroll.

"Why isit important?’ | enquire.

"So| canfight in the junior tournament.”

Makri emergesfrom her scroll to have agood laugh. " The junior tournament? With wooden
swords?'

"Yes. For dl the Elves under fifteen. My oldest brother won it Six years ago. My next oldest brother
won it the year after that. And my next oldest brother won it the year—"

"We get the picture," says Makri. "And now you want to enter but you can't because you're too puny
and haven't achance of making it past the first round even if your father lets you enter, which no doubt he
wouldn'. Y ou being so puny. And clumsy.”

Isuas stares at the floor. Makri seemsto have summed it up nestly enough.
"They never let me do anything,” Isuas mumbles.

"Who can blame them?" says Makri.

"Please" wallsIsuas. "1 want to enter the tournament.”

Makri again finds something to interest her in her scrall. | frown. | wish shedidn't display her didike
of the child quite so openly.

"What do your parents say about you entering the lists?"
"My father refusesto lisen.”

"Wadl, perhaps we could have aword with your mother,” | suggest. "'If Lady Yestar had no
objections, I'm sure Makri could continue your lessons.”

Isuassfacelights up. Sheisof coursetoo young to redise the cunning way inwhich | have just
guaranteed our entrance to the Tree Palace as an aid to investigating. Unfortunately Makri isn't. She
gruntsa me.

"Forget it, Thraxas. I'm not getting stuck with the kid just so asyou can wander about asking
questions”

"Makri will be ddlighted to help,” | say. "Would tomorrow in the afternoon be agood timeto talk to
Lady Yesar?'

Isuas nods, and managesto raise asmile. "I'll have the servants prepare amed.."

"Excellent, Isuas. Do you think they could rustle me up some beer?’



"Beer? | don't think we have that at the Tree Palace. But maybe we could send out for some. | know
that Mother will be pleased to meet you."

| doubt that very much.
"I've practised what you showed me every day," says Isuasto Makri before she departs.
Makri places her scroll on atable and looks at me rather wryly.

"Yes, very clever, Thraxas. Now you can enter the Palace as aguest of the Roya Family and make a
nuisance of yoursdf to your heart's content. Provided you don't just concentrate on emptying theidand of
beer, that is. But I'm not playing along. | refuse to teach that kid any more. She's a hopel ess student.
Anyway, | dont like her. It wasdl | could do not to knock her head off on the ship. | only went dong
with it because | was bored. Theré's plenty of other things | want to do on Avularather than play
nursemaid to the Roya Family's unwanted runt.”

"| till don't see why you didike her so much, Makri. She's not that bad.”

"l can't stand the way she's always bursting into tears. When | was her age tears were punishable by
immediate execution. And she kegpsfdling over. It'sinfuriating. And she's so weedy. Also, it givesme
the cregps the way she keeps getting more friendly the more | insult her. 1t's not natural. What she needs
isagood besting."

"Areyou sure she doesn't remind you of yoursdlf at her age?’

"What do you mean?' demands Makri. "l was never like that."

"So you say. But the way you take againgt her gives me the strong impression thet at onetimein your
life you were an extremdly frightened and weak child. And you don't like being reminded of it."

"Nonsense," says Makri, crosdy. "Stop trying to be andytica, Thraxas, youreredly bad at it."

| shrug. "Anyway, if you were teaching her how to fight, wouldn't that give you some reason for
handing out a beating? It would certainly toughen her up.”

"I've areputation to protect,” objects Makri. "Y ou think | want to send her out to fight as my pupil
and have al these Elveslaugh a her? Think how bad it would make me look. I'm not going to be able to
teach her enough in Six daysto prevent her from being alaughing stock.”

"Don't forget, she's been practising every day. She might have improved. Anyway, when it comes
right downtoit, Lord Kalith and Lady Y estar aren't going to let her enter the tournament. So just pretend
yourewilling. It'll get meaday or two at the Pdace. After theway | outraged Lord Kdlith by putting his
guardsto deep, | can't see any other way I'll get back in."

Themost | can persuade Makri to do isto turn up with me there tomorrow.
"If I end up having to teach her, there's going to be trouble,” Makri warns me.

"Youwont," | assure her. "Kdith wouldn't let Isuas within amile of any fighting. Okay, you're
laughing about using wooden swords, but these things can still be tough. There were junior tournamentsin
Tural when | wasyoung. Not big affairs, like they have for Senators sons of course, just small affairsfor
the offspring of the local workers. Prepared usfor lifein the army. One day | went up against the son of
the blacksmith and he broke my arm with awooden axe. My father wasfurious. Said I'd let the family
down. He made me go back out and fight with my aminading.”

"What happened?’

"| kicked the blacksmith's son in the groin and then stepped on his face. Which was going a bit far
even by the relaxed standards of the tournament. | was disqualified. But my father was pleased with me.”

"Quiteright,"” says Makri. "l don't see why they disqudified you. Y ou haveto do whatever is
necessary."

Makri tells me some stories of her early fighting experiences, most of which involveinflicting terrible

damage on Orcish opponents, al much older and heavier than her. She cheers up. Taking about fighting
aways puts Makri in agood mood. It must be the Orcish blood. Keeps her savage, even when studying



botany.

Chapter Ten

I'm planning to make an early start next day. Asthe Elvesriselate | should be able to examinethe
scene of the crime without interruption. Unfortunately, after securing another bottle of wine from Camith,
| find myself swapping war storieswith him late into the night and by thetime | wake the sunis overhead
and themorning isgone.

"I did not wish to disturb you," says Camith as| struggle through for alate breskfagt. "I know that
Turanians are conscientious about their morning prayers.”

"Yes, it often holds me back," | admit, and settle down to aloaf or two, washed down with the juice
of some Avulan fruit | can't put anameto.

| ask Camithif he knows Gorith-ar-Ddl.

"I know of him. | don't believe we have ever spoken. He's a maker of longbows and lives on the
west of theidand, where the trees are suitable for his craft.”

"Can you think of any reason why he might be skulking round the Hesuni Tree, looking unfriendly?*

Camith can't. He's never heard anything disreputable about Gorith athough heis aware of thetrouble
hisrelativesfound themselvesin when they visited Turai.

"I've been wondering about this Hesuni Tree, Camith. Just supposing it wasn't Elith who damaged it,
and dso supposing it wasn't just some random act of vandaism, which seemsunlikely, what motive might
any other EIf havefor doing it? | mean, who could gain from it?"

"Noone"

"Areyou sure? Makri tells methat not only are dl the Avulans connected to it in some way, but the
Tree Priests can actudly communicate with it.”

"Inaway," agrees Camith. "Though the communication is not what you would have with another EIf.
Moreasense of thelifearound the Tree, | believe.”

"What if something dubious was going on on Avula? Might the Tree be ableto tell the Tree Priests
about it?'

Thismakes Camith smile. "l do not think so. It's not that sort of communication.” He looks serious.
"Y et thereisardationship. Perhaps the Tree Priest might learn some things that were beyond the ken of
other Elves."

"Which might be motive for someoneto try and kill it. Bumping off awitness, so to spesk.”

Makri issceptical. "Y ou can't get awitness statement from aHesuni Tree, Thraxas. Y ou're grasping
a sraws here”

"Okay, I'm grasping at straws. But last summer | found mysdlf in conversation with dolphinsin Tura,
30 I'm keeping an open mind about ataking tree. What about this other branch of the family | heard



about? Therival clamantsto the position of Tree Priest?"

This makes Camith uncomfortable. "Thereisariva clamant, Hith-ar-Key. The dispute over the
succession goes back some centuries. | believe that their claim isweak but it is not something that would
be much discussed, gpart from in the Council of Elders.”

"Why not?'

"Any dispute over the Priesthood is caanith to everyone except the Elders and the priestly families. It
isup to them to sort it out and no other EIf would interfere or even refer to the matter.”

I'm already getting the impression that far too many things on Avulaare calanith, which might turn out
to be awkward, given the Deputy Consul’s strict admonition not to rub up against any Elvish taboosthe
wrong way. | et the subject drop.

Makri is eager to set off.

"I haven't seen the Tree Palace yet. Look, | painted my toenails again.”

"Lady Yesar will bethrilled. Areyou planning on wearing that tunic?'

"What'swrong with it?"

"The same as with everything else you wear. It doesn't cover enough of you. Haven't you noticed that
the EIf women cover their legs? Couldn't you borrow some demure EIf clothes?”

"I think not," says Makri, sagely. " Asthe philosopher Samanatius says, ‘Never try to pretend to be
someoneese'"

"l don't trust Samanatius.”

"Why not?Y ou've never heard him spesk.”

"Heteachesfor free, doesn't he? If he was any good he'd charge admission.”

Makri shakes her head. "Thraxas, you take ignorance to new depths. Anyway, Y estar would

probably be disappointed if | turned up looking like an EIf. Isuas will havetold her what a Barbarian |

Asif to emphasise the point, Makri has her twin swords strapped to her back. | instruct her not to
unshesthe the Orcish blade under any circumstances. The dark meta isingtantly recognisable and waving
an Orcish weapon around isligble to get usrun off theidand.

Camith sees us off. ™Y ou notice how he was yawning al through breskfast?' | ask Makri.

"Still bored by your war stories, no doubt.”

"Camith was not bored by my war stories. Rather, he was honoured to have such adistinguished
soldier under hisroof. If we hadn't sood firmin Turai, there would have been no stopping the Orcs.
They'd have been down here with the war ships, dragons at the ready. The Elvish Ides might well have
fdlen. Redlly, when you think about it, these Elves owe me for protecting them.”

"| thought the Elves cameto your rescue?’

"They helped. | expect we'd have managed anyway. But the point | was trying to make before you
garted interrupting was that Camith was yawning having presumably had abad night's deep. More
nightmares, | imagine. So when we get in the vicinity of the Hesuni Tree, keep alook-out for anything
that might be affecting it enough to make it start sending out bad fedingsto the Elves”

"Likewhat?'

"I'venoidea Justlook. Yourewdl versed in Elvish lore, you might spot something I'd miss.”

We st off across the walkways towards the Pdace. Even at this elevation the vegetation is dense,
with vinestangled over the tops of the trees. There are few places where the ground is visible and such
small clearings aswe cross are covered with flowering bushes. There are plenty of butterfliesand small
birdsthat make alot of noise, and occasionaly amonkey swings over to examine us before disappearing
back into the forest. Makri studiesthem with interest but 1've never been fond of monkeys.



Above our heads the sky isblue. Although thisisthe winter season on Avulait's still warm and
pleasant, in contrast to theicy misery of Tural, far away to the north.

"Poor Gurd, hell be as cold as afrozen pixieright now. Of course as a northern Barbarian he doesn't
fed it asmuch asacivilised man like mysdlf.”

We pass over the tournament field. Some young Elves are practisng for the big event. Camith had
laughed when we mentioned that 1suas had asked Makri for fighting lessons. Isuasis not unpopular
among the Avulans, but her lack of physica prowess is something of a standing joke among them.

"But Kalith hasfour strong sons and three hearty daughters,” Camith pointed out. "No one minds that
hiseighth child isaweakling. | believethat Lady Y estar encourages him to take her on hisvoyagesin an
effort to harden her, but fromwhat | saw of her yesterday it has had little effect.”

Along theway we pass small settlements. When an Elvish child runsindoorsin apanic at the sight of
Makri, she professes that's she's starting to feel depressed again.

"Now | think about it, it might not be so greet at the Tree Palace. Full of high-class Elves making
comments about my toenails, | expect.”

"Well, you would ingst on painting them.”

"I need somefortifying," she announces. "Y ou bring any thazis out with you?'
"Thazis? Thisisthe Elvish Ides. A paradise on earth and adrug-free environment.”
"l know. So did you bring any?'

"What do you need it for? Can't you just enjoy the clean air?’

"It'swonderful. S0?Y ou bring any thazis?'

"Of course. Y ou expect me to wander about astrange idand without any thazis? Hell, who knows
when | might next get abeer.”

| pass Makri athazis stick and shelightsit with asatisfied sigh. | do the same. | don't know if this
mild narcoticisillega on Avulabut I doubt Lord Kalith would be pleased to learn we'd been using it on
hisidand. Wefinishit off on alonely stretch of wakway. The sound of chord singing floats past us
pleasantly. Entrantsto the festival are rehearsing anywhere they can find space.

"Now I'm relaxed,” says Makri.

Eight masked Elves carrying long vicious spears appear round the corner and advance towards us
menacingly.

"Damnit,” says Makri. "Why did you make me smoke that thing?"

| can't believe that we are about to be attacked right herein the middle of Avula

"They must be practising for the tournament.”

"They don't ook like they're under fifteen.”

The wakway iswide enough for four. The eight Elves are drawn up in two ranks, in battle formation.
Eight spears point towards us, leaving no way through. They break into arun. Y ou can't fight eight Elves
with spearsin aconfined space like this, certainly not without a hefty shield to cover yourself.

"Got any pells?' says Makri, unsheathing her twin blades.

"Didnt think to load any in."

"Can't you just remember one?’

Unfortunatdly it doesn't work like that. Once you use aspdll it's gone from your mind. To useit again
you haveto reread it from your grimoire. Weve no time for further discussion. They're amost upon us.
Even againgt such odds Makri would normaly refuse to retreat. Probably she'd try and outflank them.
On the narrow walkway, there's no way to do that. When the spears are only afew feet away Makri and

| sheathe our swords simultaneoudly and legp into the trees. | offer up aprayer for asturdy branch to
hold on to, aprayer that unfortunately seemsto go unanswered as| plunge down through the branches. |



grab franticaly a everything | can reach but nothing will support my weight and | fal along way without
making contact with anything firm enough to halt my descent. Eventudly | thud heavily into a sturdy
branch, only ten feet or so from the ground. I'm severely winded and badly scratched, but otherwise

undamaged.

There are crashing noises above me, and some swearing. Makri found afirm handhold further up and
isnow swinging herself down to my level. We drop to the ground and draw our weapons, waiting for our
assallants to come after us. There's no sign of them.

"Let'sgo," | say, and we move off, but moving off in the dense undergrowth is difficult. Makri snarls
as she cuts her way through the vegetation. Fleeing from an opponent aways puts her in abad mood.

"Dontworry. | figure you'l get achance to meet them again.”
"Who were they?"
Neither of ushasany idea. Eight masked Elves, dl slent, with no identifying marks.

After along period of hacking our way through the thick plant life, hunting unsuccessfully for apath,
Makri rounds on me with a savage look in her eyes.

"Givememorethazis," she demands.

"Not redlly what we need right now, isit, Makri?'

"Jugt give me the damned thazis" she snarls.

"Hey, okay, don't get crazy about it. | know you hate running from opponents, it's not my fault they
had us outweaponed in anarrow place.”

Makri's anger suddenly leaves her and she sitsdown heavily.

"Now I'm depressed. In fact I'm as miserable as aNiojan whore. Damn these mood swings.”

| ask her what isgoing on.

"It'samonth snceweleft Tural," shereplies.

"Gy

"Soit'smy period again. Any complaints?"

| sgh. "No. None. But try not to bleed over the Tree Palace. Kalith will be furiousif that happens.”

"To hel with Kdith," says Makri, lighting up her thazis stick. "Of course | don't have anything with

me, seeing as| didn't get a chance to pack before | legped into the ocean. Maybe Lady Y estar can lend
me atowe or something."

By thistimel'min need of alittle rdlaxation myself. | smoke another thazis stick and consider the
stuation. There hasto be apath around here somewhere. There's nothing for it but to keep chopping our
way through till we find one. I'm not certain if the Avulan forest contains any dangerous predators. It
certainly containsalot of insects, severa of which seem to have decided that nothing tastes better than
Thraxasthe Investigator.

"If this blunts my blades someoneis going to pay dearly,” states Makri. "I hatethis. My legsare
getting scratched. Why didn't you tell me to wear something more suitable? Y ou want to goin front for a
while, I'm sure I'm doing al thework here. Put some effort into it, Thraxas, we're going to be here dl day
a thisrate"

It'sexhaugting work and | am soon dripping with swest. Eventually we bresk through into asmall
clearing. | dump heavily to the ground.

"Tohdl with this™
"Give me another thazis stick," says Makri.

| was planning to ration my thazis carefully, but the Stuation seemsto call for it so we light up some
more, smoke it, then set off again. We're heading in the generd direction of the Palace. At least | hope
weare. I'm trying to navigate by the sun but the sun israrely visible through the trees. Makri's mood



continuesto dternate between anger and depression. I'm fairly furious myself.

"Damned spearmen. If I'd known this was going to happen I'd never have jumped.”

"We should have stayed and fought them. I'll kill them when | get my hands on them. Hell, | just got
qung.”

After what fedslike severa hours of hacking, chopping, curang and complaining, wefindly find a
clearing in which aladder ascendsto awalkway above.

"Thank God for that."

We climb. When we finally make thetop | sit down exhausted. Makri has drawn her swords, eager
for another sight of the spear carriers, but the walkway is empty. She sheathes her weapons angrily.

"I'min aredly bad mood,” she says.

| pass her athazis gtick. We smoke them and walk on.

"Where arewe?'

"No idea. Look, thereésan EIf Stting in that tree.”

We shout to the Elf, asking which way the Palaceis. He points, and we head in that direction.

"I'minno mood to talk to Lady Yedtar," Makri says. "Better give me another thazis stick, mellow me
alitle”

| figure thisisagood idea. No point in being flustered when we arrive. We light two more thazis
sticks and smoke them as we walk. Wherever we are, it seemsto be a sparsely populated part of the
idand, and we pass no further Elves.

"l hate this stupid forest," says Makri.

| pass her another thazis stick. Wewalk on.

"Look. Elf houses. Don't you think they look sort of funny?*
Makri giggles. "Housesin trees.”

It does seem quite funny, now she mentionsit.

"We better have some more thazis before we hit the Palace. Don't want to arrive therein abad
mood, what with me mengruating and everything."

"Absolutdy," | agree, and light us up agtick each. | remember my flask.
"Someklee?!
"Thank you," says Makri.

Thewakway brings usinto the centre of theidand, ending in along ladder down to the central
clearing. The Tree Pdaceisvisible on the other Sde. Elves sare a us as we pass. We greet them
wamly.

Once we reach the clearing Makri hdts, looking thoughtful.

"Y ou say thazisisn't used among the Elves?Y ou think they might not like it? We'd better smoke
some behind thistree, before we get to the Paace.”

Thissounds like agood idea

"You aregood at having good ideas," | tell Makri.

"I know. | think about thingsalot,” replies Makri, inhaing the thazis smoke. "'Important things."
"| think about important thingstoo.”

"It's good to think about important things."

After dl the thazis my mouth tastes funny. | take some kleeto clear away the taste and pass the flask
to Makri. She coughs asit burns her throat. We st under the tree and gaze at the beautiful blue sky for a
while. Butterflies flutter around our heads.

"I never redised how beautiful butterfliesare,” says Makri.



"Neither did I. Aren't they pretty?"

We watch them for along time. A few clouds drift across the sky.
"Where were we going?' asks Makri, eventualy.
| think about this.

"The Pdace"

"Right. What for?"

"You know. Just to seeit. Talk to the Elves.”
Makri blinks. "Right."

We st under the sun.

"Should we go?" says Makri, after awhile.

"Go where?'

"The Pdace"

"If youlike"

Our discusson isinterrupted by afurious debate. A large group of white-robed Elves appears out of
thefores, al talking hestedly at once.

"We cannot omit the scene where King Vendris butchers his children,” says one of the actors, angrily.
"It traditionally appears after the Tree-burning scene. . ."

"Thenitistimefor achange,” countersagrey-haired EIf, whom, from the way he seemsto betaking
the brunt of the anger, | take to be the director.

"And who are you to change the telling of the ancient tale of Queen Leeuven?' demands an actress,
possibly Queen Leeuven hersdf, from the gold tiarain her hair.

"I am the man appointed by Lord Kaith to put on the play,” retorts the grey-haired EIf.

"A terrible mistakel" cry severd of the actors, with feding.

"Just do as| tdl you if you want thet prize. . ."

The group carries on across the clearing, findly disappearing back into the forest, till arguing.
We gtare at them asthey go.

"Y ou know, Makri, | kind of thought that traditiona Elvish actorswould be more dignified. That EIf
with the tiarareminded me of achorusgirl I once knew. | had to help her flee from Tural after she burned
down the thegtre.”

We lapse back into silence.

"I haven't had any thazis snce we landed on Avula," says Makri. "Did you bring any?'

"| think s0," | reply, hunting around in my bag.

We saunter towards the Palace, thazisin hand. More Elveswalk by. They stare at us, but say
nothing. When we're walking between the two pools by the Hesuni Tree Makri stopsto admirethe view.

"I'mthirgty," she says, and knedls down to drink.

"Metoo. Y ou know, | think that thazis might have affected mealittle.”

Makri says shefedsfine. | figureI'll befinetoo after I've had some more water. | amost imagine that
someoneis shouting at us, but it'sonly afleeting impression. Makri bends down to splash water over her
faceand | do the same. It'scool and refreshing. | drink some more, and fed the intoxication passing from
my body. | redlise that someone isindeed shouting at me. It'san EIf | recognise, looking angry.

"Don't you know it'sforbidden to drink from the sacred pools that feed the Hesuni Tree?" he cries.

"Sorry," | say.
"No one mentioned it," adds Makri.



Our Elvishinquisitor looks at uswith disgust. It's Lasas, brother of the murdered Tree Priest.

"Pray you are pure of body and spirit, both of you. Else be very wary of the effects of the sacred
water."

Sensing that nothing | can say isgoing to pacify Lasas, | gpologise again and make off briskly for the
ladders that lead up to the Tree Pdace.

"Another socid blunder. How were we meant to know they were sacred pools? They should put a
sgn on them or something.”

I'm expecting difficulty with the guards at the ladders, but they wave us up dmost affably.

"Lady Yedtar isexpecting you."

We gtart to climb.

"What do you think that EIf meant by "be very wary of the effects of the sacred water"?' says Makri.

"Who knows? Just trying to scare us, | expect. | mean, it can hardly be poisonous asit's feeding the
Hesuni Tree"

"Hesuni," saysMakri. "That'safunny name."

Shegiggles. | redise that the thazis has not entirely worn off and make asupreme effort to
concentrate as we reach the platform on which stand the great wooden doors to the Palace. Again we
gan entry without difficulty.

"You haveto handit to Isuas," | say. "Having her put in agood word for us certainly makesthings
eager.”

"Absolutdly," agrees Makri. "She'safinekid. | dwaysdid like her."

We passthrough severd well-lit rooms and corridors. The Tree Palace, whilelarger than the other
Elvish dwellings on theidand, isfar smaller than the sort of paaces built for Human Kings and givesthe
impression of comfort rather than luxury. A pleasant aroma permegtes the whole building, either from
incense or natura fragrances in the wood. We're shown into a reception room, which again isfar smaler

than an equivaent room at the Imperid Palacein Tural, but warm and welcoming, with atapestry on the
wall depicting some deer drinking from a pool.

"Lady Yestar will be here presently,” saysthe attendant.

"Can you get meabeer?' | ask, hopefully.

The attendant looks doubtful. "1 don't think we have any beer in the palace.”

At that moment Lady Y estar enterstheroom. A smdl slver tiaraisthe only mark of rank she wears.
Isuasis hanging on to the Side of her dress. When she sees Makri the child shouts with glee and tugs at
her mother's dressin her eagernessto introduce her.

"ThisisMakri," she cries. " She killed a dragon when she was a gladiator dave and she once fought
eight Trolls at once and then she daughtered everyone and escaped and went to Tural and now when
Thraxasis out investigating she kills people aswell. And shelet me point her sword. She'sgot an Orcish
sword! She got it when she daughtered everyone. She's been teaching me how to fight. She wasthe
champion gladiator!"

At thisintroduction Lady Y estar surprises me by burgting out laughing. It'sthefirst time l've seen an
Elf laugh sncethe start of thisaffair. I'd dmost forgotten they were capable of it.



Chapter Eleven

Lady Yestar isnot at al as| had anticipated. As sheisthe wife of Lord Kalith and avery aristocratic
Elf in her ownright, | had expected her to be cool and doof, distant in that particular way only an EIf with
along lineage can be. Some of the great Elvish families can trace their ancestry back asfar asthe Great
Food, an event that, though only mythical to the Human nations, is historical to the Elves.

Y estar certainly looksthe part; she'stdl, pae-skinned and tending towards the etheredl. At first Sight
she givestheimpression of being an EIf to whom the affairs of a Turanian Investigator will bewell below
her notice. Inthis| am mistaken. She turns out to be afriendly, cheerful, intdligent EIf who greetsus
warmly while laughing at the enthusiastic antics of her daughter. | notice that she wears eye make-up,
whichisrare among the Avulans.

Isuas hersalf seemstransformed in the presence of her mother. She still trips over rugs but her
shynesslargely disappears and she no longer seemslike the hopelesdy inadequate child of avery busy
and important family.

Lady Yedtar risesfurther in my estimation when, in reply to my polite question about the avail ability
of beer on Avula, sheinforms methat, whileit is generdly not drunk in the Palace and other smilarly
elegant establishments, it is brewed and enjoyed by many of the common Elves.

"| could ask my attendants where you might meet with other Elveswho partake of it.”

By thistime I've shaken off the effects of the thazis binge but I'm not so sure that Makri has. I'm
surprised to see her patting | suas affably on the head and admiring her floppy green hat.

"Would you likeit?" enquires Isuas.
Makri would, and acceptsit with glee.
"Bezin ha," she says, cramming it over her head, whereit looksridiculous.

Bezinisapidgin Orcish word that Makri uses of things she approves of. It's utterly unsuitable for use
inaplacelikethisbut fortunately Lady Y estar has never encountered pidgin Orcish and it passes
unnoticed.

"You must have had aninteresting life" says Y edtar. "Isuasisfull of stories about you."

"Very interesting,”" agrees Makri. "Champion gladiator of the Orcs and now barmaid at the Avenging
Axe. Also I'm studying at the Guild College. And | help raise money for the Association of
Gentlewomen. They'retrying to raise the status of women in Tural. Do the males on Avulatreet the
femaleslikelower formsof life? Turanian men are dreadful; you wouldn't believe some of thethings|
have to put up with asabarmaid.”

Thisisdl quiteinappropriate as an opening speech to Avulas Queen, but Y estar only laughs. More
than that, she conveysthe impression that yes, she hasmet afew dreadful maesin her time. | sip some
wine, and let them talk. Lady Y estar obvioudy likesMakri and that isdl to the good. I'm hoping Makri's
benevolent mood lasts|ong enough for her to pretend to be willing to teach 1suas how to fight. Though
Y estar will undoubtedly pour cold water on theides, it will show usinagood light if Makri can at least



feign some enthusiasm. It seemslike the subject might never come up as Makri and Y estar talk about
particularly useless maes they have encountered, then move on to the tale of Queen Leeuven, till Isuas,
bored with this, interrupts them.

"Tell Mother about you jumping in the ocean. Y ou know Makri wasn't on board when we sailed?
Sheran on the quay, fighting al these men. And she killed most of them and then jumped in the seaand
Thraxas went out for her in aboat."

"Redly?How extraordinary. Did you missthe embarkation?'

"I wasn't invited on the voyage," explains Makri.

Y estar asks why shewas not invited. | don't like what this might be leading to.

"W, Orcish blood, you understand,” | break in. "Didn't want to cause any embarrassment—"

"Thraxas was mad at me because | cost him aload of money gambling at cards,” says Makri,
interrupting me. "He's aterrible gambler.”

"Whet did you do?"
"Opened her mouth when she shouldn't,” | say, glaring threateningly at Makri.

"Makri can train mefor the tournament,” cries Isuas, unable to contain hersalf any longer. Y estar
amiles. She hasabeautiful smile. Perfect white teeth.

"Ahyes. Thetournament. Isuasis keen to enter. All her older brothersfared well in thejunior
tournament, as did one of her sisters. Unfortunatdly . . ."

Not wishing to say anything demeaning to her daughter, she leaves the sentence unfinished.

"Y ou think she might do badly, not being used to sword play?' suggests Makri. "Wdll, if that'sthe
only problem, leaveit to me. I'll bring her up to the required standard.”

I'm amazed. Makri must redly be under the influ-ence. Strange, she's normaly no moreliableto the
effects of thazisthan | am. | wonder if the water from the sacred pool might have affected her in some

way.
| suas whoops with glee and starts dancing round her mother. Lady Y estar seems dubious.

"I do not redly think | can dlow it. Isuasissmal for her age, and inexperienced. Surely she could not
put up agood showing against boys older and more experienced than her?"

"Shelll dowell," saysMakri. "Only way to get experience, just plungerightin. | tell you, | cantrain
that child to put up afine show. Why, even on the ship she was making excellent progress.”

Isuas beams. Lady Y estar consdersit.

"Well, if youaresure. . . | would not liketo risk my daughter being hurt, but | have been
encouraging her to sail with my husband, to make her tougher.”

Sheturnsto Isuas. "Are you sure you wish to do this?'

I suas bounds around, very surethat she wantsto do it.

"Excdlent," says Makri, adjusting her hat, which has dipped over her eyes. "WEell get started as soon
aspossble”

"Might Lord Kdith possibly object?' | venture.

"Wewon't mentionit to him just yet," saysYestar. "Keep it asasurprise.”

"I have apractice sword," says |suas, ill unable to control her excitement. "Come and seeit.”

Makri alows herself to be dragged away to see the practice sword. | know she'sredly going to
regret this when she wakes up tomorrow.

"Do many women in Tural have pierced noses?' enquires Y estar politely.

"Only two. Onéesatravelling musician who dyes her hair green and the other is Makri. | expect the
green hair will follow dongintime.”

"Such things can surely not help her in her quest to be thought a suitable candidate for the Imperid



Universty?'
"So | keepteling her. But shesfull of contradictions. All that mixed blood, | expect.”
"Areyou hoping to question me about the sad affair of Elith-ir-Methet?'
I'm surprised at the abruptness of this.
"Yes" | reply. "l am. Do you go dong with the popular opinion that sheisguilty of everything?"
TheElvish Lady dtsin dlencefor awnhile.

"Perhaps. | have heard dl the reports. And there are witnesses who claim to have seen her stab the
Tree Priest. But | have known Elith for most of her life. | find it very difficult to believe that she would kill
anyone. Have you any reason for imagining her to be innocent, apart from your desire to upset my
husband?’

| assure Lady Y estar that | have no desire to upset her husband.

"Only afew days ago we shared afriendly game of niarit,and ... eh. ..
"Y ou defested him."

| gpologise. Lady Yestar doesn't mind. | tell her | have apowerful desireto help Vas-ar-Methet.

"I know héll gointo exileif hisdaughter isfound guilty and | don't want to see my old
companion-in-arms reduced to hawking his hedling services around some third-rate city in the west."

"Have you learned anything that may assist her?”
| admit that | have made little progress.

"l can seefar, in many directions,” says Y estar. "'l gazed &t the troubles of Elith-ir-Methet, but | was
unable to penetrate the mists that surround them. Y et your presence here brings new energy to the affair,
Investigator. Perhaps| should look again.”

Shelgpsesinto slence. She garesinto the distance. The sun streamsin through the windows, and the
sound of birdsong. It strikes methat of dl theroomsin palaces|'ve ever beenin, | likethis one best. |
like Lady Y estar too. | wonder what sheislooking at. Who knowswhat a powerful Elvish Lady might
be capable of ?

Findly her attention returns. "l seethat you might have been a powerful Sorcerer,” she says, "had you
been prepared to study when you were young.”

There doesn't seem to be any answer to thisso | remain silent.

"Y ou know we have been plagued by bad dreams? | see that they are connected with Elith in some
way. And the Hesuni Tree, though our healers assure usthat it is again healthy.”

Y edtar Saresinto space. A smile comesto her face. "The juggling competition? Even here on Avula,
you wish to gamble?!

| feel uncomfortable. If Lady Y estar possesses powers of farseeing, 1'd prefer her to concentrate on
the matter of Elith rather than my bad habits. Any moment now shelll be advisng meto drink less.

She lapsesinto her semi-trance once more. From another room | can hear the sound of achild's
voice, excited. Isuasis screaming about something or other.

"And Makri may regret her offer of help when her mind clears. Did you drink of one of the pools?'
| nod.

"Y ou're not supposed to.”

"I'm sorry. Isit caanith?!

"No. Wejust don't likeit."

The Elvish Lady frowns, and concentrates some more. " Something was sold next to the Hesuni
Tree"

"Pardon?’



" Something was sold.”

Thisisinteresting, but Y estar can summon up nothing more. She can't tell me who sold what, or to
whom, but she has the digtinct impression that atransaction was made. | ask her if indl her farsghted
gazing shereceived any impresson asto Elith's guilt or innocence.

"No. | could not see who killed our Tree Priest. But, as you know, the Hesuni Tree casts adense
cloud over dl mydtic effectsinthe area.”

Y egtar, now fully back in thereal world, fixesmewith astare. "If you are ableto clear
Elith-ir-Methet | will be pleased. However, if it transpiresthat sheis guilty, neither | nor my husband will
stand for any attempt to forge evidence in her favour, or to spirit her off theidand.”

| don't bother to defend myself againgt this one.

"Shewill be executed if found guilty,” | point out, and | can see that the prospect of this does not
please Lady Yedtar.

"I'd like to talk to someone who could tell me about theriva factions for the position of Tree Priest,”
| say.

"That would be caanith."

"But possibly very hepful.”

Y estar studies me for awhile longer. Whether she'sinfluenced by my honest face, or by her
abhorrence at the thought of Elith being executed, shefindly tellsmethat Visan, the Keeper of Lore, may
bewilling to explainit to me, if Y estar giveshim permission.

Our conversation isinterrupted by Isuas, who eruptsinto the room with Makri in tow.

"Makri just showed me anew attack,” sheydls.

It'stimefor usto leave. Makri promisesto return tomorrow to start thetraining. Lady Y estar will
direct her to a private clearing where they will be undisturbed. An attendant leads us through the Palace.

"Still happy to be teaching the kid how to fight?'

"Guess 0," says Makri.

Whatever isinfluencing Makri's behaviour islasting along time. | study her eyes, and | seethat they
have the same glazed sort of look | saw in Elith-ir-Methet's.

"Bezin hat," she says, il pleased.

Makri's continued intoxication leads to a brief comedy when we are led through a corridor with
doors going off on each sde. One of the doors opens and Jir-ar-Eth rushes out, plunging headlong into
Makri, who stands there looking surprised as the Sorcerer tumblesto thefloor.

"Careful," she sayssolicitoudy, helping him up.

Jr-ar-Eth isdispleased and risesswith the ar of an EIf who feds hisdignity has been encroached
upon.

"Can't you look where you're going ?* he demands before hurrying off. I'm disappointed. From Lord
Kdith's Chief Sorcerer, | would have expected a better rgjoinder.

Our attendant leads us on. Before | follow him | bend down to quickly scoop up adip of paper that |
purposdly covered with my foot when it fluttered from the Sorcerer's pocket. It's probably only the Royal
Laundry List, but | awayslike the opportunity to study the private papers of important people. And
Elves.

At the end of thefina corridor, before the huge outside doors, the attendant leans over to whisper in
my ear.

"I believethat if you go to the clearing at the stream and three oaks, you will often find aconvivid
gathering of those who enjoy beer,” he murmurs.

| thank him profusdly, then ask aquestion.



"We saw some actorsin the clearing below. They al seemed to be arguing with agrey-haired EIf.
Thedirector of the play, maybe?'

"That would be Sofius-ar-Eth, appointed by Lord Kalith to produce and direct Avulas entry at the
fedivd."

"Sofius-ar-Eth? Any relation to Jir-ar-Eth, the Sorcerer?”’
"Hisbrother."

That isinteregting.

"Didn't fed the desire to be a Sorcerer too?"

"Hedid, sr. Sofius-ar-Eth is one of Avula's most powerful Sorcerers. It was a surprise to many
when he was appointed to take charge of our play."

The doors are opened and we gtroll out, only to meet with Cicerius, Prince Dees-Akan, Lanius
Suncatcher and Harmon Half-Elf, afull Turanian delegation here on business. | greet them politely and
step aside to let them pass. Both Sorcerers enter the Palace but Prince Dees-Akan haltsin front of me
with an expresson of didike on hisface.

"Have you been bothering our hosts again?”'

| regret hisunfriendly tone. It'sgoing to makelifein Tura difficult having aRoya Prince down on me
like abad spell.

"Guestsof Lady Yedar," | explain.
"You are not to disturb Lady Y estar with your pointless questions,” commands the Prince.
Makri wanders up to us, obvioudy still under the influence of thazis.

"The second in line to the Turanian throne," she says, benignly, "doesn't have any power to issue
ordersto Turanian citizenswhile in another country. No legd basisfor it. | sudied the law at the Guild
College. Passed the exam only last month. Do you like my new hat?1 think it's bezin."

The Princeis outraged. "How dare you instruct me on thelaw!" he says, loudly.
"Widl, you need ingructing. Ciceriuswill tell you. Hesalawyer.”

All eyesfal on Cicerius. He looks uncomfortable as he grapples with the difficult notion of trying to
grant that Makri is correct without infuriating the Prince. Prince Dees-Akan shoots him afurious glance,
turnson hished, and marchesinto the Paace.

"Thank you for that," says Cicerius, icily.

| gpologise. "Sorry, Deputy Consul. Didn't mean to put you on the spot. But we were invited here by
Lady Yestar. We could hardly refuse to come, could we?"

The Deputy Consul draws me away from the gates and lowers his voice. "Have you discovered
anything?”

"Nothing sartling. But I'm il suspicious of everything.”

"Thisredly isawkward for Lord Kaith you know. It's most unfortunate that al this has happened at
fedtival time. He has many important guests to welcome and even before the murder of the Tree Priest he
wasin an embarrassing Stuation. | understand that certain members of his Council of Eldersare sayingin
private that the disgrace of having their Hesuni Tree damaged reflects so badly on the Avulansthat Lord
Kdlith should abdicate. Since Gulas-ar-Thetos was killed that disgrace has grown considerably worse,
though Kalith is putting abrave face onit. | repeat, Thraxas, | understand your desireto help your friend
and wartime companion, but one can hardly blame the EIf Lord for wishing to bring thingsto a swift
concluson.”

"l suppose | can't, Cicerius. And | don't blame you for supporting him either. | know that Lord Kdith
isan important aly of Tural. But doesnt it strike you that | may be doing him afavour? His prestige won't
be helped if the wrong Elf suffersfor the crimes.”

"That," says Cicerius," would depend on whether anyone found out.”



"Meaning aswift conviction of Elith would be best dl round, whether shedid it or not.”
"Bxadtly."

| study Ciceriussface for afew moments. Over in the trees behind us colourful parrots are
squawking cheerfully at each other.

"Cicerius, if wewerein Tural, you wouldn't want an innocent person to be punished for acrimethey
didn't commit, no matter how convenient it was for the state. Even though you're a strong supporter of
the Royd Family you've defended peoplein the law courts that the King would much rather have seen
quickly hanged. Hell, you're far more honest than me.”

Cicerius doesn't contradict me. He gazes over at the parrots for aminute or so.

"Y ou would befar better leaving matters asthey are" he says, findly. "Wereit not for the fact that
Lord Kdith knows it would only look worse for him to have a Human guest of his own favoured healer
languishing in prison during the festival, you would have been locked up for putting aspell on hisguards.
Y ou would be unwiseto push him any further.”

He pauses. The parrots keep squawking. "But you might be interested to know that Palace gossip
saysthat Elith-ir-Methet was having an affair with Gulas- ar-Thetos. That, of course, would be ataboo
affair that neither of their families would have alowed to continue. Tree Priests cannot marry outside of
their dan.”

"Does Pdace gossip say that'swhy shekilled him?
Cicerius shrugs.

"l never repeat gossip,” he says, then walks swiftly away through the gates of the Palace. Makri is
quiet aswewalk back to Camith'stree dwelling. Even theinquisitive monkeys don't attract her attention.
We're dmost there when she suddenly comesto a halt.

"Whet the hell wasin that thazis stick?" she demands, shaking her head.

"Jud thazis"

"| fed like I've been journeying through the magic space.”

"I noticed you weren't your usual sdif.”

Makri shakes her head again and a breeze catches her hair, displaying her pointed ears.

"Did | redlly agreeto teach that horrible child how to fight?*

"I'm afraid 0."

She sitsdown and dangles her legs over the edge of the walkway. "Now I'm redly depressed.”
"Y ou should be. Y ou've only got six daysto get her ready.”

"Give me somethazis" saysMakri.

Chapter Twelve

We et our evening med with Camith and hisfamily in reaive quiet. Camith discussesthefestiva



with hiswife but Makri is mute and I'm too busy concentrating on the food to talk. Once again, | am well
satisfied with thefare. The venison is of the highest qudity and the fish isfreshly caught that morning by a
cousin of the family who has his own fishing boat.

InTural Elves mean only one of two thingsto most people: either mighty warriors helping us against
the Orcs, or makers of fine poetry and songs. We never think of them as owning fishing boats, somehow.
Or having arguments when they're trying to put on aplay.

Makri isunusudly quiet. Later shetells methat she has been feding strange ever since drinking the
water at the Hesuni poals.

"I'm amost back to normal now. | wonder why it didn't affect you?'

"Maybeit only affects Elves? Or those with Elvish blood?’

Whatever the reason, I'm betting it has some connection with Elith's memory loss, and I'll be
investigating the pools at the first opportunity. | wonder what Lady Y estar meant about something being
soldinthevicinity?

"I'm heading off to the clearing at the stream and three oaks."

"What for?"

"Beer. Apparently itsagathering point for night-time drinking."

"Do you aways have to move heaven, earth and the three moons just to find beer?"

"Y es. Do you want to come?"

Makri shakes her head. Shel's muttering about the injustice of being mysterioudy drugged and then
tricked into teaching I suas how to fight.

I'm puzzled about this. | could seethat Lady Yestar liked Makri but after all the fuss about a person
with Orcish blood even landing on theidand, one might have thought that the Queen would be hesitant
about immediately commissioning this person to train her child in the art of war. How are the population
going to react? What about the aready dissatisfied Council of Elders? Surely Lord Kaith will befurious
when he hearsthe news.

"I'm not worried about Lord Kalith," says Makri. "I'm concerned about my reputation as afighter.
How am | meant to train that child? She's about as much use as a one-legged gladiator. She couldn't
defend hersdlf againgt an angry butterfly.”

"Wadl, be sureand go easy on her," | say. "Y estar won't thank you if you send her home with ablack
eye and abloody nose. And remember, no attacksto the groin, eyes, throat or knees. It's against the
rules”

"No attacksto the groin, eyes, throat or knees?' cries Makri, despairingly. "Thisgetsworse dl the
time. What'sthe point? It'shardly likefighting a all."
"| told you, they don't want their children maimed. If Isuastrots out to her first engagement and

proceeds to poke a dagger into her opponent's eye shelll be disqualified, and no oneis going to be very
pleased about it."

"But | was depending on the dagger attack to the eyes,”" complains Makri. "Otherwise what chance
does she have?'

"You'l just have to teach her some proper sword play. Y ou know, the sort of thing gentlemen do.”
"It'sdl ridiculous. Thesetournaments are stupid.”
| agree with her, more or less.

"I'd never enter one," states Makri. "If I'm going to fight, I'll do it properly or not at al. What about
these fighting competitionsin the far west I've heard about? Are they dl pussyfooting around?”

"No, not al of them. Some of the tournamentsin thefar west are very vicious affairs. They fight with
real wegpons and no one minds who gets hurt. The warriors competition in Samsarina used to be
notorious for the number of deaths each year. Still is, | expect. It attracts the finest swordsmen from all



over the world, because of the handsome nature of the prize.

Makri isinterested in this. Y ou've been in Samsarina, haven't you? Did you see the competition?”

"l wasinit."

"Redly?How did you do?'

"l wonit."

Makri looks a me suspicioudy.

"Y ou won the warriors competition in Samsarina, againgt the world's best swvordsmen?”

"l did"

"| don't believeyou.”

| shrug. "'l don't careif you believe me or not.”

"How come no one in Twelve Seas ever mentionsit? Surely they'd have heard of such anotable
fet?'

"It was along time ago. Anyway, | was entered under a different name as| was on some
unscheduled leave from the army at the time. What are you looking so dubious about?"

"| thought you spent your youth being thrown out of the Sorcerers school.”

"I did. And after that | learned how to fight. Y ou think it'sjust an accident I've lasted so long as an
Invedtigator in Turai ?"

AsI'm putting on my cloak | remember the dip of paper | filched from Lord Kadlith's Sorcerer. | can't
read it, so | show it to Makri.

"Royd Elvih?'
She nods. "Where did you get hold of this?"
"It fell out of Jir-ar-Eth's pocket when you knocked him to the ground. Can you trandate it?"

Makri studies the paper for amoment or two and pronouncesit to bealist. | guessed it would be
something dull.

"What sort of list? Laundry?'

"No. Thisisasummary of Jr-ar-Eth'sreport to Lord Kdlith. It'salist of al possible suspectsfor the
killing of Gulas-ar-Thetos. He's been using sorcery to scan the area and he's identified everyone who was
close enough at the time to have stuck aknifeinto Gulas. Y ou're on it, and Camith.”

"We were on the walkway above. Who €l se?!

"Elith-ir-Methet," reads Makri. "Lasas-ar-Thetos, Gulass brother. Merith-ar-Thet, listed asa cousin
of Lasas and Gulas. Pires-ar-Senth, a Palace guard. Caripatha-ir-Min, aweaver. And Gorith-ar-Ddl."

| take back the paper.

"Makri, did | ever say how much | vaued your intellect, particularly your fine command of
languages?"

"No. But you did once say that pointy-eared Orc bastards had no business learning Royd Elvish.”

| chuckleindulgently.

"A jokeyou took in good part, as| recal. When the Association of Gentlewomen sends round its
next collection plate for educating the struggling masses of Turanian women, you can count mein for a
few gurans. With this paper, my investigation just became awholelot easier.”

"How come you get such alucky bresk?' enquires Makri.
"| practisealot.”

| leave Makri and seek out Camith for directionsto the clearing at the stream and three oaks, which
he provides.

"A haunt of armourers and poets, | believe."



"Armourers and poets are fine with me, providing they have beer."
| take my illuminated staff to light my way, and set off briskly over the walkways.

"Follow the Dragon's Tail and you can't go wrong,”" Camith ingtructs me. The Dragon's Tall
comprisesfive garsthat form aline. It'svisible from Tura, though | think it pointsin adifferent direction
up there. | don't know why that would be.

| traverse the walkway with care, not wishing to plunge off the edge in the darkness. It's something of
ardlief when | cometo the distinctive tree that carries aladder down to the ground. From herel'm to
keep to the path till 1 cometo afork, where I'm to take the left path till | reach the clearing.

Even though thisis an Elvish idand on which there are no evil creatures of the night and no crimina
gangs—at least in theory—I il fed dightly gpprehensive walking through the forest on my owninthe
darkness. | wouldn't admit it to anyone, but the forest bothers mein away the city never does. It feels
likeit'sdive, and it knows| don't belong here. | boost my illuminated staff up to maximum power and
hurry dong, cheering mysdf up with the thought that I'm finaly going to get myself abeer, and thet it is
long overdue.

I'm concentrating on following the path so when avoice comes from right behind me | practically
jump into the nearest tree.

"It's an enormous Human with anilluminated staff! How interesting!™

| spin round, not pleased to be taken unawares. Standing there, grinning a me, isadender young
femae EIf of eighteen or s0. Her hood isthrown back and her hair is cut unusualy short for an EIf.

"How do you do?' she greets me. "Are you looking for beer, enormous Human?"
| scowl at her. "The name's Thraxas."

"l know," she says, smiling pleasantly. "Everyone on Avulaknowsthat thereisan Investigator caled
Thraxas going around asking questions. Are you going to the three oaks to ask questions, enormous
Humen?'

"No. I'm going for abeer. And will you stop calling me enormous? s that a polite way to addressa
gues?'

"Sorry. | was being poetic. But | suppose ‘enormous isn't avery poetic word, when applied to a
Human. Would 'impressively girthed' be better?!

"No, it would till belousy,” | reply.

"Kingly proportioned?'

"Could we just forget my weight for amoment? What do you want?'

"The same asyou. Beer."

Shefdlsina my sdeand wewak on.

"| takeit you are a poet rather than an armourer?"

"Definitdy. I'm Sendroo-ir-Valis. Y ou can cdl me Droo."

"Pleased to meset you, Droo."

Having got over my surprise, | don't mind alittle company. Droo, obvioudy an EIf who hasno
problemsin talking to strangers, tells me that she comesto the three oaks most nights to meet other
POets.

"And drink beer."

"| thought Elvish poetswould drink wine."

"Only the older ones," Droo informsme. "And | daresay it wasfine for composing epics. But poetry

moves on, you know. Look, there's the clearing. Theres a hill where you can look at the stars through
the fine migt from the waterfdl. It's very inspiring. Poets have dways|oved the spot.”

"What about the armourers?"



"They use the fast-flowing water for their forges. I've never found that very poetic, but we get on well
with them. Isit true that you travel with awoman with Orc blood and aring through her nose?"

| see that Makri's reputation has spread as swiftly asmy own. "I never go anywhere without her.
Apart from tonight. She'shome resting.”
Droo seems disappointed, though she owns that she's pleased to meet a detective.

"I need new experiences, and there are so few opportunitiesfor ayoung EIf to get off theidand. |
wanted to sail on the ship to Turai but my father wouldn't et me. Are you going to ask everyone
guedtions?’

"Maybe afew. But mainly I'm looking for beer.”

We arrive at the clearing and I've rarely seen a more welcoming sight. Benches are laid out under the
three mighty oaks and from inside the hollow stump of a huge dead tree an EIf is handing out tankards.
Two large tables are occupied by brawny Elvesin lesther apronswhom | take to be armourers, and a
further table nearer to the stream is surrounded by younger, thinner Elves, presumably poets. They wave
to Sendroo as she appears, and some of the weapon-makers also shout greetings. The atmosphereis
convivid, sufficiently so that my arriva, while provoking some comment, doesn't cast any sort of shadow
over the place.

| march up to the EIf in the hollow tree, take out some small pieces of Elvish currency, and request a
beer. He handsit over in ablack leather tankard. | drink it down in one, hand back the tankard, and
request another. Hefillsthe tankard from abarrd at the back and handsit over. | down it in one and give
him back the tankard.

"More beer."

| take the third tankard, empty it Straight down and hand it back. By thistime the EIf islooking
dightly surprised.

"Would you liketo try—"

"More beer."

As|'m draining the fourth tankard there is some good-natured laughter from the armourers behind
me

"Heisamighty drinker," says one of them.
| finish off afifth tankard, and take asx and seventh over to thair table.

"Better bring me acouple more,” | say to the barkeeper, and hand him afew more coins. "Make that
three. Four. Wdll, just keep them coming till | tell you to stop.”

"Any room for athirsty man at that table?' | ask.

| figure that while the poets might be interesting in their own way, the armourers will make for better
company while I'm in such desperate need of beer. They look like the sort of Elveswho enjoy afew
tankards themsalves after ahard day at the forge. They're brawny, as Elves go. Not as brawny as me,
but at least they don't make mefed quite as oversized as most of the Elves do.

The weagpon-makers move up, letting mein at the bench. | drink down one of my tankards, make a
start on another, and look round to check that the barkeeper is on hisway with more.

"A hard day?' enquiresthe nearest EIf jovidly.
"A hard month. | ran out of de on Kalith's ship and I've been searching ever since.”
When the barkeeper arrives| order around of drinksfor the entire table, which goes down well.

"He'strying to bribe uswith drinks" cry the Elves, laughing. "Are you hereto ask the armourers
questions, Investigator?'

"No, just to drink beer. And isn't it time someone was calling that barkeeper over? Anyone know
any good drinking songs?'

Y ou can't ask an Elvish wegpon-maker if he knows any good drinking songs without getting a hearty



response. | know that. | remember these Elves, or Elves very much like them, from thewar. | feel on
much firmer territory than | have been with Lord Kalith-ar-Yil and hisretinue. A drinking song starts up,
and after it'sgone round afew times one of the Elvesfurther down the table actualy shouts that now he
remembersme.

"l wasupin Tura during the War! Y ou used to fight with that Barbarian—what was his name?"
"Gurd."

"Gurd! Blessthe old Barbarian!"

The EIf damshistankard cheerfully on thetable.

"Thraxas! When | heard we had aHuman Investigator heading our way, | never redised it wasyou."
Heturnsto his companions.

"I know this man. Fought well and never let usrun out of drink!"

It'strue. | raided the cellars after the Orcish dragons burned down the taverns.

"Isthat you, Voluth? Y ou didn't have abeard back then."

"And you didn't have such abdly!"

Voluth roarswith laughter. | remember him well—a shield-maker by trade, and adoughty warrior.
He calsfor more beer, and startstelling war sories, storiesin which I'm pleased to see | feature well. |
smile a everyone genidly. Thisismorethe sort of thing I had in mind when an expedition to the Elvish
|des was mooted. Beer, drinking songs and convivia company.

Whichisnot to say I'm not dert for anything that may be helpful. Tak naturaly swingsround to the
matter of Elith-ir-Methet'skilling of Gulas. If they were having an affair, word of it hasn't reached the
armourers, though severd of them do say that Gulas was very young to be Tree Priest. Hisbrother is
younger, and, | gather, less popular.

The poets are meanwhile sprawled over the ground at the foot of the smdll hill, looking a the moons
and reciting linesto each other. Droo istaking animatedly with another Elvish youth. In fact they seemto
be arguing. | can't hear their conversation, but it seemsto be growing more heated. Suddenly the sound
of angingfillstheglade.

"Choirsare practising late," say the armourers, and listen with the air of Elveswho have afine
judgement of such things.

"Sounds like the choir from Ven. Not bad, though | fancy Corinthal may have the edge this year."

"Iscompetition fiercein al the events?’ | enquire, reasoning that if itisl may well find out if there's
any gambling in these parts.

"Very fierce" saysVoluth. "With the festival only taking place every five years, these choirs spend
years practising and no one wantsto put up abad performance on the day. It's even worse with the
dramatic companies. It's an immense honour winning thefirst prize. Ten years ago the Avulanswon with
agpectacular rendition of the famous episode where Queen Leeuven goesto war against her stepbrother.
Lord Kalith made the director an Honoured Knight of Avula, an award previoudy only given to Elves
who distinguished themselves on the battlefied. HE's never had to buy himself agoblet of wine or haunch
of venison to thisday."

"Wedidn't do so well last time though,” another EIf putsin. "Staid performance. No emotion. The
wholeidand was disappointed.”

"What happened to the director?’

"He salled off in abad mood, saying the judges wouldn't know agood play if Queen Leeuven hersdf
handed it down from heaven. We haven't seen him since.”

Thisleadsto alot of talk about the relative merits of the three entrantsin this year's competition. As
far as| can gather thereis no clear favourite, but public opinion dightly favours the Corinthaians.

"But Venwill put up agood show too. Some singers from Avulawent over there earlier thisyear and



they came back with some very impressive reports of arehearsa they'd seen.”
"What about Avulathisyear?' | ask.
All around the table there are pursed lips, and agenera air of disgruntlement.
"Not giving yoursalves much chance?'

"Not much. We've got some fine performers, but who ever heard of a Sorcerer for adirector? |
don't know what Lord Kadith was thinking of, gppointing Sofius-ar-Eth to the post.”

The Elvish amourers are unanimous on this point.

"Not abad Sorcerer, we admit, but a director? He's had no experience. No chance of winning the
prize with him at the helm. Theré's been dissatisfaction in Avulaever snceit was announced. Theréstalk
of some fierce argumentsin the Council of Elders over the affair. No one wantsto see our play turning
into ashambles, and from what we hear that's what's going to happen.”

It'sodd. No one can explain why Lord Kalith made such an unexpected appointment.

"It'ssaid that Lady Y estar wasfar from pleased. But they're dways arguing, everyone knows that."

| turn the conversation round to the question of juggling, and this produces some furious debate. The
merits of variousjugglersfrom Avula, Ven and Corintha are discussed at length, with no clear favourite
emerging. The best Avulan juggler is gpparently ayoung woman called Shuthan-ir-Hemas, but opinionis
divided asto whether she can defeat some of the more experienced practitioners from the other idands.

| lower my voice, and mutter afew wordsin Voluth'sear. He grins. "Well, you might be ableto place
abet though Lord Kdith doesn't approve of anyone gambling on events at the festiva.”

"Isit cdanith?'

"No, hejust doesn't likeit. But it's been known to happen. | can't really recommend anyone for the
juggling, but if you want a safe bet on the junior tournament, go for Firees-ar-Key. Son of Y ulis-ar-Key,
finest warrior on theidand, and a chip off the old block. Firees won the tournament for under-twelves
when hewas only nine, and he's practicaly fully grown now, though he's only fourteen years of age.”

| filethat away asauseful piece of information. I'm about to cast around for some more betting tips
when Droo interrupts by squeezing in beside me at the table. She'slooking rather unhappy but her
expression brightens as the armourers greet her genidly.

"It'syoung Droo! Up to no good, no doubt.”

"Do your parents know you're out writing poems and drinking ae, youngster?*

Droo returnstheir greetings, equaly genidly. They al seem to know her and like her. I try to think of
anywhere in Turai where weapon-makers and poets mingle happily together. | can't. The race track,
maybe, except poets never have any money to place a bet.

"Y ou've met Thraxas dready? Are you writing a poem about him?'

"Certainly," grins Droo.

"Better makeit an epic,” calsVoluth. "Therésalot of him to write about.”

They dl laugh. | cdl for more beer.

"l came over 0 | could be questioned too," says Droo. "I didn't want to miss out.”

"He hasn't been questioning us,” the armourerstell her.

"Why not?'

Everyonelooksat me. | tell them frankly that asthisisthefirst timeI've been ableto relax with a
beer for weeks, | can't be bothered doing any investigating. This seemsto disappoint them. In fact, asthe
ale keepsflowing, amost everyone seemsto be keen to express an opinion about the case, and | find
mysdlf drawn into some investigating anyway, pretty much against my will. A chainmail-maker a theend

of the table knows Vas-ar-Methet well and refuses to believe that his daughter is respongble for any
crime. A blacksmith's apprentice beside him is of the opinion that some odd things have been happening



around the Hesuni Treefor sometime, and everyone knows that thisis why the Elves have been having
bad dreams. Maybe, he suggests, it was bad dreams that drove Elith to commit the crimes?

Thereis some sympathy for Elith, mainly because of the high opinion in which her father ishdld, but
the generd view isthat she must be guilty as charged. Indeed, ablacksmith, who is, incidentally, the
largest EIf | have ever seen, tells usthat he knows Elith is guilty of the murder because his sster was close
to the Hesuni Tree at the time and she was certain she'd seen the fatal blow being struck.

"Y ou should talk to her, Thraxas. Shelll tell you what she saw.”

| learn something of note about Gorith-ar-Del. Asamaker of longbows he's known to the armourers
but he isn't making fine longbows any more. He's given up the business. No one knows why, or what he
doeswith himsdlf these dayswhen he's not sailing with Lord Kalith-ar-Yil.

Some white-robed actors gppear in the clearing, leading to more general good-natured grestings. |
recognise them as members of the Avulan cast | saw earlier closeto the Tree Palace. They've been
rehearsng inthevicinity.

"How isthetae of Queen Leesuven coming on?' cal the weapon-makers.

"Badly. Weneed de," reply the actors, making comic faces and hurrying to the hollow treefor
refreshment. They mingle with the poets and, from the fragments of their conversation | can catch, they're
feeling no happier with their director.

| turn to Droo, and notice that she has arather sad expression on her face.

"Bad time with the boyfriend?" | say sympatheticaly.

Shenods.

"Hel€eft after we argued.”

"What were you arguing about?'

"Areyou investigating me?" says Droo, brightening at the prospect.

"No. Well, not unless you or your boyfriend defaced the Hesuni Tree and murdered the priest.”

"Hedidnt," saysDroo, and looks gloomy again. "But his behaviour is so erratic these days, it
wouldn't surprise meif he did something equally stupid. And he was redlly mean about my new poem.”

| sympathise, which just goes to show how mellow this evening's gathering has made me. Under
normal circumstances, | don't have much time to spare for the problems of teenage poets.

Elves gart drifting away asthe night wears on. Droo departswith her friendsand | decidethat it's
timeto go. | have drunk agreat amount of beer, and it'safair walk back to Camith's house. | ask &t the
bar if they have any beer in flasks or bottles| can take away with me.

"We can let you have awineskin full, if you like."

"Thatll dofine"

| pay for my drink, say goodbye to my fellow drinkers, and start off on the journey home. | don't
want to admit that | can't see aswell asthe Elvesat night so | wait till I'm some way dong the path
before lighting up my illuminated staff. On the way home I'm merry. The forest no longer feds threstening.

"WEell, of course, that was the problem,” | say out loud. "How's aman meant to relate to an Elvish
forest without afew beersinsde him? Now I'm in the right state of mind, it's quite acheery place.”

| greet afew of thetreesas| pass. I'm quite close to home. | remember that | haveto climb up a
long ladder to get there. Damn. I'm not looking forward to that. The path becomes narrow. I'm humming
abright ditty as| turn the next corner. There, in front of me, are four masked Elveswith spears. They let
out a battle cry, and sprint towards me, weapons lowered for action.

I'm startled. 1'd forgotten al about the hostile spear-carrying Elves. Once more I'm at a severe
disadvantage on the narrow path. | mutter the word and my illuminated staff goes out and | hurl mysdlf

sdewaysinto the trees. Herein the forest, they won't be able to attack mein formation. | scramble some
way into the depths, then halt and listen. Thereis no sound.



I'm not in the mood for skulking. I'm not in the mood for struggling through the trees either. | had
enough of that on the first occasion they forced me off the walkway. | get angry. A man should be ableto
walk around Avulawithout being chased by spearmen everywhere he goes. | decideto risk cregping
back towards the path. | go as quietly as| can, which isvery quietly. When I'm close to the path, | stop,
hardly even breathing for fear of making asound. The moonlight illuminates the path in front of me. There,
eadly visble arethefour Elves, sanding slently, waiting.

I'm unsure what to do. Attacking them would be rash. I'm scared of no onein afight but back on the
path they would have the opportunity to form their phaanx against me. Besides, evenif | hurled mysdf on
them and managed to cut them down, Lord Kalith isn't going to be too pleased with me. | wasn't invited
heretokill Elves.

All of asudden the Elves vanish. Just like that. They disgppear into thin air. I'm stunned. I've seen
plenty of sorcery in my time, but it wasthe last thing | was expecting. I'm serioudy perturbed. If four
invisble Elves start hunting for mein thisforest I'm doomed. | strain my senses, trying to catch any scent
of them. | can't pick up anything but get the faint impression of voices receding into the distance.

After awhile | venture back on to the path. Nothing there. | light up my staff and bend down to
examinethe grass. It looksto me asif the Elves just went on their way after becoming invisible. | don't
understand any of this, but I'm not going to hang around and wait for them to come back. | set off
homewards rapidly, not siopping till | reach the welcoming sight of the ladder that leads up to Camith's
treehouse, which | ascend agood deal more briskly than | had anticipated.

Chapter Thirteen

Next day I'm feding sprightly, despite the hefty intake of beer.
"Must bethe hedlthy air,” suggests Makri. "I'm feding good mysdf. What are you doing today ?*

"Questioning ablacksmith's sister who saw thefatal stabbing. And talking to Visan the K eeper of
Lore, whoever he may be. Y estar suggested he might be able to tell me more about therivalsfor the
Tree Priesthood.”

"Wouldn' that be cdanith?'

"What isn't on thisdamn idand? Y ou'd think it might be caanith to execute awoman without a
proper investigation, but apparently not.”

"Does Elith really face execution?' asks Makri.

"So they say. It would bethefirst on Avulain over ahundred years, and it's going to happen right
after thefedtiva unless| come up with something quick.”

"Well, have fun. I'm teaching that idiot child how to fight." Makri iswearing her swords and has
thrown afew other weaponsin abag. "l only had two kniveswhen | jumped in the ocean, but I've
borrowed a couple more from Camith. And a practice sword.”

Makri looks at the wooden blade with frank distaste. | tell her not to worry, she can till kill 1suas



withit if she hits her hard enough.

Makri is meeting her pupil someway over to the west of theidand, at a clearing used only by the
Royad Family, where they will not be disturbed. Although weve seen young Elves practising their fighting
al over theidand, Makri isto teach Isuasin private. This suits Makri.

"If no one sees anything, my reputation might survive the debacle.”

Sheis till unhappy at the way things have turned out but supposes she should just make the best of
it.

"Okay, teaching the brat will be adisaster, but I'll get Some exercise and weapons practice myself.
And maybe a chance to use the Royal Elvish language.”

After some study of my grimoire, | load the deep spell into my mind, and another one that may prove
useful. We leave together, heading west. Rather than tramp over the walkways we borrow two horses
from Camith and make our way round by means of one of the main pathsin the forest. Aswetravel we
pass performers of various sorts at regular intervals, al rehearsing for the festival, now only five days
away. | pauseto look at ayoung EIf who is putting on afine juggling performance under atal slver tree.
She's keeping four small wooden ballsinthe air a once and her partner, or possibly her trainer, tosses
another one at her, and then another, so that she now has six ballsflying in an arc from one hand to the
other.

"She looks like awoman who might be worth awager,” | mutter, and trot over to ask her name.
She's called Usath, she'sfrom Ven, and her green tunic is decorated with silver crescent moons.
Although sheisat first surprised at our approach, and visibly sniffsthe air as she catches scent of Makri's
Orc blood, sheis not distracted for long and soon gets back to practising. Obvioudy a dedicated
performer. Her assistant, another young female Elf, throws a seventh ball to her, but it goeswrong and
the balls cascade on to the grass.

The young juggler lets out a coarse oath, and stoopsto pick them up. Already she's forgotten our
presence.

"Wdl, she made a hash of the seventh ball, but even so, she was pretty impressivewith six,” | say.
"Might be worth abet," agreesMakri. "I'll seeif Isuas has any information about the other jugglers.”
Realisng what she hasjust said, Makri frowns.

"How come I'm keen to bet on ajuggling competition? | used to disgpprove of gambling." Shetwists
in her saddle. "It's your fault, you corrupted me."

"Nothing corrupt about it, Makri. Gambling is good for you."
"How?'
"l don't know. But I'm sureit is. Y ou know, thanks to me, you are amuch finer person than the raw

young gladiator who arrived in Tural only ayear and ahaf ago. Beer, klee, thazis and gambling. | taught
you them dl. Now | think about it, you weren't very good &t lying till I showed you how."

Soon after thiswe go our separate ways, Makri to Lady Y estar's private clearing and myself on to
the collection of treehouses where the blacksmith's sster dwells. Sheisaweaver by trade and should
now be working at her loom. A few enquirieslead meto her place of work, asmall wooden hut at
ground level that contains four looms and two elves. One of theseis Caripatha, the EIf I'm looking for.
Shelssitting at her loom, though rather than working she's staring into space. | introduce mysdlf, mention
my conversation with the blacksmith, and ask her if sheld mind answering afew questions.

She nods, vaguely. I'm surprised at her lack of reaction. From her indifference you might think that a
Human detective gppearing a her workplace to investigate a murder was an everyday occurrence.

"Y ou werein the clearing when the murder took place?’
Shenods.
"Would you mind telling me what you saw?'



"Elith-ir-Methet sticking aknifeinto Gulas-ar-Thetos."

"Areyou sureit was her?'

"I'msure”

"It was dark when it happened. Could you have been mistaken about her identity?"

Caripathais quite certain that she was not mistaken. | ask her what she was doing in the clearing. She
tellsmethat shejust likesto be close to the Hesuni Tree every now and then, the same asal Avulans.

"Do you know of any reason why Elith-ir-Methet might have done it? Can you tel me anything about
her relationship with Gulas?*

"l haveto go now," says Caripatha suddenly.
Sherisesfrom her stool and walks out. I'm astonished.
Her friend, or workmate, has so far sat in silence.
"Wheredid shego?' | ask her.

The other EIf shakes her head. "I don't know. Her behaviour has been erratic recently. She hasn't
woven anything inamonth.”

"Does she often just disappear like that?'

Apparently she does. I'm puzzled. One minute she was answering my questions, the next she
suddenly departed. There was no sign that my questions had perturbed her. It just seemed like she'd
remembered something more important she had to do.

Outsde my horseiswaiting for me. | mount up and ride off, deep in thought. These Elves. Isit just
me, or arethey dl acting strangely?

| ride back towards the centre of theidand. Two groups of mounted Elves pass me, each with
cloaks and tunicsadightly different shade of green than those of the Avulans. Theidand isfilling up as
guests and spectators arrive from the nearby idandsfor thefestival. As| passthe turning that leadsto the
Queen's private clearing, I'm overcome with curiosity about Makri and Isuas. | lead my horse up the
path. Asfar as| know, Makri has never taught anyone before. | wonder if she has an aptitudefor it. |
hope s0. Aslong aslsuasis happy, I'm guaranteed entry to the Palace.

There are no guards or fences to prevent other Elves from entering the clearing. They just dont.
Avulans are, on thewhole, far better behaved than the people of Tural. The murder of Gulas-ar-Thetosis
thefirgt killing to happen on theidand for twelve years. In Turai someone is murdered every four hours.

When | sight the clearing | dismount, tether my horse, and advance softly, wishing to arrive
unannounced. | poke my head quietly round the last tree a the edge of the path.

Makri and Isuas are facing each other. Each has awooden sword in one hand and a wooden dagger
in the other. Isuasis wearing a green tunic and leggings, which look new. Probably her mother provided
her with new clothes for the venture, which would be regarded aslucky by the Elves. Makri has
discarded her Elvish tunic and sandals and is looking exatic, though not very savage, in bare feet,
chainmail bikini and floppy green hat. Her hair is as voluminous as usua but she's plaited the strands at
the front into braidsto prevent it from flying into her face while in combat.

Makri isgiving ingructions. | remain slent, and strain to hear her words. Her voice sounds aggrieved,
asif things have not been going well.
"Attack me. Sword then dagger, and try to get it right thistime.”

Isuas lunges gamely at her. It's not abad effort for abeginner, but Makri parries her blow with some
contempt and Isuass sword flies from her hand. The young Elf has made an effort to follow through with
the dagger asingtructed, but Makri smply twists her body to avoid it then hits Isuas on the head with the
pomme of her own dagger. Isuasfdls down heavily.

"That wasterrible," says Makri, raising her voice. "Now, get up, and do it right.”

"You hurt me" wailsIsuas.



Makri reaches down, yanksthe kid to her feet and tells her to stop complaining and pick up her
sword.

"Attack me again and try not to throw your sword away thistime.”

Even at thisdistance | can seethe glint of tearsin Isuass eyes, but she does as she'stold and again
executes areasonable thrust in Makri's direction. Makri isamaster of the twin-bladed technique, which
isnot so common in thewest or the south asit wasin her gladiator daysin the east. She parries both of
Isuas's blades smultaneoudy, steps forward, smashes her right hand into Isuass face, kicks her legs from
under her and whacks her with theflat of her sword as she's on the way down. The young EIf crumples
asif hit by abolt from a crossbow and startsto scream, ascream that is cut off as Makri places her foot
on lsuassthroat and glares down at her in avery hostile manner.

"What the hell wasthat?' she demands. "1 didn't tell you to wave your sword a your mother, you
usdlesslittle brat. | said attack mewith it. Y ou're pathetic. | used to have alittle puppy dog that could
hold aweapon better than you.”

Makri has abandoned dl effortsto practise her Royad Elvish language, instead choosing to curse and
abuse Isuasin an ungodly mixture of Common Elvish and Orcish, and even the Orcish epithets she
chooses belong not to the Common Orc tongue but to the much cruder pidgin Orcish that wasthe lingua
francaof the gladiator pits. All inal it makesfor aterrifying verba assault. | am meanwhile sanding
open-mouthed at this exhibition. | did foresee that Makri would be no easy task master, but | wasn't
expecting her to haf kill her pupil onthefirst day.

Possibly sensing that the youngster is about to expire, Makri removes her foot from Isuass throat.
Isuas sobs. This seemsto infuriate Makri even more.

"Stop crying, you ignorant little whore. Y ou wanted to learn how to fight. Well, get up and fight, you

Cusux ispidgin Orcish. It's about the rudest thing you can possibly say to anyone. If Isuas ever
repeatsit to Lord Kaith helll send up hisfleet to sack Tural. Isuas, having made two game attempts at
attacking, now seemsalittle unwilling to try athird. Sherises, but dowly, so Makri kicks her savagely in
the ribs, making her howl, as shefdlsover again.

"Don't hang around on the ground, stupid. Y ou think your opponent is going to wait al day for you to
get ready? Pick up your wegpons and attack me and thistime you better do it properly or | swear I'll put
this sword in through your mouth and out through the back of your throat."

Fedling that thisis going rather too far, | hasten forward.

"Makri," | cdl, endeavouring to make my voicejovia rather than appdled. "Just caled in to see how
thingsaregoing.”

Makri whirls round. She's not pleased to see me.

"Can't tak, Thraxas, I'm busy."

"Sol see"

Isuasislying on the ground, holding her ribs and sobbing.

"Possibly timefor alittle break?' | suggest. "Maybe smoke some thazis?!

"No timefor that," saysMakri dismissvely. "l haveto teach thisimbecile to fight. Goodbye."

Makri turns back to her pupil and screams at her to get up. Isuas bresks down completely, and starts
bawling. | lay my hand on Makri's shoulder.

"Don't you think youre being alittle—"
Makri spinsto face me again, atruly savage expression on her face.
"Get out of here, Thraxas," sheydlsangrily. "Go investigate. And don't bother me again.”

I'm taken aback. 1've seen Makri in afoul mood plenty of times before but | wasn't expecting such
passionsto beraised in the matter of the junior tournament. | decide to withdraw. After dl, itisredly



Makri's business and not mine. | just hope Lady Y estar doesn't ban me from the Palace when she learns
of Makri's barbaric behaviour.

| walk back to the path, turning my head for alast ook before leaving. Makri has hauled Isuasto her
feet and forced her to attack again. As| watch, Makri smacks her practice sword on to Isuassfingers,
making her shriek with pain and once more drop her blade.

"Keep hold of your sword, you miserable cusux!" yells Makri, accentuating each word with avicious
blow. | shudder.

Riding back dong the path, | try to remember what my early wegponstraining was like. Quite rough
| think, but nothing in comparison with the lessons Isuasis receiving from Makri the madwoman. | pray
that 1suas makes it through the day in one piece. If she does, I'm certain she won't be back for a second.

| rideround theidand till | reach one of the paths that lead towards the middle of Avula It runsaong
the banks of theriver that risesin the centra hills. From here | can ride most of the way to the Palace,
though I'll have to walk the last part asit isforbidden to take horsesinto the centrd clearing. | haven't
seen this part of theidand before. It'sless heavily wooded, with some areas of grasdand and afew
cultivated fields. Although the mgjority of the houses | pass are dtill high up in the trees, there are afew
more buildings at ground level. These are of smple construction, but al bear the sgnsof fine
craftsmanship. Everything on Avuladoes. They don't seem to build anything shoddily.

"The Ossuni Elves perform al work with love and perfection,” | remember Vas-ar-Methet saying a
long time ago.

| wonder about his daughter having an affair with Gulas-ar-Thetos. If she was, does it make her more
or lesslikely to have damaged the Tree? Get back at your lover by damaging his precious Hesuni Tree?
Maybe. I've known stranger ways of taking revenge. But then, why kill him later? 1t seemslike far too
extreme athing for Elith to have done.

Much as| hateto admit it, | can't run away from the fact that | have now spoken to awitnesswho
actualy saw the murder. Though the weaver Caripatha showed some signs of erratic behaviour, she
didn't sound to me like an EIf who was lying or unsure of what she saw. Things arelooking worse for
Elith. I might yet beforced to fall back on finding some extenuating circumstancesto save her from
execution.

Curang al witnesseswho makelife difficult for my clients, | ride on. Why are so many of the Elves
acting strangely? It's not just Elith. Gorith-ar-Dd, for instance. | can understand his didike for me, but
why did he suddenly quit hiswork as alongbow-maker? Most un-Elf-like. | think back to the sailor who
plunged to his death from therigging. Very sirange. Aswas the behaviour of Caripatha, who hasn't
woven anything for amonth, and suddenly decided she had to be somewhere e se, rushing off without a
word of explanation to her companion. What's the matter with them al?

An EIf on horseback approaches me on the path. Rather than riding past he draws hishorse up in
front of mine and halts, staring at meintently. He'san old EIf, the oldest I've seen on theidand. He Sits
upright in his saddle but his hair iswhite and hisbrow isamass of finewrinkles.

"l am Visan, the Keeper of Lore" he says. "I believe you wish to talk to me?’
"l do."

"Thentak."

"I'd like to know about the disputed succession of the Tree Priesthood.”

"Taking about that to astranger would be calanith. Also, it isavery old and obscure story regarding
junior branches of cousins families that you would neither understand nor enjoy.”

"I haven't enjoyed much since | arrived here. | don't need to know the whole history, just what might
be happening now. For instance, did anyone haveit infor Gulas?'

"Yes" saysVisan, surprising mewith hisdirectness. "Hith-ar-Key, who clamsthat the Priesthood
should be his. His complaintsto the Council of Elders are neverending.”



"How drongishisdam?’
"That iscdanith.”

Visan declinesto answer my next few questions on the same grounds. | can see I'm not going to learn
any secret details here.

"Well, might Hith have damaged the Hesuni Treeto discredit Gulas?*
Visan stsastride hishorse, elderly and sedate, and considers my question.
"Yes" hesaysfindly. "Hemight."

"Wasit looked into & thetime?"

Visan shakes his head. " Certainly not. Such an outrageous idea would not have occurred to anyone
ontheidand.”

"But now I'vesuggested it . .. 7"

"It'spossible”
Visan nodsto me, then rides off. Whether I've upset him by trampling on something caanith or just
tired him out with my questions, | can't say. At least I've dragged another suspect on to the scene.

| rideontill | reach aplace where nine or ten horses roam free in alarge paddock. Here | haveto
leave my mount and continue on foot. | don't travel far before | run into alarge crowd of Elveswho are
gtaring expectantly at atree. Thinking that thisis probably some private tree matter that only Elveswill
fully appreciate, | maketo wak on by till suddenly avoice calsout, "Avulas grestest juggler—in
preparation for the festival—Shuthan-ir-Hemad!™

The watching Elves applaud as Shuthan-ir-Hemas steps nimbly out dong abranch and bowsto them
al. She'sadender young Elf with bare feet and extremely long hair, and from the excited words of the
crowd | cantell that they're expecting great things of her. Still keen for some information on which way to
bet, | hang around to study her act.

Shuthan gtarts confidently, juggling three balls and performing some standard tricks while making
faces at the crowd. I've seen this sort of thing often enough in Tural, but she quickly ups the tempo,
adding fourth and fifth bals, till juggling easily while hopping back and forward dong the branch. The
crowd cheers and shouts encouragement. Obvioudy Shuthan-ir-Hemasis apopular favourite.

Unfortunately things go badly wrong when shetriesto add asixth bal to the routine. Shefailsto
catch it, the sequence goes wrong, and the balls tumble from her hands. In an effort to retrieve the
gtuation Shuthan trips clumsily over her feet and plungesto the ground, landing heavily on the heads of
the onlookers. There are groans of disgppointment from the audience.

"She'snot at her best,” they say with disappointment.

"Just hasn't got the same skill she used to have.”

Others mutter that thisis going to be abad festiva for Avula. Their play isbeing directed by an
incompetent Sorcerer, their choir is nowhere near the stlandard of that of the Venians, and now even their
top juggler isabout to let them down.

"If FHrees-ar-Key doesn't win the junior tournament well be the laughing stock of the Ossuni 1dands;”
mutters one disconsolate Elf to his companion.

| walk on. | fed sorry for the Avulans, but that's one juggler | won't be placing a bet on.

It'slatein the afternoon. The weeather ismild and alight breeze blows small ripples over the pools of
water a the Hesuni Tree. The clearing isbusier than usud, with Elves from other idands paying their
respectsto the Tree. They ignoreme as| stroll over the grass. I'm not the only Human in view. Over by
the smaller of the pools some Elves are pointing out festures of the local scenery to a delegation of
vistorsfrom Mattesh.

I've been suspicious of the large pool ever snce Makri found herself so powerfully affected by
drinking the water. I'm hereto work aspell. I know the Elveswontt likeit. | consdered coming herein



the early hours of the morning when it might be quieter, but | suspect that Kdith will have set his
attendants to watch over it and I'd be easily spotted. Here in the crowd I'm hoping | might just work
some sorcery unnoticed.

| Sit down next to the poal. | casualy dip my finger into the water then sprinkle afew dropsonto a
small scrap of parchment. | look round. No oneis paying any attention to me. Just another large
detective taking arest from hisexertions.

| drift dowly into a state of concentration. | utter the arcane words of the Spell of Not Belonging. 1've
used thisspdl in the past and found it Smple and effective, though it's possible that the mystic field
projected by the Hesuni Treewill render it usaless. | watch the pool, and wait. After aminute or o |
notice something bobbing to the surface, quite closeto me. | get up, stretch and saunter round the edge,
aman without a care in the world. Foating on the surface isa small package. | reach down to adjust my
boot, quickly scoop up the package, then walk on.

I'mwell pleased with mysdlf. | might not be much of a Sorcerer, but it takes a cool head to
successfully work aspdl like that in public without a soul noticing anything.

"Easy ashbribing a Senator,” | mutter, strolling over the grass.

| duck behind atree and take out the package. | unwrap the waterproof oilskin. Insde is some white
powder. | dip my finger in, taking atiny pinch to my lipsto tagteit.

It'sdwa. The most powerfully addictive drug on the market. The scourge of the Human Lands, and

now available a the most exclusvelocationsin Elfland. I'm just congratulating mysdlf on finaly making
some progress when ahand fals heavily on my shoulder.

"l arrest you in the name of Lord Kdith-ar-Yil."

I'm surrounded by nine Elvesin Kdith'sregdia, swords a the ready.
"Try to say aspdl and well run you through before you utter aword.”
Their leader snatches the packet from me.

"Do you have an explanation for this?' he demands.

| do, but I'm not going to waste it on him. They're going to take meto Kdlith-ar-Yil anyway, so |
might aswell save my breath till | get there. I'm led through the clearing and up the long laddersto the
Tree Palace, where they put mein asmal cdl with one chair and anice view of the tree tops through the
barred window.

"There are guards outside the window with bows. If you try to escape they have ingructionsto
shoot. We do not take kindly to peddlers of drugson Avula.”

I'm left done. | St on the chair. Somehow none of this has come asasurprise. I've been thrown in jall
so many timesin Tura and e sewherein the west that it was probably only amatter of time beforel
ended up in an Elvish prison.



Chapter Fourteen

The prison cdll isclean and airy. Thereésapitcher of water on the table and shortly after | arrivea
guard bringsme aloaf of bread. The sun streamsin through the window and from somewherein the
forest below | can hear achoir practising. In terms of comfort it doesn't compare too badly with my
roomsin the Avenging Axe.

Thefirst person to vist meis Ambassador Turius. | have not yet encountered our Ambassador to
Avula, 01 greet himwarmly and thank him for arriving so swiftly.

"It'sreassuring to know that our Ambassadors are resolute in their task of protecting Turanian
citizensunjustly incarcerated in foreign lands. Once you get me out of here, | shdl speak very highly of
you to Deputy Consul Cicerius."

"I haven't cometo get you out,” says the Ambassador.
"You havent?'

"No. Asfar as1'm concerned you can stay herefor the rest of your life. Everyone advised you to
keep out of Elvish affairs. Y ou refused to listen to thisadvice. Now you'rein acell, which is exactly what
was to be expected.”

"Aren't you bothered about whether | actualy committed acrime?’

The ambassador shrugs. "If you did, Lord Kadith-ar-Yil will punish you. If you didn't, helll let you go
in due course. Hes afar-minded EIf."

"Then why the hell did you bother coming to see me?"

"A Turanian Ambassador aways does hisduty. | see you have food and water. Excdllent. Y our
needs are being well catered for. Now goodbye."

Turius departs. | swear he enjoyed that conversation. | sit down and listen to the choir, and wonder
who Turius bribed to get his cushy job as Ambassador to Avula

My next visitor isan Elf of advanced years who informs methat hisnameis Rekis-ar-Lin and heisa
member of the Council of Elders. He's accompanied by a scribe who takes down our conversation.

"I have been given responsibility for investigating this matter. Why were you found with a package of
dwa?

"| took it out of the pool."

"How did it get there?'

| tell himI'venoidea

"And how did you cometo find it?"

"l looked."

"Why?"

"Invedtigator'sintuition.”

Councillor Rekisisdubious, but | don't want to tell him that | used a spell to locate the dwa because



| know that will only lead to more trouble. However the Councillor has difficulty believing that, with al
the Elvesin the areg, it just happened to be me who found a packet of dwain the pool.

"It seemsto us more likely that you brought the dwawith you from Tura.”
"Why would | do that? Everyone knows Elves don't go for dwa. Doesn't work on them.”

"Y ou would no doubt be aware that there would be many Humans on theidand at the time of the
festivdl. Perhaps you wished to sdll it to them. Perhaps you yoursdlf are so addicted that you were unable
to travel without it. Either way, you are not telling me everything you know. Y ou will provide mewith a
precise description of your actions sincelanding on Avula.”

| dlamup. Any timel'minacell, | just get wary about giving precise descriptions of my actions.
We'reinterrupted by the arrival of Jir-ar-Eth, Kalith's Chief Sorcerer. He stares at me for afew seconds.

"He used aspdl," he says. "But | can't tell which one.”

Councillor Rekis stares at me coldly.

"You used aspell in thevicinity of the Hesuni Tree? On Avula, that is calanith. Itisaso acrime.
What wasit?'

"A love spdl. I'm looking for romance.”

Jr-ar-Eth spesks afew words and thereisa dight cooling of theair inthe cell.

"I've dampened the area," he saysto Rekis. "The prisoner will not be able to use sorcery to escape.
He hasvery little power anyway."

The Sorcerer stares at the necklace I'm wearing.

"A spdll protection charm? With Red Elvish Cloth? Where did you get that?"

"Just picked it up dong theway."

They leave me done. | eat bread. I'm fegling hard done by. For therest of the day my only other

visitor isthe guard who brings me somefood. | demand to see Lord Kalith. The guard, rather politely,
informs methat Lord Kdith isbusy.

Night fals. I've been in so many cdllsit doesn't particularly bother me, but I'm annoyed at the waste
of my time. Shouldn't someone have been here to help? Deputy Consul Ciceriusfor instance. Or Makri.
She ought to at least have visited me. Maybe she's fill tormenting the unfortunate EIf child. | goto deep
madder than amad dragon and | wake dightly madder.

It's @pproaching lunchtime and it's getting to the stage where I'm serioudy consdering dugging the
next person who comesinto my cdl and risking ajail bresk when Lord Kdith finally gets round to paying
meavist.

"Dwaisafilthy drug,”" he says, getting right down to business. "It isacurse on the Human Lands. It
has never been seen on Avulabefore.”

"Only because you didn't bother to look. And don't lecture me about using aspdl inthe vicinity of the
Hesuni Tree. If | hadn't done that you'd never have known about the dwa."

"You gill dam that you did not bring the substance with you?'
"Of course | didn't. Do you serioudy believe | did?'

"Why would | not?" saysthe EIf Lord. "Y ou have hardly shown yoursdlf to be a man of sober habits.
Y ou brought abarrel of beer on to my ship and when you finished that you resorted to theft to meet your
craving. Y ou may have thought you were unobserved when you removed three large wineskins from
Osath'skitchen, but | assure you that you were not. Since arriving on Avulayou have mounted an dmost
continual search for beer, culminating in what | am rdiably informed were scenes of unheard-of excess at
the haunt of the armourers. And this only the day after you and your femal e companion ingested so much
thazis as to be unable to remember your own identities. The story of you talking to the butterflies has
been widely reported al over Avula.™

"I was not talking to the butterflies™ | reply, with some dignity. "And isthere any point to al this?"



"The point isthat you are acorrupting influence. Thazisisnot illegal on Avula, but we discourage its
use. Now one of my most respected councillorsinforms me that not only did he find three thazis sticksin
his daughter's room, but she hasinformed him that she wishesto travel to Tural to write poetry. Hiswife
isnow terrified that their daughter will return home with a pierced nose and an Orcish love-child.”

We seem to be straying from the point here. | tell Lord Kdith-ar-Yil that he can criticise me as much
as helikes, but he can't deny that I've dug up evidence of some strange goings-on on hisidand.

"And what exactly are these goings-on?"

"l need to investigate more.”

"Nothing you find will changethe fact that Elith-ir-Methet was seen stabbing Gulas-ar-Thetos. You
yoursdlf have taked to awitness."

"| fill need to investigate more.”

Lord Kdith isnot minded to let me out. There are three days left till the start of the festival and I'm
running out of time.

"Y ou cannot execute Vas-ar-Methet's daughter without the fullest investigation,” | indst.

"Her punishment has not been decided.”

"But her guilt has. Y ou mugt dlow meto continue with my investigation.”

Kalithisoffended by my tone and tells me sharply that his patience with meiswearing thin.

"Fing" | say. "Though | must admit to being very surprised at an EIf Lord being such apoor sport. In
Tura, the aristocracy does not stoop to such low tactics when faced with defeat.”

Kdith'shead jerksin surprise.

"What do you mean by that?"

"Well, it's pretty clear that thisisal down to me beating you heavily at the niarit board. Ever since
then it's been nothing but trouble dl the way for me. Y ou've hindered my investigation at every turn
samply because you can't sand losing to a Human.”

| move towards the window, raising my voice so the guards outside can hear.

"l guessit wasjust too embarrassng for the niarit champion of the Ossuni Elvesto have his
conqueror walking around the idand, telling everyone about the bad variation of the Harper's Game hed

played. The armourers warned me you'd probably throw meinjail rather than risk facing me over the
board agan. . ."

From outsde my cell comes something that sounds very like muffled laughter. Lord Kdlith, an EIf
who proved his bravery and honour time and again againgt the Orcs, can't take any more of this. And so
itisthat minuteslater | find mysdf dtting at the table facing an angry Kdith-ar-Yil over aniarit board,
hastily brought by aguard in response to his Lord's furiousinstructions.

"Don't bother locking the cdll,” | call after thejailer. "I'll be walking out of here soon enough. So,
Lord Kdlith, arewe—"

"Enough talking," saysKadlith. "Play."

| start moving my Hoplitesforward. Kalith counterswarily. But | notice he's getting his Elephants
ready, and his Heavy Cavalry.

The sun shines chearfully into the cdll. Parrots squawk merrily in the trees. Outside it's another bright
day in Avula. Insde, things are not so good, at least for Lord Kalith. Not too long after the Sart of the
game hisforcesliein ruins, mere dust under the wheels of the unstoppable Thraxaswar chariot. Kdith,
after histentative opening, was unableto resst awild assault on my forces using his heaviest troops, an
assault that | withstood for just long enough to bring hisarmy exactly where | wanted it before faling
back with my centre, outflanking him on both sides and carrying out what could only be described asa
massacre. His Hero, Plague Carrier, Harper, Wizard and Hedler lie dead beneath a sad tangle of dead
Elephants and decimated Trolls.



Kadlith looks grimly at the miserable remains and concedes defeat. | am now freeto go, as per our
pre-game agreemen.

"Any chance of somefood?' | ask, as| ding my cloak over my shoulders.

"Y ou may vist thekitchens," replies Lord Kdith, summoning up the last reserves of his good
breeding. "The guards will show you theway."

"Thank you. | takeit that | will be alowed to spesk with my client again?”

Lord Kdith allowsthat | can, whichisarelief. | wasn't looking forward to trying to break back into
prison.

In the short walk between the cell and the main Paace building, | passtwo stern-looking Elves
marching another prisoner into the lockup. | recognise the captive, though | don't know his name. It'sthe
young EIf whom the poet Droo was arguing with in the clearing at the three oaks and river. Hiseyesare
blank and heisn't walking very steedily. The guards help him dong, shepherding himinto acell.

I'm shown to the kitchens. There find Osath the cook, whom | haven't seen since | disembarked.
He's ddighted to see me. He knows how much | appreciate his cooking.

"Thraxas! They let you out? The word in the kitchenswas that Lord Kalith was going to throw away
the key. What happened? Did your Ambassador stand bail ?*

"The Turanian Ambassador is about as much use as a one-legged gladiator. No, | was forced back
on my own resources. | beat Kdith at niarit again.”

Osath laughs heartily at this, asdo hisassstants. Again the Elves are amused at Kalith losing. Which
just goesto show that even awell-loved and respected Elf Lord shouldn't go around bragging about his
prowess a the niarit board. It annoys everyone.

Osath beginsto pile up food in front of meand | start shovellingitin.

"l haveto ask you afew questions, Osath."

The chef looks doubtful. "We can't tell you anything about Elith, Thraxas. It would be awkward for
usto discussit. . ."

"l wasn't talking about Elith. Are you and your fellow low-livesin the kitchens planning to bet on the
juggling competition?"

This brings Osath and his helpers clustering round keenly.

"Weare. | was going to bet on young Shuthan-ir-Hemas," replies Osath. "I've seen her put up some
sensationd performances. But | hear shel's gone off the bail."

"Shehas. Yegterday | saw her trip over her own feet. Didn't look like awoman who was about to
win. | did see ayoung woman caled Usath, from Ven, juggling seven balls and looking good for afew
more. Y ou know anything about her past form?"

"Junior champion at the competition two years ago in Corinthd," says ayoung cook. " She's il
inexperienced, but she might do well. | think she might be worth agamble, but there's another juggler
from Corintha caled Arith-ar-Tho who's built up afine reputation recently. Be best to check him out if
you get the chance."

| thank them for their help.

"Wheat's thiswe hear about Makri teaching Isuas how to fight?'

"| thought that was meant to be a secret.”

"There are no secretsin a Paace kitchen,” says Osath. "Lady Y estar might not have told Lord Kdith
about it, but we're the ones that have to make up food for them every day. Isthere any chance of Makri
teaching the kid well enough to enter the tournament? Would it be worth abet? Isuasis so wesk wed
get agood price on her winning even one fight against the most hopel ess opponent. In fact, you'd get a
good price on the kid even staying on her feet for thirty seconds.”

| consider this, while mopping up some fragments of venison pie with ahunk of bread.



"| think 1suaswill give up before the tournament. Makri'streating her pretty rough. But if things
change, I'll let you know. Make sure you don't let on to anyone that Makri's teaching her though, or the
pricewill drop.”

Having cemented my good relations with the lower Elvish order by some solid gambling talk, |
emerge from the Palace well fed and in good shape for investigating, whichisjust aswell asl'velost time
| couldn't afford and have a great dedl to do.

| find Lasas-ar-Thetosin asmal hut in atree near to the Hesuni. Around his head he has ayellow
band denoting his new rank as Chief Tree Priest. He's heard about recent events and displays a deep
sadness.

"To think that such a substance could be polluting the sacred water of the Hesuni Tree. It brings
shameto thewholeidand. | cringe at the thought of what my dear brother would have made of it."

At least Avulas new Tree Priest doesn't blame me.

"When Lord Kalith informed me of the matter | told him that you were not aman who would bring
dwato our idand. Indeed, we should be grateful to you for uncovering it. Do you know where it came
from?’

| admit that | don't, but I'm till working on it. I1t's something of ardief to find an aristocratic ElIf who
doesn't seem to hold me responsible for everything that's been going on around here. Now that L asas has
got over theimmediate shock of his brother's death, he's proving to be acam and responsible Elf. | ask
him again if therés anything he might have forgottento tell me.

"No strange goings-on? No hint of who might have been in the vicinity with dwa?"

"Nothing, | am afraid. | have been keeping my ear to the ground, but reglly since my brother was
killed I have been too busy with preparationsfor the funeral and with taking up the reins of the
Priesthood.”

At least we seem to have got to the root of the bad dreams the Avulans have been suffering from.
Lasssisfirmly of the opinion that a powerful dien drug, contained in the water that feeds the Hesuni
Tree, would be more than enough to give the Elves nightmares.

"All Avulans communicate with the Tree. Asit wasingesting poison, so it produced nightmares. We
must be grateful to you for finding it. | am now attempting to cleanse the area by means of ritud.”

Tramping back acrossthe clearing, I'm frustrated. Everyone knows that something strange has been
going on but no one quite knows what. And no one can suggest amotive for Elith killing Gulas. Even
Elith, who admitsto doing it, can't think of amotive. Before| leave| ask Lasasif he has encountered
Gorith-ar-Del yet.

"Should | have?"

"Probably not. It'sjust | keep noticing him hanging round the area. Would you let me know if he
contactsyou in any way?"

Lasas saysthat hewill, and | depart. | find Harmon Half-Elf and Lanius Suncatcher in the enclave of
houses next to the Turanian Ambassador's residence. | know that Harmon Half-Elf has seen the prisoner
and | want his opinion on whether she has been attacked or bemused by sorcery.

"l did not get that impression,” hetellsme. "Although with the Hesuni Treeinthevicinity, itis
impossible to be certain. However, | think that if she had had her memory wiped or been victim of some
spell that overpowered her will, forcing her to kill the priest, there would be some trace of it remaining. |
know that Jir- ar-Eth has searched very thoroughly for any sign of this and has been unable to locate
anything."

"And congratulations on getting out of jail," adds Lanius Suncatcher.

The two Sorcerers are not entirely unsympathetic to my cause.

"If only because you are refusing to give up. Despite the fact that everyone knows Elith isguilty, |
think the Avulans are starting to respect you for the way you keep on trying to help Vas-ar-Methet. They



vaue friendship. But redly, Thraxas, what can you hope to achieve now? Elith-ir-Methet is guilty. People
saw her kill Gulas. She admitsit."

They offer me somewine. | drain the goblet and riseto my feet.
"If 1 find some reasonable motive, she might not be executed.”

Stuck for inspiration, | seek out Makri. My horseisin the paddock where | left it, so | saddle up and
ride round theidand. Every clearing isnow filled with choirs, actors, jugglers, al practisng for the
festival. Asthe path narrows between the encroaching trees | keep akeen eye out for masked Elveswith
spears who might be about to attack me, but none appear. So far | have not managed to gather the
dightest clue asto who they are or who they might be working for. Asfar as| know, the Elves have
nothing that is equivaent to the Assassinsin Tural, but someoneis certainly out to get me. Someone with
powerful sorcerous backing. Once more I'm grateful for my excellent spell protection charm. 1t will
protect me from most magica attacks, though not from invisible Elves suddenly appearing and gutting me
with their spears.

| dismount near the private clearing and again advance cautioudy. I'm wondering if Isuas has given
up. Beforelong | hear Makri's voice raised in anger.

"Fight, you cusux! If you trip over your feet one moretimel swear I'll kill you. Y ou want to see my
Orcish blade?I'll let you seeit, you usdess brat, I'll pin you to that tree with it."

Thisisfollowed by the sound of awooden sword cracking over ayoung Elf's head, and some
walling.

| peer into the clearing. |suas has shown some spirit in returning for more lessons, but Makri doesn't
seem to appreciateit. The young EIf is struggling to her feet under arain of blows, while Makri continues
to scream abuse at her.

"Didn't I show you how to parry? Well, parry thisl"

Makri hitslsuas with a stroke that must come close to breaking her shoulder. Isuasyellsin pain. This
annoys Makri even more.

"I didn't say cry likeagirl, | said parry. Now doit."

Makri dashes at the young EIf. |suas makes a reasonable attempt at deflecting the blow, but Makri
samply uses her other blade to whack 1suas on the side of the head, sending her once more thumping to
the ground.

I'mfairly aghadt & this The sight of Makri using her full fighting skills againgt the wesk little EIf would
distress the hardest of hearts. Isuas lies on the ground sobbing, where sheisin receipt of afurther torrent
of abuse.

"Y ou usdless exin miserable zutha pathetic cusux,” screams Makri, using astring of vile Orcish
epithets, some of them unintdlligible to me and some quite possibly never heard in the western world
before.

Makri drops her swords and yanks Isuasto her feet.

"Aredl Elvesaspitiful asyou? God help you if the Orcsever sail downto Avula. Pah! You're so
pathetic | don't even need aweapon.”

Isuas suddenly looks angry. The insults are getting to her. She legpsto attack Makri, showing a
surprising turn of speed. Makri stands her ground, merely twisting her body to avoid the blades before
stepping lightly to one side. Isuastriesto turn and face her, but Makri, displaying new heights of
savagery, actualy kicks her in the head. 1suas crumples, which doesn't prevent Makri from getting in
another two kicks before she hitsthe ground. Thistime the young Elf liestill. | hurry forward, alarmed.

"Goddammit, Makri, you'vekilled her."

Makri looks round, unconcerned.

"No | haven't. She'sjust dazed. What are you doing here?"



"l cameto talk to you. If you can spare amoment in between tormenting that unfortunate youth.”

"Unfortunate?' says Makri, puzzled. " She's being taught to fight by the undefeated champion gladiator
of dl the Orc Lands. I'd call that aprivilege."

| suas groans. Makri, who possesses surprising strength despite her dender frame, hoists her into the
air and tosses her in the direction of awater bottle under atree.

"Takeadrink," shesays. "And stop crying."
"Isit redly necessary to be thisbruta ?

Makri shrugs. "I'm trying to teach her alot in ahurry. Anyway, we're using wooden swords. How
brutal can you be with awooden sword?’

"Pretty brutal, from what | saw. When Lady Y estar gave her permission for this| doubt very much if
she quite foresaw that you would be kicking her daughter in the head. Shouldn't you be doing something
about the bleeding?”

"Theidand isfull of heders. They'll sort her out later. What are you herefor?”

"Totak. I'm il baffled by thiscase and I'm running out of time. | figured | might get someinspiration
if wetaked it out.”

"l can't parethetimeright now. I'll be back at Camith's after dark—can it wait till then?"
| supposeit can.
"Try not tokill 1suas.”

"Deathintraining isn't so bad,” states Makri, firmly. "Better than disgracing yourself in the arena.
Which," she adds, turning menacingly back to the young EIf, "no pupil of mineisgoing to do. So get up
andfight."

| leavethemtoit.

| call back to Makri from the edge of the clearing.

"What does zutha mean?"

Makri gives meatrandation. | wince. It's even worse than cusux.

Chapter Fifteen

| return to Camith's peaceful home, where | wash, eat and stare out of the window. I'm in need of
some inspiration. None is forthcoming. Somewhere outsde, an Elvish choir issinging, along dow tribute
to one of Lord Kalith's ancestors. It's meant to be soothing, but 1'm too pressurised to appreciateit.

It'slate into the night when Makri returns. She bringsatray of food into my room and tellsmewith a
disgruntled air that she again encountered masked Elves with spears.

"On that quiet bit of walkway where you never see anyone. | turned the corner and there they were,
marching towards me, spears a the ready."

Makri, unwilling to flee again, had drawn her swords and made ready to repel her attackers.



"But then they disappeared. Just vanished into the air.”

| nod. A smilar experienceto mine.

"So what's going on with them?' demands Makri. "Do they want to attack us or not? | wish they'd
just get onwithit. I can't be doing with al this gppearing and disappearing. It's no way to fight.”

" Speaking of fighting, how isIsuas?’

"Bruised and bloody," replies Makri. "l told her to visit Vas-ar-Methet for some hedling before she
saw her father. Lady Yedtar is<till keeping it al asecret.”

| again express my doubts about the ferocity of Makri'straining and Makri is again unrepentant. With
so littletime to prepare she is of the opinion that thereisno aternative.

"And that's not the only reason. I'm strengthening her spirit. If she ever getsin afight for red, shell be
glad | showed her the Gaxeen."

"Gaxeen? What'sthat?'
Makri puts down her tray, her mea unfinished. Sheisrardy an enthusiastic edter.

"Orcish. The Way of the Gaxeen. It trand ates as something like the 'Spirit of the Insane Warrior.' It's
what you do when you find yoursdlf faced with insurmountable odds. Or up againgt an opponent whom
you can't beat with skill or craft. Y ou go Gaxeen, aswe used to say. A fury in which you do not fear for
your life"

I'minterested. Much of Makri's experience of Orcish waysis unknown to usin the west. A few
months ago she helped me solve a case with her knowledge of Orcish religion and prior to that | didn't
even know they had areligion.

"How long doesit take to learn the Way of the Gaxeen?"

"Depends on the person, or the Orc. When | first started fighting | picked up skill with wegpons
eadly enough, but one day my trainer said | hadn't enough spirit so he'd decided to execute me. He took
away my swords and told the four gladiators standing nearby that whoever killed me would get areward.
And after I'd scaled thewall of the pit, dain aguard with my bare handsto get his sword, then massacred
thefour gladiatorsin ablind fury, my trainer clapped me on the back and said, 'Well done, you have
learned the Way of the Gaxeen.' | rather liked that old trainer. | had to kill him later, of course, when |
made my escape.”

"Well, Makri, thisisafabulous gift for Isuas. When she starts daughtering her playmates | imagine
Lord Kdith will be besde himsdf with joy. How is she doing? If she can win onefight | might be up for
some good winnings, which of courseI'll share with you."

Makri shakes her head.

"Don't bet on her. She's ill hopeess. If her first opponent has two legs and two arms she won't last
thirty seconds.”

"What if he'sonly got one arm and one leg?"
"She dill wontwin."
Not wishing to let good food go to waste, | pick up Makri'stray and finish off what's | eft.

"I'm stuck in my investigation. I've managed to uncover some strange things but none of it is helping
to clear Elith. Y ou've heard about the dwain the pool? That's what was polluting the water and giving the
Elves bad dreams. And I'm sure that's what made you so stoned when we visited the Tree Pdace.
Someone has discovered that dwa mixed with the sacred water makes for a powerful drug that affects
Elves. No doubt that'swhy al these young Elves have been acting so strangely, going around with glazed
eyes, not working, breaking their word and so on. And though Kalith will never acknowledgeit, I'm
certain that the EIf who fell from the rigging did so while under theinfluence. Took his supply with himon
the voyage."

Makri nods. "Makes sense. | can seewhy they'd all gofor it. | felt great after | drank the water. Do



you have any more?'

| frown. "That's not quite the reaction | waslooking for, Makri. Y ou're supposed to be outraged that
the foul substance dwais now polluting the world of the Elves.”

"Ohwell, that too. Yes, it'sashock. The Avulanswill haveto take swift action to prevent it
spreading. Maybe we should hunt around, seeif anyone € se has some of the mixture and confiscate it?"

| glareat Makri. Back in Turai | have more than once suspected that she has been experimenting
with dwaand | strongly disapprove.

"Never mind confiscating drugs. We dready have areputation as people of immoderate habits. Lord
Kdlith wasfairly cutting on the subject, and that was before | beat him at niarit again. Now he'sas
miserable as aNiojan whore and will be down on uslike abad spell if he catches us doing anything
disreputable.

"If Elith-ir-Methet would just tell me exactly what was going on between her and Gulas, | might be
ableto get to the bottom of the affair. | should look into who is bringing the dwainto Avula, but with so
few contactsit could take me along time to find out, and I'm short of time. I'll suggest to Jir-ar-Eth that
he does some sorcerous scanning of the harbours. He might be able to pick up something. And I'd like to
have someone examine Gorith-ar-Del's movements over the past few months. Therés an EIf who'sa
strong suspect. He gave up hisjob and now he keeps hanging round the Hesuni Tree acting suspicioudy.”

"Do you think whoever is dedling dwais responsible for attacking us?' says Makri.

"Yes. Back in Tura it'sthefirgt thing I'd have suspected, but | just never expected it here.”

Makri wondersif Elith-ir-Methet is clamming up just to avoid the disgrace of having acdanith
relationship with a Tree Priest.

"Surely her being executed is more of adisgrace for the rest of the family?”

"Who knows? Taboos are funny things when you're outside them. | can't work out what they'd find
most important. Every other EIf who'sinvolved isrunning for cover. There's no chance of any
co-operation there.”

Inspiration suddenly strikes.

"I know someone | might be ableto put alittle pressure on—Droo's boyfriend. Name of Lithias, |
think. A poetic young EIf, last seen being tossed into acell at the Tree Palace. From the way he was
swaying around I'd say he was one rebellious youth who'd been dabbling with foreign substances.
Perhaps Droo would persuade him to come clean about everything and that might give me some sort of
lever over Elith."

"Will Droo help you?"

"She might. She seemed to like me. Anyway, I'll tdll her it'sthe best thing she can do for her
boyfriend. That usudly works, even whenitisn't true."

And so it proves the next day when we locate Droo at atreehouse not far from Camith's, She's not
actually in the house; she's perched at the end of adender branch high above the ground. Lithiass
incarceration has plunged her into gloom and she has not moved from the spot for twenty-four hours. Her
parents are so worried thet they are actudly glad to see Makri and me climbing up their dwelling place,
athough, aswith most of the Avulans, they cannot prevent themselves from examining uswith interest
and some suspicion. Particularly Makri. Everyone still gapes at her, though lessimpolitely than when we
first arrived. The mother isin tears, the father israging, and they're cursing the fate that made their
daughter fall in love with such a hopeless specimen as Lithias.

"Why couldn't she havefdlen for awarrior?' wails her mother. "Or the Slversmith's son?”"

"You aren't planning to jump, areyou?' | call, from the safety of the treehouse.

"Maybe," replies Droo.

"It'snot that bad. Lithias hasn't done anything serious, Lord Kadith will let him go inaday or two.



We're going there now. Come with us and we can sort things out.”
Droo looks up.
"Youreredly going to see him?'
"Y es. We have free access into the Palace, courtesy of Lady Yestar.”

Droo rises and hops nimbly dong the branch. She ignores the admonitions from her parents and
rushesingde the house, saying that she hasto brush her hair before seeing Lithias.

"Lithiasisafool," saysher father. He turnsto Makri. "And your nosering isdisgusting.”

"Well, wed better get going,” | say.

The EIf givesme asternlook. "Y ou are the Investigator? Y ou look like you would have difficulty
finding alargetreeinasmal fidd."

Thisisonerude EIf. | start to understand why young Droo might not be that happy a home.

"I'd have let her stay on the branch,” he mutters as a parting shot, then departs into the house.

Droo regppears. Her short yelow hair is sticking up from her head. It'san odd style for an Elf.

"Y ou know why Lithias was arrested? He tried to sart afight with the blacksmith over a poem. How
ridiculous. HE's been like that for weeks. Just oneirrationd action after another.”

Droo studies Makri as we take the walkway towards the Tree Palace.

"Areyour toenalsredly golden?'

"Of course not. I've painted them.”

Droo, unfamiliar with the concept of painted toenails, isimpressed. "Did it hurt getting your nose
pierced?’

"Not redlly. But it was sore when the Orcsripped it out during afight.”

"I wanted to get my ears pierced, but my father wouldn't let me. It's calanith for Elvesto pierce their
bodies”

| hasten to change the subject. Makri has an unfortunate habit of wondering out loud about getting
rings put through her nipplesand | never liketo hear this sort of thing.

"How long has Lithias been acting strangely?!

"Months. Of course, he never did act entirely normaly. That'swhy | like him. But recently he'sjust
been out of control.”

"Y ou know he's been taking dwa?"

Droo'sfacefals. "I told himit was stupid.”

| ask the young poet if she knowswhom he buysit from, but she saysthat she doesn't. Nor does she
know who has been bringing it to theidand.

"| stayed well away from thewhole thing."

I'm not sureif she'stelling thetruth, but | let it pass. Halfway to the Palace we come acrossan EIf |
recognise. It's Shuthan-ir-Hemas, Avulas favourite juggler. She'slying on the wooden pathway, deeping.
Her juggling kit isstrewn around her in disarray.

"Oh dear," says Droo, who obvioudy recognisesthe symptoms. Sodo I. Y ou can't wak around
Twelve Seas without ssumbling over addicts lying unconscious on every street corner, but | never thought
I'd see it spreading like this among the young Elves.

We have some difficulty getting in to see Lithias and are denied accesstill Makri sends amessageto
Lady Y estar requesting permission as afavour to me. She smilessmugly.

"Y ou'd belogt without me, Thraxas."

"I can't think how | ever managed. Okay, let's question the errant poet.”

Lithiasscell isasclean and airy aswas mine, but Lithias, unused to incarceration, isdumped in



despair by the wall. When he sees Droo he leapsto hisfeet with acry of joy and they embrace. | letit go
on for afew seconds before getting down to business. | ask Droo to leave us done. She departs
unwillingly, promising Lithiasthat shell wait for him.

"Lithias, | have some questionsfor you. Answer them, let me sort things out, and nothing much will
happen to you. If you refuse to answer, Lord Kalith will be down on you like abad spell. It'sgoing to
dawn on him soon how large a problem he has with dwaand | get the feeling he might just exile everyone
who'stouched it.”

Lithias hangs his head.

"I can't tdl you anything," he says.

"Y ou have to. Otherwise you'll be banished from Avulaand Droo's mother will marry her off to the
dlversmith'sson."

Thisgetsto him. "The slversmith's son? Has he been hanging around Droo again?'

"Like beesround honey. And if you ever want to get out of thiscell, you better talk to me. | want to
know everything about the dwain the sacred pool and | want to know everything you can tell me about
Elith-ir-Methet, Gulas-ar-Thetos and his brother. Start at the beginning and don't stop unless| tell you
to."

Lithias beginsto talk; what he hasto say is very interesting indeed, and long overdue. It turns out that
young Lithias has been filling himself up with happy juice for the past three months, snceafriend of his,
another young poet, told him that if he wanted to have an experience that was worth writing a poem
about he could show him how.

Lithias never wrote any poems. The drug made him too crazy to concentrate on poetry. "It felt good
at first. After awhilel didn't likeit so much, but | couldn't stop.”

He clamsthat only ten or so Elveswere regular imbibers of the mixture of dwaand Hesuni water,
but even so I'm surprised that such athing could go on unnoticed right in the middle of theidand. Lithias
clamsthat they didn't actudly have to go to the Hesuni Tree asthe supplier would bring the mixture out
to aclearing in theforest where hédd sdll it to the Elves. Fairly cheaply, it seems, which would be
standard behaviour at first. They'd soon find the price was on the way up.

"Who brought it to theidand?'

Lithias doesn't know. He's frustratingly vague about the details and claims not even to know the
identity of the EIf he bought it off.

"Would you recognise him again?"

Lithias shakes hishead. "He wore acowl and stood in the shadows. | never saw hisface. Everything
was very secret.”

"It might have Sarted off as a secret, but these things never stay that way. Earlier today | stepped
over the unconsciousfigure of Avula's best-loved juggler and she wasn't making any attempt to hide what
sheld been doing. How did Elith get involved? Wasit through Gulas?!

Lithias doesn't know. He thinksthat Elith was aready taking dwawhen he started.

" She was dways hanging around the Hesuni Tree because she had a passion for Gulas. They were
lovers before hisfather's desth made him the Priest. He didn't want to be Priest, but he didn't have a
choice. So they weren't meant to see each other any more, but | don't think they ever stopped. | used to
hear some gossip about it. Lasas was never happy about it."

"Lasas? His brother? Why not?"

"Because hewasin love with Elith aswdll. It drove him crazy that she wasin love with hisbrother.
Didn't you know that?"



Chapter Sixteen

Makri iswaiting for me outsde the cell.

"Learn anything?'

"Yes" | reply. "But nothing | like."

Lady Y estar appears as we approach the rear entrance to the Palace. She dismisses her attendants

and greets usin her amicable wdll-bred manner and asksmeif | ill have hopes of clearing Elith, to
which | reply that | do. Shelooks a mein her farseeing manner.

"You do not," shesays.

"Widl, I'm 4iill goingtotry.”

Y estar turnsto Makri. "How ismy daughter prog-ressng?’
"Quitewdl."

"I notice that she has been very tired when she returns home at night.”
"Weve been practisng hard.”

"| also notice that her clothes aretorn, her eyes are red and she has been in need of the services of a
heder."

Makri shiftsalittle uncomfortably. "Weve been practisng hard,” she repesats.

Lady Y estar nods. "Please remember that Isuasis delicate. | do not really expect that she could ever
win afight. Wewill be grateful if you smply manage to srengthen her up alittle.”

"Absolutdy,” saysMakri. "That's precisely what I'm aming for."

Isuas trots out of the Palace. While not exactly the eager young EIf of afew days ago, she shows no
sgn of giving up and greets Makri brightly enough, and they depart.

"Y ou might be pleased to learn,” Y estar tellsme before | go, "that both Deputy Consul Ciceriusand
Prince Dees-Akan expressed some satisfaction that you and Makri werein my favour. Of course, | have
not explained exactly what Makri is doing for me."

"| am pleased. It might get them off my back.”

Lady Y estar smiles as she digeststhisunfamiliar phrase. "From their previous conversation, I'd say
there had been every danger of them 'getting on your back' ina, eh.. . ."

"Inabigway?'

"Exactly. | understand that there are many people you must stay on theright sdeof in Tural. Life
would be difficult with both the Prince and the Deputy Consul againgt you, | imagine?'

"Very difficult, Lady Yestar. The Prince doesn't taketo me at all. Fair enough, | don't taketo him. |
don't want to get on the wrong side of Cicerius though. He's been helpful to mein the past, if only
because I've been helpful to him. | couldn't say | like him al that much, but for an important politician he's
honest, and ther€'s no denying he's as sharp as—"

| pause.



"Sharp asan Elf'sear?’ says Y edtar, filling in the blanks. She laughs. "I have dways enjoyed that
Human expresson.”

| rluctantly decline an offer of food and head back to the cdllsto interview Elith. Onething | didike
about life as an Investigator: there are times when you have to skimp on the foodstuffs.

My session with Elith-ir-Methet is short and depressing. She has accepted her fate. | tell her that this
won't get her out of jail.

"l have no wish to berdeased.”

"Y our father wantsit, and I'm working for him. So let's get down to business. | know what's been
going on. | talked to Lithias, an EIf you are no doubt familiar with from your days of intoxication. Don't
protest, | know al about it. Isthat why you've clammed up about everything? Because you didn't want
your proud father to know you were one of thefirst Avulansto enjoy the effects of dwa? Congratulations
on finding away to get it to affect Elfkind by theway. Very ingenious. Whoseideawasit to mix it with
the Hesuni water?'

Elith hasrisen from her chair and now stands gazing out of the window.

"l can seeyou've alot to fed bad about. That's a strong habit you've developed in a short space of
time. | wondered why you broke your word to Lord Kalith about not leaving the Tree Palace. Y ou just
couldn't wait to get your next hit."

Elith turnsto face me, some anger in her eyes. "That's not true. | needed to see Gulas. | needed to
know if it wastrue that he had accused me of damaging the Hesuni Tree."

"And once you found out that he had, you killed him?'

"Yes"

"Why don't you tell methefull story?Y ou can't prevent disgrace from touching your family, or that of
Gulas"

"Gulashad no part inthe affair.”

"Affair being the correct word. Why didn't you tell me before that you were having are ationship with
him?'

"Becauseit is caanith for the Tree Priest to marry anyone outside of hisfamily. Therewould have
been disgrace.”

"Y ou think this doesn't count as a disgrace?"

"I would not expect you to understand,” says Elith witheringly.

"I won't give up on this, Elith. Y ou see how far I've dready got. I'm going to find out the whole truth
and tell it to your father. | owe himthat."

Elith shrugs, the dightest movement of her shoulders sgnifying that sheis beyond caring.

"I amtired of this, Investigator. Y ou can do nothing to help me and | would far rather be left to my
thoughts. If | tdl you my story, will you leave me done?’

"y es"

"Very well. | got involved in taking dwathrough my cousin Eos. | was unhappy &t the time, because
Gulas had just been made Tree Priest and our relationship had to end. Gulas would have strongly
disapproved had he known. At first it made mefed better, but later it sent meinto madness. One day
when | went for my supply | collapsed beside the Tree and when | woke it had been damaged. | could
remember nothing abouit it, but by thistime many Elvesknew that | had been acting strangely. | was put
in prison while the matter wasinvestigated. And there | learned that the main witness against me was

Gulas, Gulaswho had been my lover of morethan ayear. | couldn't believe he would do that to me. |
thought he would have supported me.

"He never even cameto vist. His brother did, and waskind to me. But | needed to see Gulas again.
And | dso admit | needed more dwa. Asyou can see, | am not worth defending. If they execute meit



will be well deserved. | |€eft the Paace. | took more of the drug, and then went to find my Gulas. He
wasn't pleased to see me. He cdled me foul names and said that my behaviour was threatening his
position as Tree Priest and that if he'd known what manner of things | wasinvolved in he would never
have become entangled with me. He said that no person who had defiled the water of the Hesuni Tree
with aforeign drug was worthy of living. And then he told me that he had never loved me and was
pleasad that | wasin prison. | was sill insane from the dwa, so | picked up aknife that was lying on the
ground and | stabbed him. That isthe whole story. Everything that is dleged againgt meistrue. The best
thing for everyone will be my death.”

A tear formsin her eye but she brushesit away and refusesto cry.

I've plenty of questionseft, but Elith absolutdly refusesto continue. "1 have nothing moreto say, and
no matter how many times you return | shal have nothing more to say. Pleaseleave.”

| leave. | descend to the ground beneath the palace. A choir issinging nearby. Two jugglerswalk
past, practisng asthey go. Parrots squawk merrily overhead. Three actorsin white cloaks appear from
the trees, declaiming with vigour. Some Elvish children race by, laughing and screaming with glee at the
sght of al the preparationsfor thefestiva, dueto start in just two days time. On Avulaeverything is
beautiful.

I'mintheworst mood | can ever remember. | stare at the Hesuni Tree and when | think of the story
I'm going to haveto tell my friend Vas-ar-Methet | develop the urge to attack it myself for getting his
daughter into such trouble. Trouble, it seems, from which | will not be able to extricate her.

| walk adong the path till | reach the paddock where | left my horse. | offer the groom asmall coin,
but he declinesit with distaste. Too late, | remember that Makri told meit was caanith on Avulato offer
money for care of ahorse. It makes my mood even worse.

| rideonfor awhiletill | reach the end of the outward path and turn |eft to circletheidand. Just
before the junction a horseman appearsin front of mewith asword in his hand. | watch dumbly ashe
gpproaches. After the experiences with the masked Elves, I'm haf expecting him to vanish into thin air.
He doesn't. He kegps on coming. Though he's hooded | have the impression that my assailant is Human
rather than Elvish. | draw my sword. Fighting on horseback isnot my specidity, but | had enough
experience in the army not to do anything foolish. As my attacker reaches me he triesto sweep meto the
ground with agreat clumsy blow that | parry easily. Ashe didespast | turn and cut him in the back of the
neck. He dumpsfrom his saddle, dead.

| stare at the corpse, puzzled. The whole affair lasted only afew seconds. | pull back his hood, study
the man's bronzed face, look through his pockets for some identification, but | can find nothing. Just a
mysterious horseman who tried to kill me, and wasn't very good at it. Helooks like any common thug
from any city in thewest.

| ride off, leaving the corpse where it lies. Someone else can sort out the formalities. I'm not far from
where Makri istraining Isuas. | dismount before the clearing and advance softly. Makri isin the centre of
the clearing facing Isuas and if she hasn't actualy got round to killing her yet it sounds like it might not be
far away. Her faceisgrim and her voiceisvenomous.

"Y ou stinking little EIf cusux,” she sneers. "Thisiswhereit ends. Y ou wanted to try out my Orc
blade? Here—" Makri takes it from the scabbard at her back and tossesit to Isuas, who catches it by
the hilt and stands awkwardly with the evil-looking black meta blade pointed at the ground.

"Now I'm going to kill you," says Makri, drawing her second sword.

"What?' sammers |suas, and sartsto tremble.

"You heard, brat. I'm going to kill you. Y ou think I'm here because I'm afriend of the Elves?!
Makri spitsin Isuass face. Isuas shudders like she's been touched by aplague carrier.

"Think again, cusux," sneers Makri. "My alegianceisto the Orcish Lands. | was sent to wreak havoc
on their enemies and everything I've done since that day has been for the sole purpose of spreading



destruction on the Elvish Ides. You will bethefirg to die. After I've set your head up on aspike I'm
going to gut your mother like the Elvish pig sheisand then I'm going to burn the Pdace.”

Makri, now wearing a hideous expression of rage and loathing, legps forward. I suas jumps
backwards to avoid the murderous blow.

| watch with interest. | have no fear of Makri killing suas—if she'd meant to do that, she would have
connected with the stroke—but I'm impressed with her performance. Y oung Isuas, innocent of the ways
of the wicked world outside her idand, firmly believes that her head is about to be cut off and takes
action to prevent it. She appearsto forget how to be clumsy or weak or awkward, and actudly parries
Makri's blow and countersit with an assault of her own.

Makri, without appearing to fake it, arts trading thrusts with her young opponent, al thewhile
continuing to taunt her with the foulest of insults, which further enrage | suas so that she finally screams out
the ancestrd battle cry of her family and hurls hersaf upon Makri with arain of blowsthat, though not
deivered dl that skilfully, are not lacking in spirit.

Makri traps I suass blade with the hilt of her own and flipsit away. She ddiversacrud kick into the
young Elf's midriff. Isuas crumples on to the grass.

"Die, cusux," roars Makri, raising her blade. 1suas, shaking off the effects of the kick, rolls out of the
way, legpsto her feet, picks up afalen branch and actudly flings hersalf at Makri in an attempt to batter
her senseless. Makri catches hold of the Elf'swrist, puts the point of her sword at Isuas's neck and stares
at her coldly. Isuas, unable to move, stares defiantly back at her.

"Orc pig cusux,” she says, and spitsin Makri'sface.

Makri nods meditatively, and grabs | suas by the throat. Again displaying her surprising strength, she
hoists her into the air with one hand and pulls her forward so that their noses dmost touch.

"That's alittle better," says Makri, camly. Shelets go of Isuas and turns away.

Isuas, still not understanding what's going on, swiftly gathers up the Orc sword and legps at Makri's
retreating figure, a which Makri, displaying the sort of skill and precision that sometimes Sartles even
me, whirls round and deflects the blow with the metal band she wears round her wrist. She knocksthe
sword from Isuass grasp and again lifts her off the ground.

"Good," she saysto the discomfited EIf. "Never hesitate to stab your opponent in the back. Y ou're
learning. Y ou've got five minutesto rest.”

Shetosses | suasinto a nearby bush then picks up her Orcish blade. | advance into the clearing.

"Nice going, Makri. If we are fortunate she might get over her hysterics sometime next year."

Makri shrugs. "She'sdl right. Good progressin fact, by her standards anyway. What are you doing
here?'

"I was just attacked by amysterious mounted swordsman. Human rather than EIf. | had to kill him.
Anything happened here?'

Makri shakes her head.

"It soundslike you're getting close to something, Thraxas."

"Seemslikeit. For dl thegood it will do."

| tell Makri that after talking to Elith there just doesn't seem any way out for her.

"Shedidit. End of case™

"What now?'

"l guessI'll keep ferreting around. Maybe if | can take details of what's been going onto Lord Kalith
he might show some mercy. After dl, Elith was under the influence of dwawhen she killed Gulas, and
under alot of stress”

I'm not sounding very convincing here. | need abeer. Or maybe some good news. "Y ou know we
can get fifty to one on her making it past the first round of the tournament?’



"Who from? Sheian't officialy entered yet, it's meant to be a secret.”

I inform Makri that | have been making discreet enquiries of the Elvish betting fraternity. "Don't
worry, | couched my enquiry inthe most cautiousterms. So, isit worth abet?!

Makri shakes her head. "No. Not yet anyway."

I'm disappointed.

"Hasit occurred to you," says Makri, "that I'm actually taking thistraining serioudy?| havea
reputation to protect, not to mention agladiators codeto live up to. And dl youreinterested inis
gambling.”

"Who wouldn't be at fifty to one? I've got to make a profit somewhere; the juggling contest istoo
closetocdl.”

Makri promisesto let me know if Isuas makesit to the point where she'sworth backing. | remind her
that Gulassfunera isto be held this evening near the Hesuni Tree.

"I've never heard you mention the gladiators code before.”
"Therewasn't one," admits Makri. "I madeit up. | wasjust trying to remind you that fighting involves
more important things than betting.”

"Okay, I'll believe you. Y ou're the philosophy student. If you get her up to scratch, how much do you
want to bet?"

"Everything | have," saysMakri. "Y ou can't turn your nose up at odds of fifty to one. That would just
befoolish."

The dightest of sounds makes usturn towardsthe trees. A green-cloaked masked and hooded EIf
steps out with asword in hishands. | Sgh. I'm getting fed up with this.

"Ishe going to disappear?’ says Makri.

"Who knows? If he can't fight any better than the last one he might aswell.”

| saunter forward, sword in hand, and am instantly beaten back by one of the most skilful and letha
assaults I've ever encountered. I'm forced to give ground immediately and am frankly relieved when
Makri hurls hersdf into the fray and distracts our assailant's attention by attacking him from the flank. He
parries her blade and even though I'm not dow to joinin, again | can't find an opening. We trade blows
for awhile and though the superior forces of mysalf and Makri drive him backwards we can't succeed in
landing atdlling stroke. I've rarely seen the like of thiswarrior. Our assailant kegps us both at bay till,
realising that he has encountered rather more than he bargained for, he spinsround and sprintsfor the
trees. Wewatch him go.

"Who wasthat?" demands Makri.

"lI'venoidea”

"Hewas certainly one hell of aswordsman. Thisis some Elvish paradise. Do they treet dl their guests
likethis?"

Sheturnsto Isuas, who is gtill wide-eyed after witnessing the fight.
"Y ou see what happens when you get caught unawares?’

Makri isactually so impressed with the Elf's skill that she forgets to be annoyed about not
vanquishing her adversary and looks forward to meeting him again. I'll be happy if | don't. | depart,
heading home for food, refreshment, some serious thinking and along nap before the funerd of
Gulas-ar-Thetos, late Chief Tree Priest of Avula



Chapter Seventeen

It suddenly strikes me as odd that there was aknife lying conveniently on the ground for Elith to stab
Gulaswith. Why? Knives are va uable items. Elves don't leave them lying around for no reason. | puzzle
about it for awhile without making anything of it, and file it away for later.

| eat at Camith's house, but more thoughts crowd in to disturb me. Why did Gulas suddenly go so
cold on Elith? Was he redlly outraged at her behaviour? Maybe. He might have felt obliged to be
thoroughly respectable once made Tree Priest. But that's not really theimpression | have of him. More
the passionate young lover, and only areluctant priest.

And how come everyone around the Hesuni Tree suddenly got caught up in adope scanda anyway?
Who started it? Who benefits? Was there enough profit in it to make it worth the risk? | get round to
thinking about the branch of the family who covet the position of Tree Priest. Might they have been trying
to discredit Gulas-ar-Thetos? It can't [ook too good for the Tree Priest if dl of asudden Elvesare
dropping like flies because they've been soaking their drugs with the water that feeds the sacred Tree.

None of thisisgoing to help Elith, but it serves asadistraction. | want to be distracted because after
the funeral I'm going to have to make areport to Vas-ar-Methet and | don't want to think about that.

| vigt the Turanian Sorcerers Harmon Half-Elf and Lanius Suncatcher. It takesme awhileto
persuade them to do what | want.

"Working any sort of spdll at afunerd iscaanith,” objects Harmon.
"Everything on thisdamnidandiscaanith.”

Harmon Half-Elf points out with some justification thet if the Elves have many taboos, they have far
fewer written laws than we do, and are amore peaceful society.

"Caanith workswell for them. It keeps the whed s ticking over without the need for too much
heavy-handed authority."

"Spare methe lecture. | need someone to check out Gulas's body and it's way beyond my sorcerous
powers."

They both ook puzzled.

"Check the Tree Priest for dwa? Wasn't Gulas the clean-living one?”

"Sothey say. | just want to check."

"Surely Lord Kdith's Sorcerers will dready have done so?!

"Who knows? If thereis a Sorcerer's report on the body, no one€'s making it available to me, even
though I'm working for the chief suspect.”

Lanius Suncatcher raises his eyebrows. "Don't you mean 'person who admits the crime'?"

"Okay, she admitsit. But there are extenuating circumstances. | won't see her executed.”

| remind Harmon Half-Elf that | saved hislife during the city-wideriotslast summer.

"Not only that, I've saved the skins of more than one Turanian Sorcerer. If it wasn't for me, Astrath



Triple Moon would be languishing in acell in the Abode of Justice. And who hushed things up when
Gorsius Starfinder got drunk in that brothd in Kushni? Who wasit that cleared Tirini Snake Smiter when
shewas accused of stedling the Queen'stiara? The Sorcerers Guild owes me plenty. If | was ever to
report what | know about the dubious dealings of Turai's Sorcerersto the proper authorities, haf of the
Guild would beinjall before sundown and the other half would be high-tailing it out of town. And | can
fed an attack of public-spiritedness coming on.”

My powers of persuasion win the day, though Lanius commentsthat if | ever do suffer from such an
attack of public-spiritedness, I'd do well to make sure | never leave my house without my
spell-protection charm.

"Because | seem to remember that not long after Senator Orosius accused Tirini Snake Smiter of
theft, he found himsalf on the wrong end of a bad attack of the plague.”

Harmon and Lanius agree to do what they can aslong asthey're sure they can manage it without
being detected. | thank them, help mysdf to abottle of wine, and we set off for the funeral.

I'm certain that Lord Kaith would much rather not have been obliged to hold a state funerd for his
murdered Tree Priest while hisidand was so busy with visitors. Needs must, however, and there are an
impressive number of important guests at the affair, not only Elvesfrom Ven and Corintha but others
from further afield, dong with representatives from al the Human Lands who wereinvited as gueststo
thefedtivd. A very impressve gathering. Asthe Ossuni custom isthat buria must take place within five
days of desth, and the Human Lands are all severa weeks sail from here, it isarare occurrence for
Humans to witness such an event.

My two sorcerous companions go off to join the officia Turanian party at the front, leaving meto
hunt for Makri round the fringes. | find her a the edge of the crowd, talking to three young Elves. Makri
appearsinterested, but hesitant. Her posture reminds me of the few previous occasionsin Turai when she
has encountered Elves, particularly handsome young Elves. Makri claims never to have had alover and
has been wondering recently if something should be done about this. Unfortunately she regardsamost dl
men in Twelve Seas as scum and thinks that Elves might be afar better option. I've noticed signs of
attraction on their part aswell, athough the Orcish blood in Makri's veins does present something of a
problem for them.

Makri would probably have faced this dilemmaadready wereit not for the fact that when we arrived
we were pretty much in disgrace with Lord Kalith and no Elf waskeen to talk to us. Since then she's
been busy with Isuas. Now, however, with Makri being in favour with Lady Y estar, it seemslike the
young Elves are plucking up their courage. Some of them are now of the opinion that they redly should
be paying more attention to the exotic creature currently walking around Avuladisplaying a confident
charm plusafigure rarely seen on an Elvish maiden.

The three young Elveswho face her certainly seem to be doing agood job of forgetting calanith, not
to mention any admonitionstheir parents might have given them about being careful with the sort of girl
you talk to at funerals. Makri—dark-skinned, dark-haired, dark-eyed and underdressed—seemsto be
casting apowerful atraction over them.

I'd be pleased to see Makri having alittle fun. The woman does far too much studying. It's unhedlthy.
So I'mintending to walk off and leave them to it, but when Makri catches sight of me she muttersan
abrupt goodbye to the Elves and hurries over. | tell her she needn't have bothered.

"Shouldve stayed with your admirers.”

Makri looks doubtful. Y ou think they were admiring me?"

"Of course. Hardly surprising, in that tunic. Didn't it cross your mind to dressformdly for the
funerd?'

"| painted my toenailsblack.”

"So which young EIf takesyour fancy?"



Makri blushes, and suddenly becomes tongue-tied. Having spent her youth hacking up opponentsin
the arena, she missed out on any romance and the whole subject ill makes her uncomfortable. Shetells
me that three of the Elves each seemed to be hinting that if she would like to see some of the more
beautiful, not to say secluded, parts of Avula, they would be pleased to take her.

"What do you do if three Elves all want to take you somewhere?' she asks, quite serioudy. "Do |
haveto pick afavourite right away?'

"I wouldn't have thought so. Were going to be on Avulafor awhileyet. Y ou can play thefield.”
Makri considersthis. "Isthat good advice? Do you know about these things?"

| shake my head. "Not redlly. | never had arelationship where the woman didn't leave in disgust.
Severd of them actudly tried to kill me. My wife swore sheld hire an Assassin. Fortunately shewas
exaggerating, though she did did smash eighteen bottles of my finest de before she departed.”

Makri seesthat | am apoor person to ask for this sort of counsdl, and wonders about talking to
Lady Yedar.

"Except | think Y estar might not be too pleased with me. | forgot that 1suas would have to attend the
funeral and | bloodied her nose and blacked her eyesand | don't think there was enough time for the
hedler to fix things properly.”

We crane our necksto see over the crowd, but the Elves are tall and we can see little except for a
seaof green cloaks and tunicsand alot of long blond hair. Light cloud has blown in from the seaand the
day isdull and dightly chilly. The crowd is quiet, as befits the sad occasion.

"Do you think 1'd look good with blonde hair?" asks Makri.
"lI'venoidea”

"It looks good on the Elves.”

"Maybe. But only whores have blonde hair in Tura."

"That's not true," objects Makri. " Senator Lodius's daughter has bright golden hair, | saw her at the
chariot races."

"True. Blonde hair is sometimes affected by our aristocratic females. But no oneisgoing to mistake
you for an aristocrat with your red skin and pointy ears.”

"Y ou think | should buy a dresswhen we get home?"

"Makri, what isthis? | don't know anything about hair and dresses. | have enough trouble
remembering to button up my tunic in the morning. Weren't you going to take notes about the funerd for
your Guild College?'

"I am. Menta notes. | just wondered if maybe | should get adress. Y ou notice how Lady Y estar has
that blue eye make-up and she kind of fadesit into grey at the edges? How does she do that?'

"How the hell would | know? Isthisal connected to those young Elves? They seemed to like you
finetheway you are."

"Do you think s0? | thought they might be laughing a me. | noticed when | was talking about rhetoric
their eyeswere sort of glazing over. | think I might have been boring them. Andwhen | said | was
champion gladiator | wondered if they might think | was boasting. It probably put them right off."

| glower at Makri.

"Excuse me, I'm going to go and investigate something.”

"Whet?'

"Arything”

"But | need some advice."

"Pick afavourite and club him over the head.”

| walk off, keen to make an escape. Any observer might reasonably have assumed that Makri wasa



confident woman. Why abit of Elvish attention should reduce her to ababbling idiot is beyond me, but |
can't take any more of it. | drift around the edges of the crowd, not paying much attention to the funera
oration or the Elvish singing. | notice Gorith-ar-Dedl. Like me, he seemsto be skulking round the fringes
of the crowd.

Someone snags me as | pass. It's Harmon Half-Elf. He bends over to whisper in my ear, trying and
faling to look inconspicuous. "I did thetesting spell,”" hewhispers. A difficult procedure, without letting
anyone notice."

llArﬂ?l
"The Tree Priest'sbody was full of dwa," he says.

Lanius Suncatcher isright behind Harmon. The pair of them look pleased with themselves. For dl
their protestations, 1'd say they enjoyed the opportunity to act surreptitioudy. Sorcerersgenerdly likea
bit of intrigue.

It'saways gratifying when ahunch pays off. Elith said that Gulas abused her cruelly for usng dwa.
Y et there hewas, enjoying it himself.

"How much dwahad he taken?"

"Difficult to judge. Enough to put himto deep, I'd say.”

Strange. He wasn't degping when Elith stuck aknifein him. And somehow | doubt he'd be ableto
ingest much dwa after that. It would be good to know if my number one suspect, Gorith-ar-Del, has
been in recent contact with dwa Now that Harmon has used his spell he won't be ableto do it again till
herdearnsit, so | ask Laniusif he aso loaded in asuitable spell. Hetellsme he did. | discreetly point out
Gorith.

"Could you useit to find out if that EIf has been in contact?"

"My spdl isfor usng on acorpse. You hever said you wanted alive person tested.”

"Can't you improvise?'

Asan Investigating Sorcerer a the Abode of Justice, Lanius often encounters dwa, and must have
had to adapt his spells before. He agreesto giveit atry, and sidles off. Gorith-ar-Del pays him no heed

as he waks up behind him. The spell might lower the temperature around them dightly, but on acold day
like today Gorith might not notice. Lanius concentrates for a second or two, then heads back towards us.

"Beenin contact,” he says. "Definitely.”
Itsadamning piece of evidence againgt Gorith. I'm ddlighted to finaly have confirmation thet he's
been involved in thisbusiness.

After thefunera | wait around, wondering what to do. | should go and report to Vas-ar-Methet, but
| can't face telling him that his daughter redlly isamurderer. I'm standing amlessly in the clearing when
Makri appears.

"I'mintrouble" she says. "Lord Kdith was as angry asa Troll with atoothache about his daughter
appearing at the funerd looking like sheéd just fallen out of atree. Which, fortunatdly, iswhat she had the
presence of mind to tell him had happened. She's been banished to her room and forbidden to leave the
Pdace”

"At least you won't have to spend the rest of the day teaching Isuasto fight.”

Makri shakes her head. "She's still coming. She sent me amessage saying shelll meet me at the
cearingin thirty minutes.

"Isshe going to exit viaawindow and shin down atree?’

"Something likethat."

| congratulate Makri on improving the child's spirit in such ashort time.

"Possbly thefirst ever EIf child imbued with the—what was the word for insane Orc warrior?!

"Gaxeen. Yes, she'slearning al right. Too much Gaxeen in fact. Now | have to show her the Way of



the Sarazu.”

"Sarazu?'

"TheWay of the Contemplative Warrior. It'sakind of meditative trance for fighting. Very peaceful.
Y ou must be at one with the earth, the sky, the water and your opponent.”

"And thenyou kill him?"

"Sort of," saysMakri. "Although in the Way of the Sarazu, time doesn't exactly flow in agtraight line."

| shake my head. It doesn't take much of this sort of thing to confuse me.

" liked the Way of the Gaxeen better. Good luck with the kid."

Makri isn't lisening. She's staring intently at the Hesuni Tree. Thisgoeson for quite along time.
Finally she shakes her head and looks puzzled.

"Y ou know, | could swear the tree was communicating with me.”

"What did it say? Anything interesting?"

"I'm not sure. I'm only partidly Elf. But | thought it was saying you should stay around herefor a
while”

"It was amessage for me?"

I'm not too surprised. On an Elvish idand it was bound to happen sooner or later. Makri departs. |
take her advice and stick around, dinking into the shadows, where | can watch unseen. At least it will

dday having to see Vas. | have afeding that something is about to happen, though whether that's my
investigation or Makri's suggestion I'm not sure.

Darknessfdls. I'vefinished my wine. I've been puzzling over the significance of Gulastaking dwa
Elith swore he didn't. Something movesin the trees behind me. | Sit up and listen, then crawl forward,
careful not to make a sound. By the time I've advanced twenty yards or so | can make out two voices
though | can't see anyone.

| sense some dwa desling going on here. Lord Kdith is even more hopeless about policing hisidand
than I'd realised. He doesn't seem to be making any effort at al to stopit. | riseto my feet and command
my illuminated staff to burst into light, which it does, quite spectacularly. Two hooded Elves and one
bare-headed man look round in surprise and at the sght of me with my sword in my hand they flee. I'm
about to pursue them when another EIf steps out of the shadows. | whirl round and put my sword point
at histhroat.

"Wadl, well, Gorith-ar-Del. Sorry to interrupt you about your business. Not that you've been very
discreet about it. In Tural you'd have beeninjail along timeago.”

Gorith is speechless with anger.
"l imagine Lord Kalith will be pleased to find out what you've been up to."
Rather to my surprise, Lord Kalith chooses this moment to step out of the bushes.

"Lord Kalith desperately wishes that you had never come near Avula," he says, frigidly.
"Congratul ations on scaring off the dwadeders. And would you mind telling me why you have been
continualy interfering with my agent Gorith-ar-Del in the conduct of hisinvestigations?"



Chapter Eighteen

I'm picking moodily at my food. Camith, used to my hearty appetites, enquires solicitoudly if thereis
anything wrong with thefare. | tell him no, thefood is excdlent.

"But it was apoor day, investigation-wise. Elith-ir-Methet is guilty of murder and | have shown
myself to be an irredeemableidiot.”

My number one suspect in the case turned out to be Lord Kalith's specia agent with responsibility
for sorting out the dwa problem on Avula

"A job rendered considerably more difficult by your interference,” as Lord Kalith pointed out to me.
He further informed methat, far from ignoring events, hewaswell aware of the problems hisidand faced,
and had been trying to dedl with them discreetly.

"Gorith-ar-Del has more than once been on the verge of eradicating the dwa problem, aided by my
extremely able Sorcerer Jir-ar-Eth. In thisthey have been severdly hampered by you blundering about,
aarming everyone. Had it not been for you we would now have whoever isbehind the importing of dwa
safely behind bars.”

| doubt thisvery much. | defend myself, but without too much spirit. Kaith might beusng measa
scapegoat, but | can't deny 1've made something of ablunder in pursuing Gorith-ar-Del and quite
probably aerting the suspicions of the dwadedlers.

Makri arrives home late. She's sympathetic.

"He didn't even seem to believe we'd been attacked. When | described the masked Elves with
spears he strongly implied that they were a thazis-induced halucination. Seemed quite upset about itin
fact. | don't think Kdith redlly knowswhao's behind it adl, but whoever it is, I'm withdrawing from the
affair. | can't do any more."

After the painful interview with Kaith | had to tell Vas-ar-Methet that his daughter was guilty as
charged. A tree desecrator and amurdere.

"I'll put the mitigating circumstancesto Kdith beforethetrid. It might do some good.”
Vasthanked mefor my efforts, but his eyes had ahaunted look | never saw in them before.

"Areyou redly withdrawing?' asks Makri. "Y ou never do that. Even when your client isguilty. And
you've found out some odd things."

| raise my hands hopelessly to heaven.

"What have | found out? Almost nothing. The Tree Priest was full of dwawhen he died. Enough to
put aman to deep. Seems strange, but maybe Tree Priests can take alot of dwa. Elith swore he didn't
useit, but shed lieto protect his reputation. And Elith found a knife where no knife should have been, but
what of that, really? Maybe someone dropped it. The rest—the Tree desecration, the Elves acting
strangely—can all be accounted for by dwa and hopeless romance. I'm nowhere on this. I'velet Vas
down."

| make alate visit to the drinking den of the armourers. | drink alot of beer, but it failsto raise my



spirits. The armourers are cheerful at the prospect of severa days away from their forges but il
pessimistic about Avulas chancesin the dramatic competition.

"I saw the Corinthaians rehearsing the scene where Queen Leeuven leads an assault on the
Enchanter's tree fortress and it was nothing short of sensational,” reports a shield-maker. "It had
everything. Music. Drama. Excitement. Beautiful costumes. And asfor their Queen Leeuven .. " The EIf
makes acomicaly lustful face which makes everyonelaugh. "I can't see the Avulan company coming up
with anything to match that."

No one has actualy seen the Avulansrehearsing. Itisal being carried out in grest secrecy.

"No doubt to hide the extreme incompetence of Sofius-ar-Eth's production. What ever induced Lord
Kdlith to appoint that old Sorcerer as director isbeyond me."

The Sorcerer seemsto have even less support than before.

"He should've stuck to histrade. Okay, | admit he protected us from that tidal wave Six years ago.

He's good with the weather. And he made acloak of protection for Lord Kalith so fine that no blade has
ever penetrated it. No one's denying he's an excellent Sorcerer. But direct aplay? Pah!”

Thereisdill no dear favourite for the juggling competition, athough Shuthan-ir-Hemas is commonly
thought to be out of contention. Firees-ar-Key istill hot favourite to win the under-fifteens tournament.
No one has heard about Makri training Isuas. Thisat least isardlief. I'm till hopeful that | might pick up
afew winnings.

Perhapstactfully, the subject of Elith-ir-Methet isavoided. Her guilt is now firmly established, but no
onewantsto talk about it. Not to me, and not with so many visitors on theidand.

Droo, the young poet, makes alate appearance. She's more cheerful than the last time | saw her, and
shetellsmethat Lord Kdith hasreleased Lithias from prison with awarning that if he ever touches dwa
again hell be banished from theidand. Droo is grateful to me for getting her into see Lithiasin hiscell.

"If I can ever do you afavour, let me know."
"I will."

She goes off to talk and argue with her fellow poets on the hill. | leave soon afterwards, taking with
me a quantity of beer. Enough to get me through tomorrow, | hope, because I've no investigating to do
and I'velost my appetite for Elvish holidaying. | wish | wasback in Tural, cold asafrozen pixie or not. If
Elith is executed Sraight after thefestival, I'll fill be on Avula. The prospect of seeing my client hanged
puts me into amood of bleak depression and no amount of beer will chaseit away.

Next day | find mysdf wandering aimlesdy. Everywhere there are crowds of happy Elves. Bad things
may have happened on Avula, but their nightmares have gone and thereis afestival to be enjoyed.
Whole families gather in the clearings to watch the jugglers practising or listen to the choirs. The
temperature rises afew degrees and the sun shines on the idand.

"I hatethisplace," | say to Cicerius.

"I have found it to be congenid," repliesthe Deputy Consul.
We're standing in the shadow of the Tree Palace.

"Y ou don't have aclient facing execution.”

Ciceriuslooks pained. Before his duties as Deputy Consul started to take up dl histime, hewas
famed asalawyer. He'sthe finest orator in Turai but he has very rarely used his powers of speech to get
aperson condemned. Despite being abagtion of the traditiona eementsin the city, hisrolein the courts
has dmost aways been that of defender. He no more likes to see aman, woman or Elf go to the scaffold
than | do.

For thefirst time ever, Cicerius seemsto belogt for words. We stare at the Hesuni Tree.

"You did your best," he says, eventually.

Thefegtivd officidly startstomorrow. The juggling will take place around noon and will be followed



by the tournament. Next day it's the turn of the choirs and then there are three days of plays. Which
meansthat thisislsuasslast day of training. Having nothing better to do, | call in at the clearing to watch.
Makri and |suas are Sitting cross-legged on the grass, facing each other, eyes shut. Each hasasword on
her 1ap. They sit motionlessfor along time. The Way of the Sarazu, | presume. At least it doesn't seem to
involve Isuas being beaten haf to death.

Suddenly Isuas makes amove, grabbing for her sword. Before her fingers can even close on the hilt
Makri lifts her wegpon and bringsit down with great violence on her pupil's head. Blood spurts from
Isuas's forehead and she dumps forward on to the grass. Makri, ill cross-legged, reaches forward,
grabs Isuass hair and hauls her upright. She dapsthe young Elf's face three or four timestill eventudly
| suas regaiNs consci OUSNESS.

"Poor technique," says Makri. " Get back in position.”

"I'm bleeding," moans Isuas, wiping her forehead.

"Stop talking," says Makri. "And start meditating.”

Isuas, still groggy, forces herself back into position. They both close their eyes. | make a menta note
never to take meditation lessons from Makri, and leave themtoit. | walk back to Camith's, where |
spend the rest of the day Sitting staring out of the window till the sun goes down over the trees and the

moons appear in the sky. | don't fed any better. As miserable as a Niojan whore would bethe
appropriate expression, | imagine.

Chapter Nineteen

Onthefirst day of thefestiva Elvesfrom dl over Avula stream towards the tournament field. Singers
and ute players serenade the crowds. Isuasis dueto fight in the afternoon and Makri confessesto fegling
tense.

"If sheletsmedown I'll kill her."

She still won't say whether or not we should bet on her pupil.

"Walt till | seewhat the other fightersarelike."

After packing a spare wooden sword in abag for Isuas, she complains about not being able to bring
ared blade, but it's calanith to take wegponsto the festival.

"Who knows what might happen at the tournament? If some of these fifteen-year-olds get out of
hand well regret not having swordswith us."

Makri isstill wearing the floppy pointed hat she got from Isuas. Only Elvish children wear them, but
Makri likesit. She's painted her toenails gold and is wearing a short green tunic borrowed from Camith.
Through her nose she hasanew gold ring with asmall jewd init, borrowed from Camith'swife. All inadl,
it'sanotable get-up and even though the Elves are getting used to her it doesn't prevent them from staring
aswe pass.

Some stands have been set up for the convenience of important guests such as Prince Dees-Akan,



but the great mass of the audience just perches on the grass round the clearing, which, dipping dightly
towards the centre, acts as anatura amphitheatre. Makri is politely accosted by one of the Elveswho
showed such an interest in her a the funerd. | dip away and look for Voluth the shield-maker, who has
promised to introduce meto the loca bookmaker. Whilst searching | meet the young poet Droo, who
beams a mein afriendly manner and tellsme I'm just the man she's been looking for.

"I want to do you afavour, large Human," she says.

| frown. | thought sheld got over the "large Human" bit.

"Okay, | could do with afavour. What isit?"

"Last night at the clearing | heard you talking about making a bet."

| start to get more interested. | had feared that the favour might turn out to be apoem in my honour.
Droo informs me that whileit isa surprise to her that betting goes on at the festiva, she thinks she might
be ableto givemeahint.

"What do you mean, ahint?'

"Onawinner."

"Y oumean atip?'

"That'sright. A tip." Droo beams. "Do you gamble muchin Turai?"

"All thetime"

"And you get drunk?'

"Every minute I'm not gambling.”

Droo lookswistful.

"I wish | could visit aHuman city. It soundslike fun. Y ou know my father won't even let me smoke
thazis?It'snot fair.”

"Y ou were saying something about atip?'

"That'sright. Y ou should bet on Shuthan-ir-Hemasto win the juggling.”

| make aface. That's not much of atip.

"What about her dwa addiction?"

"That'sthe point,” says Droo, brightly. "She hasn't had any dwafor three days. | know, because she's
been staying at Lithias's house since her parents kicked her out of the family tree. She says she's
determined to make anew start and has renounced dwa and she's been practising her juggling like mad,
and redlly, last night | saw her give asensationd performance when no one elsewas around. And | heard
the armourers say how no one will be betting on her because everyone thinks shelll be usaless. So won't

that mean you get good odds?' Droo looks doubtful. "Unless I've got that wrong. | don't really
understand gambling.”

"No, you've got it exactly right. The odds on her will be high. Y ou're sure she'sgoing to put on a
good performance?’

Drooissure. I'm till not certain, because it takes alot longer than three days to kick a dwa habit.
Stll, if she'sdetermined to do well, it might be worth awager. | thank Droo, and hurry off to find Voluth.
I've got abag of gurans plus some Elvish currency. Makri has entrusted me to place betsfor her.

Voluth introduces me to a bookmaker who's situated himsdlf in the hollow of alargetreejust far
enough from the clearing to avoid giving offenceto Lord Kalith and the Council of Elders. The
bookmaker—an elderly Elf, and a very wise-looking one at that—is offering twenty to one on Shuthan,
with few takers. It'sabit of arisk, but at these odds | take it.

With so many of Avulaslower-class Elvesin attendance, there is more than one stdl selling beer, so
| pick up severd flagons and hunt for Makri. | find her on adight hillock, agood position to view the
event. Her Elvish admirer isnot that pleased to find me barging in, but he's not making much progress
with Makri anyway. She'stoo preoccupied with Isuassfate.



| inform Makri that I've bet on Shuthan-ir-Hemas.

"Bit of arisk, isntit?'

"Good tip from Droo the poet.”

Makri isless confident, but too busy thinking about the tournament to give me ahard time.
Persondly, I'm gtarting to fed more dive. Thingsin the case of Elith-ir-Methet may be disastrous, but any
time | get round to gambling | find my problemsjust fading away.

Singers and tumblers are stralling through the crowd asthe jugglerstake the field. Asthis competition
serves merdly to introduce the festival, and is not considered to be on the same artistic plane asthe later
dramatic events, it gets underway with very little ceremony. Jugglers, mainly young, march into the centre
of the arenaand do their act while the audience cheers on their favourites. I'm impressed with the
performances. I've seen alot of thissort of thing in Tura, but the Elves seem to have taken the art further.
Usath, the juggler whom we saw practising earlier, has the crowd roaring as she keeps seven balls
looping through the air, an incredible performance in my opinion, though Makri professes hersdlf to be
uninterested.

"Wake me up when something cultura happens” she says.

Despite her protestations Makri is dl attention when Shuthan-ir-Hemas takesthe field. We have a
hefty bet on thisyoung EIf, dthough the opinion of the crowd is till that Shuthan will certainly trip over
her own feet and embarrass the wholeidand.

Shuthan does exactly the opposite. She comeson in her bright yellow costume with adetermined air,
hopping and tumbling for all shesworth and, despite a shaky start and alittle trouble with her early
rhythm, she goes on to give a performance that thrills the audience. Great cheers go up when she equas
Usath'staly of seven ballsin the air at once and when she adds an eighth and keepsit going for afull
minute the crowd are up on their feet shouting their approval.

No oneis shouting louder than me. | rush to pick up my winnings. An excellent start to the festival.
And it isat thismoment, while| am re-energised by asubstantia win, that it suddenly becomes clear to
me what has been going on with regard to Elith-ir-Methet and the shocking murder of the Tree Priest.
Two Elves, complaining about some early gambling losses, are saying to each other that Shuthan's
unexpectedly good juggling has cost them the cloaks off their backs. | get to thinking about cloaks and it
grikesmethat firstly | may well be ableto save Elith'slife, and secondly | am gtill number one chariot
when it comesto investigating.

| hurry back to Makri with our winnings. She's about to meet up with Isuas and accompany her to
thefield of combat. | wish her good luck.

"I'd dtill liketo know if Isuasisworth abet."

Makri motionsfor meto go aong with her. When we near the centre of the field where the
combatants are gathering, Makri halts and points out one of the fightersto anearby EIf.

"That one. How does herate?"

"One of the best,” the EIf informs her. "The under-fifteens champion of Corinthd."

Makri takes the wooden sword from her bag, strides up to the Corinthaian youth and without
warning makesacut at him. The Corinthalian, taken by surprise, gill managesto parry the blow. Makri
backs away, leaving the young EIf looking puzzled.

"Bet your cloak on lsuas," says Makri.

"What?"

"If he's one of the favourites, then bet everything we have on Isuas.”

| can't see how Makri can possibly have made such ajudgement after only one stroke, but | trust her
when it comesto fighting. | retrace my steps to the bookmaker's, stopping on the way to tell Osath the

cook thet, in the opinion of her esteemed trainer, |suas stands not only an excellent chance of winning her
first bout but will do well in the rest of the tournament. The cook and his companions are sceptical.



"Well, that'swhat Makri says, and when it comesto single combat she's an excellent judge.”

By thistime the entrants for the tournament have been announced. I'm too far away from thefield to
see Lord Kdith'sface when he learnsfor thefirgt timethat his youngest daughter has made alate entry
into theligts, but | can imagine his surprise. | can foresee some hested domestic argumentsin the near
future between him and Lady Y estar, but what is doneis done, and family honour will not alow himto
withdraw his daughter once the announcement has been made.

| arrive back at the clearing with adip of paper in my pocket acknowledging that | have alarge
wager on Isuas at the excdllent odds of five hundred to one to win the tournament outright, with another
bet on her winning her firgt fight. Normdly, for an event likethisI'd have alarge-scale plan of campaign
worked out and I'd be betting on severa of the contestants to cover mysdlf, but | haven't redly had time
to organise such astrategy, nor the opportunity to study every entrant'sform. I'll just have to cope with
any emergencies aswe go aong.

There are Sixty-four entrants, eight of them femde. It's a straight knockout competition, so to win the
tournament afighter will have to defeat Six opponents. Thefirst bout isaready under way. | watch with
interest asthe two young contestants engage rather tentatively with their wooden swords. The fightersare
meant to hold back dightly and not ddliver blows that might severely damage their opponent. An
experienced Elf judges each fight. The firgt fighter to inflict what would be lethal damage, were ared
wespon being used, is declared the winner. The spectacle takes place right in front of Lord Kalith and
Lady Yedtar, and | cantell from Kalith's face that he was not pleased to learn of his daughter's entry.
Around methe crowd are still talking of little else, and the common opinion isthat their ruler haslost his
sensesin inflicting such an orded on his notorioudy weak daughter.

Thefirst bout comesto an end when thefighter from Ven delivers anesat cut to the throat of the
Avulan and the judge waves asmadll red flag indicating that the affair is over. The winner departsto
generous applause. For al their fondness for poetry and trees, Elves are keen swordsmen, and
aopreciate any display of martia skills,

Makri and Isuas are Sitting on the grass a the front. | use my body weight to force my way through
till I'm close enough to lend assistance if necessary. Makri, lone bearer of Orcish blood in ahuge crowd
of Elves, might possibly find herself in sometroubleif anything goes badly wrong. 1suas|ooks nervous but
doesn't have long to wait. Her opponent isafellow Avulan, atal lad of fourteen who advanceswith a
grin on hisface that implies that he knows he has easy passage into the next round. He has awooden
sword in one hand and awooden dagger in the other. From theway he holdsthem | can tell that he's
thinking that while he had better not serioudy damage the daughter of Lord Kalith, heisn't going to have
to try too hard to defeat her. The crowd crane their necksin anticipation, but asit turns out thereislittle
to see. Isuas's opponent makes alazy attack and 1suas quickly and confidently parries the blow and runs
her sword up hisarm to his neck. The lad looks surprised, the judge holds up hisred flag, and thefight is
over. Isuastrots back to Makri an easy winner with the crowd wondering if Isuasjust got lucky or
whether her opponent let her win.

"Daughter of Lord Kdith or not," saysthe EIf next to me, "she won't get it so easy in the next round.”

| collect up my winnings, place another bet on Isuas for the next round, then cut through the crowd in
thedirection of Lady Y estar. | have some trouble reaching her and am obliged to elbow afew attendants
out of theway. Yedar smilesas| arrive.

"An excedllent victory. Who would have thought Makri could do so much in such ashort time?'

Beside usKalith isbeing congratulated by the Turanian Ambassador. He acknowledgesthe
compliment but he soundslike an EIf Lord who's suffered a severe shock. | lower my voice to awhisper.

"Lady Yesar, | need afavour. It concerns Elith-ir-Methet. And whoever isin charge of Lord Kdlith's
wardrobe. . ."

Lady Yestar leansforward, and listensto what | haveto say.
The sixty-four entrants are whittled down to thirty-two. | see quite alot of good fighters, and severa



excellent ones. Each idand has sent their junior champions and the combat is of avery high sandard.
Best by far isFirees-ar-Key, the son of Y ulis-ar-Key, finest warrior on Avula. Fireesislargefor hisage
and wouldn't look out of place on the battlefield. Hisfirst opponent is swept away in seconds and the
crowd baysin appreciation. Fireesisthe firm favourite and is being offered at odds of just two to one, by
No Means a generous price in acompetition of this nature.

The second round gets under way. Firees skilfully dispatches one of the favouritesfrom Ven and
another bright hope from Avulais defeated in along struggle by agirl from Corintha. The sun shines
down on the arena and the watching Elves burst into applause each time they see a skilful manoeuvre,
Makri stsquietly with Isuas, offering afew words of encouragement. Soon it's her turn again and thereis
some collective intaking of breath from the crowd when it is seen that her next opponent isVardis, a
youth of striking size from Ven who carries awooden sword that appears to have been made from the
branch of aparticularly large tree. He towers over Isuas and looks like an EIf who does not intend to
show any mercy to his opponent, daughter of aLord or not.

He legps at Isuas and beats her back with a series of heavy blows. Isuas gives ground, retresting step
after sep till it seemslike she must soon run out of room. However, as Vardis thrusts forward with a
stroke that would gut an ox, Isuas camly takes the sword on the edge of her dagger and usesVardiss
momentum to turn him round, an advanced technique of which Makri isamaster. Vardisfinds himsdf
looking in the wrong direction and Isuas wastes no time in samping vicioudy on the back of hisleg,
which brings him down on one knee. She smashes her forearm into the back of hisneck, sending him
dumping to the ground, and then runs her sword over hisback in amotion that, if performed with ared
wespon, would let daylight into hisvital organs.

Thereis pandemonium in the crowd. The Avulans cheer with ddight and the VVenians complain about
the brutal manner in which I suas has won the fight. Nothing she did was against the rules, however, and
the judge declares her the winner. Lord Kalith's mouth is hanging open in shock. Beside him Lady Y estar
has abroad smile, and applauds along with the other dignitaries.

Asthe second round continues | consider what €l se needs to be done, and go in search of
Gorith-ar-Dél. | find him close to the bookmaker's.

"Making abet?' | enquire politely.
"No."

"Y ou should. I've picked up abundle. I'm starting to enjoy life on Avula. And I'm soon going to
enjoy it more. After the tournament, I'm going to unmask the killer of Gulas-ar-Thetos."

"Thekiller isdready known," says Gorith.

"Wrong. Thekiller isnot known. But if you want to be one of the first to know, stick closeto me.”

Gorithtdlsme sharply thet if | have any information regarding crime on Avulal should inform Lord
Kdithimmediadly.

"It can wait till after the tournament. Makri's student is putting up afine performance, don't you
think?'

| return to the wise old EIf in charge of the book to relieve him of alittle more cash. Osath isthere,
and he's mighty pleased with me. Despite Isuas's good showing so far, few other Elves are backing her
and we still manage to get twenty to one on the third round. No one else can redlly believe that Isuas can
possibly make any further progress.

Isuas, however, ismaking an excdlent attempt. With Makri keeping her calm between bouts, she
dispatches her next two opponentsin askilful if somewhat brutal manner. Thetrainer of a Corinthalian
fighter actualy complainsin public to Lord Kalith after Isuas|eaves him rolling round in agony with a
series of wicked blows to the shins and ankles, followed by asword pomme full in the face. The fighter
from Corinthal hasto be carried from the field and there are somefairly aghast expressions on the faces
of the onlookers, the Corinthalian supporters howling their disapprova. Makri is unperturbed. Anything
not actudly illegd isfinein her eyes. The Avulans don't seem to mind either. They may be astonished a



the sight of gentle young I suas dedling out destruction on al sdes, but they're with her dl the way.

I suas progresses without too much difficulty through her next fight and isnow inthefind. | am reliably
informed by those close to me that there has never been such excitement here before. It's unprecedented
for arank outsider like Isuas to make such ashowing. Asthefina bout between Isuas and
Firees-ar-Key approaches, the crowd isin agate of extreme animation. The only person il sitting is
Lord Kdlith, who remains motionless, unable to bdieve that the Orc woman hastrained his daughter to
fight likethisin just over awesek.

Fireeshimsdf has shown excellent form. In the semi-find he faced ayouth from Ven who was
favourite with many of the crowd and afighter of unusud skill. The adroitnessthat Firees showed in
overcoming him leavesthe mgority of Elves dill certain that he must be the winner. The bookmaker has
Firees asfavourite a eight to leven but is now only offering five to four on Isuas. I've aready picked up
plenty on Kalith's daughter and | back her again in thefinal, but | so bet against her to cover mysdif,
which isthe prudent thing to do in the circumstances.

Right now I'm about as happy asan Elf in atree. Infact I'm happier than most of the Elvesin the
trees. Successful gambling and a solution to the mystery, dl in one day. | shouldn't have succumbed to
depression, redly, but | don't blame mysdlf. If you put aman in astrange land, deprive him of beer and
give hisclient aredly hard time, you can't expect him to remain cheerful in dl circumstances.

Thefighterswak out. The crowd bellowsin anticipation. Lady Y estar haslong ago abandoned al
aristocratic reserve and is up on her feet cheering. The Council of Elders show every sign of equally
enjoying the event. I'd say that Kalith's daughter's performance can only raise his status with his subjects.
Even our Turanian Prince, not well disposed towards Makri, cheers as Isuas, thin, puny but determined,
raises her sword againgt the formidable Firees-ar-Key.

Both fighters make a cautious start. Having got thisfar, neither wishes to make afoolish mistake early
on. Makri, who up till now has remained impassively on the sidelines, findly givesin to the tenson and
risesto her feet to yell encouragement to her pupil. Beside her isaman who, from the family
resemblance, | taketo be Y ulis-ar-Key himsdlf, the mighty warrior.

Thefight quickly heets up, with Firees having dightly the best of it. He gradually forces | suas back,
aways searching for an opening. Isuas defends stoutly, but at no time does she have the opportunity to
attack. After saverd minutes of fighting | can seethat if it goeson likethis, Isuaswill tirelong before her
stronger opponent.

Misfortune strikes. 1suas drops her dagger when she mistimes a parry and suddenly finds herself at a
disadvantage. Firees senses victory and movesin with renewed vigour. He forces | suas back to the edge
of the crowd, but just asit seemsthat he must soon overwhelm her, something seemsto go off insdethe
younger Elf and she abruptly mounts one of the most furious attacks ever seen on the tournament field.
Shefliesat Fireeswith afury that whipsthe crowd into afrenzy, afrenzy that becomes even greater
when she lands a stroke on Fireess sword hilt, which causes him to drop his guard for afraction of a
second. In one fluid movement Isuas kicks him in theribs, sending him flying backwards, and she takes
the opportunity to quickly retrieve her dagger from the grass. The fighters again hurl themsdves at each
other. It seemsto methat the fight hasin fact got rather out of hand, though neither the judge nor the
audience seemsto mind.

Thefighterstire, but neither of them loses spirit. No longer moving so fredly, they stand facing eech
other, thrusting and parrying. Isuas looks close to exhaustion. Under afurious barrage of blows her legs
dart to giveway. Fireesrains blow after blow down on her till Isuasison her knees. Findlly Fireesbrings
his sword down in atremendous cut that shatters Isuas's sword. Hetriesto follow up, but Isuastwists
her body to avoid the strike, leaps to her feet and sprints towards the stands. Firees, momentarily puzzled
a her flight, ssts off in pursuit.

The crowd, thinking that Isuasisfleeing the field, cheer and clap in anticipation of Fireessvictory, but
Isuasis not leaving. Rather she reaches the stands, grabs an elderly member of the Council of Eldersby
his tunic and hauls him off his chair. She then picks up the chair, whirls round and lands a crushing blow



on the head of the advancing Firees-ar-Key. The chair splintersinto tiny pieces. Fireesis sunned. His
armsdrop to hissdes.

"Die, cusux!" roars |suas, then kicks him in the groin, stamps on his knee, and managesto chop him
inthe throat and claw his eyes as he falls unconscious to the ground.

For asecond or two the only noise to be head is Makri whooping in triumph from the sidelines. Then
chaos erupts in the crowd. Isuas has set new standards in foul play. She's destroyed her opponent by the
use of practicaly every illegal tactic in the book, and she's roundly condemned for her tactics. On the
other hand, no one can deny that she showed alot of spirit.

Fireessfather isoutraged. He rushes on to the field and in his haste to reach his son he bats | suas out
of theway. Makri criesin protest and races after him. I'm aready on my way, fearing the worgt, but the
next thing anyone knows Makri and Y ulis are facing up to each other, wooden swordsin hands, and
trading blows. Fortunately the Elvesin attendance bring it to aswift hdt, rushing on to thefield to drag
them gpart.

| keep close to Makri, who throws off the Elveswho try to hold her, and pushes her way through to
Isuas. When she reaches the young EIf she picks her up and hugs her.

"Well done," she says.

Isuas ooks happier than I've ever seen her. Neither she nor Makri seemsat al concerned that she
will be disqudified, and Firees proclamed the winner.

"Who cares?' says Makri. "He's unconscious and Isuasis ill on her fegt.”

Makri turnsto me.

"Y ou remember the EIf who attacked usin the clearing? It was him, the father, Y ulis-ar-Key."
"Areyou sure?'

"Of course. As soon aswe traded blows again | recognised his style."

Lady Yestar appears, smiling broadly. She sweeps Isuas up in her arms and congratul ates her.

"I'll see you both at the reception at the Palace," she saysto us, before taking Isuas off to have her
cuts and bruisestreated by ahedler.

Thewhole day has been so exciting that it only now strikes me that 1suas's disqualification has cost
me agreat deal of money.

"A shame," agreesMakri. "But it had to be done. Did we win anything?'

"Sure. | bet on her for the previousfive fights. We won plenty. I'm back on top form. When we get
to the Tree Paace, I'm going to unmask a murderer.”

Chapter Twenty

Lord Kalith hosts a post-tournament reception at the Tree Palace. Asthe attendants open the doors
for us, Makri receives plenty of congratulaionsfor her successwith Isuas. I'm not really surprised. 1suas



might have been disqudified, but the Elves can tell agood fighter when they see one. When the next Orc
War happens dong, no onewill care about fighting fairly.

The Pdaceisfull of dignitaries. | see Lord Lisith-ar-Moh, who previoudy encountered Makri in
Tural, congratulating Kdith.

"It was clever of you to hire her to train your daughter.”

"Indeed,” replies Kaith weskly.

Lady Y estar seeks us out.

"How ishetaking it?" | ask, indicating her husband.

"Still getting used to it. The incident with the chair was aterrible shock. And no Elvish father likesto

hear his daughter using Orcish oaths. But heis pleased, redly. He used to worry terribly about Isuas's
weskness."

"He won't have to do that any more.”

Lady Yestar knows I'm not here to make polite conversation. | ask her if she can arrange for meto
Spesk privatdy with Lord Kdith. A few minuteslater Makri and | find ourselves ushered through a door
on to a secluded bal cony that overlooks the pools by the Hesuni Tree.

"What isit that is so important?”
"Elith-ir-Methet isinnocent.”
Kalith's eyes gleam with annoyance. "I have told you dready—"

| interrupt him, ruddly. ™Y ou can hear it first or you can heer it after | tell everyone else. Either way is
finewithme"

"Very well, Investigator.”

"Elith became addicted to dwa. It made her crazy, asyou know. But she didn't damage the Tree and
shedidn't kill Gulas. Both crimes were committed by Lasas, Gulass brother. He damaged the treeto
discredit Gulas because hewasinsandly jealous of his brother's rel ationship with Elith. He loved her too,
unfortunately. When you threw Elith in prison, Lasas spread it around that it was Gulas who accused her,
which wasn't true. Lasas had done the accusing after he found Elith conveniently unconscious at the scene
of the crime. | don't know if that was just lucky for Lasas, or if he saw to it that she had plenty of dwa at
just the right moment. Either way, he harmed the Tree and made sure she took the blame. But that wasn't
the worst. He encouraged Elith to leave her confinement and confront Gulas, but Gulas was dead by the
time she got there. Lasas drugged him and stabbed him. If you want proof, I've two Sorcerers who will
testify that the priest was so full of dwa before he died he couldn't have stood up, |et done talked.”

"Thisisinsane" protests Kdith.

"Not at al. I'm giving you a precise account of what happened, which | would have been ableto do
much earlier had you not obstructed me at every turn. When Elith arrived a the Hesuni Tree, Gulaswas
aready dead in the bushes. Lasas then did something very cunning. He put on ahooded cloak and
pretended to be Gulas, which wasn't too difficult, given that Elith was again full of dwa, and only barely in
touch with redlity. He tormented her till she couldn't take it any more. She picked up the knife that Lasas
hed |eft for her and lashed out at him. | don't know if her stroke would have been lethd or not, but it
didn't matter. Lasas had taken the precaution of stealing one of your excellent cloaks of protection from
the Tree Pdlace. A cloak that will turn any blade. And, as proof of that, I've already checked with your
wardrobe attendant. He confirms that one of the protection cloaks that Sofius-ar-Eth made for you is
missing. Lasas then crawled off into the bushes, hid the cloak, and pretended to arrive a the scene of the
crime aong with everyone dse. Including Elveswho had seen Elith stab Gulas, or so they thought.

"Which makes Elith innocent of al crimes. | admit she might be held to have attempted to murder
someone, but that someone was dead long before she got there. Lasas, however, is about as guilty asan
Elf can get. He damaged the Tree to discredit his brother and then he killed his brother through rage and
jealousy and tried to pin the crime on the woman who had spurned him. | suggest you lock him up as



soon as possible.”
Lord Kaith isdoubtful.

"I believeit to betrue," says Gorith-ar-Del, stepping forward. "At the very least, we should subject
Lasas-ar-Thetos to some stringent interrogation and have our Sorcerersinvestigate him in the greatest
Oetail."

"Areyou telling methat my new Tree Priest isthe one behind al my recent troubles? Did heinitiate
the importing of dwaon to Avula?'

"Interegtingly enough, hedidn't,” | reply. "While he was busy trying to discredit hisbrother, theriva
branch of the Tree Priest's family wastrying to discredit them both. They brought it in to start ascanda
around the Hesuni Tree. | imagine they hoped that onceit was known that Gulas couldn't prevent the
sacred Tree from being besmirched and abused, their claim to the Priesthood would be taken more
serioudy.”

"Do you have any proof of thisdlegation?"

"Not exactly. But ever snce | started digging into the affair I've been under attack from various
persons. Some of them were Human, probably sailors who've called here on the pretext of trade, but one
of them was avery fine Elvish swordsman. Best swordsman on Avulain fact. Yulis-ar-Key. Hewas
measked, but Makri recognises hisstyle.”

Makri, quiet up till this moment, confirmsthis. Kadith consders my words.

"Y ulisishead of the branch of the family who contest the Tree Priesthood,” | point out. "1 think you'l
findit al addsup."

"Have them brought to me—" commands Kalith, but that's as far as he gets. No one has noticed the
appearance of Y ulis-ar-Key on the balcony. We soon notice that, while we are dl without weapons,
Y ulis has somehow managed to procure two fine swords, which he brandishes menacingly.

"1 will not be subjected to sorcerous examination like acommon crimind,” he snarls.
"Why not?' | retort. "It would be entirdly fitting."

Yulisrushesat us. Thingslook bad till Makri stepsinto his path. Y ulis brings each sword down at
her. Almost quicker than the eye can see, Makri raises her arms, deflecting each blade with her metal
wristbands. She then stepsin and butts Y uliswith her head. Y ulis howls and drops his swords. Ashe
goes down he grabs Makri by the leg and they crash through the thin fence at the edge of the balcony.
They plunge over the edge into the pool, far below.

We stare over the edge. Elves are already running from al directions towards the water.

"Shecan't swim," | yell. There are some tense moments before Makri is hauled out by her rescuers.
Moments later, Y ulis struggles out of the pool and isimmediately apprehended.

Lord Kalith looks down at the scene below. He frowns, and utters an Elvish oath.
"Did she havetofdl right into the sacred pool 7' he says. "'l just had it ritudly cleansed.”

* % %

Two dayslater I'm lounging on the grassin the large dearing, feding satisfied. The plays have
commenced. As| expected, I'm finding them alittle highbrow for my tastes but I've aplentiful supply of
beer and afine reputation as an Investigator. Number one chariot, and no one can deny it. Elith is out of
jal. It couldn't be said that her nameis exactly cleared. After dl, she did go wild under the influence of
dwa, and she did make an atempt on the life of an EIf she believed to be Gulas. But there are plenty of
mitigating circumstances. Besides, whatever she might have meant to do, she didn't actualy kill anyone,
and isinnocent in the eyes of the law. Vas-ar-Methet has taken her home and has high hopes of
rehabilitating her with hishedling powers and the love of hisfamily.

Y ulisand Lasas arein prison. Both branches of the priestly family are now in disgrace. Lord Kdith
will have some serious thinking to do before he makes a new appointment, but it can wait till after the



festiva, when theidand isempty of vistors. Cicerius has expressed his satisfaction at the services|'ve
performed on theidand, and Kdlith istoo fair-minded not to be grateful.

Makri is now something of an Avulan hero, and not only for her amazing resultswith Isuas. The story
of how she defeated the finest swordsman on the idand without the aid of aweapon has been the talk of
the festival. Isuas wishes to learn how to head-butt her opponents, and Droo has already composed
severd poems about the affair. She has dso composed one about my investigating triumph, which she
brought to my house.

"Droo likesyou," says Makri. "Strange, | never saw you as afather figure to disaffected young
Elves"
"Very funny. Isanything ever going to happenin thisplay?'
I'm bored with the drama. The Avulan version of the tale of Queen Leeuven isnot stirring. Makri tells
methat I'm missing the finer artistic points, but | long for something exciting to happen. I'm gtarting to
agree with the Elves who regarded Sofius-ar-Eth as a poor choice of director.

"I'm puzzled about something," says Makri, Spping beer. "Who were those masked Elveswho kept
chasing usround?'

"l don't know. I'm puzzled myself. Part of the gang, | suppose, though they don't ssemtofitin.”

Infront of us, Queen Leeuvenisradlying her army. Suddenly, from nowhere, ahuge crowd of
spear-widding villains appear on stage, march around for afew seconds, then disappear again. The
crowd gasps. The masked Elves appear again and there is some frantic dramatic fighting as Queen
Leeuven's supporters battle with the spearmen, who magicaly vanish, only to reappesar at the other sde
of the stage.

The crowd go wild, clapping and cheering at this new dramatic innovation.
"Right," says Makri.

"Indeed. They were part of the play.”

"That must be why Kalith appointed a Sorcerer as hisdirector.”
"Hewastrying to beef up the production.”

We gtare at proceedings. I'm feding alittle foolish. All thetime | thought they were after usthey were
just rehearsing for the festival.

"It'slow culture," objects Makri. "Chegp stage effects detract from the drama.”
"I likeit. But when | get back to Tural, I'm leaving this bit out of the story."



