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Thraxas and the Sorcerers

Thraxas may not look the part, being overweight and overbrained, and more interested in his next
glass of beer than justice, but if youlre in trouble in Turai this portly private eyeis your only

hope.

Winter has cometo Turai, and Thraxasis discontented. He' d rather be indoors sipping beer by aroaring
fire, but, having once again gambled away hisladt fat fee, financia necessity has him walking those mean
(and snowbound) streets for ameadly thirty guransaday. Then Cicerius, the city’ s Deputy Consul and
possibly the only honest (though conceited) politician in Turai, wants Thraxas to be an undercover agent,
working behind the scenery a the upcoming Assemblage of the Sorcerers Guild. The Guild ismeseting to
elect anew head sorcerer, and Cicerius and other prominent officials are determined that the new head
of the Guild will beaTuranian.

Thraxas would rather be anywhere than among that Assemblage of Sorcerersfrom al the civilized
lands—he once failed the exams to become a sorcerer, and that embarrassment till rankles. And Turai is
presently abit short of world-class sorcerers, so the city’s candidate is Lisutaris. Sheis undeniably
powerful but dso ishopeessy addicted to smoking thazis weed. Findly, only members of the Sorcerers
Guild and Turanian officialswill be admitted to the gathering. So Cicerius proposesto revive the
long-defunct post of Tribune of the People and the first Tribune in more than a century will be Thraxas,
who long ago decided to have nothing to do with palitics.
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But the perpetudly indigent private eye needsthefee. And it isnot wiseto say “no” to Cicerius. Not that
Thraxas won'’t soon have reasons to regret taking the case: when he learns that the most deadly n
inthe Assassin Guild iscoming to town, reportedly to eiminate Lisutaris, when the sorcerer most favored
to win the eection ismurdered and Lisutarisis the prime suspect; and when it beginsto seem very
unlikely that Thraxaswill liveto collect hisfee.

Andif Thraxasdoessurvive, can Tura itsdf survive having aloose cannon like Thraxas as agovernment
offiad?
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Chapter One

Tura isinthe grip of one of the fiercest wintersin memory. Iceliesin thick sheets over the frozen streets.
Snhow falsincessantly from the grey sky. The vicious north wind whipsit through the dleyways, whereit
comesto rest in huge banks deep enough to bury aman. The citizens groan in frozen misery and the
church sends up prayersfor relief. The poor huddle miserably in their dumswhile the wedthy hide behind
the walls of their mansions. In the taverns, grest log fires struggle to keep the cruel westher at bay. Deep
ingdetheimperid paace, the King's Sorcerers expend their powersin keeping the Royd family warm.
Winter inTura ishell.

Three hours before dawn, the snow isfdling heavily and the wind is howling. No creature dares show its
face. The beggars, whores, dogs, dwaaddicts, thieves and drunks that normally infest the streets have
vanished. Even the lunatics have better sense than to invite death in the gppalling cold. No oneisoutside.
No one would be so foolish. Except for me. I'm Thraxas the Investigator. In the course of my work, |
often do foolish things.

I’m down at the docks, looking for aman the Trangport Guild suspects of stealing shipments of dragon
scales. Dragon scales are vauable items but the rare cargoes that arrivein Tural have been going missing
amost as soon asthey arrive. The Guild has hired me because it believesthat one of its officia s has been
seding from their harbour-front warehouses. Theideaisthat | catch himin the act. It never seemed like
that greet an ideato me, but | needed the money.

I’m hiding behind alow wall in the freezing darkness. | can fed the frost gathering on my face. I'm tired,
hungry and | need abeer. My legs have gone numb. I’'m as cold astheice queen’ s grave and that’ salot
colder than | want to be. I'm in avery bad mood. There’ sno sign of the suspect, who goes by the name
of Rezox. No sign of anyone. Why would there be? Only a crazy person would be out on anight like
this. I’ ve been shivering for two hoursand | figureif he doesn’t show up in the next few minutes|’m
giving up and going home. Dragon scales may be vauable, but they’ re not worth freezing to death for.
The only thing that’ s keeping me diveisthe spdl that warms my cloak, but the warming spell iswearing
thin.

| think | hear something. I’m no more than ten yards from the warehouse but it’ s difficult to make out
anything through the driving snow. The door of the warehouseis opening. A large man wrapped in furs
emerges, carrying abox. That’sgood enough for me. I ve no intention of hanging round any longer than |
haveto, so | struggle to my feet and clamber over thelow wall. Unsheathing my sword, | walk up behind
him. The howling wind prevents Rezox from hearing my approach, and when | bark out his name he
spinsroundindarm.
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“What—7"

“Rezox. I’'m arresting you for stedling dragon scales. Let’'sgo.”

Rezox gares at me while the snow settles on the fursthat shroud his face and body.
“Thraxasthe Investigator,” he muttersfindly, low down so it’ s difficult to catch.
“Let’'sgo,” | repedt.

“And why would | go with you?’

“Because |I’'m freezing to deeth out here and if you don’t start walking I’ m going to dug you and carry
you off. Easy or difficult, | don’'t mind, just solong asit’squick.”

Despite the interruption to his crimind activities, Rezox doesn’t seem perturbed. He lays down the box
carefully then Saresat me again.

“So what do you want?’
“A warmbed. Let'sgo.”
“Y ou want money?’

He strying to bribe me. Of course. The cold has made me dow-witted. | shake my head. | don’'t want
money.

“Gold?’

| shake my head again.

“Women?’

| sare at him blankly. I just want to get home.

Wrapped in hisfurs, Rezox doesn’'t look cold, but he' s puzzled.

“Areyou saying you can't be bribed?’

“Just get in the cart, Rezox. I’'m cold and | want to go home.”

Thewind intensifies and Rezox hasto raise his voice to make himsdlf heard.

“Everyonein Tura can be bribed. I've paid off Senators. I’'m damned if I’m going to be arrested by a
chegp Private Investigator from Twelve Seas. What isit you want?’

| don’t seem to want anything.

Rezox clgps his hands. The snow muffles the sound, but it’ s enough to bring two men out from the
warehouse, each one carrying asword and neither looking like he’ Il mind using it.

“Let’ sbereasonable, Thraxas. Just take alittle money and walk away. Hell, it' s not like the Transport
Guild can’'t spare afew dragon scales.”

| raise my sword acouple of inches. Rezox has onefind attempt at talking me out of making the arre<t.



“You'll diefor nothing, Thraxas. Take the money. No onewill ever know. What are the Guild paying
you? Thirty gurans?1’ll give you three hundred.”

| remain slent. The two thugs advance. Normally on acase |’ d be carrying some spell for dedling with
emergencies, but right now I'musing al of my very limited supply of sorcery just to keep warm. The
snow fliesinto my eyes, making me blink.

Astheman on my left lungesin, | step nimbly to one side, bring my blade down on hiswrigt then kick his
legs so he crashes to the ground. The second man legps at me. | parry his blow, twisting my own bladein
such amanner that hisfliesfrom his hand, spinning through the air to land in the snowdrift behind us. |
punch him in the face. Heloses hisfooting on theicy ground, and lands with adull thud.

| stare at Rezox.

“Were these the best you could find?’

Rezox screams at the men to get up and attack me again. | look down at them.

“Better get going. You just used up thelast of my patience. Attack me again and I’ll kill you.”

They’ re petty thugs. Not good for much but just smart enough to know when they’ re about to die. They
scrambleto thelr feet and without so much as glancing at Rezox stumble off into the darkness. | place the
point of my sword at Rezox’ sthroat.

“Let’'sgo.”

| lead him off to the next warehouse, where I’ ve left a smal wagon and ahorse. The horseis none too
pleased about being left in the cold space, and snorts angrily aswe arrive.

“I'll split the dragon scaleswith you,” says Rezox as| load him into the cart. | don't reply. We set off.
Technicdly it'sillegd to ride horses or wagonsin the city at night, but on anight like this therewon't be
any civil guardsaround, and I’ ve no intention of struggling on foot to the Transport Guild' s headquarters.

“You'reafool,” he sneers. “You're too stupid to know what you' re doing. What does the Guild mean to
you? They'rejust as corrupt as everyone else.”

“Maybe. But they hired meto arrest the thief. And you're the thief. So herewe are.”
Rezox can’'t understand why | care. Neither canl.
“I'll hire alawyer and best the chargein court.”

| shrug. He probably will. Turai isacorrupt city. There are plenty of clever lawvyers aways ready to
represent men like Rezox.

Thewarming spdll has completely worn off and my cloak offers me no protection from the dements. I'm
numb with cold. Rezox ill looks comfortablein hisluxurious fur. He should have tried to bribe me with
that.

Chapter Two



Next morning | deeplate. I'd deep later if Makri didn’t barge into my room complaining about the
weether.

“Isthis stupid winter ever going to end?’ she demands.

Makri isyoung and she hasn't been in the city that long. Sheisn’t used to our climate yet. The seasonsin
Tura may be grim, but they’re very regular.

“Sureit’ll end. Intwo or three weeks. And how many times have | told you not to barge into my roomin
themorning?’

Makri shrugs.
“I don’'t know. Ninety, ahundred, something likethat. Will it get hot in two weeks?’
“No. After winter we get the cold, rainy season. Whichisaso terrible”

“I hatethisplace,” declares Makri, with feding. “The summer’ stoo hot, the autumn’ stoo wet and the
winter’ stoo cold. Who'd build acity here? It just goes to show that Humans are foolish.”

Makri isactualy half Human herself, dong with one quarter Orc and one quarter Elf. Which race she
chooses to criticise depends on the circumstances.

By thistime I’ ve dragged mysdlf out of bed and opened my first beer of the day. My rooms are freezing
and | throw some wood on thefire, which is till smouldering from the night before.

“At least the Elves have the good senseto live in the Southern Ideswhereit’ shot. And | till don't see
why we had to come back so quick.”

I”’m in agreement with Makri about this. Just Sx weeks ago we were far south on Avula, one of the
largest Elvish idands. After someinitid unpleasantness—the Elves panicking about Makri’s Orcish
blood, me being dung into prison, the usud sort of thing—Ilife smoothed itself out and we were settling
down for apleasant vacation, more or less welcomed by al. Unfortunately Deputy Consul Cicerius and
Prince Dees Akan, aso members of the Turanian visiting delegation, wouldn't et us stay, claiming that
they were needed back in Tura for important official busness. Thisled to dl Turanians being obliged to
board ship and set off homewards in some of the worst wegther I’ ve ever voyaged in, and I’ ve sailed
through alot of bad weather. Makri, avery poor sailor, set some kind of record for seasickness. She
swore on more than one occasion she was going to kill Cicerius for making her endure such ajourney.
Whenwe put in at Turai and found oursalves deep in the middle of such afierce winter, | was tempted to
agree with her.

| tell Makri to stop prowling around.
“If you haveto infest my rooms at thistimein the morning, at least St down.”
“I can't St down. I’ ve got too much energy. | want to go to college. Why do they shut it in winter?’

“Because most students wouldn't want to fight their way through snowdriftsto get there. And neither
would the professors.”

The twenty-one-year-old ex-gladiator isavery keen student and finds thisinterruption to her studies
extremely frudtrating. Y esterday she struggled al the way up town to the Imperid Library, only to find
that it too was closed.



“I wasfurious. Don't librarians have some sort of duty to the public?’
“It'Il be open again soon, when the Sorcerers arrive in town.”

“I can’'t wait. | can’t stand doing nothing. Are you tracking anyone violent just now? Do you need meto
kill them?’

“I"'m afraid not.”

Makri continues to pace up and down. She’ s been in an odd mood since we got back from Avulaand
I’m not surewhy. | wouldn't care, if it wasn’'t for the fact that she kegps waking me up in the mornings,
and I’'mfinding it wearing. Fifteen yearsago | could march al night and fight dl day. These days| need
my deep. Sheasksme how | got on last night and | tell her that everything went fine.

“Just hung around outside the warehouse till Rezox showed up. Nothing to it redlly, he had two thugs
aong but they weren’t what you' d call fighters. | chased them off, Rezox tried to bribe me, | refused and
now he'sin the custody of the civil guards, charged with stealing dragon scales.”

“Who wants dragon scales?”’

“Elegant women.”

“What for?’

“Jewelery.”

“Aren’'t dragon scalestoo big for jewdlery?’

“Thejewdlers cut them to size. Then they sdll them to rich women who want to sparkle. Cogtsalot for a
pair of dragon-scae earrings.”

“Did the Transport Guild pay you well?’

“Standard thirty guransaday. | thought I wouldn’t have to work al winter with the money we won on
Awvula”

Whilst there, Makri trained ayoung EIf to fight. She did this so effectively that the young EIf won the
junior tournament. Asthis EIf was previoudy the weakest, most pathetic EIf ontheidand, | wasableto
pick up abundle by shrewdly backing her at long odds. It was a gambling triumph, one which wasrather
marred by arun of bad luck at the card table on thejourney home.

“It was dumb to lose your money.”
“What else was | meant to do on the ship? At least | enjoyed my share. What did you do with yours?’

Makri doesn’'t answer. In dl probability she gaveit to the Association of Gentlewomen. Morefool her.
There are plenty of rich women in the Association, but Makri says she hasto do her bit. She gets back to
complaining about the weether.

“| hate the cold. | have to wear too many clothes. It doesn’t fed right. Why won't they open the library?
How am | meant to practise with my axe when it’ stoo cold to go outside? Y ou know Gurd warned me
for taking some thazis from behind the bar? Asif he can't spareit. | hate working here. | hate Turai. |
hate Twelve Seas worse. Why isit so cold? At least in the gladiator dave pits no one froze to death.
What' sthe point of living in aplace like this? Nothing ever happens. | loatheiit. | need anew nose stud,
I’m bored with this one. Y ou know that young guy that comesin the tavern, he works at the tannery? He



had the nerve to ask me out, and only last month | heard him saying how anyone with Orcish blood
should be run out the city. | was going to punch him but Gurd always complainsif | hit the customers. It
gets me down. Don't you ever tidy your room?’

“Makri, would you get the hdll out of here? It’ s bad enough you wake me up without standing around
complaining about everything and generally being as miserable as aNiojan whore. Here. Take thisthazis
gtick. Maybe smoking it will improve your mood. Now leave meaone. Y ou know | liketo enjoy my first
beer of the day in peace”

“Areyou still annoyed about the Sorcerers Assemblage?” asks Makri.

“Of coursel’m gill annoyed. All the world' stop Sorcerersare arriving in Turai and there' snothing | like
better than being reminded that I’ m awashout when it comesto sorcery.”

| studied magic when | was young but | never completed my apprenticeship. | only ever learned the
basicsand | was never good enough to join the Sorcerers Guild. Since when, I’ ve struggled my way
round the world as asoldier, amercenary and findly an Investigator. Which has been tough, and sincel
passed forty, somewhat tougher. There are alot cushier ways of growing old than pursuing criminas
round Twelve Seas, the rough part of arough city.

“Y ou wouldn't have been happy as a Sorcerer,” saysMakri. “1 can’t see you sitting round the Palace
casting horoscopes.”

| shrug. It doesn’t sound too bad. It’'s very comfortable at the Palace. | know, | used to be a Senior
Investigator for Palace Security. They got rid of me sometime ago. | drank too much. Now | drink more
but I’m my own man.

Makri and | both livein rooms above the Avenging Axe, one of Twelve Seas more convivia taverns.
Makri earns her living working as abarmaid, which she doesn’t particularly enjoy, but it paysfor her
studies and the occasional new weapon. She glances out of the window.

“Stll snowing. Wdll, I'm not hanging round in here. I’ m going out to see Samandtius.”
“Samanatius? The quack philosopher?”

“He snot aquack. Samanatiusis sharp as an Elf’ sear and the most brilliant thinker in the west.”
| snortin derision.

“All he doesis st around talking about the mysteries of the universe.”

“He does not. He talks about ethics, mords, dl sorts of things.”

“Great. Seeif he can teach you anything useful. Like how to earn money, for instance.”
“Samanatiusis not interested in money,” says Makri, defensively.

“Everyoneisinterested in money.”

“Wadl, heisn't. He doesn't even charge for his classes.”

“Sothemanisanidiot,” | say. “How good can aphilosopher beif he doesn’t charge anything? If he had
any talent he' d beraking it in. Anyone who does anything for freein this city hasto have something
wrong with them.”



Makri shakes her head.

“Sometimes your stupidity bafflesme, Thraxas.”
“Thanks for waking me up to tell methat.”

Makri asksif she can borrow the magic warm cloak.
“Okay. I’'m not planning on going anywhere.”

| hand it over.

“Don't giveit to that chegp philosopher.”
“Samanatiusisindifferent to the climactic conditions.”
“Hewould be”

Makri wraps hersdlf in the cloak.

“Thisfedsbetter. | hatethis city. Who would live here?’
She departs, still cursing the weather. | shake my head. Her moods are definitely getting worse.

| finish my first beer and move on swiftly to a second. The Sorcerers Assemblage is depressing me. It's
many yearssinceit'sbeen held in Turai and it’ squite abig dedl for the city, with so many powerful
Sorcerers from al over the west heading our way. They’re dueto eect anew head of the Guild, and
that’sadways amagor event. Despite the predilection of Sorcerersfor Stting around palaces having an
easy time of it, they are of great importance to every state because without them we' d be doomed in the
event of war with the Orcs. The Orcs outnumber us, and last time they marched over from the east it was
only the power of our Human Sorcerers which held them off long enough for the Elvesto cometo our
rescue.

Downgtairsin the tavern, Tanrose is making food, ready for the lunchtime drinkers. Despite the fierceness
of thewinter, trade hereis not too bad. Even the biting snow can’t keep the population of Twelve Seas
away from Gurd'sae. Gurd, anorthern Barbarian, knows how to serve hisae. Tanrose greets me
jovidly. We get on well, partly because of my frank admiration for her excellent cooking. Eveninthe
depths of winter, when fresh mest isimpossible to come by, Tanrose manages to make sated venison
into an admirable pie. | take alarge portion and sit at the bar with another tankard.

“Have you seen Makri today?’ asks Tanrose.

| nod.

“She woke me up. Fdlt the need to complain about afew things.”

“Have you noticed that she' s been in an odd mood since coming back from Avula?’
“Yes. But Makri’ s often in funny moods, | try to ignore them.”

To my surprise this brings a hostile response from the cook.

“What do you mean, you try to ignore them? That' s not very nice.”

“Nice? What do you expect? I’ m an Investigator. | track down criminds. If the criminas protest too



much | kill them. I like Makri well enough, but I’m not the sort of man to help her with her problems.”
Tanrose looks annoyed.

“Don’'t you redlise how much Makri relieson you?’

“No.”

“Wdl you should.”

Not liking the way this conversationisgoing, | try concentrating on my venison pie. Tanrosewon't let it
drop.

“Makri grew up in agladiator dave pit. Since she arrived in Turai she'shad ahard time. Y ou’ re probably
her best friend. Y ou should listen to her more.”

| choke back my angry response. Asaways, Tanrose, as the maker of the best venison piesin the city,
has me at adisadvantage. | can’'t afford to offend her.

“Comeon, Tanrose. Y ou know I’'m awash-out when it comesto persona problems. Why do you think
my wife left me? Makri’ s twenty-two years younger than me. | don’t know what the hell her worries
ae’”

“Yesyou do. Shetellsyou. You just refuseto listen. Do you know she had her first romantic experiences
onAvula?’

| down my beer and ask for another. Thisisredly too much for me at thistime of day.
“Yeah, | had someidea. . .”

“So now she's confused.”

“Can’'t you sort her out?’

Tanroseamiles, fairly grimly.

“Not aswell asyou, Thraxas. Shetrusts you. God knows why. Probably because you' re good with a
sword. It dwaysimpresses her.”

I’m starting to fed trapped. There' snothing | want to discusslessthan Makri’ sfirst romantic
involvements. Tanrose dangles another dice of venison piein front of me.

“Wadll, al right, goddammit. I’ll listen if she brings up the subject. But only under extreme protest. |
haven't had aromance for fifteen years. Longer maybe. I’ ve forgotten what it’ slike. When it comesto
love I’m about as much use as aone-legged gladiator. | don’'t want to hear about her encounterswith a
young EIf.”

“I think it left her rather depressed.”
“She’ saways depressed.”
“No sheian't.”

“Wdll, there' s dways something wrong. She' saquarter Orc and aquarter EIf. That' s bound to lead to
problems. What makesyou think | can help?’



“Have another dice of pie,” says Tanrose.

| take the venison pie and another beer back upstairsto my rooms. | look out of the window and al |
can seeissnow. My firehasgoneout. | try lighting it with asmple spell. It doesn’t work. It'sa poor
darttotheday. | curse. Lifein Tural isbad enough without having to act as nursemaid to Makri.

Chapter Three

Despite theice, snow and generd misery, many Turanians are still working hard. The Transport Guild
rides wagons over dmost impassable roads, distributing food and supplies around the city. The
blacksmithsin their forges hammer out iron whedl rimsto keep the wagons going. Whores wrap up as
warmly asthey can and walk the streets gamely. The Civil Guard till patrol, or at least the lower ranks
do, whilether officers remain comfortable in their stations. And the Messengers Guild count it as apoint
of honour to dways makeit to their destination.

The young messenger who climbsthe stairs to my outside door looks as though he' s had adifficult
journey. His cloak is caked with snow and hisfaceis blue with the cold. | rip open the scroll and read the
message. It'sfrom Cicerius, Turai’s Deputy Consul. That'sabad start. Ciceriuswantsmeto visit him
immediately. That’ sworse.

| can’t work up any enthusiasm for visiting Cicerius. I’ ve had alot of dedlings with the Deputy Consul
recently. On the whole these have worked out well enough, but he' s never an easy man to work for.

He s Tural’smost honest palitician—possibly Tura’ s only honest politician—and the city’ smost brilliant
lawyer, but he' saso cold, austere and utterly unsympathetic to any Private Investigator who fedlsthe
need to interrupt hiswork to take in the occasional beer. On more than one occasion Cicerius, on finding
me drunk in pursuit of acrimina, has delivered the sort of stinging reprimand that makeshim such a
feared opponent in the law courts or the Senate. | can only take so much of this. Furthermore, while
there sno denying heisafar man, he's never found it necessary to bump up my fee, even when I’ve
done him gterling service. He comes from the traditiond line of aristocrats who think that the lower
classes should be satisfied with areasonable rate of pay for afair day’ swork. In view of some of the
dangers |’ vefaced on hisbehalf, I’ d be inclined to interpret ' reasonable’ agood deal more generously
than Cicerius.

| can’t ignore the summons. I’ m desperate to make it out of Twelve Seas and back into the wedlthier
parts of town. I’'m never going to do that unless | make someinroadsinto Tura’saristocracy. Sincel
was thrown out of my job at the Pdace I’ ve hardly had aclient who wasn't alowlife. It'snever going to
earn me enough to pay therent in Thamlin, home of the upper classes. And home of afew rather select
and expensive Investigators, | reflect, as| make ready to leave. Y ou wouldn’t catch anyone from the
Venarius Investigation Agency freezing to death on the docksin mid-winter.

| suddenly remember that Makri has borrowed my magic warm cloak.

“Damn thewoman!” | roar. | can't believe | have to venture out in these freezing temperatures without
the warm cloak. How could | be so foolish? Now Makri getsto stay nice and comfy while listening to
that fraud of a philosopher Samanatius. Meanwhile Thraxas, on hisway to do aproper man'sjob, hasto
freeze to death. Damnit.

| rummage around in the chest in the corner of my bedroom and drag out a couple of old cloaks and



tunics. | try putting on an extralayer of clothes but it’ s difficult, because my waistline has expanded
dramaticdly in the past few years and nothing seemsto fit. Finaly | just have to wrap an ancient cloak
over my normal attire, cram on afur hat | once took from a deceased Orc and venture out. The wind
goes straight through me. By the time I’ m halfway aong Quintessence Street I’ m as cold astheice
gueen’ sgrave, and getting colder.

The city’ s Prefects have been doing their best to keep the main roads passable. If | can makeit to Moon
and Stars Boulevard | should be able to catch alandus up town, but getting there through the side roads
isamogt impossible. The Streets are dready treacherous with ice, and fresh snow isfdling dl thetime. |
haven't been out in wegther like this since my regiment fought in thefar north, and that was along time
ago, when | wasalot lighter and nimbler of foot. By thetime | makeit to the Boulevard I’ m wet,
shivering and curang Makri for tricking meinto giving her thewarm cloak.

| have astroke of good fortune when a one-horse cab drops a merchant off right in front of me. | climbin
and tell the driver to take meto the Thamlin. Thelandus crawls up the Boulevard, through Pashish and
over theriver. Here the streets are alittle clearer, but the large gardens are al snow-bound and the
fountains are frozen over. The summonswasto Cicerius s home rather than the Imperia Palace, and the
driver, on hearing the address, gives me his opinions on Cicerius, which aren’t very high.

“Okay, the guy isfamousfor hishonesty,” saysthe driver. “But so what? He commissions anew satue
of himself every year. That' s vanity on abig scae. Anyway, he' sa Traditiona and they’re as corrupt as
they come. | tell you, theway therich are bleeding thiscity I'll be pleased if Lodius and the Populares
party throw them all out. How’ s alandus driver meant to make alliving the way they keep piling on the
taxes? 'Y ou know how much horse feed has gone up in the last year?’

The King and hisadministration are not universaly popular. Plenty of peoplewould like to see some
changes. | sympathise, more or less, but | prefer to stay out of palitics.

The landus deposits me outside Cicerius s large town house. There' s a Securitus Guildsman huddled
over asmdl firein ahut a the gate who checks my invitation before ushering mein. | hurry up the path
past the frozen bushes and beat on the door, meanwhile thinking that thisjob had better be worth the

journey.

A servant answersthe door. | show her my invitation. Shelooks at me like I’ m probably aman who
forgesinvitations, then withdraws to consult with someoneingde. I’ m left freezing on the step. | struggle
to keep my temper under control. It takes along time for the door to open again. Thistime the servant
motionsmeinsde.

“What took you so long? A man could die out there. Y ou looking to have your nice garden cluttered up
with dead Investigators?’

I”’m ushered into aguest room. | remove my outer cloak and start to thaw mysdf out in front of thefire.
Whilst I'm in the process of this, ayoung girl, nine or ten, arrives and stares at me. The daughter of one
of the servants, | presume, from her rather unkempt appearance.

“You'refat,” shesays.
“Andyou'reugly,” | reply, seeing no reason to be insulted by the children of the domestic help.

Thekid immediately burstsinto tears and retreats from the room, which cheers me alittle. She should
have known better than to cross swords with Thraxas. Thirty seconds later Cicerius appears. Clutching
the hem of histogaisthe same young girl, sobbing hystericaly and denouncing me as the man who
insulted her.



“What have you been saying to my daughter?’ demands Cicerius, fixing mewith his piercing eyes.
“Y our daughter?1 didn’'t know you had a daughter.”

“Do you normdly insult the children you encounter in your clients houses?’

“Hey, shedarted it,” | protest.

Cicerius does his best to cdm his daughter before sending her off to find her mother. Thelittle brat is il
intearsand Ciceriusis pained. This has got our interview off to abad start. With Cicerius, that usualy
seems to happen.

“Have you been drinking?’

“I’ve dways been drinking. But don’t let it stop you from offering me some wine. Y ou know the landus
driversin Turai areturning againg the Traditionas?’

“For what reason?’
“Too many taxes”

Cicerius dismisses this with the dightest movement of his head. He s not about to discuss government
policy with the likes of me. Onthewadll of the guest room isalarge painting of Cicerius addressing the
Senate, and there’ sabust of him in anichein the corner. Thelandus driver was right about his vanity.

“I need your help,” he says. “ Though, as dways when we meet, | wonder why.”
“Presumably you' ve got ajob which is unsuitable for the better class of Investigator.”
“Not exactly. | hired the better class of Investigator but hefell sick. Asdid the second.”
“Okay, 0 I'mthird choice.”

“Fourth.”

“You'reredly sdling methe job, Cicerius. Maybe you' d better just describeit.”

“I want you to act as an observer a the Sorcerers Assemblage.”

“Sorry,” | say. “Can’'t do it. Thanksfor the offer, I'll see mysdlf out.”

“What?’ Ciceriusis sartled by my abrupt refusa. “Why can’'t you do it?’

“Persona reasons,” | reply, and head for the door. I’m not about to tell the Deputy Consul that attending
the Sorcerers Assemblage would make me fed small, powerless, indgnificant and agenerd falureinlife.

Ciceriusplantshimsdf in front of me.

“Persond reasons? That is not an acceptable reason for refusing the commission. | am not offering you
thisjob for fun. I’'m offering you it becauseit isa service that Turai needs from you. When the city needs
you, persond reasons have no significance. Now kindly st down and listen.”

The Deputy Consul could easily make my lifein Turai very awkward. He wouldn't have to pull too many
strings to have my licence revoked. So | sit down and listen, and drink hiswine, but | don’t make any
pretence I’m enjoyingit.



“Y ou are aware that the Sorcerers are to dect anew head of their Guild?’

| am. The Deputy Consul doesn't have to tell methat thisis an important matter for Tural, aswell as
every other Human nation. The Sorcerers Guild in each land hasits own organisation and itsown
officids, but unlike many of the other Guilds, the Sorcerers have aninternationa dimension. Whilea
member of the Turanian Bakers Guild would probably not be too interested in the Simnian Bakers Guild,
every magic user in the west looks up to the leader of the Sorcerers Guild. The post carriesalot of
weight and brings agrest ded of prestige to the home city and State.

“Our King and our Consul are most keen that a Turanian is eected new head of the Guild.”

I’m not surprised. Tural has been dipping in politica importance for along time now. We used to be a
big voicein the League of Independent City States, but that organisation has now amost falen apart,
riven by internd rivalries, leaving the smal state of Tural dangeroudy exposed. We rein the front line
againg the Orcsto the east. To make thingsworse, Nigj, our northern neighbour and historical enemy,
has spent the last decade making threstening noises. King Lamachus would like nothing better than to
swallow us up, and if he decidesto do it there doesn’t seem much prospect of anyone else coming to our
ad. Tura istill agreat friend of the Elves, but the Elves are along way away. It would make alot of
sense to cement the Sorcerers Guild to our city state.

| can see problems ahead.

“Arewe serioudy going to try for this? Who have we got for the post? There are alot of powerful
Sorcerersin the world, and the way Turanian Sorcerers have been dying in the past few years, | don't
see who we could nominate.”

Cicerius nods, and Sps some wine from aslver goblet.
“We had hopes for Tas of the Eagtern Lightning. Very powerful.”

“But not very loyal. It' s probably just aswel he got killed, he' d have sold us out in the end. | guess
Mirius Eagle Rider would have been the next best choicetill he handed in histoga. But who eseisthere?
Old Hasiusthe Brilliant istoo old, and Harmon Half Elf doesn't qualify for head of the Human Sorcerers
Guild”

“We condgdered Mdusthe Fair,” says Cicerius. “ Sheis strong. But she' sdready employed as Stadium
Sorcerer and the people like her. Removing her from that post would be very unpopular. However, we
do have another very excellent Sorcerer. Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky.”

| raise my eyebrows.
“Y ou're not serious.”

“And why not? Lisutarisis very, very powerful. It was she who overcame the eight-mile terror which
amost destroyed the city last year. She has agood reputation at home and abroad because she fought
vdiantly inthelast Orc War. Even now people till talk about the way she brought aflight of war dragons
crashing from the sky.”

“I wasthere. | remember theincident. And very impressive it was. But that was more than fifteen years
ago. Before Lisutaris devel oped into the city’ s most enthusiastic thazis user.”

Cicerius pretends not to understand me.

“Does she use thazis?’



“Does she? Come on, Cicerius, Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, might be a heavy-duty Sorcerer, but she
livesfor the weed.”

Ciceriusis untroubled.

“In these decadent times, Thraxas, we cannot set our standards as high as we once might have. Y ou
know aswdll as| do that agreat deal of degeneracy hastaken root in the Sorcerers Guild aswell as
elsawhere. Dwa abuse is common, and the drinking habits of many of our Sorcerersleave agreat ded to
be desired. For some reason Sorcerers seem very prone to this. Compared to dwaand a cohoal, thazisis
avery mild substance. | do not approve of it but | do not see it as a serious impediment. Y ou, for
instance, usethazis quite openly, despiteit fill beingillegd.”

| doubt that Ciceriusfully appreciates the nature of Lisutaris s habit. Many people use the occasiona
gick to calm them down. On abusy night, the Avenging Axeisthick with thazis smoke. But Lisutaris s
liking for thazisis on adifferent level. She actudly invented a complicated new kind of water pipeto
enable her to ingest more. She spends half her lifein aworld of dreams. Last time | wasat her villal
found her comatose on the floor after successfully developing aspdll for making the plants grow fagter.
Stll, none of thisisredly my concern. Lisutarisis not abad sort as Sorcerers go, and I’ d be happy
enough to see her as head of the Guild.

“So why do you need me?’

“Because we have good reason to fear that the eection will not be asfair aswe would wish,” replies
Cicerius. “Your job would beto ensurethat itis”

Cicerius sdaughter appears behind him. She makesaface a me. | let it pass. Cicerius carries on.

“There are other candidates for the job and their nations are equally keen to succeed. We fear that some
of these lands may not be averse to using underhand tactics.”

“Unlike Tura?

“UnlikeTura.”

“So you're not wanting meto do anything illegd?’

“If you are caught doing anything illegd, the government will disown you.”

“That’ snot quite the same thing.”

Cicerius shrugs.

“Am | being hired to make surethe eectionisfair or to make sure Lisutarisis e ected?”’

“We are confident that if the election isfair, then Lisutariswill be dected,” repliesthe Deputy Consul.
“In other words, I’ m to stop at nothing to get her the post?’

Cicerius slipstwitch, which is as close as he ever comesto smiling.

“Itisvery important to Tural that Lisutaris securesthe position. However, | repedt, if you areimplicated
inanythingillegd, the government will disown you.”

“I don’t redlly understand why I’ m the man for the job, Cicerius. Wouldn't it be better to send someone
from Palace Security?’



“I have selected you.”

It's possible that the Deputy Consul is having problems with Palace Security. It' s headed by Rittius, a
bitter rival of his. Cicerius does't eaborate, but he points out that | am fairly well quaified for the
misson.

“Y ou have good investigating skills. Y ou have some knowledge of sorcery, dbeit dight. And your
uncouth manners will not offend the Sorcerers as much asthey might offend others.”

“I guess not. Sorcerers can be pretty uncouth themsel ves when they get some wine inside them.”
The Deputy Consul acknowledgesthat thisistrue.

“Tura will not, of course, be relying solely on you. We will have many representatives catering to the
needs of the Sorcerers. Every effort will be made to make them look favourably on Turai. However,
many other nations are keen to win the post. | fed that you might well be ableto dert usto any
underhand dedling that may occur.”

| finish off my wine,

“Possibly. But the fact remainsthat | don’t want to go to the Sorcerers Assemblage. And | don’t need
thework. | won alot of money on our trip to Avula”

“Youlogt it dl before you returned to Turai and you are now sorely in need.”
“How do you know that?’
“I have my own sources of information. Y ou will go to the Assemblage.”

Every timel end up working for the Deputy Consul, it's something I’ d rather not be doing. It never
seemsto bother him.

“Y ou know the Sorcerersdon’'t alow civilians a the Assemblage? It' s Guild members and their staff
only, and they’re strict about it. So unless you can get me aposition as Lisutaris s secretary, they're not
goingtolet mein.”

“| doubt that you would be an acceptable secretary for Lisutaris,” replies Cicerius. “But | have aready
dedlt with the problem. The Sorcerers Guild does alow severa observersfrom the government of the
host city to attend, as amatter of courtesy. | will be there for much of thetime.”

“Y ou'rethe Deputy Consul. If | walk into the Assemblage claiming to be agovernment officid they’ll be
down on melike abad spdl.”

Cicerius makes an impatient gesture.

“Asl sad, | have dedt with the problem. Y ou will be there as arepresentative of the people of Turai. |
am nominating you asa Tribune of the People.”

A what?'
“A Tribune of the People. Areyou not familiar with this post?’
| shake my head.

“It used to be afamous position in Turai. There were six Tribunes of the People, and they played an



important role in the governance of the city. They were, asthe nameimplies, reponsible for representing
the interests of the genera population in city affairs. Three were el ected by the population and three were
nominated by the King and hisadministration.”

“When wasthis?’

“Theindtitution fdll into disuse about one hundred and fifty yearsago. But it is still within my power to
nominate Tribunes. | have dready appointed Sulinius and Visus, both Senators' sons, to assist at the
Assemblage. You will bethethird.”

| drink morewine. It' safine vintage. Though not given to excessive drinking, Cicerius kegps hiscdlars
well stocked. An aristocrat hasto, or he loses Satus.

“How comethe post of Tribune was abandoned?’

“They fell out of favour with the King when they became too keen on supporting radica policies. After
some civil unrest it wasfelt that they were no longer necessary, which waswise. It isfar better to leave
the adminigtration of acity to the King and his officials. But none of this need concern you. Y ou are not
expected to do anything as Tribune. It ismerely a convenient way of gaining accessto the Assemblage.”

I’m dubious.

“Areyou sure | don't have to do anything? If there are any officid dutiesinvolved, I'm not interested.”
Cicerius assures me there are no duties invol ved.

“Look on it asatemporary honorary post.”

“Isthereasdary?’

“No. But we will be paying you for your time. Now listen carefully. We are facing some formidable
opposition. The Simnians have nominated one of their own Sorcerers, and the Smnians are enemies of
Tural. Itisvitd that their candidate is not eected. Unfortunately, Lasat, Axe of Gold, acting head of the
Sorcerers Guild, is believed to favour them, which makes our task more difficult. Our city will haveto
make agreet effort to ensure that Lisutaris gathers sufficient votesto at least makeit into the fina stages
of the process. Are you familiar with Tilupasis, widow of Senator Gerinius?’

“I’ve heard of her. Runs some sort of salon.”

“Indeed. Sheiscommonly described as Tura’s most influentid woman.”

“Didn’t she publicly criticise you awhile back? Something to do with wasting money on a statue?’
Cicerius brushesthisaway.

“We have had our disagreements. Tilupasis has an unfortunate habit of speaking out of turn. Nonetheless,
sheisawoman of consderable influence. She has proved hersdlf to be ahighly efficient organiser, and
the King himself was pleased at the reception she gave for our Elvish vistorslast year. Consul Kalius
fedsthat she can play an important role in the vote-winning process.”

Cicerius, great spesker that heis, doesn't give away too much in the way of unguarded emotions, but |
get the feeling he' snot entirely convinced about this. Women are forbidden to enter politicsin Tura, and
an arigtocratic Traditiond like the Deputy Consul never fedswholly comfortable with any sign of femde
influence in the city. However, Cicerius can't disregard the views of the Consul, his superior.



“Kdiustrugs Tilupass. . .” continues Cicerius.
| bet he does. They’ re strongly rumoured to be having an affair.

“ ... andindeed, thereis every reason to believe that she will perform her duties of hospitdity well. |
have dready instructed Visus and Suliniusto listen to her views respectfully, and | now tdll you the same.
With Tilupasisto organise our hospitdity, Visus and Suliniusto cater to the Sorcerers needs, and you to
make sure thereis nothing untoward going on, | am confident that Tural can succeed.”

Cicerius carries on in this manner for sometime. My spirits Snk lower. Arrogant Sorcerers, wealthy
young senators sonsand Tural’ smogt influential matron. What acollection. I’ [l be the only ignobly born
person in the whole place and probably as welcome as an Orc at an Elvish wedding. Thraxas, Tribune of
the People. That's going to cause afew laughs when word gets around Twelve Segs.

Chapter Four

Thejourney homeisgrim. | never figured I’ d come so close to death just riding in alandus along
Quintessence Street. Not for thefirst time bitterly regret not saving enough of my winningsfrom Avula
to buy somefurs. | burst into the Avenging Axe and beg Tanrose to provide me with some hot food,
before positioning mysdf ascloseto thefireas| can get without actually stepping over the grate.

Makri iswiping tables and collecting tankards.
“Have agood time with the philosopher?” | say, cuttingly. “Nice and warm in my cloak?
“Yesthank you,” responds Makri. “ The magic cloak isagresat creation.”

“Wadll, it'sthelagt time you get your hands onit. | nearly died out there. Damn that Cicerius, he' s not
human. Y ou know he wants me to go to the Sorcerers Assemblage?’

I’m fedling angry about al things sorcerous. It'sridiculousto hold their convention in the depths of winter.

“They’re only doing it to show off. No one e se can move because of the snow, but the Sorcererswill al
comerolling into the city boasting about how easy it was for them to manipulate the weather and what
pleasant journeysthey had. Braggarts, dl of them. Thisjob isawaste of time. Who cares who getsthe
post as leader of the Guild?’

“Samanatius saysit’' savery important position,” saysMakri.

“Hewould. Shouldn’t you be bringing me a beer instead of talking about philosophy al the time?”
“There s nothing wrong with philosophy.”

“It sawagte of time.”

“It' senriching,” saysMakri.

| find thisvery annoying.

“If you were enriched you wouldn't have to wear that ridiculous chainmail bikini.”

“ Samanatius says that women who are obliged to exhibit themselves to make aliving are not degraded by



the experience,” says Makri Hiffly. “Theaudience are.”
“Samandiusisanidiot. Bring meabeer.”

“Get your own beer,” says Makri, which is hardly the way for any barmaid to talk to acustomer. She
should learn some manners.

| get my own beer and return to thefire to think gloomy thoughts. | know most of the Sorcerersin Tura
and plenty othersfrom around the world. It' s no secret that | failed my apprenticeship al those years
ago, but | don’t like my nose being rubbed iniit. | still advertise myself as a sorcerous Investigator to
bring in business, though the spells| can work are pathetic, child' s play compared to their powers.

“If any Sorcerer laughsat me, I'm going to punch himright in the face.”
| finger my necklace. It' saspell protection charm, and agood one. | might need it if things get rough.

Gurd had the excellent sense to provide the tavern with a plentiful supply of logs for the winter, and the
Avenging Axeiswarm enough to comfort the coldest guest. It's warm enough to alow Makri to wear
thetiny chainmail bikini. | shouldn’t have mocked her for it. It'snot like she’ s crazy about it hersdf. She
relieson it to earn tips, astratagem which has proved successful over the past year, which isnot really
surprising, given Makri’ sfigure. Mercenarieswho' ve been dl round the world and seen everything there
isto see can il be struck dumb when she appears. Tanrose says that Makri’ s beauty will one day get
her married to a Senator or a prince, but given that Makri has Orc blood, pointed ears and plenty of
attitude, | reckon she’smore likely to end up dead in aguiter, probably not long after me. | never figure
she' sthat beautiful anyway, but | gave up thinking about women along time ago, so I’ m apoor judge.

| finish my beer. Makri ignores my request for another. | swear at her. She swears back at me. Other
drinkers laugh. Her moods are redlly getting me down. | retreat upstairs.

My magic warm cloak ison the bed. I’ [l haveto chargeit up again before | go out tonight. I've asmall
piece of business to attend to—checking up on awoman for ajea ous husband—but after that my diary
isempty. Ciceriuswasright, | do need the work.

Makri gtridesinto my room.
“Thraxas, can|l—’
“Will you stop marching into my room uninvited?’

A tear tricklesfrom Makri’ seye. I’ ve never seen Makri cry before, a least not in misery. A few tears of
joy after massacring some opponents, maybe. She hurries from the room. It’s strange behaviour.

Outsdeit’ ssnowing again. | wish | didn’'t haveto go out. I’ ve been watching the activities of the wife of
awedthy merchant for two weeks now. He' s suspicious of her and is paying me for reports of her
movements. Normally I’ d be glad of the work—no danger and not too strenuous—but it’s been tough in
the cold wesather. So far | haven't found the wife doing anything particularly odd. The only visitors that
ever cal are representatives from high-class clothing concerns, make-up artists, hairdressers and the like.
There' s one beautician who looksin every day, but thisis standard behaviour for any rich Turanian
woman. The merchant has no objectionsto hiswife beautifying herself. He now thinks he may have
migudged her.

| wrap mysdf in the warm cloak, fit on my sword and depart before Makri can bother me again with her
moody behaviour. As expected, the assignment turns out to be awaste of time. If the merchant’ swife
has any thoughts of being unfaithful, she’ s probably waiting till the summer months, when her husband is



away trading in foreign lands, which would be the smart thing to do.

I’m relieved when midnight rolls around. 1t’ s another foul night and my magic warm cloak is starting to
lose potency. | hurry off through the snow to the house of Astrath Triple Moon. Agtrathisan old friend.
He' sapowerful Sorcerer and might have expected to be a candidate for head of the Guild himsdlf had it
not been for someirregularitiesin the chariot races when he was employed as resident Sorcerer at the
Stadium Superbius. The Stadium pays a Sorcerer to ensure that no magic is used to interfere with the
races. When arumour spread that Astrath Triple Moon had been taking bribes to look the other way
while acertain powerful Senator hired a Sorcerer to help his chariots romp home easy winners, there
was alot of bad feding in the city and Astrath faced alengthy period in prison.

Fortunately for him, | managed to gather—and when | say gather, | mean fake—enough evidencein his
favour to make prosecution impossible. Agtrath was alowed to resign quietly provided he never showed
hisface in the stadium again. Thanksto me, he a so escaped expulsion from the Sorcerers Guild, so he's
entitled to attend the convention, although whether he' s planning to, | don’t know. It might be atouchy
subject. Adtrath isn't welcome in polite circles these days and I’ m not certain how he stands with the
other Sorcerers.

Astrath’ shouse is reasonably comfortable but not redly the sort of place apowerful Sorcerer would
expect to livein. Up in Thamlin, Harmon Half EIf hasavillawith grounds so large he holds ahorserace
every year for al the Sorcerer’ s gpprentices, but here in more modest Pashish you' d be hard pushed to
fitahorseinto Adtrath’ s back yard.

He grestsmewarmly, asdways. It'sardief to him to see afriendly face from the old days.
“Thraxas, I’ ve been expecting you. Some wine?’
“Beer would be better. And let me get mysdlf in front of your fire, my warm cloak is starting to cool off.”

Asdrath makesaliving casting horoscopes, sdlling hedling potions and such like, but there’ s not much
money around in Pashish. There' s not much money anywhere south of theriver in Tural, unless you count
the Brotherhood, who control theloca crimind activity. They dways do well, but you couldn’t say
anyone el se was prospering. Astrath only has one servant and she' sfinished for the day, so heleadsme
ingde himsdlf, and takes my cloak.

“I'll chargeit up for you before you leave. What are you doing out on the streets in this weether?”
| tell him about my fruitlesstailing of the merchant’ swife.

“Thewoman iscompletely blameless asfar as| can see. Obsessed with beauty trestments, but having
met the husband | can understand why she’ d want ahobby.”

We gt and chat about thisand that. | let Astrath get some wineinsde him before raising the subject of
the Assemblage.

“Areyou planning on attending?’

The Sorcerer strokes his beard. Most Sorcerersin Turai are bearded, and they wear rainbow cloaks, the
badge of their Guild.

“I"'m not cartain. I'm ill amember, but—"

He shrugs. | tell him he should go.



“Beashameto miss seeing your old friends.”
“There salot of old friends not too keen to see me these days, Thraxas.”

“Peoplein the Palace maybe. And round the race track. But your fellow Sorcerers? Do they care about
alittle trouble with the law? It' s not like you broke the Guild rules or anything. Hell, if the Assemblage
banned every Sorcerer who'd had arun-in with their city authorities, the place would be empty. I'm
forever getting Gorsius Starfinder out of trouble.”

Adtrath smiles. Gorsius Starfinder, who holds arespectable post at the Palace these days, does have an
unfortunate tendency to get drunk in brothels and cause a scene.

“Maybe you'reright. It'salong time since they’ ve held the Assemblage here, be a shameto missit.”

Adtrath knows that the Turanians are nominating Lisutarisfor head of the Guild. He doesn't give much for
her chances.

“I dill hear al the gossip, and Sunstorm Ramius from Simniaisthe favourite. HE ssharp asan Elf’ sear
and hehasalot of friends. And if he doesn’t winiit, there safew others not far behind. Rokim the Bright
from Samsarina, for instance. The Samsarinans control alot of votes. Or Darius Cloud Walker. He
impressed alot of people when he brought down that stray war dragon right in the middle of the
Abelasian Sorcerers drinking contest. Just pointed hisfinger, down it came, and he carried on drinking
and won the contest. A man like that carriesalot of weight with Sorcerers.”

“True. It takesagood man to win the drinking contest in Abelas. But Lisutarisis powerful too.”

“Maybe. But everyonein the Guild knows she' s not awaysin afit state to take care of business. Or even
put on her own shoes.”

Helooks a me knowingly.
“ Are the authorities sending you to fix the dection?’
“Absolutdy not. Just to seeit’ sfair.”

“The Sorcerers have plenty of ways of their own to make thingsfair. Lasat, Axe of Gold, and Chariusthe
Wiseare running thingstill the new chief is dected, and no one sgoing to dip anything by that pair.”

“Then I’ll have an easy time of it.”

Adrath letsit go. Like dl Sorcerers, he'saman of powerful intuition and he guessesthereis probably
more to my misson than I’m admitting, but he doesn't pressthe point.

“S0o you're reckoning on Sunstorm Ramius, Rokim the Bright and Darius Cloud Waker asthe main
rivas? Abelas issmdl and far away, so Dariuswouldn’t affect Tural much one way or another. Rokim
the Bright wouldn’t be too bad, but Samsarinaisalong way off. No chance of help arriving quickly if
Tura isintrouble. The worst choice would be Sunstorm Ramius. It'salong time since Tura has been
friendswith Smnia”

Adtrath brings me more beer. After discussing the convention for awhile, we get to reminiscing about old
times, and eventudly | doze off on the couch. Agtrath shakes me awake and points me towards the guest
room. | deep well under the Sorcerer’ s roof and leave next day without waking him. My cloak has been
fully recharged and keeps mewarm as| tread carefully over theicy streets back to Twelve Seas.



There are few people around, though | notice severa youthsthat | know to be dwa dealers scurrying
aong about their business. Nothing interferes with the dwatrade. I’ m planning to stop at Minarixa's
bakery to buy some pastriesfor breakfast, but I'm surprised to find a small crowd outside her shop,
standing and staring in spite of the cold.

A few Civil Guards are holding back the onlookers. Thisisworrying. | depend on Minarixa s bakery

amost as much as Tanrose' s pies. If they’ ve been robbed and the ovensaren’t fired up yet it sredly

going to spoil my day. | arrive just as Captain Rallee, wrapped in ablack government cloak, emerges
from the premises. He' s scowling.

“Trouble?’
“Trouble. Minarixa s dead.”
| gasp. Not my favourite baker.

The crowd moan as the body is brought out wrapped in ashroud. The baker is one of Twelve Seas
most popular characters.

“What happened?’

“Overdose,” saysthe Captain.

| sare at him like he'scrazy.

“An overdose? Minarixa?’

He nods.

“It can't be. Not Minarixa. She didn’t take dwa.”

“Wadll, she certainly took enough last night,” says Captain Rallee.

It'ssometime since I’ ve seen him looking so depressed. The Civil Guards loved that baker’ s shop.

| stare dumbly as Minarixa s body isloaded on to awagon and driven away through the falling snow,
then | walk home, cursing. Word has aready reached the Avenging Axe. Gurd, Tanrose and Makri are
as miserable as three Niojan whores. No one can believe that our cherished baker has gone and died of
an overdose.

“Such arespectable woman,” says Gurd, shaking his head. Gurd, sturdy Barbarian that heis, findsit
imposs ble to understand why the city has been gripped by the plague of dwa.

“Why did shedo it? Surely she was a hgppy woman?’

“She kept that bakery going through the worst times,” says Tanrose, sadly. “ Orc wars, riots, even the
famine. She kept it going when the True Church tried to have it madeillegd for women to own
businesses. | can't believe she' sfindly gone because of this.”

The event casts further gloom over Twelve Sees. Citizens dready struggling with the weether, beset by
poverty and surrounded by corruption curse the powdered plant that has brought so much misery inthe
past few years.

Makri ismadder than amad dragon at Minarixa s death. Not because of the bakery—Makri haslittle
enthusiasm for food—but because Minarixawas the loca organiser for the Association of Gentlewomen.



The Association dedicatesitself to raising the status of women in Turai, and Makri supportsit to the
extent of helping to collect money, athanklesstask in Twelve Seas. She spends along time expressing
her outrage that such afine woman as Minarixa should succumb to adrug overdose.

“Areyou going to investigate?’ she demands.
| shrug.

“What' sto investigate? She took too much dwa. So did about thirty other people in Twelve Seasthis
week. Y ou' ve seen the bodies.”

Makri isfurious. When Captain Ralee cdlsin late in the evening for abeer to unwind after ahard day,
she demands to know what he’ s going to do about the death.

“Nothing,” repliesthe Captain, gloomily.
“Why not? Shouldn’t you be arresting whoever sold her the dwa?’

“How?Y ou think we could find awitness? Or make anything stick in court? No chance. All the dwa
trade is controlled by the Brotherhood and no one' s going to give evidence againgt them. Anyway, you
arrest one dwa dealer and another appears on the street before the day isout.”

“I’ve never seen you arresting even one,” says Makri.

Captain Rallee shifts uncomfortably. Makri’ sright, but it's not the Captain’ sfault. He's as honest asthey
come but his superiors aren’t. The Brotherhood have far too much influence for a captain of the Civil
Guardsto tangle with them.

“I’m as outraged as you about Minarixa. But no oneisgoing to pay for her death. That’ sjust theway it

is
“If I meet her dedler I'm going to gut him,” says Makri.
“Finewithme,” says Captain Ralee. “I'll be happy to look the other way.”

“I hatethisplace,” says Makri, and goes upstairs to read some mathematics treatise and curse the
weather, the Brotherhood and everything esein Tural. Makri escaped from the Orcish gladiator dave
pitsacouple of years ago, an event involving such incredible carnage that the Orcs till talk of it with

awe. She made her way over to Turai on hearing tales of itsfine cultura tradition, but while she admits
that Tural does contain agreat amount of art and learning, she refusesto admit that our leve of civilisation
ismuch better than the Orcs. Sometimes |’ m inclined to agree with her, though in the Orc-hating city of
Tura, it'snot anopinion I’d voicein public.

Dwaisnow plaguing dl the Human lands. A few months ago on Avulal discovered that it was Sarting to
make inroadsinto Elvish society. It's said the Orcs encourage the trade, to weaken us. If that'strue, it's
agood plan. It sworking.

Captain Ralee buys me a beer, not acommon event, though the Captain and | go back along way. We
don’t get on aswell aswe used to but we' ve still got some kind of connection. We drink to the baker.

“Congratulations on finding the dragon-scae thief,” saysRallee.

He must be emotiona. The last time the Captain complimented me on anything, I'd just killed an Orc and
tossed him from the city walls, which was sixteen years ago &t |esst.



“What' sthis| hear about you being some sort of government officid ?’

| explainto him that Ciceriusis making me a Tribune of the People.

“What the hell isthat?”

“Some old post that used to exist a hundred and fifty years ago.”

“I’ve never heard of it. Doesit involve staying sober?’

“Not asfar as| know. I’m not planning on staying that sober at the Assemblage.”

The Captain grins. Thefireilluminates hislong yelow hair, picking out his handsome features.
“Better take care you don’t offend someone.”

“I’d be morelikely to offend the Sorcerersif | was sober.”

“True enough. When | heard our government were putting up Lisutarisfor head of the Guild, | thought
they were crazy. Everyone knows she' s stoned every day. But who knows? It might be in her favour.
Sorcerers, they never could control themselves.”

“Y ou remember the time we were camped up in the north and Harmon Half EIf was meant to be keeping
watch?’ asks Gurd, bringing up an old war memory.

“Sure,” repliesthe Captain. “He got so drunk he thought our pack mule was atroll and blasted it with a
firegpdl.”

“And he burned al our supplies so we ended up egting the mule!”
Weall laugh, and cal for more beer, and we spend the night telling war stories and drinking.

“It was different in those days,” says Gurd, sometime after midnight. “ The Orcs were dways attacking
us. We had to fight to stay dive. But therewasn't any dwa. | liked it better then.”

Chapter Five

The Assemblageisdueto start in three days time. Already Sorcerers are arriving in the city, though
there slittle sign of them in Twelve Seas. They're either Staying as guests of Turanian Sorcerersin Truth
isBeauty Lane or dseliving in villas rented by the Guild in Thamlin. Some of the more adventurous
among them may be vigiting the Kushni quarter in the centre of town, wherethere' salot of diversonin
the way of whores, gambling, drinking and dwa, but none ventures asfar as Twelve Seas. Thisdoesn't
mean we' re not interested in them. Thelocd citizens read news of each new ariva in the Renowned and
Truthful Chronicle of All the World' s Events, the cheap and poorly produced news sheet that brings
the population of Turai itsregular dose of gossp and scandal. Faced as we are with so many enemies,
it'scomforting for Turaniansto have powerful Sorcererswithin our walls. Whenit' slearned that I'mto
attend the Assemblage, most people are impressed, dthough fairly amused at the thought of me being
some sort of government officid.

“Of course,” as Chiaraxi, theloca heder, pointsout, “it’snot asif our officidsare al sober, responsible
citizens. From what I’ ve seen of these degenerates in the Senate, Thraxas would fit right in.”



“Only if they could make a specid outsizetoga,” replies Rox, who should stick to selling fish.

Bolstered by such support, I’'m wrapping up dl other business. The Transport Guild has paid me for the
gpprehension of Rezox and |’ ve been to vidt the suspicious merchant with regard to hiswife. He sa
timber dedler by the name of Rixad. While| can't say he' sthefriendliest client I’ ve ever had, he does
seem to take my opinions serioudy and he doesn't quibble over payment. Rixad is around fifty,
overweight and not the handsomest man in the city. | can see he might be suspicious of his glamorous
young wife, but if he wants to use his wealth to scoop up abeauty in need of money, it'samost bound to
happen. Hiswife started off on the stage and might have thought it awise move to swap the uncertain life
of an actressfor the luxury of an important merchant’ s household, but she’ s probably bored by now.

| report that asfar as| can see she has no externd interests save in beautifying herself.

“I checked out her visitors but there' s nothing suspicious. Standard crowd, cater for al the richest
women inthe city. | expect it’s costing you a bundle, but gpart from that you’ ve nothing to worry about.”

Rixad nods.
“Thelast bill from Copro was for more than a shipload of timber. | don’t mind. It keeps her happy.”

Copro isquite awell-known man in Turai. One of our finest beauticians. Sncearriving in Tural he's
attained such areputation that the female aristocracy fight for his services. Princess Du Akan swears by
him, | believe. He sbeen afrequent vistor to Rixad’ swife, but as Copro is rumoured to have aclose
relationship with hisyoung mae assstant, he's not aman you have to worry about your wife misbehaving
with.

Business completed, | make my way home, reasonably satisfied. I'm till in abad mood about having to
attend the Assemblage, but at least it will be warm. The temperature has dropped even further and the
sreets are quieter than I’ ve ever seen them. Only the most vital services are il in operation and many of
the population are obliged to chip blocks of ice from frozen agueducts and thaw it out for drinking water.

| arrive at the Avenging Axejust as Makri isclimbing the outsde sairsto my office.

“I just had an argument with the dealer who sold dwato Minarixa,” she says. “ Do you think there might
be any trouble?’

“How bad was the argument?’

“He sdead.”

| mutter the minor incantation to open my door and hurry inside.

“Of course there will be trouble. Did anyone see you?’

Makri doesn't think so.

“Thedley was dark and it was snowing.”

“Didyou havetokill him?’

Makri shrugs.

“I wasn't planning to. | wasjust going to beat him. He pulled aknife so | ran him through.”

| swear it was only last week that Makri wastelling mein glowing terms about some lecture she' d



attended concerning the importance of mora behaviour at dl times.
“Y ou think thiswas mord?’
“Hedeserved it.”

“I"'m sure Samanatius would be highly impressed. If the Brotherhood find out they’ || be down on uslikea
bad spell. | don’'t fancy trying to escape the city when the gates are frozen shut. Do you dways haveto
do thingswhich lead to trouble?’

Makri opens her mouth to reply but instead she startsto cry. | stare at her in complete astonishment.
She' s never reacted like this before. When | shout at her she normdly just shouts back louder, and
maybe reachesfor her axe.

Faced with atearful Makri, | have no ideawhat to do. I’'m worried it might be some sort of menstruation
problem, asubject | had successfully avoided for forty-three years until Makri ingsted on bresking one
of Tura’ s strongest taboos by bringing it up in public afew months ago, thereby throwing the whole
neighbourhood into panic. Theloca priest svearshe Il never vist the Avenging Axe again. Makri dumps
down heavily on the couch and continuesto cry. | wonder if | could escape downstairs for a beer.

“Um. .. wel, it might not turn out so bad . . . dwadeders get killed al the time. Maybe the Brotherhood
won't caretoo much.. . .”

Tearstrickle down Makri’sface. I'm trapped.

“What'sgoing on?Isit something, er ... persond ... 7

Makri seems reluctant to talk.

“Okay, maybe you could tell melater, I've got someimportant . . .”
“Areyou trying to get rid of me?’ she demands.

“What do you mean?| wastrying to be sympathetic. If you'rejust going to St there dl day being as
miserable as aNiojan whore, what the hell do you expect meto do?1’m abusy man.”

“Wadll, that' sfine, | wouldn’t want to bother you,” says Makri angrily. “1 won't bother saving you next
timeyou get introuble.”

“Makri, the last thing in the world | want to do isdiscussyour private life, but Tanrose says| haveto, so
sl it”

“Y ou expect meto tell you about my private life? No chance.”

“That’ sfinewith me, | don’t want to hear it anyway.”

“All right, I'll tell you,” says Makri. She sniffs, and drinks some of my klee.

“I dept with an EIf on Avula. And I’ ve been miserable ever since”

| Slently curse Tanrose. She should be dedling with this sort of thing.

“Right...wdl ...youknow...I"m sureit will work out fine”

Makri dabs her eyes and looks at me.



“Isthat it? Isthat the best you can do?’
| spread my arms wide and contrive to look hopeless.

“Makri, | might be number one chariot when it comesto investigating and sharp as an EIf’ sear at the
race track, but | never clamed to be any good on emotional problems. | assumethisisan emotional
problem?’

“What did you think it was?’
“Withyouit’shard to tell. If it turns out you stabbed the EIf | wouldn’t be surprised.”

Makri starts crying again. | wish the Brotherhood would attack. A good sword fight would take her mind
off it. Makri never had alover before and now appearsto be suffering some sort of criss.

“Waan't that what you wanted? | mean, an Elf, leafy glades and such like? Better than some lowlifein
Twelve Seas anyway. Thefirg timel waswith awoman | wasfourteen, drunk, and her pimp camein
hafway through to check | had enough money.”

“Why hasn't See-ath been in touch?” wails Makri. “He signoring me. Wasn't it important?’
“He sthousands of milesaway on an Elvishidand. How' s he going to get in touch?
“He could send amessage.”

| point out that in the middle of winter even the Elves can’'t make the voyageto Turai. Makri is
unconvinced and seemsto think that he should have tried harder.

“I’m sure he could have sent amessage.”
“How?’
“He could ve used a Sorcerer.”

“Makri, Sorcerers can sometimes communicate over long distances but it’s not easy. Only avery
powerful Sorcerer could contact Turai from Avula, and he' d need plenty of help from the right
conjunctions of the moon, not to mention calm weather and a certain amount of good fortune. It'sa
difficult business. | redlly don’t think your young lover could persuade the local Sorcerer to send a
message to his girlfriend, no matter how much he wanted to.”

“Fine” saysMakri, angrily. “Be on hissidethen.” She stands up and storms out the room.

| take a hefty dug of klee. I'm unnerved. | resolve to have astrong word with Tanrose. She should be
deding with this, I’'m far too busy investigating. | take another drink and redlise I’ m fedling angry about
the whole thing, though I’ m not surewhy.

There saknock on my outside door. | answer it warily, fearing that the Brotherhood may be here to ask
questions about their sudden loss of adwadedler. It turns out to be Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky. I'm
moderately pleased to see her and welcome her in. It' s probably a good ideato talk to her before the
Assemblage, though I'm surprised she' stravelled to Twelve Sess. If | was apowerful Sorcerer livingin
the pleasant environs of Truth is Beauty Lane, nothing would get me south of theriver.

Lisutaris has high cheekbones, alot of fair hair and carries hersdf eegantly. We re about the same age
but you wouldn’t know it. She' s attractive, and rather glamorous when she takes the notion, though when
she arrives she' swrapped in a sensible amount of fur and her rainbow cloak isa practical winter model



rather than the fancy thing she normally wears.

My rooms are extremely untidy. Lisutarisisn’t overly concerned about the niceties, however, and sveeps
some junk off achair before sitting down and enquiring if | can provide her with some wine to keep her
circulation moving while she prepares some thazis for consumption.

“Nowine. Beex?'

Lisutaris nods, and concentrates on her thazis. Most people smoke thazisin smal sticks, but Lisutaris,
when separated from her water pipe, constructsfar larger versions, and she proceeds to do thiswhilel
bring her ae. In no time the room reeks of thazis and Lisutarisis|ooking more comfortable.

“It'scold astheice queen’ sgrave out there,” she mutters. 1’ ve got awarming spell on my cloak, my hét,
my boots and my carriage, and I’ m il shivering.”

| ask her what brings her to Twelve Seas.

“I hear you' re going to the Assemblage as Cicerius s representative.”
“l'am.”

“Did he ask you to fix the election for me?’

“Not exactly. Just to make sure it wasn't fixed against you. Do you care?’
Lisutarisshrugs.

“Not particularly. It will be bad for Tural if the Smnian getsthe post, but what the hell, the Orcs will
destroy the city soon enough, elther that or Nioj will.”

“The King thinks that having you as head of the Guild will give us protection.”

“It might. Who knows?’

Lisutarisinhales another vast amount of thazis smoke.

“What | mainly want to happen a the Assemblage,” she continues, “isfor me not to get killed.”
“You think thet' slikey?’

Shedoes.

“I recelved an anonymous message saying an Assassn wason hisway.”

Lisutarisis short on details. She' s brought the message with her and handsit over. A small piece of paper
with nest handwriting.

You may be in danger from an Assassin at the Assemblage. Coviniusis coming.

There snothing else. Nothing else to see, that is, though a piece of paper can oftenyield alot to
sorcerous investigation. | tdll Lisutaris|’ Il get to work onit.

“Did you inform the Civil Guard?’

“Yes. But the Guards won't be adlowed into the Assemblage. That’ swhy | want to hireyou.”



| tell Lisutaristhat strictly she doesn't have to. Cicerius has dready hired me to work on her behalf.
Lisutarisingsts she' d be happier if she hired me directly, and there ssome senseinthisso | takea
retainer fee from her.

“It'svery hard to get any information about the Assassins. But I’ [l do my best. Most probably it’ sjust
some crank.”

“Who isCovinius?’ asksLisutaris.

“A member of the Smnian Assassins Guild. He has an evil reputation. People say he' snever falledona
misson.”

“I'm not feding any better,” says Lisutaris, frowning. “I don’t want this job enough to get killed for it.”

Lisutarisis strong enough to carry apowerful protection spell a al times. Thiswill turn ablade, but
there' s no saying how many ways a murderous expert like Covinius could find to get around it. | repesat
that there' s probably nothing init, but in truth I’ m worried.

A freezing draught from under the door is badly affecting my feet. | kick an old cushion over to cover the
gap. Lisutaris amiles. There are plenty of Sorcerers| wouldn’t welcome here, but Lisutarisisn’t the
snobbish type. Back in thewar she dept in atent by thewallslike everyone ese. | redlise| rather like
her. I'll be sorry if she ends up with an Assassin’sdart in her heart.

“I need someone to watch my back,” saysthe Sorcerer.
“Didn’'t you just hire mefor that?’

“Yes. But you' re going to be busy with other things at the Assemblage. | want to recruit Makri asa
bodyguard.”

This doesn't seem like abad idea. If you want abodyguard, Makri isagood choice, providing you don’t
mind her killing afew extra people every now and then. And with the Guild College being closed for the
winter, she' sgot time on her hands.

“I think she'll be pleased to do it. Cheer her up, probably.”
“Has Makri been unhappy?’

In other circumstancesit would be strange that the well-bred Mistress of the Sky would even know
Makri, but they’ ve met through the Association of Gentlewomen. So | believe anyway, though the
Association keeps its business secret.

“Fairly unhappy. A few persond problems. | sorted most of it out.”

Lisutaris s attention is dready starting to wander. When | ask her about the Assemblage it takes afew
momentsfor her to reply.

“How exactly isthe new head of the Guild chosen? Isit astraight eection or isthere some sort of test?’
“Both. The Sorcerers vote on the candidates and the top two go on to afinal eimination.”
“Whichinvolves?’

“A test ingde the magic space.”



“What tes?”

The Mistress of the Sky doesn’t know. Charius the Wise will set the test, and he' s keeping the details
closeto hischest.

“With any luck we' ll belooking for thazis plants,” saysLisutaris, who' sfairly sngle-minded about her
pleasures these days. | show her along the corridor to Makri’sroom and leave her at the door before
heading downdtairs for abeer. | get mysalf round aHappy Guildsman jumbo tankard of ale and inform
Gurd that his barmaid will be missing for afew days as sheis about to perform the duties of bodyguard
for Tura’ sleading Sorcerer. Gurd looks relieved. He' s been suffering at the hands of Makri’ s moods,
and ever Snce Tanrose told him it was due to some emotiond difficulties, the Barbarian has been terrified
that Makri might broach the subject with him. Gurd has more than enough emotional problemsof his
own. He s attracted to Tanrose and never quite knows what to do about it.

“It will take her mind off things,” says Gurd. “Why did she want to get involved with an EIf anyway?’
“I don’t know. Probably thinksthey’ re handsome.”
“Why would she care about that? A good fighter and agood provider, that’s what a man should be.”

Sensing that Gurd is now worrying that Tanrose might not think he' s handsome enough, | changethe
subject.

“I’m about to look after an eection. Not ajob | ever thought I’d end up doing.”
“Youthink it will befar?’

“I'll make sureitis. Tura isdepending on me, and I’ m depending on the hefty fee Cicerius has offered
rre”

“But what about all the magic they’ |l be using?’ asks Gurd. Asanorthern Barbarian, he' s never been too
comfortable with magic.

“It won't matter. If there’ sanything irregular going on I’ ll pick it up. Easy as bribing a Senator for aman
of my experience.”

Thetavernfills up asthe evening draws on. Thefierce winter isnot harming Gurd' s business. People
would rather be drinking in the warmth of the Avenging Axe than huddling miserably at home. | load up
with several bowls of stew, then depart upstairs with beer. | look in on Makri to seeif she’ staken the
job asbodyguard. Lisutarisis still here. She' slying unconscious on the floor surrounded by the remains
of numerous enormous thazis sticks. Makri is comatose beside her. The room is so thick with smoke |
can barely seethefar wall. | shake my head.

“You'll beafine new head of the Sorcerars Guild,” | mutter, and leavethemtoiit. If Cicerius could see
her now, | figure he’ d be regretting his choice.

Chapter Six

| take the paper to Astrath Triple Moon and ask him to work on it for me.



“Do you have any more details?’

A good Sorcerer can often glean information from an object but only if he has something to go on,
something to anchor the enquiry. Left to hisown devices, Astrath might scan the city for days and not link

the paper to anything.
“It might not even have originated in Tural.”

“It did. | checked the watermark. The paper was made and sold right herein Turai. And it sawoman's
handwriting.”

“How do you know?’

“I' know. I'm an Investigator. The message was handed in at the Messengers Guild post in the middle of
Roya Boulevard, which doesn't narrow it down much. That’ sabusy station, and the man on duty
doesn’t remember who brought it in. But | have a hunch. Not that many peoplein Turai would ever have
heard of Covinius. A few people at Palace Security maybe, but they don’t employ women. But thereis
one woman who'd know al about him. And she' s based in Kushni, not far from that messenger post.
Hanama”

“Hanama?’

“One of our own Assassins. She might send awarning to Lisutaris.”
“Wouldn't that be againgt the Assassins’ rules?’

“Hanama seemsto be playing by her own set these days.”

Adtrath Triple Moon agreesto check her out, and | carry on with my preparations for the Assemblage.
Ciceriusis providing me with expensesmoney s0 I'll be okay for beer. Makri complains continually
about the weather and is even moreirritating than usual.

“Maybe she should sail back to EIf land,” suggests Gurd, after clearing up the tavern following afight
between Makri and three dock workers who she claimed had insulted her. “ A barmaid hasto expect a
few insults, it’s part of thejob.”

Two dayslater I'm standing outside alarge hdl at the edge of Thamlin, just outside the grounds of the
Imperial Palace. The grounds are white, covered by snow. The trees are frosted and the ponds and
fountains frozen over. Snow isfaling heavily and the assembled soldiery and Civil Guards stand
miserably in shivering ranks. They’ re gathered here because the King himsalf has been making a speech
to the Sorcerers, welcoming them to the Assemblage and wishing them a pleasant time in the city Sate of
Tura.

I’m stuck outside because | was't invited to this part of the ceremony, which demongtrates that Tribune
of the Peopleisnot that great athing to be. Whilel’mwaiting to beletin, | reflect sadly that afew years
ago, when | was Senior Investigator at Palace Security, I'd seethe King regularly. | doubt he'd
recognise me these days. If he did he wouldn't acknowledge me. A man who' s been bounced out of his
job for drunkenness at the Palace no longer has enough status to be noticed by the King. | wonder if
Rittiuswill show up at the Assemblage. He' sthe current head of Palace Security and a bitter enemy of
mine. |I’ve done him plenty of bad turnsand he' s paid them all back. Last year he took meto court and
damn near bankrupted me. | shiver. Maybe | can persuade one of the Sorcerers here to show me amore
effective spdl for warming my cloak.

It sarelief when the King and his retinue emerge from the building and ride off through the blizzard. |



trudge forward to the huge portico that leads into the Roya Hall. Thisisone of the largest buildingsin
Turai, dmost asbig as the Senate. It dates from afew hundred years ago but, aswith Turai’ s other
public buildings, it' skept in excelent repair by the King. He likes his public works to look impressve and
he' s not short of money since the trade route from the south opened up afew years back, and the gold
minesin the north ran into some very productive veins of ore.

“Sorcerers and their staff only,” says ayoung woman at the door. Her blue cloak sgnifiesthat sheisan
apprentice.

| bring out my letter bearing Cicerius ssed and flash it in her direction.
“Officid Turanian government representative,” | say.

She studies the paper.

“Tribune of the People? What' sthat?’

“A very important position,” | reply, and march past. After standing outside in the cold for what seems
like hours|’m not about to explain my businessto the hired help.

Onceingde, my first task isto find beer. Sorcerers need aplentiful supply and so do I. After making
some enquiries| find that refreshments are served in the Room of Saints at the back of the hdll. It's
aready crowded and no oneislooking at the statues, frescoes and maosaics of our grest religiousfigures.
Drinking is aready underway. The Sorcerers, no doubt bored by the King's speech, are keen to get on
with the business of enjoying themsalves. Normally in acrowded inn I’ d use my body weight to force my
way through, but here I’ m rather more circumspect. It' s absolutely forbidden for a Sorcerer to blast
anyone with aspdl at the Assemblage—it would lead to immediate expulson—nbut | don’t want to
offend anyone unnecessarily. Not yet anyway. I'll get round to it soon enough.

| grab abeer and asmall bottle of klee and head back to the main hal, where | look around to seeif
there are any faces | recognise. I'm due to meet Cicerius but | want to get my bearingsfirst and maybe
seeif | canlearn anything useful. The main room of the Royd Hall isvast. Frescoes decorate the walls
and cellings, and a huge and intricate mosaic depicting the triumphs of Saint Quatinius coversthefloor. In
every corner there are statues of past heroes of Turai. The stained-glass windows are noted for their
beauty and contain some of the finest surviving work of Usax, Tural’ s grestest artist. Fine though the
dained glassis, it does't let in agreat amount of light, and torches arelit a regular intervals aong the
wdls.

The great room isfull of Sorcerers of every description. Each iswearing hisor her best cloak, which
makes for an impressive collection of rainbows. In the middle of the floor agroup of Turaniansare
holding court, welcoming old friends and dlies. Old Hasiusthe Brilliant, Chief Investigating Sorcerer at
the Abode of Justice, stands beside Harmon Half Elf and Meusthe Fair. Next to them Gorsus
Starfinder isguzzling wine and Tirini Snake Smiter—our most glamorous Sorcerer, and without a doubt
the only oneto wear arainbow cloak made of transparent mudin—is showing off her smileto some
younger admirers.

All Tura’smost powerful Sorcerers, sanding in agroup like they haven't acarein theworld. |
immediately fed irritated. Close to them are some of our younger adepts: Lanius Suncatcher, the new
Chief Sorcerer at Paace Security, along with Capali Comet Rider and Orius Fire Tamer. They irritate me
aswell. Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, doesn’t seem to be here yet. Still wrapped around her water pipe,
no doubt. As Turanian candidate for head of the Guild, the woman isgoing to be adisaster. There again,

| can’t see many of these people staying sober for the whole week.



Despite the gathering of so many magic workers under one roof, there’ s no rea sorcery going on.
Though Sorcerers are not as arule modest, it would be regarded as bad taste to show off one's powers
in such company. Here and there someone might use hisilluminated staff to check under his seet for his
tankard or place alarge object discreetly inside a magic pocket, but there are no demonstrations of great
power. Today isfor meeting old friends, relaxing, and hearing news from round the world.
Demondtrations of power can wait, and so can the e ection, which won't happen for afew days yet.

I'm still waiting for Agtrath’ s report on the piece of paper. He' s decided to attend the Assemblage so I'm
hoping to learn something from him later. | wonder if the message was genuine. | hope not. Covinius
means trouble. Even for an Assassin he seemsto be amost intangible. No one has ever seen him, and
that bothers me. In what guise is he planning to appear? Though the Sorcerers are strict about who they
admit to the Assemblage, an experienced Assassin like Covinius would have no trouble in assuming a
convincing identity. Theworrying thought strikes me that he might actualy be a Sorcerer. I’ ve never
heard of a sorcerous Assassin, but there' salways afirst time. It' s hard enough gaining any information
about the Assassins Guild herein Tural. Asfor their equivaent in Smnia, who knows? The best | can
hope for isthat if Covinius does show, he'll kill someone ese and leave Lisutarisaone. If that happens,
some other Investigator can sort it out.

Cicerius appears a my sde, resplendent in the green-edged toga which denotes his rank.
“WhereisLisutaris?’ heenquires.

“Not here yet.”

“Not hereyet?” The Deputy Consul isincredulous. “How can she belate at atime likethis?’

Cicerius can't quite understand that not everyone is desperate to do their duty for Tural dl thetime. He
scansthe room, tutting in frustration.

“Comewith me” heingructs. “Whilewe await the arrival of our candidate, | shdl introduce you to your
felow Tribunes and Tilupasis”

Heleads me across the floor of the main hall. | pass by many faces | recognise, people who were
apprentices at the same time as me and are now powerful Sorcerers. Cicerius ushersmeinto asmdl side
room, one of the many which adjoin the hal. Therewefind Tilupass, Visusand Sulinius. Cicerius
introduces usformally.

Tilupassisthirty-five, with nothing flashy in her appearance. Shel swedthy, fashionable enough, but not
much given to frivolity. A politician’ swife and, Snce the desth of her husband, something of apolitician
herself. | know our Senatorstake her serioudy. She hasthe ear of the Consul, and friends at the Palace,
and the ability to do people favours.

Visus and Sulinius are both around twenty, young men not yet begun on their careers. Suliniusisthe son
of Pragtor Capatius, therichest manin Turai, and Visusisalso of aristocratic parentage. They both look
fresh-faced and handsome in their white togas, and eager to perform their taskswell. Becoming a
Tribune of the People in order to attend the Sorcerers Assemblageis an unconventiond start to a political
career, but if they dowell, Ciceriuswill look favourably on their subsequent careers.

Tilupasisinformsthe Deputy Consul that the Assemblage has begun satisfactorily. The Sorcerersare
sttling in well. Moreimportantly, Tilupasis has dready made a count of probable votes, and thinks
Lisutarisisin with achance.

“Sunstorm Ramius is the favourite to win, but there are alot of Sorcerers herewho haven't decided who



to votefor. I’'m certain we can get Lisutaris elected provided she hersdlf puts up agood showing.”

Ciceriusis pleased. He entreats histwo young Tribunesto work hard for Tural. Hetelsmeto let him
know the moment | suspect any hint of treachery by any other delegation.

“Abovedl, be sureto act in amanner which bringsonly credit to Tural. It isvital that we show our
vigtorsthat Turanians are people of high mord standards. Do nothing which could be interpreted
otherwise”

Ciceriusdeparts. Tilupasisturnsto us.

“Digregard everything the Deputy Consul just said,” shetdlsusbriskly. “Tura needsto win thiselection
and I’'m here to make sure we do. If we can gather enough votesfairly, al well and good. If not, we'll
buy them. | have an endless supply of gold, silver, wine, whores, pretty boys, dwa and thazisto keep the
Sorcerers happy. Persona favours, political favours, anything. Whatever they need, we provide.
Understand?’

The two young Tribunes gape. Thisis not what they were expecting. I’ m unsurprised. It' s exactly whet |
was expecting. You don't win apost like head of the Sorcerers Guild by fair play and good behaviour.
Ciceriusknowsit, though he’ s not intending to dirty his hands with the details. That's Tilupasis sjob, and
from her introduction I’ d say she was going to be good at it. She starts handing out detailed ingtructions
to Visus and Sulinius asto which Sorcerersthey are to approach.

I”’m becoming increasingly uncomfortable. | never like being told what to do, and | fear I’ m about to be
ordered about in amanner quite unsuitable for a Private Investigator. My mood, aready poor, worsens.

“Thraxas. I’'m not depending on you to charm anyone, or manoeuvre for votes. We Il take care of that. |
need you to look after Lisutarisand inform meimmediately if you get wind of anything going on which
may damage her chances.”

“Fine. I'll gart in the Room of Saints. | could do with another beer.”
I”’m hoping this might annoy her.
“A good choice,” says Tilupasis, unperturbed. “L et me escort you there.”

Sheleads me out into the main hal. I'm wearing my best cloak but I’ m gtill shabby beside her. Tilupasis
is conservatively but fashionably dressed in awhite robe with just enough jewellery to let people know
she'sgot wedth on her sde. The hal isnow crowded and we pause to alow two blonde-haired female
Sorcerersto pass.

“From thefar north,” says Tilupasis. “I dready havetheir votes.”
“Did it cos much?’
A little gold, adragon-scale necklace or two. They were quite reasonable.”

Her eyes cometo rest on one of the more exatic figuresin the hdl, atall young woman in acloak which
ismainly gold, with the rainbow pattern visible only &t the collar. The woman is dark-skinned and has hair
s0 long as to make me suspect it’ s been sorceroudy enhanced, stretching down almost to her knees. In
amongst the dark mass of hair are several golden streaks and some beads which brilliantly reflect the
torchlight. I’ ve never seen so much hair on one person. It' san impressve sight. Benesth her rather
spectacular golden cloak she' swearing a somewhat more functiona tunic and leggings, marking her out
asavigtor from outside the city. Very few Turanian women ever wear mae attire, gpart of course from



Makri, and some of the lower-class workers at the markets.

“Princess Direeva?’

“Y es. One of the most powerful Sorcerersin the Wastelands.”

“Not an associate of Horm the Dead, | hope?’

Horm the Dead, arenegade haf-Orc Sorcerer, dmost destroyed Turai last year.
Tilupasis shakes her head.

“Her lands are far south of his. | don't think they’ re friends.”

Turanians tend to be sugpicious of anyone who livesin the Wastelands, the long stretch of ungoverned
territory that separates us from the Orcsin the east.

“Better to have her asafriend than an enemy, | suppose,” | mutter.
“Morethan that. Princess Direevais of huge importancein this éection. She carries agreat many votes.”
“She does?’

“Of course. Her father’ skingdom, the Southern Hills, isrich in sorcery. It hasto be, being so closeto the
Orcs. Without magical protection they’ d have been overrun long ago. There are ten Sorcerers here
directly under her sway. But that’ snot dl. The Wastdlands are full of tiny regionsthat look to them for
leadership. When you count up al the Sorcerers from these regions, it comesto something like thirty
votes. That could be enough to sway the eection. Right now | believe she favours Darius, the Abelasian,
S0 winning over Princess Direevais one of the most important tasks| have.”

The Princess stands rather aoof from the crowd. She' s attended by two apprenticesin blue cloaks but
makes no attempt to mingle with the other Sorcerers. Tilupasis excuses hersdlf, and heads over to begin
her offensive on Direeva. I'm surprised that the young woman has thirty votes under her control. Already
I'm fedling dightly baffled by the complexity of the dection.

I’ve spotted Sunstorm Ramius on the far side of the room and I’ m keen to get an impression of the
Simnian. HE saman of medium height and build, around fifty-five but showing no effects of age. His
beard is short and well trimmed and he stands erect with something of the manner of asoldier. Ramius
won himsdlf afine reputation during the last Orc Wars and he looks like aman who wouldn't flinch in the
face of danger. Around him are alarge collection of friends and admirers, and from the way they hang on
to hiswords| cantell that he carriesalot of weight round here.

Charismatic and powerful, | reflect. Bad newsfor Lisutaris. But good to know. Apart from my officia
business here, there' sthe ever-important matter of gambling on the result, and if | can’t succeed in getting
Lisutaris elected I’ m at least planning to back the winner. Honest Mox has been taking bets on the
outcome of this eection for weeks now, but I’ ve been holding off till | get achanceto study theformin
person. My first impression isthat Sunstorm Ramiusis probably worth his place asfavourite.

| hang around on the fringes of the group who surround Ramius. They’ retaking of the election and |
listen keenly, because there are other candidatesto consider. Lisutaris, Rokim, Darius and Ramius may
be the early favourites, but that’ s not to say there won't be astrong showing from anyone else. Surprise
candidates have been known to win the post before, cregping through the pack when the Assemblage
has been unable to make up its mind. Or bribing their way to power, though the Sorcerers will never
admit that this has happened.



I’m heading back to the bar for afresh tankard of dewhen adight stir inthe hal herddsthe arrival of
Lisutaris, Migtress of the Sky. She enters quite grandly, as befits her rank, with ayoung femae
apprentice beside her and Makri bringing up therear. Lisutarisis extravagantly coiffured and wears her
finest rainbow cloak over awhite robe which trails egantly behind her as shewaks. She has silver
Elvish bangles, asilver tiara, anecklace of three rows of emerads and apair of gold shoes that must
have cost the equivaent of ashipload of grain.

Behind her Makri iswearing her full light body armour, something I’ ve rarely seen. Usually when she gets
into afight in Twelve Seasthere’ s no time to be donning armour. She brought it with her from the Orc
lands and it'smade of black leather partly covered with chainmail, which will turn most blades. Makri
carries her helmet under her arm, and while sheisn’'t wearing a blade—thisis not dlowed at the
Assemblage—I’ ve no doubt that Lisutariswill be holding one discreetly for her in amagic pocket.
Anyone with an experienced eye can see that the wearer of such asuit isaperson who knows how to
fight; aworthwhile bodyguard. It makes for an impressive entrance. Lisutaris|ooks like a Sorcerer who
means business.

| make my way over to greet them. Lisutarisis already surrounded by Sorcerers and, not for the first
time, Makri aso finds hersdlf the object of some interest. Makri’ sreddish skin tone gives away her
Orcish blood—any Sorcerer would sense it anyway—and | can see that people are aready wondering
who thisexotic cregture is that walks behind Lisutaris wearing Orcish armour with the gait of awarrior.

“Nice entrance.”

“You think s0?’ saysMakri. “1 wasworried about the armour. But Lisutaris wanted her bodyguard to
look busnedike.”

“Probably awise move. Why are you late? The water pipe?’
“Only partly,” saysMakri. “Lisutariswas having her hair done by Copro.”
“I guessthat explainsit. How did you like our finest beautician?’

“He sokay,” says Makri, noncommittally. “He offered to show me his new range of make-up from
Samsarina. | told him | didn’'t need it.”

After her tough upbringing in the gladiator pits Makri still professes some contempt for the softness of our
Turanian aristocracy, though in recent months she’s moderated her hostility towards make-up,
paticularly inthefield of colouring her nails.

“Does Lisutaris have your swords?’
Makri shakes her head.

“I’ve got them in my pocket. She lent me amagic purse.” She pats her hip. “I’ ve got two swords, three
knivesand an axein here”

A magic purseisacontainer of the magic space. Y ou can put anything in thereand it loses al massand
volume, which isvery handy for carrying hidden wegpons. It' sasmall manifestation of the magic spacein
which some of the sorceroustestswill later be carried out. Normaly it’ sillegal to walk around Turai with
amagic purse, but the Consul has suspended this law for the duration of the Assemblage.

Two young Sorcerers—Samsarinan, from their clothes—are attempting to edge their way past meto
greet Lisutaris. Or possibly to introduce themsavesto Makri. | leavethem toit. Maybe if Makri gets
involved with someone ese she' ll stop being miserable about the EIf.



I’m picking up a beer when aheavy hand pounds me on the back.
“Thraxas?sthat you?’

| turn round to find alarge Sorcerer with ared face and abushy grey beard smiling at me. | don’'t
recognise him.

“It sme. Irith.”

“Irith Victorious?’

“Thesame! You've put on weight!”
“So haveyou.”

| dap him on the back enthusiastically. | haven't seen Irith Victorious for more than twenty years. When |
was amercenary down in Juval, Irith was ahired Sorcerer in the same army. It wasthefirst time | met
Gurd, the war was messy and confused and just about the only good things were the klee, provisonsand
occasiona good times supplied by Irith Victorious. He was adim youth in those days, but from the size
of hiswaistline !’ d say he' d carried on with the good times.

“What are you doing now?’

“I made good. King's Chief Sorcerer in Juva. Y ou wouldn't have thought that was going to happen
when the Abelasians were chasing us through the jungle! What are you doing here?’

Irith knows | never made it as a Sorcerer. When helearns I’ m working for the Deputy Consul he roars
with laughter. | find mysdlf roaring with laughter too. | awaysliked Irith.

“There ssix Sorcerersfrom Juva here and we re looking for agood time. Come and meet them!”

| go to meet them. They turn out to be six of the largest, most jovid Sorcerers ever made, each with a
loud voice, alarge bely and amissoninlifeto get asmuch deinsdehim aspossible, dl thewhile
shouting in aloud voice for more beer, more stories about the old days and more serving girlsto sit on his
knee.

“Thedection?’ yellsone of them, who' sdrinking a huge flagon of de while another hoversat hisside.
“Who cares? Hey, can anyone else do this?’

He mutters aword and the floating tankard rises and starts emptying beer into his mouth. I’ m extremely
impressed. It sone of the finest spells|’ ve ever seen. His companions bellow with laughter and start
trying to emulate the feat. Soon beer isflowing in dl directions. Waitresses are scurrying thisway and that
with fresh suppliesand Irith Victoriousis claiming in theloudest of voicesthat he does't care what
anyone says, he wasthereal champion at the last Juvdian Sorcerers drinking contest and anyone who
says otherwiseisan Orc-lover.

“The Juvaian drinking contest is as nothing compared to the feats of Thraxasof Tura!” | bawl, and start
on afresh tankard.

“Tura?’ screams Juval. “No one can drink inthiscity. Too cold! I ve been as cold as afrozen pixie snce
| got here. Southern heat, that’s what makes adrinker!”

“Southern heet? I’ ve seen atwo-fingered troll drink more than a Juvalian Sorcerer. Haven't you finished
that tankard yet?’



| call for more beer.
“And chargeit to Ciceriugl”

Wetoast the Deputy Consul, and then the Deputy Consul in Juval, or some such officid. | don’t quite
cach thetitle.

“Anyone betting on thedection?’ | enquire, sometime later.

Irithisagambler but he' s not as enthusiastic about betting on the contest as | thought he might be. He
knows—as does any Sorcerer who' sinterested—there’ s awoman working in the kitchens as a cook
whose actual purposeisto act as arunner, taking bets to a bookmaker, but he doesn’t fancy the odds.

“Sunstorm Ramius isthe strong favourite and they’ re only offering two to one on. Hardly seemsworthiit.
| can never get excited about an odds-on bet.”

| nod. Risking astake of twenty guransto win only tenisn't that attractive a prospect to afun-loving
Sorcerer like Irith. Mysdlf, I might go for it at the chariot racesif | was certain | was backing the winner.
Here at the Assemblage, I'm not so sure. Having seen Tilupasis swinging into action, it doesn't seem
impossiblethat Lisutarismight win. | heard Tilupasistelling young Visusin strong termsthat she didn’t
care how old the Chief Sorcerer from Misan was, it was his duty to show her round the city and make
sure she was having agood time. Asthe elderly Sorcerer departed on Visus s arm she looked pretty
happy, S0 that’ s probably afew more votesfor Tural. Furthermore, I'm on Lisutaris ssdeand | havea
lot of confidencein my &bilities.

“Number one chariot,” | tdl Irith.
“What at?’
“Investigating. Drinking. Fighting. Getting votes. Lots of things. Sharp as an Elf’ sear. Wher€ sthe beer?’

Providing Lisutaris, Migtress of the Sky, can avoid gppearing in public looking like she' sjust unwillingly
detached herself from her water pipe and is having trouble putting one foot in front of the other, | reckon
she'sin with achance. Most people like her, she' s maintained her good reputation and she can muster a
lot of charm when she hasto. A few beerslater it'sas clear asday that | should be placing a hefty bet on
the Migtress of the Sky, so | head for the kitchensto do just that, picking up aplate of venison and a
huge peach pie on the way back. | get back to drinking with the Juvaians, and entertain one and al with
afine story of my exploitsin the war between Juva, Abelas and Pargada, twenty-four years ago.

“It wasthefirg time | met Gurd, and we gave the Pargadans hell, | can tell you.”

Some hours later atired-looking attendant suggeststo usthat as the Roya Hall has now completely
emptied of Sorcerers, it may betimefor usto go home. | clamber to my feet, bid farewell to Irith and his
companions, step lightly over the one or two Juvalian Sorcerers now lying prostrate on the floor, and
stumble out the building. I’ d say the Assemblage has gone well so far. Far more enjoyablethan |
anticipated. | wonder what happened to Lisutaris and Makri. | shrug. Powerful Sorcerer and ferocious
warrior. They can look after themselves.

At thedoor | runinto Tilupasis. She looks as fresh and elegant as she did at the start of the day.
“Get many votes?’ | ask.

“I believe s0. And you?’



“I may have secured the support of the Juvdians.”

“Y ou mean you out-drank them?”’

“I did. It was aclose-run thing, but | was drinking for Turai.”
Tilupasislaughs, quite eegantly.

“Good.”

“Good?’

| was hoping she' d be annoyed. It ill bothers methat I'm obliged to be here working for the
government.

“1 have Visus and Sulinius to charm those who need to be charmed. But for those who need to be drunk
into submission, | have you. | told Cicerius you would be agood man to have on our side.”

Tilupasis departs. Going to snuggle up with the Consul maybe. | have apeculiar feding I’ ve been
outsmarted somehow. To hell with them.

Outside, the only landus | can find doesn’t want to take me south of theriver. I'm obliged to raise my fist
and inform the driver that hislandusis going south, with or without him. We set off through the snow. The
streetsare quiet. I’ m cold. It wasn't such abad day.

Chapter Seven

Adtrath Triple Moon sends me amessage apologising for his non-gppearance at the Assemblage,
claming illness. The message ends with the brief sentence, Paper came from Hanama.

| mull this over with my morning beer. Astrath has good powers of sorcerousinvestigation and hisresults
can generdly betrusted. My hunch was correct. It was Hanamawho warned Lisutaris about Covinius.
Thismeans!’ll haveto talk to her. Talking to Assassnsis never something | enjoy doing.

| finish my beer, warm up my cloak and set off through the snow for the Assemblage. Oncethere | nose
around for awhile, check that Makri islooking after Lisutaris s back, then get round to drinking with Irith
and his companions. In the rooms and corridors of the Roya Hall, the eectioneering is gathering pace.
Sofar I’ ve had little involvement in the machinations of Tilupas's, dthough she does ask me to escort
young Suliniusto a secluded location behind the hall.

“He scarrying alot of gold and | don’t want him to get robbed.”

The gold buys the votes of four Sorcerers from Carsan. Tilupasisiswell satisfied.
“Let the Smnianstry to match that.”

“Arethey busy with bribery aswell?’

“Of course. So arethe Abelasians. But they lack the advantage of being at home. | have accessto the
King'svaults. We can out-spend them.”



Theonly other task I'm givenisto cal ina aloca Civil Guard ation to bail out two Samsarinanswho
found themselvesin some trouble after an argument at the card table in atavern. Tilupasisrefundstheir
losses, promisesto show them amore hospitable venue for gambling the next night and charms them
aufficiently to make some inroads on the Samsarinan del egation. Samsarinahave their own candidete,
Rokim the Bright, but Tilupasis hopesto persuade them to switch their eighteen votesto Lisutarisif things
seem hopelessfor their candidate.

“ Eighteen second-choice votes,” she says. “At present they’ re attached to the Simnian, but I’'m hoping
we can sway them.”

Tilupasisis proving to be ahighly efficient organiser and has boundless energy. Her mainworry is
Princess Direeva. In atight contest the thirty Sorcerers under her influence are looking more important
than ever, but they’ re intending to vote for Darius Cloud Walker, the Abelasian. Direeva has known him
for along time, and trusts him.

“I can’'t seem to get to Direeva. Her representative rebuffed avery generous offer. She doesn't appear to
want for anything. Shewasn't interested in gold and she didn’t seem to take to either Visus or Sulinius.”

At least Lisutarisis holding up, just about. Accompanied by Makri, she greets her fellow Sorcerers, quite
charmingly fromwhat | can tell, disgppearing only occasionally to indulge her need for thazis. So far she
has not disgraced Turai by falling over in public. I' veinformed Tilupasis and Cicerius about the possible
involvement of a Simnian Assassin. Ciceriusis sceptical.

“Pdace Security would have notified meif Covinius had entered Tural,” saysthe Deputy Consul. “1 can't
believe that Lisutarisisin danger of being assassinated. The Sorcerers dection iskeenly contested but
there has never been an nation. Who is meant to have hired him?’

“I don’'t know yet. I'll check it out assoon as| can.”

Tilupass promisesto discreetly inform the other Turanian Sorcerers of the warning so they can watch out
for Lisutaris, just in case the threat turns out to be red. Which, dong with Makri, gives her quitealot of
protection. I’ ve sent a message to Hanama requesting a mesting, but have had no reply as yet.

| excuse mysdf from Tilupasis asit seemslike along time since | had abeer. Close to the Room of
Saints, | bump into Makri.

“Any trouble?’

Makri shakes her head.

“Notrouble”

At thismoment Princess Direeva appears at our side. Ignoring me, she introduces herself to Makri.
“| am Princess Direeva,” she says. “And you are?’

“Makri.”

The Princess nods.

“I thought s0. Champion gladiator of al the Orc lands, | believe?’

Princess Direevais agpparently impressed.

“I understand you were undefeated for five years?’



“Sx,” saysMakri.
“Redly? And you once fought adragon in the arena?’
“l did.”

Direeva seemsintrigued. Her extraordinary hair sways gently as she talks, making the gold stresks and
glittering beads sparkle in the light. There may be atouch of Orcish blood about the Princess hersdlf.
Though only Human Sorcerers can stand for the post of Guild leader, there are various Sorcerersin
attendance with Elvish blood in their veins, so | suppose alittle Orc isn't such asurprise. The Sorcerers
are not so forma as many of the city’s Guilds. Makri would be bounced right out of amesting of the
goldsmiths, but goldsmiths are dway's very concerned about etiquette.

I’ve heard Makri bragging about her accomplishmentsin the arena enough times aready, and Princess
Direavashows no interest in talking to me, so | dip off. In the Room of Saints Tilupasisis encouraging
some Pargadans to drink more wine. She asks me what Princess Direeva wanted with Makri.

“A friendly chat.”

“Redly?’

Tilupasis seyeslight up.

“Excdlent. We may have found something the Princessisinterested in.”

| spend the rest of the day drinking with Irith Victorious. He asks me how I’ m coping with my officia
duties.

“It'sdl right. Better than rowing adave galey. It wasn't like | had anything €lse planned for the winter.”

One of Irith’s companions teaches me an improved warming spell for my cloak. So now I'm warm and |
have plenty of free beer. I'm starting to enjoy this assgnment.

Thelight fades early and | arrive homein darkness. | take care climbing the stairsto my office. | may be
full of beer but Thraxas, number one chariot among Tura’ s Investigators, has never been known to fall
off hisown staircase. I'm nearly as happy as a drunken mercenary. These Sorcerers from Juval know
how to enjoy themselves. Maybe | should move down there. Be better than thislousy city.

“Better than thislousy city!” | ydll into the darkness. There€' sno one around and | take the opportunity to
bellow the last verse of an old army drinking song before entering my office in a cheerful manner and
finding Makri, Lisutaris and Princess Direavadl unconscious on the floor. Darius Cloud Walker islying
dead beside them with aknifein hisback. | blink. It isn't asight | was expecting.

The sheer awfulness of the Situation dmost paralyses me. The room stinks of dwaand thazis. I’ m full of
beer. | can’'t cope with adead Sorcerer. I'm il trying to takeit in when there’ s aknock on the door
and avoice | recognise shouts my name.

“Thraxas. We want to talk to you.”

It'sKarlox, an enforcer for the Brotherhood. | mutter afoul curse a Makri for landing mein this
gtuation. From the look of her face I’ d say she' sbeen indulging in more dwa than she can handle. If the
overdose doesn't kill her | swear I'll do it mysdif.

My firgt thought isto kill Karlox, get on ahorse, ride out of town and keep going. The Situation isso grim



asto defy description. When Cicerius hired meto help Lisutaris he was't expecting meto lure her rivals
to my office and have them murdered, which iswhat thisisgoing to look like. I'm heading for the scaffold
in the exotic company of Makri, Lisutaris and Princess Direeva, and that' s going to make afine story for
the Renowned and Truthful Chronicle.

“Open up, Thraxas,” shouts Karlox. “1 know you'rein there.”

Karlox may be dumb as an Orc but he' saloyal member of the Brotherhood, not the sort of man to give
ineadly. I've ashrewd idea he' s here investigating the recent degth of their dwa dedler, and that’ sa big
enough problemin itself. Makri killed him and at this moment she' s unconscious at my feet and thereé san
important Sorcerer dead on the floor. It would be easy to panic.

I’m not aman to panic. | remain silent and quickly weigh up the Situation. | doubt that Karlox ishere
alone. He knows he couldn’t get the better of mewithout help. If he' s here with agang, he'll be ableto
break down the door, minor locking spell or not. The onething | can’t afford to happen isfor any
witnessesto see Dariuslying dongside Makri. Particularly asit’sMakri’ sknifethat’ s sticking in his back.

If I movethebody I'll bein endlessdifficulties|ater. If | don't moveit I'll bein endless difficultiesright
now. Karlox beats on the door and | can hear him giving ordersto start breaking it down. | hoist the
unfortunate Darius over my shoulder and stagger to the inner door. Darius doesn't weigh that much. The
shock of these events has sobered me up just enough not to fall and break my neck as | make my way
down the stairs and through to the back of the tavern. To my surprise, Gurd and Tanrose are still about,
making preparations for tomorrow’ sfood.

“What—7'

“Can’t stop. Go upstairs and look after Makri till | get back. The Brotherhood are about to break the
door down.”

Gurd picks up his axe and they depart swiftly. | carry on through to the yard. Idedlly I’ d like to dump the
body asfar away as possible, but | can’t risk being seen from the front of the tavern so I can think of
nothing better to do than heave the body over thewall into the next yard. It sahighwall and I’ m panting
with the exertion. The snow billows around me, muffling any sound.

| pray that no one has seen my actions. Not that it will matter in aday or two, when the Sorcerers
companions start working their spells, looking for Darius. I" ve just committed a serious crimeand I’ ve no
idea how I’'m going to escape the consequences. Without pausing to catch my breeath | hurry back
upstairsto find Gurd and Tanrose confronting Karlox and six companions. They’ ve forced the door,
breaking the lock.

Gurd is outraged at the damage to his property, but the Brotherhood men are more interested in the sight
of Makri, Lisutaris and Princess Direevalying on the floor. My room istill thick with thazis smoke and
reeks of burnt dwa.

“Been having aparty?’ rasps Karlox.

| unsheathe my sword and stand beside Gurd. With hisaxe in hishand the old Barbarian is ill a
formidablesght.

“Timetoleave” | say.
“Where did you get the dwa?’ says Karlox, which is quite ashrewd question for such astupid guy.

I”’m not planning on giving him an answer, though it saquestion I’ ll certainly be putting to Makri. | tell



Karlox brusquely that he' s got about ten seconds to leave my office or suffer the consequences. He eyes
my blade, and Gurd' s axe.

“Why so upset, fat man? We' rejust asking afew polite questions about the death of one of our men.
Y ou got something to hide? Or are you just wanting some time aone with the doped girls?’

Hismen guffaw.

“You've given me plenty to report,” says Karlox. With that he turns and strides out of the room, followed
by hismen. | immediately shut the door and place my locking spell onit, for al the good that will do.

“What'sgoing on?’ asks Gurd, but I'm aready bending down over Makri. I'm mad as hell at the woman
but | don’t want her to expire from dwa. She' s completely inexperienced initsuse. Or | thought she was.

Lesadaleaves, from the Elvish Ides, serve me mainly as hangover cures but I” ve seen an Elvish heder
use them to bring aperson out of adwatrance. | crush acouplein some water and pour some down
Makri’ sthroat. She coughs, sits up and looks around her curioudly.

“What' s happening?’ she says.

“A good question.”

She looks round the room. | ask her if she notices anything missing.
“Likewhat?’

“Like a Sorcerer maybe?’

“Right. Darius. Whereishe?’

“Hée slying in asnowdrift in the next yard. Did you kill him?’

Makri looks puzzled.

“Of course not. Why would 1?7

“Who knows? But when | got here Darius was dead on the floor and your knifewas till sticking in his
back. The Brotherhood arrived and | had to hide the body. If we don’'t move fast we' redl heading for a
swift execution. So help me wake up these two and tell me what’ s been going on.”

Gurd and Tanrose want to stay and help but | banish them from the room. The lessthey’ reinvolved the
better. | set about trying to revive Princess Direeva, while Makri getsto work on Lisutaris.

“What were you thinking of, taking dwa? Y ou know what happened to Minarixa.”
Makri shrugs.
“I was depressed.”

| don't havetimeto be outraged. Makri tells me that after the Assemblage ended Lisutaris said she didn’t
want to go back to Thamlin. “ She said she' d show Princess Direevathe bad part of town. Direeva
seemed keen to accompany us.”

“Why did you bring Darius?’
“Hejust sort of tagged aong. | think heliked Direeva.”



Lisutaris and Direeva come dowly back to consciousness, aided by Lesadaleaves and dest, afoul
herbal drink traditionally taken to sober up. They’ re both confused and don't yet redlise the urgency of
the Stuation.

“I need to deep,” saysLisutaris.

“You need to deep? You'll begoing for avery long deep if we don’t do something about this. Assoon
as Dariusismissed, his Sorcerer buddieswill start scanning the city for him. They’ Il locate his body soon
enough. And when they do they’ Il start looking back in time to find out what happened. That might take
days or weeks but they’ | succeed in the end. Thanksto you invading my office I’m now involved in this
disaster, and if we ever get out of it, next time you want to take dwaand hang around with dead guys,
day well away fromme.”

“Yes, fine, it'san aggravating Stuation,” says Lisutaris, coldly. “But you ranting isn't going to help. What
arewe going to do?’

“Firgtly you could tel mewho killed Darius Cloud Walker.”
Everyonelooks blank. All three claim that hewas ill divelast time they could remember.

“So someonejust waited till you' d conveniently al drugged yoursel vesinto astupor then snuck into my
office and used Makri’ sknifeto kill him? The Civil Guards are going to love that story.”

“Did you examinethe body?’ asks Lisutaris.
“Of course not. The Brotherhood were breaking the door down.”

Wefdl slent. Thetde of amysterious stranger isn't impressing anyone here. It'snot going to impressthe
Sorcerers Guild or the Turanian authorities.

“Why did you leave the Assemblage without telling me?’
“Y ou were having such agood time with the Juvaian Sorcerers, that’ swhy,” says Makri.

“Indeed,” says Princess Direeva. “ Such agood timethat | do not see how you can criticise others for
their pleasures.”

“My pleasures didn’t involve adead Sorcerer who was second favourite for head of the Guild.
Congratulations, Lisutaris, you just lost ariva. Which makes you a pretty good suspect. Anyway, we ve
sat heretaking long enough, it’ stime to do something.”

“Why must you do anything?’ enquires Direeva. As she Sitson the couch her hair trailson thefloor. It
must be inconvenient on occasion.

“Tosavemy ownskin.”

I’m mostly concerned about Makri but I’ m not about to say that. And lingering at the back of my mindin
an annoying manner isthe thought that if I’m to help Lisutaris win the election, which | was hired to do, |
can't let her beinvolved in any of this. Keeping her out of it isnot going to be easy, but | never give up
onaclient.

“Lisutaris, can you put some sort of sorcerous shield over the night’ s events? Cover everything so it can't
be looked a7’

The Migtress of the Sky considersthis. | know she’ saching for somethazis. If she lights another stick I'll



be tempted to dug her.

“Probably, for awhile. I’ ve hidden events before. But if the whole Sorcerers Guild startslooking I’ m not
going to be able to shut them out for long. Even on his own, Old Hasius the Brilliant would get through
eventudly.”

“I too have hidden events,” says Princess Direeva. 1 will add my powersto yours.”

“That will buy us sometime. Meanwhile!’ll try and find out who killed Darius. That doesn't get us off the
hook, seeing aswe' re conceding acrime, but it will help. If | can find proof againgt the killer we might be
ableto divert attention from any of you being involved.”

“How do you know we weren't?” asks Direeva.

The young Princess doesn’'t seem to be treating this as serioudy as she should. Possibly she fedlsthat if
shefinds hersdlf in trouble she can dways claim diplomatic immunity and ride back to the Wastdlands.
Maybe she' sright, but that’ s not going to help anyone else.

“I don’'t. You'redl suspects. I'm just hoping | can find a better one.”
| riseto my fedt.

“Get busy on the spell. I’ m going to move the body further away. Even without sorcerous help the Civil
Guard aren't fools. If they find Darius lying dead right next to the Avenging Axethey’ |l know for sure
had something to do with it and that will lead back to you. And whatever you do, don't get stoned again,
it will leed to disaster.”

| pause at the door and turn to Maki.

“Where did you get the dwa?’

“I goleit from the dedler.”

“Very moral behaviour. At least hewas sdlling it at afair price”

Outsdeit’shitterly cold. | haven't had timeto recharge my warm cloak. Snow isfaling in thick sheets
and there’ snot asoul in sight. It takes me awhile to get a horse saddled up and fitted on to awagon, and
longer to retrieve the now frozen body of Darius. | ding it in the cart, cover it with a blanket and set off.
My mood isgrim. It wasn't helped by the difficulty | had removing Makri’ s knife from the corpse.

The Sorcerers Guild is not going to give up easily on thisone. It might take them one day or three months
but | have no doubt that sometimein the future they will be staring at a picture of meriding in acart with
Darius sbody. That’s going to be hard to explain and it’ s not going to do much for Lisutaris s chancesin
the dection.

Almogt worseistheredisation that I’ m going to have to report al thisto Cicerius. HE smy client. I've
withheld information from Cicerius before but thereisno way | can keep thisfrom him. For al | know
the death of the Abelasian Sorcerer might lead Tural into war. | can't let that happen without warning the
Deputy Consul. | dread to think what the man isgoing to say, and try as| might, | can’t think of ameans
of explaining the Stuation that does't put mein abad light. Thinking it over whilel’m looking for a
suitable snowdrift in which to dump Darius, | don’t come up with anything | like.



Chapter Eight

I’m used to being abused by officias. Often on acase | end up being told by a Prefect or Captain of the
Guard how much better Tural would be without me. I” ve been lectured by the best of them, but nothing
comparesto thelecture Cicerius gives me when | wake him up & three in the morning to inform him that
Lisutaris, Migtress of the Sky, has just got hersalf mixed up with the mysterious death of Darius Cloud
Walker.

Thisman is noted for the power of hisrhetoric. In the courts he regularly tears his opponentsto shreds.
Some of his speeches have become so famous that copies of them are used in schools to teach students
how to construct an argument. Cicerius s argument on this occasion demongtrates mainly that asa
protector of Turanian interests | am as much use as aone-legged gladiator, if that.

“I hired you to help Tural, not plunge usinto war with the Abelasan confederacy! Never in my most
fevered imaginings could | have dreamed of the chaosthat would result from involving you in this affair!”

“Steady on, Cicerius,” | protest. “I’m not to blame. It wasn't me that got stoned in Twelve Seaswith
Darius. It was Lisutaris.”

“Y ou were meant to be looking after her. And what were you doing? Drinking beer and trading jokes
with these degenerate Sorcerers from Juval! Did | not specificaly warn you not to do that?’

“Very probably. | wasn't expecting things to go wrong so quickly.”
Even as| spesk | know this sounds feeble.

“Y ou yoursdlf warned of some involvement by an Assassin. Did you expect him to wait until you were

reedy?’
Onceagain | am subjected to Cicerius sinvective. | haveto raise my voiceto stop him.

“Okay, it'sbad. | thought that having Makri as abodyguard would keep Lisutaris out of trouble, and that
turned out to be amistake.”

At the mention of Makri’ s name Cicerius fulminates some more about the foolishness of placing trustin a
woman with Orcish blood. | find mysdf defending her, which | don’t fed much like doing.

“Makri’ shad afew digractions. But if an attempt ismade on Lisutaris slife, you'll till be pleased she's
got Makri to protect her. And it'sall very well coming down on me like abad spell for messing things up,
but if it wasn't for mewe d bein alot worse position. If | hadn’t got rid of the body the Brotherhood
would have found Darius lying there with Lisutaris and Direeva, and what would have happened then? At
the very least you' d be paying blackmail money to the Brotherhood till the King' s vaults were empty.
And there were seven Brotherhood men, they wouldn’t have al kept quiet about it. The newswould be
al over the city by now. At least I’ ve bought us sometime.”

Ciceriusis aware that the respite istemporary. He knows aswell as| do that when the Sorcerers sart
looking they’ Il eventudly find out the truth.

“Y ou have bought ustime? For what?’
“For metofind thekiller.”

“And if that turns out to be Lisutaris? Or your companion?’



“ltwon’'t.”
“How can you be sure?’

“I’'m not sure. But I’ ve talked to them both and my intuition tells me they’ re innocent. Asfor Princess
Direeva, I'm not so certain.”

“If an unknown assailant did enter your office and kill Darius, have you not made everything worse by
moving the body and hiding the crime?’

“There was no time to work things out when the Brotherhood were beating on the door. Asfar as|
knew, either Direevaor Lisutaris had stabbed Darius, and | couldn’t let that be discovered. Anyway, no
matter who did kill him, would you redlly have wanted that scene to be made public? It would have
ended Lisutaris s chances of eection.”

Cicerius shakes his head.

“Had she been taking dwa?’

“I don’'t think so. Diresvahad.”
“Thiscurseisgoing to destroy us.”

Cicerius sson wasinvolved in adwa scandd last year, and when we were on Avula, the Deputy Consul
was badly shaken to discover that the drug had now taken root on the Elvish Ides.

“If things carry on like this the Orcs will sweep us away. What do you propose doing to rescue Tural
fromthiscaamity?’

“Lisutarisand Direevaare making ahiding spell.”
“Canwetrust Diresva?’

“I don’'t know. Ask Tilupasis, she’' sbeen working on her. We haveto take therisk, it’ll cover our tracks
for awhile. The spel would be alot stronger if they got some help from Old Hasius.”

“Y ou mean involve the Chief Sorcerer at the Abode of Justice in covering up amurder?’

Ciceriusisadickler for the law. He' s been known to go against his own party to uphold the constitution.
And yet such isthe seriousness of the matter for Turai that he doesn’'t immediately dismiss my suggestion.

“To savethecity | might even be prepared to sanction such anillegd action. But | doubt if it could be
kept secret. Hasius s apprentice is asupporter of Senator Lodius. If Lodius learns of thiswe re finished.”

Senator L odius leads the opposition party, the Populares. They’ re fierce opponents of Ciceriusand
would legp at the opportunity to catch him out in such anillicit plan.

“All right, Hasusis out. And Gorsiusistoo unreliable. But Meusthe Fair isafriend of Lisutaris. She
might be able to help, and you could trust her. She wouldn't sell out Lisutaris becausethey're
companionsin the Association of Gentlewomen.”

“Kindly do not bring that organisation into the picture,” says Cicerius acidly. “ They are nothing but
trouble”

“Asyouwish. But | think Lisutaris could do with her help. Anyway, with the hiding spell working I’ ve got



sometimeto investigate.”
“How long?’

“I don’t know. It depends on the dignments of the moons at the time of the murder. If they’re
unfavourable it might take the Sorcerers Guild aweek or so to break through. Lisutarisis going back to
her villato check her books. Which iswhere I’ m heading right now. Sheisgoing to try and look at the
events hersdf before she garts hiding them. If she can get agood picture of the murder we' |l be a step
ahead of everyone ese and | might be able to clear things up before everything goesto hell.”

Ciceriusisfar from soothed. With the Stuation being asitisin Tura, it' s hard to know who he can trust.
He d liketo get the Civil Guard to discreetly investigate but many of the guards arein the pay of either
the Brotherhood or their rivals the Society of Friends, and those that aren’t might well be supporters of
the Populares.

“I"'dsay it ssafest to tell no one.”
“And trust you to fix everything?’

“No. Trust meto find out the truth, then get Tilupasisto fix everything. She' san efficient woman. Y ou
think | could have some more wine before | set off? It's cold out there.”

“Get drunk on your own time,” says Cicerius, with fedling.

| st off, leaving ahighly agitated Deputy Consul behind me. I'm none too cam mysdlf. Cicerius might
have been right about caling the guards straight away. But my intuition told me to move the body and
I’ve lived on my intuition for along time now. | ride towards Truth is Beauty Lane, home of the
Sorcerers. Thewind pierces my cloak like aseries of sharp knives. | can’t ever remember being so cold.
I’d never have taken the damned caseif I’ d known it was going to involve so much outdoor activity.

Lightsare burning in Lisutaris svilla, and despite the lateness of the hour a servant takes my horse for
stabling while another leads meinsde. The house reeks of thazis. I'm starting to object to the aroma. |
find the Mistress of the Sky ditting at her water pipe in the company of Makri and Princess Direeva. The
wallsare hung with Elvish tapestries of green and gold, and numerous well-tended plants surround the
large windows that look out over the gardens. It'sabeautiful room, decorated by one of the fashionable
designers now found necessary by Tural’ s upper classes. Warm too, though thereisno fire. Such isthe
ingenuity of Tura’ sarchitectsthat large villas now have syssemsfor leading hot air through pipes under
the floors to warm the houses. Unlike the frozen massesin Twelve Seas, the wedlthy of Turai never have
to shiver.

No torches burn on thewdls. The bright illumination in the room is provided entirely by Lisutaris's
illuminated gtaff, which restsin a corner, bathing theroomin light.

Makri has removed her armour to display the man’ stunic she generally wears. Princess Direeva stunic
and leggings are somewhat smilar and it makesfor an odd contrast with Lisutaris sflowing robes.

“How was the Deputy Consul?’ asks the Sorcerer.

“He regrets nominating you for the post. And Makri, | wouldn't count on his help for getting into the
universty.”

Makri’ sfacefals. She has a serious ambition to enter the Imperid University, and without some
unusudly powerful assistance that will never happen. Seeing her disgppointed face, I’ m oddly pleased.
Revengefor dl the trouble she' s been causing me recently.



Lisutaris motions towards the water pipe.

“Do you never do anything se?’ | say, angyily.

“Asyouwish,” saysLisutaris.

“| wasn't refusing. | just wondered if you never did anything e se”

| take along pull at the pipe. Thethazisis so strong that I’ m obliged to sit down. | do fed calmer.

“Youarejustintime,” announces the Sorcerer. “We have the hiding spell ready. Beforeusing it | shall
look for thekiller.”

Beside her isagolden saucer full of kuriya. In thisdark liquid, an experienced practitioner can sometimes
read the secrets of the past. It' sadifficult art. I’ ve occasondly gleaned secrets from the kuriya but my
successrate islow. However, my powers are as nothing compared to Lisutaris's, and I'm optimigtic that
we may well learn the truth.

Before using kuriyal’ d have to spend along time getting mysdlf in to the correct state of mind. Lisutarisis
far beyond this. With no preparation, not even adeep bresth, she waves her hand over the saucer. The
room immediately goes cooler and the black liquid starts to glow. We crane our necks to see the picture
that beginsto form.

It sapicture of my office. Very clear. Y ou can see yesterday’ sdirty plateslying on thetable. Asthe
picture spreadsto fill the saucer | observe Makri and Direevalying unconscious on the floor. Darius
Cloud Walker isnearby, also comatose. Lisutaris doesn’t seem to be around. The door opens and she
enters. She treads softly through the room and bends down over Makri. She reaches down and comes
up with aknife. And then she pounces on Darius and gticks the knifein his back. Next, she disappears
from the room, leaving the Sorcerer bleeding to desth.

The picturefades. | look around a my companions. All three of them are struck dumb. Lisutarislooks
like she' sjust encountered the darkest demon of hell.

“Wall, that seemsfairly unequivocd,” | say. “No room for argument there. So what are we going to do
now? And why the hdll did you have to stab him with Makri’ sknife? If you hated the man that much,
couldn’t you just have blasted him with aspell?”

The Mistress of the Sky isgtill unable to spesk. She stares at the now dark liquid, unblinking, horrified.

“Snap out of it,” | tell her. “ And get busy with the hiding spell. Y ou better make it good, because if
anyone ever needed ahiding spell, it'syou.”

Chapter Nine

| awake feding unusudly comfortable, and very warm. | redlise I’ m not a home. I’'m in aguest room at
Lisutaris svilla Lisutaristhekiller. I'd never have picked her for amurderer. There' s abronze statue by
the window. My clothes are draped over it. | get out of bed and get dressed. Outside the room a servant
asksmeif I'd like breskfast.

“I'll take abeer and whatever you got on aplate. IsLisutaris up yet?’



Sheisn't. Downgtairs | pick up my beer, and some roasted fowl from a selection of silver plattersin the
dining room, and finish them off quickly. I’m not planning on hanging around. Unfortunately, before| can
make my exit Lisutaris appears, asmall stick of thazisin her hand. She does't look like she sdept well.

“I didn't kill him,” shesays.

Shesad that last night aswell.

| don't reply.

“Don’'t you believe me?’

“No.”

“Someone faked that magica picture.”

| continue not to believe her. It looked pretty damn convincing to me and it would stand up in court.
“I'm telling you, someonefaked it.”

“No one could fake that.”

“| thought you aways supported your clients.”

“| do. That’ swhy | haven't turned you over to the Guard.”

“But you don't believe I’ m innocent?’

“No.”

Makri enters the breskfast chamber.

“What'sgoing on?’

“Thraxas believes| killed Darius Cloud Waker. He' s unhappy to be stuck with amurderer for aclient.”
“Lisutarisisn’'t amurderer,” saysMakri. “ Y ou haveto help.”

“| don't have to do anything.”

We gtare a each other in silence. The Mistress of the Sky inhaes from her thazis stick.

“Those pictures were good,” she says. “ Even with al my power | couldn’t prove they were faked.
They'll fool other Sorcerers.”

“There sno reason to think they werefaked,” | point out, harshly. “ And even if they were, what
happened to the real past? A Sorcerer can hide the past but no one can eraseit. Y ou looked in the
kuriyaten times or more and you couldn’t find the red events. Or what you say arethereal events. So
we' re talking two major discrepancies here, neither of which can be done by sorcery. One, erasing
redlity, and two, faking anew redlity. Temporarily hiding the past is onething, but erasing and faking
can't be done. Y ou know that better than me. Why don’t you tell me what really happened?’

“You've known mefor along time,” saysLisutaris. “We were stlanding on the same piece of city wall
when it collapsed under dragon attack.”

“Kemlath Orc Sayer was standing there aswell,” | point out. “And last year | got him exiled from the



cty.”

“But hewas guilty!” explodes Makri. “Lisutarisdidn’t kill Darius. Why would she? Y ou haveto help. No
one dse knows how to investigate thingslike you.”

| take another beer. | redly don't like this.

“How good isthe hiding spell?’ | ask, after awhile.

“Good,” answers Lisutaris. “Better with Direeva s power added to my own.”
“Y ou don't sound certain that will last.”

Lisutarisisn't certain. Princess Direeva departed the villalast night after seeing the pictures of Lisutaris
knifing Darius. Darius represents the nation of Abeles, and they’refriends of Direeva's.

“If Direevathinksyou killed him she’ s not going to keep helping.”

| can see Tilupasiswill be hard pressed to get Direeva svotesfor Tural, but that might be the least of our
problems now. | ask Lisutaris about the alignment of the moons, important in sorcerous enquiries
concerning the past.

“Not so good. The Sorcererswill have the dignmentsin their favour in two or three days.”

Lisutaris Stsdown heavily asif crushed by theweight of her troubles. | finish my beer. Somewhere south
of here, Darius Cloud Walker islying in asnowdrift. He deserved better.

“| suggest you recruit Meusto boost the hiding spell. Say nothing to anyone. And pack abag.”
“WW?!
“Becausethe mogt likedly outcome isthat we' re dl fleeing the city, one step ahead of the Civil Guard.”

| grab another beer and walk out of thevilla. | know I'm making a mistake. There' sno way thisoneis
turning out well. Last night there was another heavy fall of snow. Theland around the city will be
impassable in thiswesather. Unless you' re a Sorcerer, of course. I'll probably end up climbing the
scaffold mysalf while Lisutaris makes her escape. | just can’t see any good outcome. It' sgoing to need
something superhuman to prevent it. I’ m aforty-three-year-old Investigator, badly overweight, and |
drink too much. No one would accuse me of being superhuman.

Back at the Avenging Axe, Gurd looks a me questioningly.

“Who did it?" he asks.

“Lisutaris, lookslike”

“What are you going to do?’

“Get her off the hook.”

Gurd raises his eyebrows. He knows that protecting amurderer isnot ajob I’d volunteer for.
“Canyoudoit?

“I"'m number one chariot in thisbusness.”



“But canyou do it?’
| shake my head.
“Noonecoulddoit.”

Updairsin my officel st and stare out at the snow. After awhile| get out my klee and sip the fierce
spirit till | fedl better. | set up my niarit board and play through a game or two. Theroom fedscold so |
stoke up thefire. It doesn’t make mewarm so | lie on the couch and drag a blanket over me. | redly
should be doing something. | drink some more klee and fal adeep.

I’m woken by Makri. She says she’' s come to apologise.

“What for?’

“For taking dwa and getting unconscious when | should have been watching Lisutaris. I'm sorry.”
| haul mysdlf upright.

“Sorry? No need to apologise to me. Y ou can do what you like.”

“Okay, | said | was sorry.”

“Stop gpologising. | don't care what you do.”

“Stop giving meahard time,” protests Makri.

“I'm not giving you ahard time.”

“Yesyou are. You're deliberately making me fed bad by saying | don’t need to apologise.”
“Youdon't.”

“Stop doing that,” says Makri, and looks cross.

“Makri, you canfill yoursdf full of asmuch dwaasyou like. | don’t care.”

“Wadll, that' sfine. | don’'t careif you care or not.”

“l don't.”

“Youshouldn't.”

“l won't.”

“Thenwe'refing” saysMakri.

“Completdy fine”

Makri storms out of the room. | pick up my klee and wonder what I’m meant to do at the Assemblage
today. Look for clues? Protect Lisutaris? Kill her other main rivals?

Makri storms back into the room.
“What' stheideaof going on and on about me taking dwawhen you drink so much?’ she demands.

“I wasn't going on and on.”



“You'rebeing intolerable. I'm going to tell Tanrose.”
“You' rewhat?’
“I'mgoing totell Tanrose.”

“Y ou? The number one gladiator and genius philosophy student? Y ou’ re going to run away and tell
tdes?’

“Okay!” screams Makri. “1 wasfeding bad about See-ath! | just wanted to not feel bad for alittle while!
Stop tormenting me!”

Makri grabsthe bottle of klee and takesadug. | pick up my cloak. There sno timeto chargeit up,
which means|’min for acold journey to the Royd Hall.

“Y ou want meto put some stuff in this magic pocket?” asks Makri.
“What?’

“Lisutarislet me keep it for the week. I’ ve got two swords, three knives and my axein here. You haveto
be prepared when you' re abodyguard.”

“And you're agreat bodyguard.”
“Stop insulting me,” saysMakri. “1 said | was sorry.”

We have to trudge for along way through the frozen streets before we find alandus to take us up town.
It takes us agesto travel up Moon and Stars Boulevard. Thereislittle traffic on the streets but the road is
partialy blocked near the harbour by a collgpsed agueduct and the landus hasto pick itsway carefully
through amess of fallen masonry and huge blocks of ice. Workmen, moving dowly in the freezing cold,
aretrying to clear the way.

“Samanatius teaches here,” says Makri, and looks concerned.

| have no mentd energy to waste on Samanatius.

“Areyou sureyou can't remember anything else about last night?’

Makri shrugs. She' swearing the floppy green hat she brought back from Avula. It sridiculous.

“I told you everything. Lisutaris wanted to show Princess Direeva some interesting bits of the city. Sowe
cameto Twelve Seas. Darius was with us. He was friends with Direeva so he tagged along. | took them
to the Avenging Axe. We went in your office because my room issmall and cold, and after awhile we
got to drinking klee—"

“Y ou were drinking klee? Whose klee?’

“Yours, of course. | figured you wouldn’t mind; after al, you’ re meant to be helping Lisutaris.”

“And you al passed out and next thing you know Dariusis dead?’

“Thet’sright.”

“And you didn’'t see anyone el se the whole time? Didn't sense anyone following you in Twelve Seas?’

“ NO_”



Snow falsfrom the bleak sky. Without the warming spell my cloak isusdess. | shiver.
“What about Direeva? How was she with Darius?’

“Friendly.”

“Y ou think she might have resented his attentions?’

“Maybe. But not enough to kill him. Hewasn't trying to force himsdf on her.”

“You fell adeep before Direeva. Y ou don't know what happened after that.”

Makri admitsthisistrue but she doesn't believe that anything bad enough could have occurred to make
Direevakill the Sorcerer. | doubt this mysdf, though I’ m gtill suspicious of the Princess.

“I notice Direeva seemed to take to you.”
Makri looks embarrassed. She doesn't reply, and changes the subject.
“Y ou know those pictures of Lisutariskilling Darius were faked.”

“I don't know thet at dl. Faking a scenelike that and sending it into the past would be afantastically
difficult thing to do. It' sthe sort of thing you read in stories about Sorcerers, but I'm not certain there's
any Sorcerer in the world who could redlly do it. So where does that |eave us? The same pictures will
appear when anyone eselooks. If it redly didn’t happen, the Sorcerer who forged it has strength I ve
never encountered before, or access to some spells no one el se knows.”

Makri understands how bad thisdl is. When the Sorcerers Guild clear away the hiding spdll, Lisutaris
will be handed over to the authorities and sent for trial. Despite the evidence Makri is still convinced that
Lisutarisdidn’'t kill Darius.

((WI,N?l
“Intuition.”

| don’t dismissMakri’ sintuition but | trust my own better. And it’s not sending me anything very positive
right now. Maybeit' sthe cold.

“What amess,” | muitter.

All thewhile I’m wondering about Covinius, the Assassin. Could he have anything to do with this? 1 need
to talk to Hanama, and quickly. We arrive at the Roya Hall. Lisutaris hasn’t yet turned up.

“Shée'll be having her hair done by Copro,” Makri tellsme. “ She' s hired him for every morning of the
Assemblage. Wantsto make agood impression.”

“She' sgoing to make ahell of an impression soon.”

All around the Sorcerers are arriving, greeting each other. Many of them are notably less ebullient than
yesterday. The mood will pick up when their hangoversfade. | look around for Irith Victorious. I'm
planning on discreetly pumping him for information on Darius Cloud Walker. Juva borders Abdlas and
the Sorcerers should know each other well. Maybe someone el se wanted Darius out of the way.

Before |l leave Makri | bring up the subject of the Turanian Assassins Guild. In particular, Hanama,
number threein the hierarchy.



“You'refriendly with Hanama.”
“NoI'mnot.”

“Wéll, you're asfriendly as a person can be with an Assassin. | need to talk to her but she’'s not
answering my messages. Before I’'m reduced to storming their headquarters, how about you have aword
with her?’

“I'm not friendly with her,” protests Makri.

“Y ou mest at gatherings of the Association of Gentlewomen.”
“She doesn’t go to meetings,” says Makri.

She'slying. | guessit’' s meant to be asecret.

Tilupasis takes the bad news much better than Cicerius. For her it’sjust another problem to be solved,
like buying votes.

“You must keep it quiet and find out the truth,” sheingtructs, likeit’ sthe easiest thing in the world. “Once
you find out the truth, Kdius and Pragtor Samiliuswill be ableto arrest the murderer without involving
Lisutaris. It need not spoil her chances of winning.”

“It will spoil them plenty if sheredly did it.”

“Nothing will spoil Lisutaris' s chances of dection while I’ m running her campaign,” says Tilupagisfirmly.
“If she' sguilty of murder then you will haveto find someway of disguising thefact.”

“And how am | meant to do that?’
“Y ou're asorcerous Investigator. It' swhat you do.”

“What | dois catch petty thugs, dug them and send them to jall. Large-scale conspiracy isn't my forte.
And if the Sorcerers Guild catches me trying to hoodwink them they’ |l be down on melike abad spell.”

“I have great confidenceinyou,” says Tilupasis. “Keegp meinformed of al developmentsand let me
know if you need money. I'll instruct my operativesto learn what they can to assst you. Now, how is
your companion Makri getting dong with Princess Direeva? I’ m very optimigtic about this.”

“| doubt that Makri will enjoy being used as bait for Direeva s votes.”

What Makri might enjoy doesn’'t concern Tilupasis. She departsto carry on the campaign and | depart
for abeer.

Irith Victoriousis Sitting at atable, looking alittle the worse for wesr.
“How areyou today, Irith?’

“Not quite as happy asan Elf inatree” hereplies. “Won't fed mysdlf till | get afew drinksin. Careto
joinme?’

“Of course”

Today there are some organised events at the Assemblage. Classesfor learning new spells, swapping
lore from around the west, that sort of thing. Irith tellsme heisn't quite up to learning anything new right



now, though he sin the market for amagic pocket which can store beer without it going stae.

I’m looking for information on Darius. Asameans of raising the subject | tell Irith | placed abet on
Lisutaris.

“Rash behaviour, Thraxas. Sunstorm Ramiusisthe man, I'm sure. Though I’ d rather see Darius or
Lisutarisin the post. Even Rokim, though I’ m not keen on Samsarinans as arule. Ramiusistoo much of
an old soldier for me, he'll have the Guild declaring war on the Orcs et the first excuse. Me, | like my life
more pesceful. Y ou think Lisutarisis keen on going to war?’

“Only if thethazis plants are threstened.”
“I might vote for her. | admire awoman with arespectable hobby.”

Other Juvdian Sorcerersdrift in, eachinasmilar sateto Irith. | pick up some useful information. Mainly
of the negative sort, however. Darius has no obvious enemies. Gets on with most people, apart from
apprentices. As Sorcerers are dwaysfiring their apprentices, that's not much to go on, but | fileit awvay
to check out later. | nose around for more but asit’s not yet known that Darius Cloud Walker is now
firmly rooted to the ground, | can't presstoo much for fear of giving myself away.

Sunstorm Ramius strides through the room, greeting us as he passes.

“Jugt off to teach some Samsarinans how to purify poisoned water with asimple spdl,” heinformsus.
“Careto comedong?’

The Juvdians decline. They’ re not quite in the mood for ingruction today. Ramius smilesindulgently. | get
the impression he doesn't entirely approve of the manners of the Juvaians, but as aman who'slooking
for votes he can’t go around being rude to the eectorate.

“What sort of candidateishe?’ sayslrith. “Didn’t even offer to buy usadrink. Anyone seen Darius? He
ought to be good for abeer or two. Hey, Thraxas, is Lisutaris handing out any free thazis?’

| grin at thelarge Sorcerer.
“I take it you're not planning on much studying a the Assemblage?’
His companions guffaw at the notion.

“I haven't learned anew spdll in fifteen years,” repliesirith. “I’ ve got plenty aready. WWho needs more?
Areyou going to talk dl morning or are you going to finish that beer?’

A few hourslater, dightly the worse for wear, | wander off in search of Lisutaris, finding her in acorner
of themain hall, Stting beside Makri. Makri isagain wearing her full armour but the effect is spoiled by
her floppy green hat, which isthe sort of thing sported only by smal Elvish children.

Makri tells me she bought anew stud for her nose.

“It' smagic. Look, if you touchit it goesgold. Touch it againit goessiver. Thenit goesgold. . .”
“...andthenit goesslver. That'sgreat. Any information?’

I’'m looking at Lisutaris, She' slooking &t the ceiling. Or possibly the sky. | frown.

“| takeit your recent troubles haven't led you to lay off the thazis?’



Lisutaris dumpsforward on to the table,
“She' sunder alot of stress,” says Makri.
| glance around. Approaching fast is adelegation of Sorcerers from Mattesh.

“For God' s sake, Makri, can’'t you keep her under control? If these Sorcerers see her like thisthey’re
never going to votefor her. Get her out of here.”

Makri stands up. She sways, clutches at her head, and sits down again.

“Sorry,” shesays.

| glare at her.

“Asabodyguard you' re about as much use asaeunuch in abrothe.”

“I’ve been under alot of stress”

The Sorcerersdraw near. | hoist Lisutaristo her feet and start walking her rapidly in the other direction.

“Tell meabout your new spell for protecting awholecity!” | boom, trying to give agood impression
while | drag the number one Turanian Sorcerer to the safety of aside room. Makri struggles dong behind
us. | dump the Mistress of the Sky on a couch. Makri dumps beside her. | take out my flask of klee and
pour a healthy dose down my throat.

“Have you been encouraging Lisutaristo drink?’ comes an angry voice behind me.
It's Cicerius. He saw us heading thisway and followed usin.

| protest my innocence. Ciceriuslooks at uslike we ve just crawled out from under arock. He demands
to know why |’ ve been spending the day drinking when | should be trying to get Lisutaris out of the mess
she'sin. | fed confused, angry, full of beer and bereft of agood reply. | dump down beside Makri.

“I’ve got anew nose stud,” says Makri. “Youtouchit it goesgold. Thenit goesslver.”

A finetrio you make,” ragesthe Deputy Consul. “None of you can even stand. God knowswhat | was
thinking when | entrusted the welfare of our grest city into your hands.”

Cicerius s assstant Hansius rushes through the door.

“Deputy Consul!” he gasps. “Word from Twelve Seas. The Civil Guards have just found the body of
Darius Cloud Walker! He's been murdered!”

Outside, the Assemblageisaready in uproar asthe news spreads.

“Need morethazis,” mumbles Lisutaris, then closes her eyes. | notice that her hair is particularly finely
arranged. And her make-up isjust perfect. The early morning beauty sessonsarereally paying off.

Chapter Ten



| pour some kuriyainto asaucer. No one spesks. Makri looks uncomfortable. Ciceriusis agitated.
Tilupasisremains cam. We re gathered in Cicerius s private room at the Roya Hall and I’ m preparing to
show them what happened at the Avenging Axe.

“What you are about to seeis hidden from al other eyes by the spell cast by Lisutaris, Mistress of the
Sky, and Princess Direeva. I” ve only got access because Lisutaris has given me akey.”

| take out a scrap of parchment and intone a brief incantation, Lisutaris skey. Ciceriusand Tilupasis
draw closer to the saucer. Theair cools. A picture startsto form. My untidy office. | redlly should clean it
up sometime. Makri, Direeva and Darius are unconscious on the floor. Lisutaris enters, stabs Darius,
then departs. The picture fades. Seeing it again, | don’t like it any better.

Cicerius controls his agitation. Though sometimes excitable, he’'snot aman to panic in acrissany more
than me.

“How many people have seen that?’

“Jugt us. And it' swell hidden from everyone e se. The Sorcererswill get through eventualy but it will
takeawhile”

“It looked very red tome,” continues Cicerius. “Are you convinced by Lisutaris s protestations of
innocence?’

| shrug.

“I’vetaken her on asaclient.”

“Y ou do not sound convinced.”

Makri breaksinto the conversation.

“She’ sinnocent! | wasthere, | know she didn’t stab Darius.”
“Y ou were unconscious.”

“| wasthelast tofdl adeep. Lisutarisdidn’'t doit.”

Tilupasis wonders about the magic required to fasfy the past.
“My knowledge of sorcery islimited. Isit possiblethat the pictures are, as Lisutaris claims, fakes?’
“Maybe”

“Please be more specific,” says Cicerius.

“Wéll, there are three different thingsinvolved here. Hiding, erasing, and making. Hiding means
concealing the past. Plenty of Sorcerers can do that, at least for awhile. The other two are not so easy.
Lisutaris and Direeva searched for the real events before they made their hiding spell, but they couldn’t
find them. They couldn’t find anything el se gpart from the pictures of Lisutariskilling Darius. Soif there
were other rea events, someone has erased them. But that’ simpossible. No one has ever perfected such
an erasement spell. | guarantee you could ask every Sorcerer a the Assemblage and they’ d tell you the
same. The obvious conclusion isthat there was no erasement, which would mean the events as depicted
aretrue, Lisutarisisthekiller.

“The same goes for amaking spell, something to create theillusion of events happening, agood enough



illusion to fool a Sorcerer when he checks back in time. Again, no such spell has ever been perfected.

It sadifficult thing even to imagine, painting aconvincing picture of red eventsand placing it in the past.
What we saw there was my office, complete with junk. Could someone fake that in every detail? | doubt
it. Again, the obvious concluson isthat we re looking at the red events.”

“Whether Lisutaris murdered Darius or not, we can't let it be known,” says Tilupasis.

| point out that not everyone fedls so comfortable with covering up amurder. Tilupasis givesthe dightest
of shrugs. She' s quite comfortable with it. We look towards Cicerius.

“If the Sorcerers Guild will eventudly discover thetruth, it might be better for Tural to come straight out
and admit that this has happened,” he says. “ Lisutaris would hang, or be sent into exile, Tural would lose
influence, but at least we would not be found guilty of complicity in the murder of the Chief Sorcerer of
another country. If wetry and cover this up and it goeswrong, the Abelasian confederacy and the other
gatesin the south will turn againg Turai. We dready have numerous enemies.”

Wefdl slent while Ciceriusweighs up his options. The Deputy Consul isin charge here. It shisdecision,
andfor oncel don't fed like barging in with my own opinions.

“If Lisutarisisinnocent, as she clams, what chance do you have of uncovering the rea murderer?’

“A reasonable chance. Maybeless. I’'ve no leads and Il be up againgt sorcery no one has encountered
before. Which isnot to say | won't find anything. Criminds generdly leave some traces behind, even
sorcerous criminas. The problem istime. We don't know how long it will take for the Guild to bresk

through the hiding spell.”
Ciceriusdrums hisfingerslightly on thetable. Finaly he makes adecision.

“Carry on with your investigation. We shall continue with our effortsto have Lisutaris dected as head of
the Guild.”

Hansius appears at the door, Ciceriusis needed for aconference with Lasat, Axe of Gold. He departs
awiftly.

“I must return to my work,” says Tilupasis. “Now that Dariusis no longer in the running, | should be able
to win over some of these southern votes. Keep watching Lisutaris. And Makri, be nice to Princess
Direeva. Thisis now more important than ever. With Darius out of the running we have an excellent
chance of winning her over.”

“Not if shedecidesto believethat Lisutariskilled Darius.”

“Y ou must persuade her otherwise,” ingtructs Tilupasis.

Shehurries off.

“What exactly do | have to do to get Princess Direeva s votes?’ asks Makri.
“| don’'t know. | was never any good at politics.”

| stare at the now blank poal of kuriya. After the spell the temperature in the room has again risen. The
authorities have made it warm for the Sorcerers. Anything to keep them happy.

“It’ sunfortunate the body was discovered so quickly.”

“Y ou should' ve dumped it in adeeper snowdrift,” says Makri. “Do you have any suspects?”’



“Lisutaris. Maybe Sunstorm Ramius. He had something to gain from Darius s death. Got rid of ariva.”

I’m not fooling mysdf. Dariuswas't redlly ariva to Ramius. There was no sign of him picking up
enough support to overhaul the Smnian. Nonetheless, | find myself suspicious of Ramius. HE sarrogant,
powerful and successful, and that’ sthreethings| didikein a Sorcerer.

“It’' stimeto go to work. Have you shaken off the thazis?’

“yYes”

“Doesthe Imperia Library have much about sorcery?’

“Thelargest collection in the west,” says Makri. “How can you possibly not know that?’

“I’ve been cultivating ignorance for along time. Take Lisutaris home then meet me there as soon asyou
can. | need to do some research into spell-casting and I'm terrible at using a catal ogue.”

Thereisgreat agitation in the main hal as the Sorcerers congregate to discuss the murder. They come
pouring from al corners of the building, workshops abandoned. Even the Juvdians emerge from the
Room of Saints, drinksin hand. llluminated staffsarefired up dl over the hall, asif to cast light on the
affair. Sunstorm Ramiusis dready deep in discussion with other important Sorcerers. It won't belong
before they start looking for thekiller. Again | get the urge to ride out of town. When they conjure up a
picture of me dumping that body, the whole Guild will be down on melikeabad spell. If the Sorcerers
don't just blast me on the spot, the Civil Guards will prosecute. Either way, my prospects are poor.

Adtrath Triple Moon is standing alone on the fringes of the crowd.
“Any news on the knife?’

The Sorcerer isvery worried.

“No. It sbeen wiped. Isit theknifewhich . . .”

Hisvoicetallsoff. | tell him I’ d rather not give him any more details. Astrath acceptsthis. He d rather not
know. He promisesto keep on working but he' s deeply troubled to find himself involved in such an
dfar.

“I oweyou alot, Thraxas, but if the Guild redly gets on my back it'sgoing to be difficult to lie to them.”

| take the opportunity to ask Astrath if he knows of any spell, or any Sorcerer, who could create a
sequence of fake eventslasting almost afull minute, and send it back into the past. He doesn'’t.

“I don't think it could be done. Not by us, or the Elves, or the Orcs. Every detail of along scene? There
would just be too many thingsto control. And what about the real events? It' s one thing to hide them for
awhile, but unless you completely erased them somehow they’ d keep burgting through any illusion.”

The news spreads that Darius was found in a snowdrift, stabbed to death. Those Sorcererswho are
familiar with Turai explain to those who are not that Twelve Seasis the bad part of the city near the
harbour, where crimeisrampant. There' salot of nodding of heads. Theimmediate impresson isthat the
Abeasian must have gone there seeking either dwa or a progtitute, neither of which would be particularly
strange for a Sorcerer on holiday.

Princess Direevaand her gpprentice remain aoof from the masses. There' sno telling how the Princess
will react if shefinds hersdf being questioned by the Guards. Will she maintain silence, to help Makri and



Lisutaris? Or tell what she knows, claim diplomatic immunity and depart swiftly? Already with Direeva
and Adrath it seemslike there are too many people who might beindiscreet. Evenif Lisutaris' s spell
miraculoudy hides the events of the murder for weeks, | can't see the Civil Guard being baffled for long.
They know how to follow atrail. Nor can | seethe addled Mistress of the Sky standing up to
questioning. | cursethe day | ever became involved with the woman. It would have been better al round
if the dragons she brought down had fallen on top of her.

It stimeto vigt Hanama. There' saMessengers Guild post in the entrance hall, placed therefor the
convenience of the Sorcerers. The young messenger who takes my scroll 1ooks surprised when he sees
that it' s addressed to the headquarters of the Assassins Guild, but he hurries off, keen asawaysto do his
duty. These young messengers are ways keen. I’ve no ideawhy.

| hurry from the Assemblage and pick up alandus outside. Shortly afterwards |’ m Sitting in atavern on
the outskirts of the notorious Kushni quarter. Kushni isahive of drinking dens, gambling dens, dwa
houses, whorehouses and anything e se disreputable you might wish for. In the summer it' sa seething,
sweltering mass of decadent humanity. Even in the depths of winter, trade goes on at an unhedlthy pace.
The Assassins have their headquarters nearby. I’ ve informed Hanamarthat if sheignoresthismessagel’m
going tomarchinand cal for her inaloud voice. | figure that ought to bring her out. No Assassin likes
hearing their name shouted out loud, they’ re a private sort of people.

A young whore with red ribbonsin her hair sdles up to the table. | ignore her. Her young male
companion then approaches. He' saso got red ribbonsin hishair. | don't think the Whores Guild admits
men. | could bewrong. | ignore him aswell. A dwadeder offers me some Choirs of Angels, cheap. | tell
him to get lost. The dealer’ sfriend getsinsstent. | take adagger from my pocket and lay it on thetable.
They sneer & me and mouth afew insults but they leave me done. There are plenty of willing customers
to cater for. No need to argue with abig angry man with aknife.

Hanamaarrivesin the dark garb of acommon market worker. Each time |’ ve encountered her I’ ve been
surprised by how young shelooks. From her many reported exploits she can’t be much under thirty, but
she'sasmdl, dender woman, dark-haired but very pae-skinned. With the aid of alittle disguise she
could pass asachild. Thethought of Hanamadressing up as a child before disposing of another victim
makes me shudder. | loathe the Assassins. Hanamais as cold as an Orc’s heart. The fact that | fought
beside her last year doesn’t make me like her any better.

Hanama refuses my offer of beer.
“Staying sober? Got an nation coming up?’

Not the best introduction perhaps, but it's hard to find the right tone when you' re talking to awoman
who has famoudy killed all sorts of important people. It's said she oncekilled an EIf Lord, an Orc Lord
and a Senator dl in one day. Hanama stares at me, pale and expressionless. She' s not pleased a my
method of bringing her to ameeting. | wonder whether | could knock her out with adeep spell before
shegot her knifein my throat. I’'m not carrying any spells. I’ d better not offend her too much.

“Why did you indgst on seeing me?’
“I"'m looking for some information about Covinius.”
“An Assassin from Simnia, asis public knowledge, | believe”

“But public knowledge doesn’t go any further. Like whether it'saman or awoman. Or what Covinius
lookslike. Or whether he actualy comes from Simnia”



“I know no more about him.”

“What bringshimto Tura?’

“| did not know that hewasin Tural.”

“Then why did you send amessageto Lisutariswarning her?’

This hasto take Hanama by surprise but you couldn’t tell from her expression. She deniesit coally. | tell
her to stop wasting time.

“I know you sent the message. Y ou might be number one chariot at murder but when it comesto
covering your tracks you're awashout. | worked out it was you in acouple of minutes, and I’ ve got
sorcerous proof to back me up.”

Thetiniest hint of colour touches Hanama s cheeks for a second or two. | think I might actualy have
embarrassed her.

“Don’t fed bad. Investigating’ s my business. No one e se knows you' ve been sending messages.”

If Hanama' s Guild knew she had she’ d be in trouble. The Assassins generdly strive to avoid becoming
embroiled in theworld of politics. Neither would Hanama s companions be pleased to know of her
involvement in the Association of Gentlewomen.

“I"'m presuming you warned Lisutaris because of that Association?’

Hanamaremainssilent. | point out that asI’m responsiblefor Lisutaris swell-being, along with Makri, it
would make alot more senseto tell me what she knows. Hanama considersit while | caculate the
chances of leaving thetavern diveif I’'m forced to blackmail her.

“Y ou know your buddy Lisutarisis quite likely to end up dead at the hands of Covinius?’
Thisseemsto sway her.

“An informant who worksfor my organisation was fataly wounded last week. Before dying heinformed
usthat Covinius the Simnian was heading to Turai. He had encountered him in the course of hiswork.
The nature of thisinformant’ s mission is secret, and unconnected with either Lisutaris or the Sorcerers
Assemblage, so | am unableto tell you any more. But it did occur to methat if Simniawere bringing an
Assassin with them, Lisutariswould bethelikely target. SheisRamius smainriva.”

I’m dissatisfied with this. Other than confirming that Coviniusisin town, Hanamahasn't redly told me
anything.

“Thereisnothing moreto tell. | do not discuss our private affairs with anyone. Sending the message was
themost | could do.”

Hanama stands up and leaves swiftly. | toss some money on the table for my beer, and depart, angry.
Taking to Assassins dways bothers me.

It' snot far to the Imperia Library. Thisisamagnificent piece of architecture but it saplace| rardly visit.
All those scrolls make me fed inadequate. And | don't like the way the assistants walk around so quietly
in their togas. They make aman fed like he doesn’'t belong.

There’ sawhole room devoted to sorcerous learning but that’ sasfar as| get. When | start trying to
work out the catalogue | devel op a serious mental block and am obliged to wait till Makri shows up,



which takesawhile. When shefindly watzesin I'm annoyed to see the staff greet her in afriendly
manner. She grew up in an Orcish dave pit. I’ m anative-born citizen of Turai. They ought to show me

more respect.
“What do you expect?’ whispers Makri. “Y ou once spilled beer over amanuscript.”

“Not much beer. Y ou think they’ d have forgotten by now. How' s Lisutaris?’

“Glued to the water pipe. She' staking it dl badly. Y ou know, I'm starting to think she might not be such
agreat candidate for head of the Sorcerers Guild. | like her alot but | can’t see her spending much time
looking after Guild affairs.”

“Youjus redised that?”’
“Wll, you' re the one who betted on her,” Makri points ouit.

“That was before | redlised that helping her éection would mean covering up amurder. I’ m going to have
to work hard to pick up my winnings.”

“Isthat why you took her asaclient?’
“It tipped the balance. Did you leave her safe?’

Makri thinks so. Lisutaris shouseisfull of servants and attendants and Makri |ft ingtructions that they
should be wary of strangers.

“Not that that’ s going to help much if the great Assassin Covinius decidesto pay avist. I’ ve seen
Hanama. Shedidn't tell me much. But Coviniusis definitely in town.”

“Did hekill Darius Cloud Wadker?’
“Who knows? I’ haveto try and find out more, which isn't going to be easy.”

A passing library assstant frownsat me. | lower my voice. “I need to find out what kind of spell could
possibly make it gppear asif Lisutariskilled Darius. I’ ve been racking my brainsand | looked all through
my own grimoire, but | can't think of anything. Neither can Adrath.”

Makri seemsdistracted. | study my companion suspicioudy.
“Did you take aturn on the water pipe?’

“Of course not. Stop treating melike I’'m Tural’ s biggest drug abuser. There were specia circumstances.
| was depressed. Did you know that Jir-ar-Eth the Avulan Sorcerer is here?’

“What about it?”

“Y ou told me no one could travel from the Elvish Idesto Turai in winter.”
“Jr-ar-Eth set off early, shortly after weleft.”

“Then why didn’'t See-ath send me a message with him?”’

“Possibly Lord Kalith's Chief Sorcerer felt he had more important things to do than carry love letters. Do
you have to go on about See-ath dl thetime?”

“It' simportant,” says Makri.



| shake my head helplesdy.
“Try and concentrate, we' ve got work to do.”

| describe to Makri what I’ m after and we get busy at the catal ogue, looking for aspell. Two spells
probably, oneto hide the real events and oneto create the false ones. It’ s sounding more and more
unlikely. The pictures of Lisutariskilling Dariuswere very clear. Just because | can't think of amotive
doesn’'t mean it didn’t happen. I’ ve come across stranger things. Perhaps the thazisis driving her mad. At
such extreme levels, who knowswhat it might do?

“Did Lisutaris share your dwa?’
“Stop going on about dwa,” hisses Makri. “1 said | was sorry.”

We struggle through tome after tome, scroll after scroll. Faced with thistask | quickly tire. | hate this
catalogue. I’ d rather be on astake-out in afreezing dleyway.

“Can’'t they organiseit in away aman can understand?’

“It's perfectly logica.”

“What do these numbers mean? | can’'t make any sense of it.”

“It' sthe classfication system,” explains Makri. “It tells you where to find things”
“Why isn'tit clearer?”’

“It'svery clear. You just don’t understand it.”

| struggle on, working my way through books listing spells for every conceivable occasion. If | wanted to
learn how to attack aTroll, I'd befine. If | needed to know how to tell what the weather islike two
hundred miles away, | could locate the right incantation. | even come across aspell for testing the
strength of beer, and that’s something I’ d be interested in. But for what I’'m looking for, there' s nothing.

“Thisishopeless. I'vesaid dl dong it couldn’t be done. Okay, | might be about the worst magic user in
Tura. | can’'t do much more than heat up a cloak or send an opponent to deep. But | understand the
principles of sorcery, and itslimitations. | think we re going to haveto faceit. Lisutarisis guilty.”

“Youdon't redly believethat,” protests Makri. “ Y ou just can't stland being in the library any longer. You
can't send awoman to the gallows just because you don't understand the classification system.”

“Don’t bet onit. Anyway, | can’t concentrate any more. If | don't eat soon I’m going to expire. | suggest
we go to the hostelry acrosstheroad, and try again later.”

Makri is7't hungry.
“And | don't like giving up on research. | want to go al through the catad ogue.”
I’'m forced to admire her persistence, but | can't carry on myself.

“Meet mein the tavern when you' ve run out of energy. Maybe once my belly’ sfull I'll come up with an
idea”

The Imperid Library standsin amagnificent square, flanked by an enormous church and the Honourable
Merchants Association’s building. All these workers need refreshment and there are severd small taverns



tucked away round the corner. | choose The Scholar, which, despite its name, seems awelcoming
enough establishment. The short wak from thelibrary to thetavern isan orded. Thewind dicesthrough
me and snow whipsinto my face. By thetime | arrive my cloak is encrusted with tiny particles of ice and
| hang it closeto thefireto dry. At thistime in the afternoon the tavern is empty, save for two young men,
probably students, who st at atable with two small jars of de, sudying ascrall. | order the specia
haunch of salted beef, then take my beer and St in a prime spot in front of the fire to thaw out.

Another few winterslike thiswill finish me off. Fleeing south towards the sun might not be such abad
idea. I’'m in atough spot. Already the most powerful Sorcererswill be turning their attention to the matter
of Darius. They'll find their way blocked by Lisutaris s spdll, but for how long? What if Lisutariswastoo
addled by thazisto cast it properly? The Civil Guard might be looking for me at this very moment. For
thefirst timein my career | gtart to think I may bein over my head. | can’t fight the Sorcerers Guild. |
wasfoolishtotry. | pick a my salt beef without much enthusiasm, finishing it only with the aid of an extra
portion of sauce and another beer.

The door dams, anicy gust rushesinto the tavern and Makri staggersin.
“Move over from that fire, Thraxas, I’m as cold asthe ice queen’sgrave.”

Before she hastime to even st down, the landlord appears and brusquely informs her that women are not
permitted in this establishment. Makri gapes.

“Areyou serious?’

He' scompletely serious. It' stheir regular policy. Intruth, it’s not that unusud in some of the more
respectable sections of the city.

Makri has not been hersdlf recently. With the emotiona upset over See-ath and the overindulgencein
substances—for which | blame Lisutaris—she' s not redlly been exhibiting the hard edge I’ ve cometo
expect. In somewaysthat’s not such abad thing. Makri continualy getting into fights can be wearing on
aman. On the other hand, Makri being emotional is pretty wearing aswell. Asthe landlord asks her to
leave she snaps right back into character and places her face as close to his as she can get, whichisclose
enough, though he' salarge man and quite alot taler than her.

“I just struggled through the snow to get here. I'm not planning on leaving right now.”

The landlord makes the unforgivable mistake of laying his hand on her shoulder to lead her out. Makri
immediately lands him such afearsome kick in the groin that the students at the far end of the tavern
ghrink back in terror. Thelandlord collapsesto the floor. Makri grabs atable and hurlsit on top of him.
She glares down at his prostrate body.

“I will betaking this matter up with the Association of Gentlewomen,” she says.
Outsgdethe snow isfaling faster and heavier.
“Canyou bdievethat?’ yelsMakri, over the howling wind.

We struggle down the street till we reach another tavern, The Diligent Apprentice. Makri marchesin. |
follow with my hand on the hilt of my sword, ready for trouble. A friendly-looking landlady greetsusas
we enter. Makri seems almost disappointed.

“Areyou going to complain about me hitting the landlord?’ she demands, aswe sit down with two beers
and two glasses of klee.



“No. | didn’t like the tavern much anyway.”
A year ago I’ d have objected plenty. Now, I’'m more sympathetic. Or maybe I’ m just used to it.
“Did they really not serve women? Or just women with Orcish blood?’

“I don’'t know. Probably both. It wasn't much of aplace. Their haunch of beef was adequate at best. |
think Il pick up another meal while!’m here”

Makri grins.

“| dways get depressed when lifeistoo peaceful. All those years being agladiator, | suppose. | need to
fight every now and then, and it' s been along timesince | wasin afight.”

| point out to her that only afew days ago shekilled adwadeder.

“Right. | forgot about that. Well, it wasn't redlly what you' d cdll afight.”

“And soon after that you got in abrawl with those three dock workers.”

“What are you doing, keeping records?’

“How are you ever going to manageif you get to the Imperia University? They frown on violence.”
“I can probably wean mysdf off it.”

Makri drinks heartily of her de.

“Don’t get too cheerful, Makri, we' re ill inahdl of astuation. The Sorcerers Guild could be looking at
pictures of our involvement in amurder right now.”

Makri dapsthetable.

“I dmost forgot. | found aspdl!”

“Youdid?

Makri brings out a sheet of paper and readsfromiit.

“A spdl for wiping out eventsin the past. With thisincantation an experienced practitioner can erase dl
traces of events, so that they can never be seen, even by sorcerous enquiry.’”

Makri looks up from her notes.

“Y ou wouldn't believe the obscure place | found thisin. | swear no one else could have located it. It
wasn't in the main sorcery collection, it was hidden awvay in—"

“Yes, Makri, | dready know you' re number one chariot in the library. Let me see the spell.”

| study Makri’ scopy. It svery interesting, aspell the like of which I’ ve never encountered. It claimsthat
if worked properly it can erase amost afull hour.

“I’m certain no onein Tural has ever worked this. Where did it originate?’

“Developed in the Wastelands, according to the catalogue. The Southern Hills.”



| raise my eyebrows. Princess Direevalivesin the Southern Hills.

“We might be on to something. But this doesn’t account for everything. It might work for erasing events
but it'snot aspell for creating new ones.”

“I'm sureit’ srelevant,” says Makri. *Y ou know how when things happen during an investigation and it
seems like a coincidence, you generaly get suspicious? Well, take alook at the ingredientsfor the spell.”

She hands over another sheet of paper. The spell requires a healthy dose of dragon scales.
“And only recently you were hunting for adragon-scale thief.”

It isacoincidence. And Makri’ s correct. In my line of work, coincidences aways make me suspicious.

Chapter Eleven

Thelandus driver doesn’t want to take usto Twelve Seas. These uptown drivers hate to go south of the
river.

“I’'m aTribune of the People.”
“Never heard of you.”

It takes alot of argument to persuade him. I’m deep in thought as we travel down Moon and Stars
Boulevard. | want to follow up the dragon scales, which means| haveto talk to Rezox. As| just put him
in prison heisn't going to be keen to talk to me. Not in afriendly manner anyhow. Some abuse, possibly.
| tell the landusto stop, and then hurry into asmall way-station which acts as aforwarding post for the
Messengers Guild where | quickly scribble amessage to the Deputy Consul.

Wetravel on our way. The driver complains about the cold. Makri complains about the cold. She ought
to put on alittle weight.

“If you weren't so scrawny you wouldn't fed it so much.”
“Princess Direevasaid | had aperfect figure.”
“I bet shedid. Keep working your charms, you'll get her votes.”

“I don't want to charm anyoneinto voting for Lisutaris,” says Makri. “Thewholething is corrupt and |
don’t gpprove.” She shivers. “Areyou claming you don’t fed the cold?’

| scoff at the suggestion.

“You cal this cold? It doesn’'t compare to the conditions | experienced up in Nigj. I’ ve camped out for a
month in westher worse than this.”

“You'realiar,” saysMakri, dtill quite cheerful after her fight.

Thereisgreat confusion at the corner of Quintessence Street where the agueduct has collapsed.
Workmen are till struggling to clear the area but there seems to be some other sort of activity going on.



A gaggle of citizensare arguing furioudy and Civil Guards are arriving on the scene. | urge the driver to
edge hisway past but Makri calsfor himto halt.

“What' s happening here? These men are sanding in front of Samanatius s academy.”

Samanatius s so-caled academy isamiserable hal surrounded by equaly miserable dums. Makri indsts
that she' sgoing to take alook.

“Fine, you can walk therest of theway.”

Makri departs and the landus driver manoeuvres hisway into Quintessence Street and along to the
Avenging Axe. Insdethetavern| fill up with food and beer and enquire of Gurd if anyone has been here
asking questions. No one has, which meansthat Lisutaris s hiding spdll isworking for now. I'd like to
spend afew hoursin front of thefirebut | can’t stay for long, though | refuseto leave the tavernttill I've
recharged my magic warm cloak. | can’t stand more outdoor work without some protection, no matter
how much | brag to Makri about the weather not affecting me.

In my office find Casax waiting, along with Orius Fire Tamer. Casax ishead of the loca chapter of the
Brotherhood. A very important man in Twelve Seas. All crimeis controlled by the Brotherhood. Since
Casax took over, crime has been doing very well. Orius Fire Tamer isayoung and recently qualified
Sorcerer who seems to have hooked up with the Brotherhood.

“Don’t you know how to knock and wait politey?’ | demand.
“Never learned that,” answers Casax.

He swrapped in an enormous fur. He does't look cold. | notice he' sgrown his hair alittle longer, and
tied it a the back. Casax has afair complexion, but he' s weatherbeaten, a man who started out at the
docksalong time ago and worked hisway up. A cam, strong, intelligent man, and very dangerous.

“Having agood time at the Assemblage?’

“Thetimeof my life”

“Oriustells meyou' ve been enjoying yourself,” says Casax.

I’m uncomfortable. A Brotherhood boss doesn’'t pay socia visitsfor no reason.

“Y ou've been enjoying yoursdlf alot recently. Rolling around with Lisutaris and Princess Direeva, from
what | hear.”

“Y ou' ve been hearing thingsthat are none of your business.”

Casax raises hiseyebrows afraction. Last year | found myself more or less on the same side as Casax in
acaseinvolving the chariot races. A fortunate occurrence, and since then the Brotherhood have left me
alone. It doesn’'t mean much. The Brotherhood are never well disposed towards Investigators.

Heleansforward.
“Y ou know anything about the degth of a dwa deder?”’
“Which one? They diealot.”

“Orius here thought he might be able to pick up alittle Orcish auraround the death scene.”



| glance at the Sorcerer, then back to Casax.
13 &?l
“Y our young companion is part Orc. And handy with asword.”

“Plenty of people are handy with asword in Twelve Seas. And she' s not the only girl in town with Orc
blood.”

Casax glances round the room.

“Isthisit?

“What do you mean?’

“I meanisthisdl you have? Tiny roomsfull of junk? Furniturefit for adum?’
“It suitsmefine”

“Y ou don’'t have something sdted away? Gold in the bank?’
| look at him blankly.

“Why doyou doit?" heasks.

“Dowhat?’

“Invedtigate.”

“| got thrown out of my last job for being ausdess drunk.”

“Y ou could till do better for yourself. Rezox would have paid you to let him go. So would plenty of
others. Y ou could live alot better.”

The Brotherhood boss risesto hisfeet.

“If you came here to give your pet Sorcerer a chance to see what he could learn, you' re going to be
disappointed,” | tel him.,

OriusFire Tamer sneersat me.

“Y ou think you have any power to affect me?’

“I think | could tossaknifein your throat before you got aspell ready, kid.”
Casax dmogt grins.

“He might, Orius. He' satough guy, Thraxas. Not so tough that he d bother me, but tough enough. When
he' s sober.”

Heturnsto me.

“If your Orc friend killed my deder I’ll be down on her like abad spell. Not that | missthe dedler. But
I’ve got aposition to maintain. Y ou understand.”

They depart. | open my klee. The bottleisamogt finished. | make amenta note to buy more. Makri



appears.
“Wasit about the deder?’

“So they said. But | think Casax was more interested in what Lisutaris and Direeva were doing here. He
won't learn anything from Orius. That runt isn't going to get through ahiding spell cast by Lisutaris.
What' sthe kid think he’ sdoing, linking up with the Brotherhood? When | was hisage—"

“Thraxas,” saysMakri, loudly. “Be quiet. | have something important to tell you.”
“If thisis about See-ath, | don't—"

“It'snot about See-ath. It’ s about Samanatius. They’ re trying to evict him.”
“What?’

“The landlord wants to demolish the block. He' s using the collgpse of the agueduct as an excuse. HE's
been trying to get rid of Samanatius and the other tenants for months now, he wants to make money on
theland.”

I"'m staring at Makri in bewilderment. | can't think why she' stelling methis. It dmost soundslike she
expects me to do something about it.

“Y ou have to do something about it.”
| finish off my klee.
“Me? What? Why?’

“The owner got the go-ahead from Prefect Drinius, but it’ sillegal to demolish the block without
permission from the Consul’ soffice.”

| shrug.

“Happensal thetime. If thelocal Prefect saysits okay, the owner’ s not going to wait for the Consul to
screw things up. Just mean another bribe to pay.”

“They can't evict Samanatius! He sagreat man.”
| don’t care one way or the other about Samanatius.
“You haveto stop it.”

“Makri, what givesyou thisbizarreideaithat | could do anything? I’ m an Investigator, not aplanning
ingpector.”

“You'reaTribune of the People. Y ou can hdt any building work by referring it to the Senate for
adjudication.”

My head swims.
“What?’

“It's part of the power invested in the Tribunes. They could do lots of thingsto protect the poor.
Stopping landlords from demolishing buildings was one of them.”



“You'recrazy.”

“I’'mnot. | looked it upinthelibrary.”

“That was a hundred and fifty years ago.”

“Their powers were never rescinded.”

“But I’'m not ared Tribune. It'sonly adeviceto get meinto the Assemblage.”

“It does’t matter,” declaresMakri firmly. “Cicerius made you a Tribune and it slegd. Y ou now have
thefull power of the Tribunate behind you and you have to do something.”

| grab for the klee. It's empty. There must be a beer round here somewhere.

“Makri, thisisinsane. I’m sorry your buddy’ s getting evicted but | can't sop it. What the hell is Cicerius
going to say if | suddenly start using my supposed power to order the local Prefect around? The Senate
would go crazy. So would the Paace, probably. I’ d have the whole government on my back. Who isthe

landlord anyway?’
“Praetor Capatius.”

“Capatius? The richest man in Turai? Controls about forty seetsin the Senate? Sure, Makri, I'll take him
on any time. Easy as bribing a Senator. I'll just tell him to please stop behaving badly. Be reasonable.”

“Youcandoit,” indsts Makri. “It' s part of your power.”

“| don’'t have any power,” | roar, frustrated by her insstence. “ And have you forgotten what el seisgoing
on right now?1’min the middle of a case that’ s quite probably going to end up with merowing adave
gdley and Lisutaris dangling on arope. I’ ve got Sorcerers, the Deputy Consul, and an e ection to worry
about, not to mention Covinius, deadly Assassin, in case you' ve forgotten. And you expect me to march
up to Prefect Drinius and say, ' Excuse me, you have to stop this eviction because I’ m a Tribune of the
People ?’

“yYes”
“Forget it.”

“Samanatiuswill not be evicted.”

“I can't prevent it.”

“I'll kill anyonewho tries,” threatens Makri.

“Good luck. Now excuse me, I"ve got an investigation to be getting on with.”

| grab my warm cloak and depart swiftly. Stop the eviction indeed. Use my powers as Tribune of the
People. That would certainly givetheloca population something to laugh about. They' d till be laughing
when Pragtor Capatius hired twenty armed men to chase me out of Twelve Sees.

It takesalong timeto find alandus. I'm cold. | wish | had more beer insde me. | wish | wasn't dways
having to visit the Deputy Consul. For aman who paid out good money only afew daysago to hire me,
he shows agreet lack of enthusiasm to see mewhen | findly roll up at his house.

“What do you want?’



“Beer. But it' susudly in short supply round here, so I’ ll take whatever you' ve got.”
“Have you disturbed me merely to request acohol? | have an important appointment with Tilupasis.”

“She san efficient woman, Tilupasis. Sharp asan Elf’ sear. Y ou ought to make her a Senator. | need to
talk to Rezox. | threw him in the dammer aweek or so back and | need some quick access. It'sto help
Lisutaris”

For dl that he' sa crusty specimen and was a poor soldier, Cicerius can move quickly when he needsto.
He' sknown for hisquick witsin the Senate. As soon as| hold up the possihility of helping Lisutaris, he
movesinto action, dashing off an officid |etter and granting permisson for meto visit Rezox in prison.
And when | mention that Rezox may not be forthcoming with the important information, he replies
brusquely that he can dedl with that if necessary.

“Hiscrimewasto steal dragon scales from awarehouse? Tell me on the way why thisisimportant. If he
seems disinclined to co-operate, | can offer him hisfreedom.”

| wasn't planning on taking Cicerius dong with me but heinsigts. Insde he' sno camer than me. We're
just waiting for the scandd to blow up in our faces. The Deputy Consul livesin fear of anything damaging
the interests of hisbeloved Tural. Furthermore, the repercussions of Lisutaris s arrest would hand ahuge
dice of harmful ammunition to Senator Lodius, head of the Populares. The opposition party will use
Lisutaris sdownfall to smear Cicerius, and by association Kdius, the Consul, and even the King.

We hurry to the prisonin Cicerius sofficid carriage.
“Powdered dragon scalesform part of arare spell for erasing the past.”

Cicerius till maintains that things would never have gone so badly wrong if | had looked after Lisutaris
properly.

“It could be worse. Certain members of the population of Twelve Seas are suggesting | use my Tribune's
powersto stop Pragtor Capatius carrying out an eviction.”

Ciceriusisincredulous.
“What?Y ou will do no such thing.”

“Don’t worry, | wasn't planning to. Although they have apoint. It's hardly fair of the Pragtor to usethe
cover of afierce winter to evict the poor. Y ou’ d think the man had enough money aready without tearing
down hisdums”

I know thiswill annoy Cicerius. Capatiusis astrong supporter of the Traditionals and a huge contributor
to thar funds.

“Presumably Capatiusis set on improving the peopl€e s housing conditions.”
| laugh, which annoyshim.

“Capatiusis set on improving hisbank balance. Which is odd redlly, seeing as he owns his own bank.
Doesn't it bother the Traditionas that some of your supporters spend their wholelife bleeding the poor?’

“I do not intend to discuss Turanian politics with an Investigator,” says Cicerius.

He doesn't mind discussing paliticswhen it suits him. We ve arrived at the prison. We hurry insde. A
Captain of the Guards s utes the Deputy Consul and leads usto Rezox. Cicerius s assstant Hansius,



arriving before us, has arranged for the interview in a private room. He s an efficient young man, Hansus.
Hell gofar.

In detention, Rezox |ooks about as miserable as a Niojan whore, and the Sght of me coming for avisit
does't cheer him up any. Cicerius beginsto spesk. Not having time for long speeches, | interrupt.

“Rezox. | need to know who you were passing the dragon scales on to. Spill it and Cicerius will get you
out of jall.”

“Isthat true?’
“Sureit’ strue. Cicerius has the green-edged toga. He can authorise it. So long asyou tel me now.”

Rezox weighsthings up. If he' sworried about the mordity of salling out his partner, it doesn't delay him
for more than five seconds.

“Coralex,” hereplies. “Up at the top of Pashish.”

“Coraex?’ saysCicerius. “1 know of him. He s arespectable importer of wine.”

Cordex isthe biggest disposer of stolen property in Tural. | thought everyone knew that.
“Cicerius, you' re much too trusting. Okay, I’'m off to see Coralex.”

Before departing, | inform Ciceriusthat the threat from Coviniusisnow very redl.

“I don’'t know if he had anything to do with Darius s murder but | know he'sin Tural. Thereé sastrong
chance histarget isLisutaris.”

“Why do you say that?’

“He'saSmnian Assassin, is't he? Sunstorm Ramius might be favourite to win the eection but that
does't mean the Smnianswon't try to get rid of the opposition.”

“I regard that ashighly unlikely,” replies Cicerius. “ Simnia has never attempted assassination in the
Sorcerers contest.”

“Theré safirg timefor everything.”

“Might hispurposein Tura be unconnected with the Assemblage?’

“It might but we ought to assume the worst. Can you provide any more of abodyguard for Lisutaris?’
The Deputy Consul nods.

“Is Coralex redly adisposer of stolen goods?’ he asks.

“Oneof thebiggest.”

Cicerius shakes his head sadly.

“My household has purchased wine from his warehouse. Some citizens have lost dl sense of mordity.”

| depart swiftly on thetrail of the dragon scdes. My sense of mordity went into decline along time ago.
It kept getting in the way of my work.



Chapter Twelve

Honest Mox’ s bookmaking establishment is closed for thefirst timein living memory. The gambling
fraternity of Twelve Seas are sunned. I’ m standing outside in the snow with about twenty others, looking
forlornly at the locked front door

“What happened?’
“Hissonjust died. From dwa.”

The frustrated gamblers shake their heads. It'samost too bad to contemplate. We never thought we' d
see the day when Mox had to close. There' sageneral fedling that if we can make our way here through
the bad weather, Mox ought to at least be able to keep his shop open.

People start drifting away, heading north towards the next bookmaker. It’ s afrustrating occurrence. |
was planning to lay off alittle money on Ramius. As Lisutarisislikely to be dung out of the competition |
really wanted to cover my losses with another bet. I’ ve no timeto visit another bookmaker. | need to see
Cordex inahurry. | curse. Thisjob just gets worse and worse.

The wind howls down from the north. By thetime | reach Coralex’ s house in Golden Crescent, home of
the richest merchants, I’ m about as angry asa Troll with atoothache. The servant who answers the door
triesto keep me out and | just walk over him. They don’t build many domestic servantsthat can stand up
to me. Another functionary attemptsto hold me back and | bat him out of the way. Coralex appears at
thetop of the stairs. I’ ve encountered him before in the course of my work, though I’ ve never invaded his
home before. | march up the stairs and grab him by the throat.

“Coralex. I'minahurry. You got some dragon scales recently from a crooked merchant named Rezox. |
want to know who you sold them to.”

“Throw thisman out of the house,” yells Cordex.

An employee hurriesinto view, amore formidabl e specimen than the domestic servants. He' stall and he
carriesasword. | dam Cordex into him then grab him by the scruff of the neck and tumble him
downdairs.

| turn back to Coralex.

“As| was saying. What happened to the dragon scales? Stop stammering, | don't havetime. I'm here
with the backing of Deputy Consul Cicerius, and if | have to toss you downgdtairs, the Deputy will move
Heaven, Earth and the three moonsto see | don’t get prosecuted. He' s aready very upset by what he
just learned about you.”

The merchant hesitates. | touch my dagger.
“Saill it.”

Cordex spillsit. At hisage, heisn't going to get off lightly from atrip down the sairs. A man of his
wedlth naturdly hasavery long staircase.



| leave the house with alot of information, and cursesraining down on me from Coraex, hiswife, and a
very pretty daughter who probably doesn’t know that her father dealsin stolen goods. Outside the snow
catichesmein theface. | shakeit off. Now that I ve really offended someone, | fed like I’'m working
well. | have aligt of the people who' ve recently bought dragon scales, and asthese are not easy to come
by there’ sagood chance that the mysterious spell-worker will be among them.

Back in Twelve Seas | buy abundle of logs from a street vendor, stoke up the fire, open abeer and
prepare to study thelist. I'm interrupted by aknock at the door. | wrench it open and am surprised to
find Senator Lodius, leader of the opposition party in Turai and sworn enemy of Cicerius. I’ ve never
spoken to Lodius. He did once violently denounce me to the Senate after I’ d run into some trouble while
working for Cicerius. The Chronicle ran afull report, listing many of my previous misdemeanours.

“Areyou busy?’ he enquires, politely.

The Senator isaman of medium height, about fifty or so but well preserved. He has something of an
aristocratic air, though he styles himself leader of the democratic Populares party. He' snot particularly
imposing in appearance but he' s handsome enough for apolitica |eader, with blue eyes, short grey hair
neetly styled and awell-cut togajust visible under athick woollen cloak. He' s apowerful spesker when
he hasto be and he has alot of support in thiscity.

“I'm busy. But comein anyway.”

| don’t know why he’ s here. Lodiusisfar too important to be visiting me. I’ ve never liked the man—he
aways gives metheimpression of apalitician who' d hitch hiswagon to any cause which might bring him
to power—Dbut if he' s here to offer me some lucrative work | might be prepared to change my opinion.

The Senator is accompanied by two assstants, or bodyguards more likely, as Turanian paliticsisinclined
to be violent. | kick some junk under the table, draw out a chair and motion the Senator to take a sedt.
Surprisingly, he accepts my offer of beer. He takes the bottle, doesn’t mind that | don't have any goblets
to hand, and gets right down to business.

“| understand you are busy, at the Sorcerers Assemblage?’
At the mention of the Assemblage I’ m immediately on my guard.
“I wish you success” hesays. “It will be afinething for the city if our candidateis eected.”

I’m expecting Lodiusto start in with some criticism of Cicerius and the Traditionals, but that doesn’'t
seem to be what he' sherefor.

“I am hoping, however, that you will have time to perform another function. Have you heard of the
impending demoalition of the buildings around the collgpsed aqueduct?’
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“Areyou aware that the proposa to clear the areawill make four hundred Turanians homeless?’
| wasn't, though the way landlords crowd people into the dums, it’ snot redlly a surprise.

“Pragtor Capatiuswishesto develop theland for profit,” continues Lodius. “Astherichest man in the city
and astrong supporter of the Traditionas, the Praetor has of course no regard for the rights of the
ordinary citizen.”

By thistimel’m eyeing the Senator warily. | don't likewherethisisgoing.



“Areyou aware of your powers as Tribune of the People?’
“I’'vearoughidea”

The Senator nods. Then he asks mewhat I’'m planning to do.
“I wasn't planning to do anything.”

“Surely you do not wish to see these people made homeless, particularly in the middle of such afierce
winter?’

“I’ d sooner they were warm and cosy. But I'm not redlly a Tribune. | was only given the post so | could
get into the Assemblage.”

“Nonetheless, you have the power. Areyou afraid that Cicerius would disapprove of you acting against
hisfriend Capatius?’

“Not particularly. | just don't see mysdf asapoalitician. And I’'m busy.”
“Too busy to help your fdlow citizens?’

If there's one thing you can be sure of it’ sthat Lodius doesn't care about hisfellow citizens either, but |
don’t seem to have the opportunity to point this out. He' s backing me into an awkward corner.

“Yes. I'mtoo busy. I'm aready helping Turai by asssting Lisutaris. | can't be rescuing thewhole city.
Y ou're head of apolitical party, why don’t you stop the evictions?’

“| don't have the power. By some quirk of history, only the Tribunes can do that. A Tribune caninsst
that every legd step isfollowed to the letter in the matter of city development. Naturaly, that was not
what Cicerius had in mind when he nominated you, but the fact remainsthat you can prevent the eviction
by referring the matter to the Senate. Once that has been done, | will take over.”

“Would this have anything to do with you needing four hundred votesin avitad ward that has an eection
next yeer?’

“I am concerned only with the plight of the poor.”

We dtare at each other for awhile. I’m wondering what pressure Lodius can bring to bear. While | don't
relish having him asapolitica enemy, Cicerius and the Traditionds still have more power. The Consul,
Tura’ shighest officid, isawaysa Traditiond, and they’ re the party of the King. Thelast thing | want to
doisend up an enemy of the King. Thewhole thing is extremely aggravating for aman who triesto stay
out of politics. | inform the Senator that, sad as| am to see hardship among my felow citizens, I'm not
about to enter the political arena by vetoing Pragtor Capatius. Senator Lodius sips his beer, and turnsto
gpeak to one of his assigtants.

“Ivitius. Tell me again what you saw when you were visting your cousin in Quintessence Street.”
“Thraxasthe Investigator dumping abody over awall,” sayslvitius.

“And what night wasthat?’

“The same night Darius Cloud Waker waskilled.”

Lodius turns back to me.



“A very troubling affair, asyou know. | understand that the Sorcerers Guild is currently extending itsfull
powersin an effort to find out what happened to Darius Cloud Walker. But from what | hear, someone
has cast amystical shield over the events of the night in question. The Sorcerers are baffled, at least for
the moment. Of course, they are lacking specific information. All they know isthat the body wasfound in
asnowdrift in Twelve Seas. If they had more facts—for instance, the exact location of the killing, and the
identity of those around the victim at the time—I have no doubt that they could quickly learn thetruth
concerning hisdeeth.”

| can’'t think of anything to say. I’'mdl out of words.

“My carriageisoutsde,” saysthe Senator. “I will take you to the Site of the eviction. Nothing formd in
the way of documentation isrequired. It is merely necessary for you to speak to the person in charge,
one Vadinex, an employee of Capatius's. Tdl him that you are referring the matter to the Senate. Work
will then cease, pending investigation.”

| still can't think of anything to say. | get my cloak. Weridein silence along Quintessence Street. The
snow and ice are thick on the ground, but Lodius has a sturdy carriage pulled by two equally sturdy
horses and we reach the Site of the eviction alot quicker than I’ d like to. The snow isfalling on adisma
scene of workmen, city officias, lawyers, civil guards and poor tenants, all arguing bitterly. Despite the
cold, violenceisin theair asthe Civil Guards hold back the crowd. Some of the dum dwellers scream
from upstairswindows, aming their anger a Vadinex, the manin charge.

| knew Vadinex in my army days. He stands about six and ahalf feet tall and he' sbuilt like abull. Once
at asiege hewon acommendation for being the first man over thewall. Pragtor Capatius useshim for
difficult assgnments, and evicting afew poor tenantsisdl inaday’ swork for him.

| really don’'t want to be doing this. | notice Captain Rallee among the guards, and make my way
towards him. Before | get there, afigure bursts through the crowd brandishing an axe. It sMakri, clad in
athick cloak and her floppy hat, and bristling with wegpons.

“You're not going to evict Samanatius,” sheydls.

Andderly figurein aplain cloak, presumably the philosopher himself, steps forward through the blizzard
to lay his hand on her shoulder, indicating | think that he does’t wish to see violence done. Vadinex
confronts her, flanked by his helpers. Makri raises her axe. | step forward.

“Stop!” 1 yell.

| have aloud voice when necessary, and alot of bulk. It's hard to miss me, evenin asnowstorm.
“I'm halting thiswork. As Tribune of the People, | am referring the matter to the Senate.”
Thereisgenera astonishment. Captain Rallee actudly laughs. Vadinex doesn’'t seem so amused.
“Whét the hell are you talking about, Thraxas? Get out of my way.”

Various others now step forward in support of my statement. Several cold-looking lawyers,
accompanied by armed men, courtesy of Lodius, announce that the eviction cannot now go ahead.

“The Tribune has spoken.”

Everyone looks at me. | fed foolish. Senator Lodius has now stepped into the fray. As people recognise
him they realise that thisis not ajoke. Captain Rallee addresses Vadinex.



“It'slegd,” he says. “ The matter hasto go to the Senate. Y ou can’'t carry out the eviction.”
Vadinex sartsto protest but Captain Rallee cuts him short.

“| sadit'slegd. And if you keep me standing herein this snowstorm any longer, I'm liable to throw you
in prison for assaulting a Civil Guard. Eviction over. Everybody go home.”

Vadinex eyesmewith loathing.

“The Praetor will be down onyou like abad spdll for this,” he growls.
Makri hurriesover.

“Stay away or I'll kill you,” she spitsat him.

Vadinex dways had a short temper. Were the area not so thick with Civil Guards, he' d quite likely
attack her. I'd like to see Makri killing Vadinex. Theway the huge man looks at her before he departs,
shemay yet get the chance. He moves off, taking his companions with him.

“Thraxas, you were great!” enthuses Makri. “1 knew you' d come through in the end. Come and meet
Samandtiud”

| shake the elderly philosopher’ s hand. He thanks me warmly, but when he looksinto my eyes| know he
knows I’m not here of my own freewill. All around, tenants of the dums are congratul ating me for
rescuing them from Vadinex.

“Good work,” booms Senator Lodius, and gets round to letting everyone know that heis the man
responsiblefor their salvation. The congratulationsfail to give me awarm glow. Makri might be as happy
asan Elf in atree that Samanatius has areprieve, but I’ ve got other thingsto worry about.

“Where s Lisutaris? Y ou' re meant to be protecting her.”

Makri tels me she' sadeegp in her room at the Avenging Axe. Direevaiswith her.

| frown.

“I'm gtarting to get suspicious of Direaeva. | don't like the way she keeps sticking to Lisutaris.”
“Tilupasslikesit. Tilupasis seemsto have alot of influence, even with the Consul .”

“Sheought to. They're having an affair. Well, according to scurrilous rumour anyway, and | generaly
trust that. Do agood job for Tilupasis and she might help with the university.”

“| dready thought of that.”

| ask Makri if Tilupasisisasupporter of the Association of Gentlewomen, but Makri doesn't think sheis,
which strikes her as odd.

“Maybe she thinks she' sdoing fine dready,” | suggest.
Makri isn't enjoying her employment as bodyguard.

“| expected | might haveto kill the occasiond attacker and maybe fight off afew Assassins. | never
thought it would involve being nursemaid to awoman who can't stand upright after lunchtime. What were
you thinking of, nominating her for head of the Sorcerers Guild?’



“I didn’'t nominate her. Ciceriusdid. Isshe dill going a the water pipe?’

“Like ahungry dragon chewing on a carcass. How does she ever remember any spells? | mean, you
can't remember them even when you' re sober.”

“ She gudied morethan me.”

“It was hell at the Assemblage. | had to keep dragging her away from visiting Sorcerers so they wouldn't
see how doped shewas. Isn’'t she meant to be impressing peopl€?’

Despite her recent lapses, Makri does have something of a puritanical streak, which now appearsto be
resurfacing. She thinks that people should get on with their work, and Lisutarisis certainly failing to do
this. | agreethat Lisutaris can’t be impressing the Sorcerers with her performance.

“The delegation from Turai are doing their best. The other two Tribunes have been spreading hospitdity
around to the extent that some of our guests are now so sated with sex, acohol and dwathat they’ d vote
for anyone they weretold to. It'snot going to be enough to defeast Ramiusin the vote, but remember, our
candidate only hasto make it into the top two.”

“But those two go into some sort of fina contest,” Makri points out. “How is Lisutaris going to manage
thet?’

“Who knows? It wouldn't surprise meif Tilupasisisworking on someway of cheating right now.”

At the Avenging Axe, Makri goesto check on Lisutaris. I’ ve bardly timeto load up with stew, venison
and yams before I’ m back at work, studying the list of recipients of dragon scales. It' san interesting
collection, containing the names of quite afew aristocratic Turanians. Theserich ladieslike to makether
hair sparkle with dragon scales, but it seemsasif they prefer to buy them at adiscount, eveniif it'sillegd.
Cordex and Rezox were doing agood trade. Clientsinclude Praetor Capatius, Prefect Gawinius,
severd other Senators and various high-up city officids. Rich merchantstoo, including, | note, Rixad. I'm
not surprised. He was keen to keep hiswife happy, and nothing says | love you better than a sprinkling
of well-cut dragon scales.

Unfortunately, few people on the list have any knowledge of sorcery. | can’t see Capatius or Galwinius
huddled over acauldron, cooking up amagica brew. The name of Tirini Snake Smiter catches my eye.
She might be buying dragon scales for making spells. Sheisa Sorcerer. But she'saso awoman who
lovesto display hersdlf to her best advantage, and I’'m inclined to believe she wanted to make her hair
gparkle rather than work some maevolent spell. Tirini would be an unlikely murderer. She never dabbles
in politics, or crime, to my knowledge, being more concerned with party-going, temporary romances and
generdly enjoying herself. Shehasalot of power, but the most notable thing she' sdone with it recently is
light up thetreesin her garden in afantagtic display for areception she held. The Renowned and
Truthful Chronicle wasimpressed. They liked the fireworkstoo. | don't see her asamurderer.

The only other name of note is Princess Direeva. Direevahas recently bought dragon scalesfrom
Cordex. | museonthis. In my eyes Direevais adready a suspect for the murder of Darius. No known
motive but plenty of opportunity. And now it turns out that she' s been clandestingly buying the main
ingredient for a hitherto unknown spell of erasement.

Unfortunately Direeva a so wears beads made from dragon scalesin her hair. If | confront her she'll
smply say she needed some new jewd lery. She does have alot of hair to decorate.

| need adrink. After alifetime asaprivate citizen, suddenly being obliged to act in an officid capacity has
unnerved me. I’'m grateful it’s midwinter. People have enough problems worrying about staying dive



without paying too much attention to the startling sight of Thraxas suddenly appearing asaminor
politician. With any luck it will soon be forgotten abouit. It had better be, I'm not planning on defending
anyone ese srights.

Chapter Thirteen

Next morning a Lisutaris svillal find Makri Stting in front of awell-laden breskfast table.
“Lisutaris till unconscious?”

“No, wide awake.”

I”’m surprised.

“What happened? The water pipe break from overuse?’

“Lisutaris never starts on the water pipetill Copro’ s been to do her hair. She needsto befully aert for
the morning beauty trestments. Copro wouldn't likeit if shewasn't paying attention. He' s quite
temperamentd.”

Discussing Copro, | fed quite temperamental mysdif.
“I need to see her.”
“You can't see her yet. Copro doesn't like to be interrupted when hel sworking.”

“Goddammit, are you serious? I’ m trying to get her off amurder rgp and she' stoo busy getting her hair
done?’

“Y ou can't expect an important Sorcerer to turn up a the Assemblage with her hair in poor condition,”
saysMakri. “It's hardly going to impress people.”

“They’revoting for top Sorcerer, not fashion woman of the year.”

“No one sgoing to votefor her if they think she's not making an effort,” asserts Makri.
“So how come you' reafan of Copro dl of asudden?| thought you didn’t like him.”

| stare at Makri suspicioudly.

“There' s something different about you.”

“Nothereisn't.”

“Yesthereis. Your harr isdifferent.”

“Judt alittle rearrangement,” says Makri, defensively. “Copro said it would show off my cheekbones
better—”

“Y our cheekbones? What' s got into you? When you arrived in Turai you couldn’t stop talking about how
stupid the rich women were.”

“I'mjud fitting in,” saysMakri, cdmly. “AsLisutaris sbodyguard | can’t be arguing with her hairdresser.



It would create dll sorts of difficulties.”

She sudies her fingernails.

“Doyou think | should get my nails done aswell? 1’ m not redly happy with this colour.”
“What' swrong with it?’

“It dasheswith the chainmall.”

Makri holds her fingers over apiece of chainmail, and peersin the mirror.

“Thraxas, you remember how | said I’ d like to be blonde after we saw dl those blonde Elvish women?
What do you think?’

“Will you stop talking like this? Y esterday you were going to chop up Vadinex with your axe, and today
you' re twittering on about your hair.”

“I do not see the two things as mutudly exclusive,” protests Makri.
“Lifewas easer when you were an ignorant Barbarian.”
“| was never anignorant Barbarian.”

“Wall, you didn’t used to ramble on about hair and make-up. When you arrived in thiscity al you
wanted to do was attend the university.”

“I dill do. I may weer alittle eyeliner when | get there.”
“What happened to Makri the demented swordswoman?’

“Make your mind up, Thraxas. Only last week you were |ecturing me about killing the dwadedler. You
want meto kill someone? Fine. Just point mein theright direction.”

“| don’t want you to kill anyone.”

“Don’'t worry about me,” says Makri, warming to thetopic. “I’ll kill anyonethat needskilling. Orcs,
Humans, Elves, Trolls, dragons, snakes, mythica beasts—"

“Will you shut up about killing things?”

“What, so now I’'m not meant to talk about killing people or make-up? Isthere any subject you' d be
happy with?’

“Solving amurder would be agood choice. How long is Lisutaris going to be?’
“I think she' s scheduled for amanicure aswell. Copro brought his best assistant, and anail specidist.”

Quite along time apparently. Makri is showing littleinterest in the food in front of her, 0| pileup aplate
for agood second breskfast, meanwhile silently cursing Copro and hisilk. When | was young the city
was't full of beauticians. Old Consul Juvenius would have thrown Copro off the walls, and agood thing
too.

“Sowhat do you think?" says Makri.

“About what?”



“Dying my hair blonde”
“I think you'll look like a cheap whore. Stop asking me about it.”
“Do you have to be so unpleasant? Looking after Lisutarisis stressful. | need some relaxation.”

Unable to take any more of this, | carry my plate over to the window and stare out at the ice-covered
garden. If Makri asks me one more time about her hair I’ m going to turn her in as an accessory to
murder. Ther€ s some commotion in the long halway and amessenger rushesin caling for Makri. He
hands her adip of paper. Makri breaks the seal and |ooks concerned.

“Bad news at the Assemblage.”
“The Sorcerers have got through—?’

“No. Sunstorm Ramius has dispatched Troverusto take Princess Direevato dinner. Tilupasisisvery
concerned.”

Makri risesto her feet.
“I haveto intercept them.”
“Whois Troverus?’ | ask, feding confused.

“Handsomest young man in Simnia, according to al reports. Tilupasis has been worried about him al
aong. That Ramius, he scunning.”

Makri starts making ready to leave. She has adetermined look in her eyes.

“I won't haveit. No "handsomest young man in Smnid isgoing to charm Direevainto voting for
Sungorm Ramius”

Makri hurriesto don her armour, and throws her weagponsinto the small purse which contains the magic
pocket. All the while she's muttering about the perfidy of the Smnians.

“It' sunderhand tactics. I'll show them.”
“I thought you weren't keen on this vote-winning business. Y ou said it was corrupt.”

“Itis. But | refuseto be defeated,” states Makri. “Look after Lisutaristill she getsto the Assemblage.
And whatever you do, don't insult Copro. He s extremely temperamental.”

Makri takesafinal, dissatisfied ook at her nails, then hurries out. | Sit down to finish off the food on the
table, and ring for beer. The young servant who arrives has a noticeable rura accent. No doubt a sturdy
and sensible woman from the outlying farmlands.

“What do you think of Copro?’ | ask.

“He sagreat man, and aboon to the city,” shereplies. “ They should make him a Senator.”
| study her face.

“Was there much beauty treatment back on the farm?’

She shakes her head.



“That'swhy | moved to the city.”
The city is doomed.

Lisutaris s apprentice emerges from her private chambers. | learn that the Sorcerer will beready in alittle
while

“How longisalittlewhile?’
“No morethan an hour.”
Eventudly Lisutaris emerges, accompanied by Copro and histwo helpers.

“Thraxas” Lisutaris greets me gracioudy. Sheiswide awake, thefirst time I’ ve seen her like thissince
the Assemblage began. Copro is il fussing round her with acomb. He sthin, dark, alittle younger than

| imagined. And not quite as liping, though | wouldn’t want him on my sdein asword fight. | doubt he' d
handle ablade aswell as his comb. | note with displeasure that benegath hislong hair, jewelled earrings
glisten on hisearlobes. A number of guildsin Tural use plain gold earrings asamark of rank, but few men
would wear jewelsin their ears, apart from the foppish sons of wedthy Senators.

Copro motions extravagantly towards Lisutaris.
“Doyoullikeit?’

“It' swonderful. Lisutaris, we have to get to the Assemblage. Ciceriusis starting to complain about your
nonappearance. And Tilupassisgiving meahard time.”

Lisutaristellsme she'll beready in an instant, and departs upstairs.
“I loveyour friend Makri,” says Copro. “ Such a savage beauty.”

| grunt, and sit down.

“Sheredly should let me do morewith her hair.”

Makri hasavast unruly mane, remarkableinitsownway. | can't see her taking to any of the controlled
stylesfavoured by Tural’ s aristocrats. To my disgppointment, Copro agreeswith me.

“Of course, such awoman as Makri would not suit such astylised coiffure. Her magnificent festures
would only be diminished. But alittle styling to bring out her radiance, her force of character. A stylethe
Abdasans cal Summer Lightning. It would be bregthtaking. | dready did much the same for Princess
Diresva”

“Y ou attend Direeva?’
“Princess Direavaindg sts on the best. | have often been called to the Southern Hillsto asss.”

Not redly wanting to engage in conversation with Copro, | busy myself with my beer, but Copro
gpparently finds me more interesting than | find him, because he sts down facing me at the table.

“Y ou have such afascinating job. Isit dangerous, tracking down dl those criminas?”
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“No. But | need the money.”

Copro studiesme. I’ m just waiting for him to make some crack about my appearance. I’ ve got long hair
tied back in aponytall, and if he suggests tyling it I’ m going to ding him out the front door. He asks me
some more questions about my work and | grunt some replies. All thetime I’m wishing that | wasn't here
in Lisutaris svilla, and remembering that when | did livein the better part of town, | never felt dl that
comfortable about it. Finally Copro gives up on me and converses with Lisutaris' s apprentice about new
sylesjust in from Samsarina. Summer fashions, gpparently, athough | can’t see why they want to talk
about summer fashionswhen we' re ill in the middle of winter.

Copro arrived in Tural with nothing, and now he'srich. For dl the hand-waving and vacuous
conversation, I'd be willing to bet he' s a shrewd enough operator underneath, and smart enough never to
be singed by adragon.

Tiring of the conversation, | go in search of the Sorcerer. Servants |ook on with disapprova asl
approach her private chambers, but | ignore them and find her in her room, sucking on her water pipe.

“Timeto go,” | say, and drag her to her feet.

Shelooks a me with surprise.

“I can’t believe you just laid your hand on me.”

“It was ether that or kill the beautician.”

“Thelast time anyone laid ahand on me | punished them with a heart attack spell.”

“I"d be surprised if you could remember aspell for arunny nose. Don’t you ever get Sick of thazis
dreams? Get your warm cloak on and call the carriage. We re due at the Assemblage. Y ou' ve got an
election to win. Ciceriusis paying meto makeit happen. So let’sgo,”

Lisutarislookswith longing at the water pipe.

“Touch that pipe again and I’m going to dug you.”

“I"dkill youif you did.”

“And then who' d get you off the murder rap? Faceit, Lisutaris, you need me. So let’sgo.”
Lisutarislooks at mewith didike,

“| didn’t redlise how unpleasant you were.”

“Then you' rethe only personin Tural who didn’t. I'm famous for being unpleasant. Now get ready
before | pick you up and throw you in the carriage.”

Lisutaris bundles about a hundred sticks of thazis into amagic pocket and starts smoking them on the
way to the Assemblage. We' re hardly out of Truth is Beauty Lane when her head startslolling about. |
grab the thazis from her hand and tossiit out the carriage window.

“What the hell’ s the matter with you? Y ou used to be a good Sorcerer and now you' re about as much
use asaeunuchinabrothd.”

She shakes her head dowly



“I'mworried | might havekilled Darius.”
“Y ou seemed sureyou didn't.”

“I’m not so sure now,” she says, and takes another thazis stick from her magic pocket. Lisutaris,
Mistress of the Sky, isstarting to fal apart. By the time we get to the Assemblage she' s unsteady on her
feet. Tilupasisintercepts her at the door and leads her off to some private room before the other
Sorcerers can see the state she' sin. Makri and Princess Direeva are looking on.

“Shewaan't likethisten years ago,” says Direeva. Her hair sways gently. The dragon scales, finely cut by
ajeweler, sparkle brilliantly in the torchlight.

“Just our bad luck that Sunstorm Ramiusisaclean-living sort of Sorcerer.”
Direevaenquiresif I’ve made any progress on the case. I’m noncommittal.

“I'll get therein the end. Depends how much time | have. How isthe hiding spell?’
“Strong enough,” repliesthe Princess.

Last night Melusthe Fair visited Lisutaris svillato add her power to the incantation, strengthening the
gpell. | hope we can trust Melus. She' s sharp as an Elf’ sear and has closetiesto Lisutaris, but it’'sone
more person who might give us awvay. The weight of eventsis getting to me. Makri wonderswhat would
happen if Lisutaris managed to win the election and was then found to be implicated in the murder.

“Hard to say. Asfar as| understand the Sorcerers’ rules, the head of the Guild can't be expelled. Lasat,
Axe of Gold, isthe temporary leader, but once he confirmsthe new Sorcerer in their post they can’t be
removed. And given that important upper-class citizensin Tural are usudly alowed the opportunity to
dip off into exile before being convicted of aserious crime, Lisutarismight still end up ashead of the
Guild, exiled in another city.”

“Could she ever return to Tura?’

“Maybe, when the heat died down. | think Ciceriusis hoping for something likethat, if | can’t clear her
name. Won't help you or me, though.”

I’mfirmly of the Turanian lower classes. Even my name marks me out as such. If I'mimplicated ina
murder, no onewill ook the other way while | fleethe city.

Makri hasintercepted Princess Direeva before her appointment with Troverus. She' sdoing her best to
keep her entertained with tales of her exploitsin the gladiatorial arena. Direeva seemsinterested.

“| too have often had to fight. When my grandfather died my uncle attempted to seize the kingdom from
my father. It took two years of continua warfaretill hewasin control. My uncle hired an army of Orcish
mercenaries, and it was only with help from the Abelasians that we overcame them. Darius Cloud
Walker was our dly. Wewill misshim.”

A cunning look comesinto Makri’ seyes.

“Yes, it' saterribleloss. But now you have thirty votesto spare, | expect you'll be transferring them to
Lisutaris”

“Isthat why you have been hospitable?’ says Direeva, dightly tiffly.

“Of coursenot,” replies Makri, alittle flustered. 1’ m naturally hospitable to any woman who can lead an



army. But now your friend has been brutally murdered, you have to vote for someone. | mean, it'sa
shame your old aly ended up in asnowdrift with my knifein hisback, but you can’t dwell on the past.
Voting for Lisutaris seemslike the natura thingto do . . . given that Darius was unfortunately killed in
Thraxas soffice. . . just the other night . . . with my knife. ..”

Makri’ svoicetails off. She holds up her hand.
“Doyoulikethisnall varnish? I’ m not sure about it.”
Direevalaughs, quite heartily for a Princess.

“If you get exiled from Tura you can stay with mein the Southern Hills,” she says. “I may votefor
Lisutaris. Having seen Tural, I'd say it’ svitd to you that Lisutaris becomes heed of the Guild. | did not
know that your strength was so diminished. Y ou' re extremely vulnerable to attack from the Orcs.”

“They haven't recovered from the beating we gavethem last time,” | say.
Princess Direevaisn't so sure.

“It’ sdifficult to predict when anew leader may arise to unite the Orcish nations and lead them againgt the
wes.”

I”ve been through one magjor Orc war and | don’t expect to live out my days without seeing another, so
I’'m interested in Direeva s opinions.

“You weren't expecting it last time,” she continues. “King Bhergaz of Aztol was of no specia importance
till the nelghbouring country asked him to intervenein their succession dispute. He put hisown cousinin
charge, got control of the eastern trade route, started dealing in gold and daves and became rich. Next
thing anybody knew he was calling himself Bhergaz the Fierce and railsing an army to conquer the region.
Once he got Rezaz the Butcher on his side he became effective leader of the Orc lands only six years
after ascending to the throne of Aztol. And you remember what happened after that.”

| certainly do. Without the timely intervention of the Elvish armies, Turai would now be a province of
Aztol.

“The Kingdom of Aztol hasn't recovered from defeet,” continues the Princess. “But Gzak isgrowing
sronger. It'sarich land and alot of Orcstill ook up to Gzak for itsvictorieslast century.”

“So you think Gzak will invade?’ asks Makri. She doesn't sound too distressed by the prospect. Herein
Tura she can never find enough Orcsto kill.

“It'spossible. But hard to predict. It takes something specid to unite the Orcs. Last century Ormizoan
the Great tarted his career asleader of asmall band of rebels. The same magnetism that made his
followers stand by him in difficult times eventually made him war leeder of the entire east. The Orc lands
arerarely peaceful. Who knowsif one of the current warring rebel Princes might be destined for
greatness? Have you heard of the young Prince Amrag of Kose who just overthrew the King? He was
abandoned as a bastard child, so the story goes, but his brilliant guerrillawarfare proved too much for the
army to contend with. He has areputation asavery charismatic Orc.”

| nod. I’ ve heard of Prince Amrag. Charismatic, savage and successful, so they say.
“Isn’'t there some weird story that he’ snot entirdly Orc?’

“What do you mean, not entirely Orc?" asks Makri.



“Mixed blood,” answers Direeva. “ A little Human perhaps. Some of the wilder stories even say he has
Elvish blood, though | find that impossible to believe. But even the fact that such stories gather around
Amrag shows he' san Orc to set their imaginationsrolling.”

| get abrief vison of the horrors of the last war. | banish it with an effort. There sno timeto dwell on
that, or on what may be to come.

“I have to do something about the current crisis. I’ m no closer to finding the murderer. And now we
know Coviniusishere, Lisutarisisin terrible danger.”

“I'll seeif Hanamacan learn any more,” saysMakri, unexpectedly.
“What changed your mind?’
“Y ou helped Samandtius.”

Poor Makri. If shewasn't so naive she'd know I’ d never have gone near the eviction without being
blackmailed into it.

Makri turns back to Direeva but the Princess has now switched her attention to ayoung man wearing a
well-cut rainbow cloak whose bright golden hair tumbles over his shouldersin araffish manner. Troverus,
we presume.

“Where d he come from?’ demands Makri, not pleased at being outflanked by the young Simnian
Sorcerer. “Y ou think he' s handsome?’

| shrug.

“I don't think he' sthat handsome,” says Makri. “Look at dl that girly blond hair.”

“Youlikegirly blond hair.”

“Yes, it'sredly nice, now you mention it,” says Makri. “ Excuse me, | have to get between them.”

With the determined look of awoman who is not about to be easily defeated, Makri plants hersdf firmly
between Direavaand Troverus and eyes the Smnian like a hogtile attacking force.

“| understand that veneredl diseaseisrampant in Simnia,” she says. “How do you cope with that?’

| leave her to the struggle. Things may be bad but at least Tilupasis doesn’t have me trying to charm
anyone. The Assemblage continues to be the one bright spot in afrozen city. If the murder of Darius has
cast a shadow over proceedings, you wouldn't guessit from the behaviour of Irith Victorious and hisjolly
Juvdian companions. Behind the scenes the senior Sorcerers may be working assiduoudy, but in the
main hall, behaviour has becomeriotous. Ciceriusis shaken.

“I was not quite prepared for this,” he admits. Nearby, some dark-skinned southern Sorcerersare
engaged in a contest to see who can levitate the largest barrel of beer.

“At least we havether vote,” says Cicerius, moving swiftly to avoid afloating river of de. “Wesent a
wagonload of beer to their lodgings.”

With Dariusout of theway, it seems certain that Ramiuswill winthevote. Lisutarisis still favouriteto gain
second place, ahead of Rokim, but there’ s been an unexpectedly good showing by a Sorcerer named
Almdas



“A Nigjan, of al things,” says Cicerius, animatedly.

Nioj, our large northern neighbour, is one of the biggest threatsto Tural’ s security. If they gain control of
the Sorcerers Guild we might aswell surrender to King Lamachus.

“How can aNiojan be making gains?’ | ask. “No onelikes Niojans. They' re religious fundamentaidts.
Their church isn't even that keen on sorcery. They don't drink, don’t have fun, don't do anything except

pray.”

“Sober habits are not universaly despised,” retorts Cicerius.

“We retaking Sorcerers here. Whoever heard of a Sorcerer voting for aman who doesn't drink?’
Ciceriusadmitsit’ sstrange.

“Has he been spreading his Niojan gold around?’

“Quite probably. But remember, many northern states ook to Nioj for protection from the Orcs.
Almalas' s sober habits may not be so unwelcome to those who worry about imminent attack. Also, heis
awar hero, at least as much as Lisutaris or Ramius, possibly more so. Tales of him leading troopsinto
battle have been widely circulated.”

“I remember Almaas. | guess he was a good enough commander. His sorcery wasn't on apar with
Lisutaris's, though.”

“Heisat least ableto walk around, which helps,” says Cicerius, in awithering tone. “What about the
hiding spdl?’
“Still in place. It's been boosted by Direevaand Mdusthe Fair.”

“Have you eiminated Princess Diresvafrom suspicion?’

“No. | haven't diminated her from anything. | still don't like theway she' ssticking closeto Lisutaris. |
have some other leads, though. There s an apprentice used to work for Darius who got the boot after
being accused of embezzling funds and left threatening to kill Darius. The gpprentice was last heard of in
Mattesh, still practisng sorcery and threatening revenge. And I’ ve got alead on the erasure spell.”

Thear gartsturning orange and gold as the southern Sorcerers begin to show off their illuminated staffs.
Three daysinto the convention, inhibitions are fading and there’ smore magic in evidence. The Royd Hall
isnot aplacetovigtif youdon't like surprises.

“I can hardly bear to go into the main room,” confesses Cicerius. “Every timel do | seem to get covered
in beer or wine.”

“At least they' re celebrating. Better than them all trying to solve the murder.”

Cicerius s assstant Hansius approaches briskly. He leans over to whisper in the Deputy Consul’ s ear,
though as the nearby Sorcerers have now started up araucous drinking song, it’ s difficult to hear
anything. Ciceriuslisensbriefly before dismissng Hansus,

“Bad news. Sunstorm Ramius and Old Hasius the Brilliant have let it be known they are closeto
uncovering the hidden events. Ramius of courseis keen to do this. It will enhance hisreputation.”

“Couldn’t you do something to get Old Hasius off the case? He' s sharp as an Elf’sear when it comesto
looking back intime. 19n't there some matter at the Abode of Justice which requires his urgent attention?”



“Unfortunately not,” replies Cicerius. “ The King has granted permission for Hasusto remain hereand
help. He naturdly wishesto give dl possible aid to the Sorcerers Assemblage.”

“| takeit the King does't actudly know that our own candidate is prime suspect?’
Cicerius shakes his head, and looks grim.

“Youmust at least hold them off till after the éection,” hetels me. “We depend on it. Now, about this
matter of Pragtor Capatius and the eviction.”

I’ m expecting Ciceriusto chew me out over this one, but the Deputy Consul for once seemsto perceive
that | wasin an impossible postion.

“It was clever of Senator Lodiusto spot that you could aid him in this matter. It did not occur to me
when | nominated you as Tribune of the People that this might happen. | regret that it has granted the
Populares party asmdl victory. However, in the scheme of thingsit does not matter too much. But
whatever happens, do not be drawn into further such actions”

“I'll try my best.”

Tilupasisjoinsus, neatly sidestepping alevitated goblet. In the midst of the uproar she remains unruffled.
She givesabrief report to the Deputy Consul. Two days away from the vote, things are looking
reasonably good, but she’ sworried about the growing support for Almalas.

“ Saregpa Lightning-Strikes-the-M ountain seems quite taken with him. God knowswhy.”

Ciceriusis perturbed. Saregpa Lightning-Strikes-the-Mountain is head of the Sorcerers Guild in Mattesh,
our southern neighbour.

“They havealot of influence in the League of City States. Sareepa probably controls twelve votes. We
can't let themgoto Nigj.”

“Didn’t we dready pay Saregpa?”’

“She gavethe gold back,” explains Tilupass. After listening to Almaastalking about a Sorcerer’ s duty to
God and state, she says she regrets even considering taking an immoral bribe.”

Tilupasis spreads her amsin despair.

“What am | meant to do with asenior Sorcerer who suddenly getsreigion?’
“Increase the bribe?’

“Itwon't work.”

“Send ayoung Tribune to her private chambers.”

“| dready tried. She sent him away. And sheingtructed her delegation that thazis and dwawould no
longer be tolerated. The woman's gone mad with moral behaviour. Damn that priest Sorcerer.”

Tilupasislays her hand on my shoulder.
“Thraxas, didn’t you know Sareepa Lightning-Strikes-the-M ountain when you were an apprentice?’

“Sure. She used to didtil kleein acauldron and invite young mercenariesto sampleit, as| recall. The



woman was never more than one step away from being dung out of the apprentices college. Weird that
she should suddenly become respectable.”

“Y ou have to change her back.”
“Pardon?’

“Get her drinking again. Once she' sgot some kleeinsde her she'll forget this Niojan ethical nonsense
and take the bribe.”

| point out that I’'m already busy doing various other vital tasks, and besides, I'm not what you'd call a
kilful diplomat.

“No on€ sgoing to vote for Turai on my recommendation.”

“How important are Saregpa svotes?’ Cicerius asks Tilupass.

“Absolutdly vitd.”

Ciceriusdraws himsdlf up to hisfull height, adjusts histoga, and turnsto me.

“I’m ordering you to get her drunk,” he says. “Don’t argue. Y ou’ re the man for the job.”

Chapter Fourteen

Irith Victoriousislying belly-up on the floor of the drinking area. His companions are laid out beside him
on abed of tangled rainbow cloaks. Tilupasis ordered the closure of abusy local tavern in order to divert
itsentire supply of deto the Juvaian Sorcerers. When that proved insufficient she ordered the next
tavern to close, bringing in its beer and klee as reinforcements. Finaly overwhelmed by the flood of free
acohoal, the Juvalians are now rarely conscious and spend their daysin a stupor, awakening only to drink.
They’ ve promised to cast their votes for Lisutaris.

Not far away, the five members of the Misan delegation lie dwa d out of their heads, courtesy of
Tilupasis. She had the drug brought in from the confiscated supplies stored at the Abode of Justice.
Officialy these mounds of dwa should have been destroyed, but Tilupasis seemsto have the authority to
do just about anything.

Four Sorcerersfrom the far western state of Kamara who once strode confidently into the Royal Hall are
now unfit to leave their private quarters after aforty-eight-hour orgy of unprecedented degeneracy. Some
of the Kamaran tastes were, gtrictly speaking, illegd in Turai, but not beyond the organisational powers
of Tilupasisand the city’ s efficient brothel keepers. The Kamarans have promised that when they

recover, they’ll be sureto votefor Lisutaris.

What Sunstorm Ramius makes of dl this| don’t know. I’'m certain his S mnian delegation has aso been
indulging in bribery but | can’'t imagineit’s on anything like the vast scale of corruption wrought by
Tilupasison behaf of our city. Thanksto us, the Sorcerers Assemblage has descended into an
unparaleled orgy of illicit gold, extravagant drunkenness, wanton sex and extreme drug abuse. It makesa
man proud to be Turanian.



“You Turanians are afilthy, degenerate nation,” says Sareepa Lightning-Strikes-the-Mountain.
I’ve sought her out to say afriendly hello. So far it’snot going well.

“I cannot believe the way the Sorcerers are behaving. | blame Tural, the entire city is corrupt.”
“It'sredly notsobad...”

“Itisvile” ingsts Saregpa. “ Thank God for Almaas. Heisabeacon of light in thisfoul den of
corruption.”

Isthisredlly the same Sareepa Lightning-Strikes-the-Mountain | used to know? When we werefifteen
she' d dready worked her way through the male population of the district and waslooking to
neighbouring townsfor new lovers.

“Why are prayer calsignored at this Assemblage?’ she demands.
“A littlelaxity iscommon a such events.”

“A little laxity? Not for the Niojans. They pray six timesaday. Would that others would follow their
example. Thraxas, you must escgpe from thisiniquity. | will introduce you to Almdas.”

“Could we perhaps discuss this over abottle of wine?’ | venture, remembering my mission.
Sareepalooksasif she's about to explode.

“Wine? Do you redise—"

At this moment some Sorcerers stumble between usin drunken pursuit of alevitated beer barrel.

“A flagon of kleeto the man who bringsit down,” shouts one of their number, and starts firing bolts of
light from his g&ff.

Saregpais rendered temporarily speechless. Redlising that acohol isnot the best subject to be
discussing, | turn the conversation to Darius s apprentice.

“Left Abeles with apowerful hatred for Darius. Settled in Mattesh, | believe?’
Sareegpa knows the apprentice in question.

“Quite apowerful Sorcerer these days. He' s here with us.”

“With you? How?’

It turns out that said apprentice finished his studies, took up Matteshan citizenship, and isnow afully
fledged Sorcerer in atendance with the rest of the delegation.

“Hedill hated Darius,” agrees Saregpa. “But don't go suspecting him of murder. My delegation isfirmly
under my control.”

| ask for an introduction anyway, which Saregpa agreesto make, providing I’ m sober. The woman redly
hates alcohal. It'sasad state of affairs.

“Have you ever come across aspell for making anew version of redity and sending it back intime?’ |
ask.



“There' sno such spell,” replies Saregpa. “No one could do that.”
Moments later I’ m apprehended by a furious Makri.

“Y ou know what happened? | was just telling Direevahow | once killed three Trollswith my bare hands
inthe arena, and that creepy Troverus smiled in thisredly annoying manner and said he' d cometo the
Assemblage to forget about unpleasant things like fighting and then whisked Direeva off for dinner!”

“Couldn’t you have stopped them?’

“| wastoo taken aback by anyone wanting to forget about fighting,” complains Makri. “By thetimel
recovered, they were gone. Damn that Troverus. | don't trust him &t al. Right this moment he' s charming
Direevaover abottle of wine, and who knowswhat’ | happen after that? And he’ s not that handsome
anyway. See-ath was alot better-looking and he never said he was bored with my fighting stories. | hate
these smooth-talking Smnians. What am | meant to do now?’

“I’'venoidea. Ak Tilupasis, she' sthe expert.”
“Come and help. Y ou could detain Troverus with some tedious war story while | charm Direeva”
“Can't doit. | need to go out and investigate.”

Asl leavethehdl | passatal man with along beard who' s wearing the most sober rainbow cloak ever
woven. It's hard to imagine arainbow cloak could be so dull. He stalking in adeep voiceto alarge
crowd of younger Sorcerers who gppear to be hanging on his every word, which is some achievement,
with the uproar on al sides. Almalas, | presume. Niojan Sorcerers never take on fancy names. | listen to
him for awhile, but as he seemsto be talking about honour, duty and such like, I quickly loseinterest.

Therest of the afternoon is spent travelling round the frozen city, checking out people who bought dragon
scales from Coraex. It gets me nowhere. I’m not even sure what I’ m looking for. Someone who' s been
buying scales but doesn’t look like they’ d wear them in their hair. Someone who looks like they could
work an erasure spdl never before used in Turai. No onel vigt fitsthe bill. Just alot of aristocratic
women with plenty of jewellery. Or merchants wives on theway up, aso with plenty of jewellery. Even
aCaptain of the Guards, who' sbuying jewelsfor agirl he'll never be rich enough to marry.

The last name on my list is Rixad, the merchant whose wife | was recently tailing. Heisn't pleased to see
me. People who once hired me often aren’t, even when I’ ve done agood job for them. Theresults are
the same as everywhere else. Rixad bought the scalesfor hiswife. Hiswife likes plenty of decoration.
Rixad makesit clear he’ s not keen for me to hang around. Now he trusts hiswife again he doesn’t want
her finding out he was checking up on her.

He' Il dways be checking up on her. He should have married someone less demanding. She should have
carried on as an actresstill someone better came aong.

Outsdethe snow is il falling. As| walk through the northern outskirts of Pashish | noticetwo legs
protruding stiffly from a snowdrift. A beggar, frozen to death. And it’s not even abad part of town.
Thinking of the wedlth that’ s pouring into the Assemblage, | get annoyed. A little of that money could
have housed a beggar for the winter instead of disappearing down the throat of some corpulent
fredoader. Likelrith. Like me. | stop feding annoyed and start feeling depressed. | want to go home but
| haveto call back to the Assemblage to check up on Lisutaris and report to Cicerius. | shiver. I’'ve
learned two new spellsfor warming my cloak but it never seemsto keep out the cold.

| make my report to Cicerius, including my failure with Saregpa Lightning-Strikes-the-Mountain.



“Youmug try again.”

“Okay, I'll try again. Where s Lisutaris?’

“Unconscious. Suliniusand Visustook her to my private room.”
“Isshelosing votes, being so soned?’

Cicerius no longer knows. With haf the Assemblage now permanently under the influence of dwaor
thazis, it might even bein her favour.

“And we ve spread plenty of gold around.”

The Deputy Consul nods. He doesn't look that happy about it.

“Y ou wish you had a nice clean candidate like Almaas?’

“Yes. But | don't.”

“Don’'t worry, Cicerius. If Lisutarisis elected, you' |l get plenty of credit.”
Ciceriusnods. HE'll enjoy getting the credit. HE' s not enjoying the process.

At thismoment Makri and Lisutaris wander past. Makri has discarded her body armour and iswearing
only her chainmail bikini. It sthe smalest bikini ever seeninthewest. I’ snot even on properly. Lisutaris
isfully dressed but completely drenched, possibly from an unsuccessful experiment with beer levitation.
Both have huge thazis sticks hanging from their lips, creating amushroom-shaped cloud of smoke above
their heads.

Cicerius looks at them with horror.
“Were Visus and Sulinius not—"
“I broke out,” says Lisutaris, her speech durred. “Had to console Makri.”

“Failed with Direeva,” says Makri. “ Sorry about that. Smnian outmanoeuvred me. Tl Tilupasisshe
should have himkilled.”

“Thraxas hasto charm Saregpa,” says Lisutaris.

“Tough assgnment,” says Makri. Shelaughs. Her thazis stick falsfrom her lipsand is extinguished by the
beer that dripsfrom Lisutaris s cloak. Lisutaris mutters aword and the thazis fliesfrom the floor into
Makri’shand, and relightsitsalf. At least the Mistress of the Sky hasn’t completely forgotten how to
work magic.

It sfortunate that entry into the Assemblage is so closdly regulated. Were the ordinary citizens of Tural to
seether leadersfredy didributing illegal substances, there would be consternation. Or jedlousy, maybe.

“Y ou'relooking as miserable asaNiojan whore,” saysLisutaris. “Have somethazis.”
“Please take them home,” says Cicerius, sounding as close to desperate as |’ ve ever heard him.

They want to go to Twelve Seas rather than Thamlin. | don’t argue. It' saswell for meto be closeto
Lisutaris. Makri isn't in astate to do much in theway of guarding her. | sneak them out a side door and
into an officia carriage. On the journey back to Twelve Seas, Makri wakes up.



“Did you bring my armour?’
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“Keep it safe,” says Makri, and goes back to deep. She' s clutching her armour. I’ ve wrapped my cloak
around her to stop her freezing. The carriage takes along, long time to make the journey. The Streetsare
next to impassable and the driver has to coax the horses through the falling snow. I'm cold astheice
queen’sgrave. I’ ve been cold for weeks. I'm sick of it.

Getting my companions up the gairsto my officeis difficult. Before we re more than hdfway up, alarge
band of men emerge from the snowstorm.

“Thraxad” they cal.

| take out my sword. | don’t recognise them. Not the standard Brotherhood thugs of Twelve Seas. There
must bethirty of them, dl armed.

“What?'

“We're here on business”

“Whose business?’

“Praetor Capatius sbusiness.”

Their leader sepsforward

“The Praetor outranks you, Tribune. It wasn't very bright to go againgt him.”

“It wasn't very bright of the Pragtor to send you after me. I’m working for the Deputy Consul and he
outranks the Pragtor.”

“Redly?’ saystheleader. “How about that?’

Thirty armed men advance towards me. Hearing the voices, Makri once more wakens. She seesthe
Stuation and quickly pullsasword out of her magic pocket. As sheraisssit, it dipsfrom her hand and
clatters down the sairs.

Makri has never dropped her sword before.

“Damn,” she says, and pulls out another blade. Sheloses her footing on theicy stairs and tumbles down
inaheap. The men laugh at the sight. Makri attemptsto rise, but can’'t makeit to her feet. Capatius's
men advance.

“Don’'t you believein thelegal process?’ | say, meanwhile descending the Stairsto stand over Makri’s
prone figure. Were | on my own I’ d aready be insde the tavern with alocking spell on the door, but |

can't leave my companions out here. Even without the threat of Capatius' s men, they’ d freeze to death
soon enough.

The stuation is hopeless. Faced with overwhelming odds, I’ ve generally managed to overcome my
opponentswith asmple deep spdl. Dueto the freezing weether, I’ m not carrying any spdls. Just a
sword. Good as | am with asword, I'm not going to be able to best thirty men. Only Turai’ srichest
aristocrat would hire thirty men. It sfar too many, by any standards. I’ m going to die asaresult of my
unwilling opposition to the eviction. | knew | should have stayed out of palitics.



Thefirst man isno more than three feet away when avoice comes from behind me.
“I'mcold.”

It'sLisutaris, Mistress of the Sky. She'scold.

“Wha' s happening?’

“WEe re being attacked.”

| raise my sword to parry thefirst blow. Suddenly the thirty men are tossed backwards like feathersin a
storm. Seconds after preparing to meet my degth I’ m looking at a bundle of unconsciousthugs. | glance
round. Lisutaris, still unableto makeit on to her feet, hasraised hersdlf to her kneeswith the aid of the

ralings

“Good pell,” | cdll.

“You' rewdcome,” repliesLisutaris. “1 can't get up. Help meinsde.”
| toss Makri over my shoulder and march upstairs.

“At least you can till do sorcery,” | say as| take Lisutarisinsde.

“Of course | can gill do sorcery. I'm number one chariot. Put somelogs on thefire. It' sfreezing in here.”
| throw some logs on thefire. Lisutaris waves her hand and they burst into aroaring blaze. | wish | could
do that. | should have studied more.

Chapter Fifteen

Next morning I’m sitting over abeer and aplate of stew at the bar with Gurd and Tanrose. Tanrose
makes excellent stew, flavouring it with herbs she growsin the back yard. Gurd and | have cooked alot
of stew on our campaigns round the world but we never had any particular talent for it. For al that |
detest Twelve Seas, it'sacomfort to be able to eat good meals made by Tanrose.

The Avenging Axeis not yet open and would be quiet were it not for the furious sounds of combat
emanating from the back yard.

“Makri is madder than amad dragon,” says Gurd.

Fortunately Makri is not angry with me. Not even with thefilthy city of Tura. She'sangry with herself.
Sheisappdledto havefdlen over in front of an opponent. Early in the morning Tanrose was surprised to
discover ableary-eyed but fully armed Makri preparing to do battle with the wooden targetsin the yard.
Since then she' s been practising her weaponry, obliviousto the biting cold.

The noise of battle halts as Makri rushesin to pick up one of the long knives she keeps secreted behind
the bar.

“You haven't eaten,” says Tanrose. “Have some stew.”

“Notime” saysMakri. 1 fell over. I'm adisgrace”



Makri hurries out, clutching her knife. I carry on with my stew, and take another ae.

“She pushes hersdf too hard,” says Gurd. “Even the best warrior can't fight al the time. Look at
Thraxas. He was afine companion in war and he spent half histime too drunk to walk.”

There' ssometruth in this. But | was a better horseman in those days.
“Makri isgetting stranger,” | muse.
“Stranger?”’

“In the past week she' s been miserable about See-ath the Avulan Elf. Then she was the determined
bodyguard. Right after that she was getting stoned with Lisutaris and right after that she was back to
being organised, rescuing Samanatius. Then shewas being intellectud at thelibrary and right afterwards
getting stoned again. Now she' s back to being mad axewoman. | don't understand it. She should just
pick apersondity and stick with it. I’ snot normd, changing dl thetime.”

“Perhapsit’sthe mixed blood,” suggests Gurd.

I’'minclined to agree.

“I expect it will drive her madintheend.”

“Pointed ears.”

“Alwaysleadsto trouble.”

“Nonsense,” scoffs Tanrose. “ She' sjust young and enthusiastic.”

“ Enthusiastic? About everything?’

“Of course. Makri isfull of passon. Don't you remember what that was like?’
“No, | don't remember. Another beer if you please, Gurd.”

| wonder if | was ever passionate about my wife. My memory seems hazy on the subject. Lisutaris
appearsin the bar. She spent the night on Makri’ sfloor and her fine robeis crumpled. Her make-up is
smeared and her hair isbadly in need of attention.

“I"d better get back to Thamlin and clean up before the Assemblage. Big banquet today. And then the
vote”

She shows no enthusiasm for the banquet or the election.

Lisutarissitswith us at the bar. She refuses the breakfast offered by Tanrose. Though Tanroseis
becoming used to the odd collection of characters who pass through the Avenging Axethese days, she's
gtill surprised by the sight of Turai’ sleading Sorcerer, as purebred an aristocrat as Tural can offer,
dumped unhappily at the bar, looking like atavern dancer after arough night.

“How isthe Assemblage?’ asks Tanrose, politely.
“Awful,” repliesLisutaris. “They'retrying to kill me.”

I"'m perturbed. The Mistress of the Sky’ s nerves don’t seem to be what they once were. An excess of
thazis can lead to fedings of persecution, | believe.



“WEe re not certain anyoneistrying tokill you,” | say, in an attempt to be reassuring.

“Weare. Y esterday a Simnian Sorcerer whispered something in my ear. | did her afavour along time
ago and she cameto repay it. She told me that Sunstorm Ramius definitely did hire an Assassin before he
left Smnia”

“Can you trugt that information?’

“yYes”

So now we have it confirmed. Ramius has engaged the services of Coviniustokill Lisutaris.
“WEell protect you,” | say. “No dlient of mineisfaling to an Assassn.”

Lisutaristurns her head to Stare at me.

“Any ideawhat Coviniuslookslike yet?’

“No.”

She shakes her head sadlly. Lisutarisis suffering. She was okay in battle but the thought of an Assassin on
her tail and the pressure of the Sorcerers Guild trying to break the hiding spell isreally getting to her. It's
getting to metoo.

| call Makri infrom the back yard. She' s caked with swesat and the falling snow has dampened her hair
S0 the points of her ears show through.

“Timeto be abodyguard. Ramiusdid hire an Assassin.”
“Good,” saysMakri. “I'll kill him.”
She' sback in fighting mode. | hopeiit lasts.

All over Tural there sgreet interest in the outcome of today’ s dection, though few peoplein the city are
aware of what hasredlly gone on a the Assemblage. Even the Renowned and Truthful Chronicle,
normaly privy to most of the city’ sdirty secrets, has remained strangely silent about the scandal ous
happenings, which isodd. The Chronicle loves scandal, and they’re sharp asan Elf’ sear a dredging it
up. Even the Roya family hastrouble keeping its affairs out of the news-sheet. Possibly Tilupasisis
responsible. She' swdl informed and not overburdened with scruples. It wouldn’t surprise meif she's
blackmailing the editor.

I”m fretting about my appearance at the Roya Hall. For one thing I’m not going to be admitted to the
feast, which isgalling for aman who likes hisfood. For another there' sthe ever-present risk that Old
Hasius and hisfriends are suddenly going to pierce the hiding spell. | haven't made any progresson
finding the real murderer of Darius, unlessthe real murderer is Lisutaris, in which case | don’t want to
make any progress.

And then there' sthe matter of Saregpa Lightning-Strikes-the-Mountain. I'm meant to be winning her
over. A hopeless endeavour. That woman is never going to vote for Lisutaris. Not after yesterday’s
display of inebriation. Damn Saregpa. If there’ sonething | can't stand it’ s a person who gives up
drinking. It shows a gresat weakness of character.

Makri’ s having problems of her own in the vote-winning department. As sheleaveswith Lisutarisshe's
muttering that a certain blond-haired Simnian Sorcerer isgoing to find himself on thewrong end of a



sharp sword if he keeps on being charming to Princess Direeva.
“How about if | just kill him?We could pretend he was the Assassin. Could you fake some evidence?’

They depart to visit Copro, who' s going to have hiswork cut out getting Lisutarisinto shape for today’s
appearance. | don’t like the beautician any better than | did before. He should go back where he came
from, wherever that is. He might be number one chariot at styling hair, but what sort of achievement is
that for aman? The amusing thought strikes me that if Copro were not the usel ess specimen of humanity
heis, hiswork would make him an excellent Assassin. Getsinto al the best houses, and no one would

ever suspect.

Only Sorcerersare alowed at the banquet, no exceptions alowed, so for alarge part of theday I'm
exiled to the Room of Saints. My two fellow Tribunes are with me, dong with those other people granted
accessto the Roya Hall who aren’t Sorcerers—persona staff, afew government representatives and
such like. Hansius and Tilupadis drift around, carrying on with the hospitality to anyone that needsit.

Sulinius and Visus ook tired. When Cicerius handed them over to Tilupassthey were expecting to be
involved in somelight diplomacy: showing our visitors round the city, making introductions, that sort of
thing. They were surprised to find themsalves plunged into an endless round of bribery and corruption.
The young aristocrats have adapted well. 1t 1l be good preparation for life a the Palace and their careers
in the Senate. Both are worrying about the upcoming election.

“Tilupass4till ig't certain Lisutarisis going to makeit. Rokim the Bright is il in the picture and Almaas
has been taking votes from everyone.”

“Y our companion Makri seemsto be losing ground with Direeva.”

There sacertain tonein Sulinius s voice as he mentions Makri’ s name. When he becomes a Senator and
getshisown villa, he snever going to let awoman with Orcish blood through the front door.

Visus asks me about Sareepa and | admit that I’ ve made no progress.
“It' sdifficult. Saregpa s gone rdigious thanksto Almaas. Tilupasis should' ve given me more notice.”
“I managed to convert the Pagadan delegation in asingle hour,” says Sulinius, grandly.

“That’ s because the Pargadans are notorious dwa addicts and you brought them awagonload. Anyone
could have donethat.”

“Perhgpsif you did not concern yoursdlf with meddling in city politics. . .”

Suliniusisaware of my interfering with the Pragtor’ s business. Not having any intention of apologising or
explaining mysdf, | tell him sharply that if hisfather indgsts on throwing poor people out into the snow, he
has to expect some opposition.

“Andtdl himif he tries sending any more men after me, then Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, will smite him
with aplague spdl.”

“Lisutariswould not cometo your aid.”

“Oh no?| wasfighting beside Lisutaris before you were born. She aready blasted your father’ sthugs
once. e ll hdp meagain.”

| wonder if sheredly would. Having the Mistress of the Sky as head of the Sorcerers Guild would be no



bad thing if shefdlt obligated to mefor afew favours. Good reason to clear her name. Maybe | shouldn’t
have been rudeto her. At least | wasn't violent.

The great door opens and aflood of Sorcerers, led by Irith Victorious, announce the end of the forma
banquet. | hear him muttering acomplaint about them only serving wine with the med as he hastens
towards the bar, showing surprising speed for aman of hissize.

“Beer, and makeit quick,” heydlsat awaitress.

There are only afew hours|eft till the eection. | take the opportunity to talk with the Matteshan Sorcerer
who once served as apprentice to Darius.

“I didn’t kill him, if that’ swhat thisisabout,” he statesflatly. 1 was with the other Matteshan Sorcerers
al evening when hewaskilled.”

That'snot such agreat dibi. They’dliefor himif necessary.

“Darius got through alot of gpprentices, though. And none of them liked him much better than | did. I'm
not the only Sorcerer who started off in Abelas then went elsewhere after being sacked by Cloud
Waker. My predecessor, Rosin-kar, swore he' d kill him one day. And the one before him Ieft in
disgrace. | think he' swith the Pargadans now.”

Tilupasis approaches me as | head back for the Room of Saints.

“How are things progressing with Sareepa?’

“Badly.”

“You must try again.”

“I"'m busy looking for ex-apprentices of Darius. They seem to have spread round the world.”
“Work on Sareepa.”

“Doesn’'t anyone want me to solve thismurder?’

“Of course,” says Tilupads. “But the hiding spell will work for alittlelonger. It is more important that
Lisutaris performswdl in the eection.”

| get theimpression that if Lisutaris |losesthe eection Tilupasisisn't going to care whether she' s convicted
of murder or not.

Makri rushes up and confronts Tilupass.

“Can’'t you do something abouit this Troverus? He' s sticking about as close as a poultice to Direeva. |
can't get near the woman.”

“Kegptrying,” ingructs Tilupasis.

“Isthat the best advice you have? It’ s not working. When you told me to charm Princess Direeva—and
don’t think | didn’t notice there was something dubiousin that whole concept—you didn't say I'd have a
rival who wins prizes for being handsome.”

Faced with defeat, Makri clenches her fistsin frustration.



“Y ou can't trust aman as good-looking as that. He probably likes boys, right? Send him some boysto
digract him.”

“Hedoesn't like boys. | made enquiries.”

“He does't? Well, send him some gold.”

Tilupasis shakes her head.

“Troverusisaready wealthy. He doesn't want money.”
Makri explodes with anger.

“So how come I’'m the only onethat’ s up againgt someone incorruptible? It' s hardly fair. What am |
meant to do?’

“You could degp with him,” | suggest.

“I don't want to deep with him. He' screepy. Tilupas's, Thraxasistelling me to whore mysdlf around the
Assemblage just to get you votes. Well, forget it, I’ m not doing it. I'm here as abodyguard, not a
comfort woman.”

“I redlly must go,” says Tilupasis. “The Pargadans need more dwa. | trust the two of you to work things

“Isthat what Tilupasiswantsmeto do?’ says Makri. “ She can forget it. I’ m not going to deep with just
any Sorcerer that fanciesagood time.”

“God help anyone who thinks he’ d have agood time with you.”

“I didn’t notice See-ath complaining,” retorts Makri. “ Anyway, your ideaiis stupid. Diresvaisn't going to
thank mefor stedling her suitor, isshe?’

A tal manin atoga greets Makri politely as he passes.
“Who'sthat?’

“A mathematician from Smnia. He s here with the delegation. He sthe only civilised personI’vemet in
thisplace. Y esterday he was telling me about hiswork on prime number theory. Do you know—"

“Fascinating, Makri. Nothing interests me more than mathematics. | have work to do. Sareepa has
twelve votes”

“Direevahasthirty,” counters Makri, and we go our separate ways.

Thedectionisdrawing near. Timefor one last attempt on Saregpa. She' sSitting at one of the top tables
inthemain hall, placed there by Tilupasisto flatter her. Sareepa herself appears cam, but her fellow
Matteshan Sorcerers are unhappy. No doubt they’ ve been forbidden by Saregpato overindulge. I’ ve
never seen agroup of Sorcerers morein need of adrink. Most of the peoplein the hall are carrying on
with their previous intemperate behaviour. Goblets, tankards and bottles glint in the light of the flaming
torcheson thewadls, and it’ s obvious the Matteshans are aching to join in the fun. Tough break, arriving
at the biggest binge in the Sorcerers caendar only to find that your leader has devel oped a puritanical
streek.

I’ m about to make one last desperate effort to end Sareepa’ s sober behaviour. Not just for the good of



Tura. Sareepa Lightning-Strikes-the-Mountain has fallen under thethrall of Nioj. The woman needs
hep.

I’'m carrying abottle of thefinest klee Tural can offer. Didtilled in the mountains, thisliquid could burn a
dragon’ sthroat. They don't makeliquor like thisin Mattesh. Before Saregparealises what’ s happening,
I’m standing beside her at the table, pouring it into the empty glasses of her delegation.

“What do you think you are doing?’ demands Saregpa Lightning-Strikes-the-Mountain.
“Part of my Tribunate duties. A toast to the King of Mattesh.”

At these words Sareepa s companions' eyes light up. No Matteshan can refuse atoast to the King. It
would be didoyd. They raise their glasses and look towards their [eader expectantly. Very rdluctantly,
Saregparaises her goblet, dl the while staring a me in amanner which would cause grave concern were
| not wearing such afine spdll protection necklace.

Wedrink. Thereisamoment’s stunned silence asthe fiery liquid hitstheir throats. Sareepa coughs
violently. I fill up her goblet againin amanoeuvre so swift that only an expert at the bottle like mysdlf
could pull it off.

“A toast to the Queen!”

“The Queen!” yd| the delegation, filling up their own glasses.

“A toast? Towho?’ enquires Sulinius, appearing at that moment, as| have asked himto.
“The Queen.”

Suliniusgrabsagoblet.

“The Queen!!”

He drinks. Everybody drinks. Y ou can't not drink when aforeigner istoasting your Queen.
“And theKing!” says Sulinius, and drinks again.

I'm dready filling glasses.

“To Mattesh!” | cry.

No Matteshan can refuse atoast to their country. It would be didoyal.

Wedrink. | break open another bottle.

“Let me seethat,” says Sareepa.

| hand it over.

“Interesting . . . from the mountains?’

“Yes. Finest quadlity.”

The Sorcerers wait expectantly.

“A toast tothe King,” says Sareepa, and starts pouring herself another large one.



An hour or so later, Sareepa Lightning-Strikes-the-Mountain is challenging the Smnians a the next table
to adrinking contest.

“You Smnian dogs couldn't drink if you fel in abarrel of del” sheroars.

Before leaving the Matteshan Sorcerers| ask them if any of them have heard of aspell for making anew
verson of redity and sending it back into the past. None of them have.

“There sno such spdll.”

I”’m getting sick of hearing that.

Tilupasisand Cicerius are waiting for mein the Room of Saints.
“What happened with Sareepa?’

“I got her drunk. Better have the apothecary standing by. Klee laced with dwa has been known to cause
fadities”

“And her votes?’

“Heading for Turai. By the third bottle she was cursing dl Niojans.”
Tilupasisroundly congratulates me.

“Itwasafineplan.”

“Sharp asan Elf’sear,” | mumble, and look round for achair. Even by my standards, I’ ve drunk alot of
klee. Makri isgtting at atable nearby, with Direevaand Troverus. Makri looks aggressive, Troverus
looks unruffled and Direevalooks interested.

“I can out-drink any Simnian Sorcerer,” declares Makri, and downsthe goblet of kleein front of her.
Troverus does the same. Makri refillsthe goblets. They drink again, and then again.

“No onelikesaSimnian,” says Makri. “Direavais never going to beimpressed with aweakling like you.”

A few gobletslater, Makri’ s face goes a horrible shade of green and sheis obliged to hurry from the
room. | find her in the corridor, throwing up into a pot plant.

“Goddammit,” she gasps, till retching.

“Y ou were never going to win aklee-drinking contest,” | say, and hunt around in my bag for aLesada
leaf to make Makri fed better. Makri takes the leaf and washesit down with my beer.

“I couldn’t think of anything else. Everything | do, Troverus does better. He knows more about art and
culture than me, and he' s been everywhere and done everything, and everything he saysiswitty. Princess
Direevaiseating out of hishand. She' s bound to vote for Ramius.”

Asthe leaf takes effect her colour returnsto normal. | advise her to give up.
“Giveup?’
“Why not? Y ou don't redlly care who Direeva votesfor.”

“It'snot in my natureto give up,” says Makri, then vomits noisily into the pot plant again.



“| didn’t become champion gladiator by giving up.”
She' ssick once more. | wince. It sapainful sight.
“Give meanother legf.”

Makri hauls hersdlf to her feet.

“I have an excdlent idea,” she says, and stumbles off in the direction of the Room of Saints. | follow on,
interested to see what Makri’ s new strategy might be. Possibly some learned disquisition of political
theory, learned from Samanatius?

Makri weaves her way acrossto Direeva, knocking over severd Sorcerers on the way. At thetable she
gandsin front of Troverus, lays her hand on hisrainbow cloak and yanks him to hisfest.

“I"'m getting redlly sick of you,” she says, and then punches him in the face hard enough for him to tumble
unconscious to the floor. Princess Direevalooks startled.

“Don’'t vote for the Smnians,” says Makri to Direeva. “| hatethem. Tural isadisgusting city but Lisutaris
isagood woman and she' sgiven you alot of thazis.”

“Andif | need military help?’ says Direava.

“Cdl onme,” says Makri, and dumps down beside her. “1’ll sort them out. Number one chariot at
fighting.”

Irith Victoriousis occupying alarge couch in the corner. | take him abeer and join himin afina drinking
session before hisfellow Juvalians drag him off to vote. The Room of Saints empties of Sorcerers. Makri
appears a my side. She' s unsteady on her feet and her speech isdurred.

“That seemed to gowell,” shetellsme.

In the distance, Troverus s companions are carrying him off to vote.

“Y ou want this couch?’ says Makri.

“You can haveit.”

“I don't redlly need it. I’ ve been practising with wegpons. Stayed sober dl day, more or less.”

Makri plummetsto thefloor. I help her on to the couch then sink into anearby chair. Electioneering. It's
tough.

| awaken to the sensational news that Sunstorm Ramius has won the vote, with Lisutarisin second place.
Both of them will now go forward to thefind test. Turai has accomplished thefirst part of itsmission.
Cicerius makes a gracious speech to everyone in the Room of Saints, thanking them for their support,
and indicating that though most of the credit belongsto him, others were involved in an important

capacity.
Sometimelater Tilupasisarrives at our Side.
“Congratulations to you both,” she says.

Makri wakes and vomits over the edge of the couch. She' snot the drinker | am. Tilupasisis
unperturbed, and motions to an assstant to bring acleaner.



“I'll call alandusto take you home. Aslong aswe can keep Lisutaris s name clear for another day,
we rein with achance of having a Turanian head of the Sorcerers Guild. Isthe hiding spell holding up?’

“yes”
“How long will it lat?”
“I don’'t know.”

“Why not?’

“I'mtoo drunk to think.”

Tilupasissmiles. She smilesalot. | doubt she ever meansit but it ssemsto hide her ingncerity, for some
reason.

| help Makri to her feet and we head for the door. The Sorcererswill now carry on with their
celebrations but | need arest. Aswe pass through the main hal, Hansius hurries up to us.

“Trouble,” he says, and motionsfor usto follow. He leads usto aroom at the far end of the hdl I’ ve not
been in before, aroom reserved for the senior Sorcerers. Insde the room, Old Hasius the Brilliant,
Sunstorm Ramius, Lasat, Axe of Gold, and Charius the Wise are deep in conference with Cicerius.
They'retaking in low voices but | catch enough to know that we'rein trouble.

“Lisutaris, Migtress of the Sky, killed Darius Cloud Walker.”

Cicerius protests.

“Thisisimpossble”

“We have seen clear pictures” ingsts Ramius. “ She must be apprehended immediately.”

Ramius becomes aware of our presence, and looks round. He ignores me, but when he seesMakri he
recognises her immediately.

“Shewasin the room with Darius when he died. Aswas Princess Direeva. What has been happening in
this city? Deputy Consul, are you going to send for the Guards or must | rouse the Council of Sorcerers
to apprehend Lisutaris?’

At thismoment Tilupasis strides confidently into the room.

“I have sent for Consul Kaius. He will be here shortly. Until then, this news must not be dlowed to
Spread.”

“And why not?" demands Lasat.
“It may prejudice Lisutaris s chancesin thefind test.”

“Thefina test? Lisutariswill not be entering any fina test. As Senior Sorcerer | am disqualifying her
immediady.”

If Tilupasishasareply to this, she savesit for now, but she motionsfor Hansus to shut the door.
“Consul Kdiuswill take care of the matter.”

Lasat, Axe of Gold, reluctantly agreesto await the arriva of Tura’ s highest officid, but | can’t seeit



doing anything but buying usafew minutes’ grace. Axe of Gold is not the sort of person to be pushed
around by city officials. As Senior Sorcerer of the Guild, and one of the most powerful peoplein the
west, he' snot about to take orders from Tilupasis or Cicerius. He'd bring down the city wall before
buckling under to amere government officid.

Beside me Makri till looks unwell. | wonder if she might be sick again. On one memorable occasion she
threw up over the Crown Prince’ s sandals. Taking aim at the Consul’ sfeet would certainly lighten things
up. Vomiting over Lasat, Axe of Gold, would be even more sensational.

The noise of celebrating Sorcerers driftsinto the room, but we wait, quiet and grim, for Kdiusto arrive.

Chapter Sixteen

Consul Kdiusisthe city’shighest officid. Pragtor Samiliusis head of the Civil Guard. Old Hasiusthe
Brilliant is Chief Investigating Sorcerer at the Abode of Justice. Rittiusisin charge of Palace Security and
Orius Fire Tamer ishis Senior Investigating Sorcerer. Along with Lasat, Axe of Gold, Chariusthe Wise
and Sunstorm Ramius, it makesfor an impressive gathering. | don’t like the way they’re dl looking at me.

“I firmly believe Lisutaristo beinnocent.”

“Wewould liketo believe you,” saysKdius.

“But wedon't,” adds Ramius.

“What grounds do you have for thinking her to be innocent?’

Consul Kaliuslooks at me hopefully. I've got most of Tura’ s officialdom on my sSide. A rare occurrence.
Unfortunately, it comes at atime when I’'m faced with an dmost impossible task. Now that Old Hasius
the Brilliant and Lasat, Axe of Gold, have pierced the hiding spell, the pictures are very clear, and they
never change. Lisutaris stabs Darius, every time. Praetor Samilius has enquired repestedly of the
Sorcerersif there could be trickery involved, but they’ re adamant there could not be.

“No one possesses such power.”
“I told you, | discovered aspell that could doit.”

“You discovered it?” Ramiusiscynica. But Sorcerers never like to admit there might be spellsthey don't
know.

“A spell to project false eventsinto the past? It can’t be done.”
“Wadl, not exactly project spellsinto the past. But aspell for erasing past events.”

Once more, I’ ve had to explain my theory of a pdll of erasement and aspdll of making. To the
non-Sorcerers present it’s confusing, and to the Sorcerersit’sunbelievable.

“I have checked repestedly,” insstis Old Hasius. “And | firmly believetheseto bethe red events. Wereiit
not so, | would have located the true redlity.”

“Not if it was erased.”

“Evenif such an erasement spell was used successfully, how wasthe new redity created?’



“I don’t know. But anyone who's good enough to do the first part might pull off the second. We can't be
surethat Lisutaris did the murder.”

| look round at the doubtful faces. The Turanian officids are desperate for Lisutaris to be innocent. Even
agang their better judgment they’ d be willing to believe me, but I’ m not making any impression on Lasat
or Ramius. They'reindgting that Lisutaris be arrested.

It sabitter blow. Cicerius, the most patriotic of Turanians, has hardly said aword. He ssitting in the
corner looking as miserable as a Niojan whore, though that’ s not an expression I d use to him right now,
asNioj isasore point. Aimaas camethird inthe badlot. If Lisutarisisdisqudified, he'll go into thefinal
contest in her place. Not only will Tural suffer the monumenta disgrace of having our candidate arrested
for murder, we'll face the prospect of ahostile new head of the Sorcerers Guild. Niojan or Smnian,
neither oneisgoing torushtothead of Tural.

“| fed you are not telling us everything,” says Samilius. The Pragtor was appointed to the post of head of
the Civil Guard asapalitical reward and is not an experienced Investigator, but he’ s shrewd enough. He
suspects |’ ve been involved in dl thismore than I’ m saying. So far no one realises that the murder took
placein my rooms at the Avenging Axe, and I’ m not about to enlighten them.

“I' know no more than you. But I" ve been keeping close to Lisutaris Since the Assemblage started and
I’m sure she did not commit the crime. She had no reason to.”

“We saw her doit! In the presence of Princess Direevaand the other woman.”

“Both women of Orcish blood,” notes Sunstorm Ramius. “I ingst that you inform the King and arrest
Lisutaris”

He looksto Lasat, Golden Axe. The Senior Sorcerer nods his head.

“I agree”

“Wemust at least wait till we hear what Lisutaris hasto say,” says Cicerius.
“Whereisshe?’

“I believe she usudly meditates at thistime. My assstant islooking for her now.”

At thismoment Lisutaris arrives, accompanied by Hansius. Despite the gravity of the Situation, the
Mistress of the Sky remains calm. This might be due to thazis, but maybe not. Back in the war, she never
panicked under pressure. Before she can be questioned, Consul Kdius ordersthat those not directly
involved be removed from the room. This seemsto mean me, Makri and Tilupasis.

“Takethem to a secure place and do not let them speak to anyone,” commands Kalius. We're led away
by asergeant of the Guard, through the main hal and along a short corridor to another room.

| don't know if this performance fools anyone ese, but it’s obvious to me that the procedure has been
worked out by Tilupasisand Kdiusto give us some freedom to act. So it proves. Once securein a
private room, Tilupasis Sartsissuing orders.

“Makri. Go back and wait for Lisutaris. If they take her anywhere, follow them and make sureshe's
ge.”

Makri nods, aware that it’ stime to be performing her bodyguard duties. Now that there’ s action afoot,
Makri has ceased to look ill. She departs. Tilupasis dismisses the sergeant.



“Didyou get it?" sheenquiresbriskly.
“Y ou know a good Sorcerer can eavesdrop on a conversation,” | point out.
“Not here. We had thisroom lined with Red Elvish Cloth precisdy for an occasion like this.”

Red Elvish Cloth forms a barrier to magic. No Sorcerer can pry throughiit. It sfabuloudy expensive, and
lining the room with it must have cost afortune. If Lisutaris ever gets eected, the citizens of Tura will be
paying for it for along time.

| nod, and hand over athick document. Tilupasis glances at it, and seems satisfied. The document
contains confidentia details of an agreement between Lasat, Axe of Gold, and one wedthy Juvdian
merchant named Berisat who's been defrauding the King of Samsarinafor the past three years by
providing the roya mint with dightly impure gold. It's Lasat’ sjob to test the purity of the meta used for
Samsarind s coinage, and he’ sbeeniillicitly letting the substandard gold through, and taking a hedlthy
share of the profits. Getting my hands on the details cost me agreat ded of effort, and Tilupasisagreat
ded of money.

“Iseverything here?’
“I believe s0.”

| pumped Irith Victorious for information when he was drunk. | passed the information on to athief, who
gedthily robbed the Juvdian delegation while they dept in their stupor. A successful operation, though
what Samanatius the philosopher would say about the ethics of arranging for my own friendsto be
robbed, | don't liketo think. | know what Gurd would say. He' d be disgusted.

“This should be sufficient to make Lasat, Golden Axe, cooperate,” says Tilupasis.
“Risky, don’t you think? Blackmailing the Senior Sorcerer in thewest?’
“I'll worry about therisk.”

“Youwon't be around to worry for long if Lasat decidesto kill you. Which he could do by waving his
litlefinger.”

“Unlikely,” replies Tilupasis. “Far easer just to go dong with Tura’ s naturd desire to suppressthe affair
until it has been fully investigated.”

“What if Lasat, Axe of Gold, telsyou to go to hell?’

“Then he' sgoing to need dl his sorcerous power to keep him from the scaffold once the King of
Samsarinalearns he' s been defrauding the roya mint for the past three years.”

“I never figured Lasat as an embezzler.”
“He hasavery bad dwa habit.”
1] Raly?l

“Hekeepsit quiet. Thisinformation will buy ustime. Lasat, Axe of Gold, will order Sunstorm Ramius not
to reved any details of the murder. Lisutariswill go forward into the find test tomorrow.”

I”’m not especialy happy at any of this. Though | generally leave ethics and moralsto Makri, | can't help
noticing I’m participating in blackmail to avoid the arrest of amurderer.



“Evenif you can keep Lasat quiet, you won't silence Sunstorm Ramiusfor ever. If Lisutarisbeatshimin
thefind test he'll squeal out loud that she' samurderer, no matter what Lasat says. Unlessyou have
someway of blackmailing him too?’

Tilupasis shakes her head.

“Sungtorm Ramiusis unfortunately free of any dark secrets. Don't think | haven't looked. Y ou'reright, it
only buysusalittletime. If Ramiuslosesthetest he'll tell what he knows and every Sorcerer in the west
will have accessto the pictures. Which means you have one more day to sort it out.”

“I'll domy best.”

“It'stimeto do better. So far al you' ve come up with isthe possibility of an erasement spell. That’ s not
enough. We need the whole story and we need it quickly.”

| don't likethefact that I'm being lectured. | get enough of that from Cicerius.
“If you don't like my investigating, why didn’t you ask someone el se?’

“Wedid. You're not the only man currently trying to clear up this mess. None of you have come up with
anything. It' stimeto get results.”

Tilupassamiles. She'sredly wel bred.

“So what have you got worked out for thefinal test?’ | ask, as she makesto leave.

“Pardon?’

“Thefina test. Don't tell meyou'regoing to leaveit asafair contest between Lisutaris and Ramius?’
“Lisutaris would stand an excellent chance of winning such acontest.”

“Maybe. But she d stand more chance if Turai was planning to cheat on her behalf.”

“The nature of thetest is <till secret. It isto be set by Chariusthe Wise. So far he has proved to be
annoyingly incorruptible. We re dtill working oniit,” says Tilupasis before departing to blackmail the
Senior Sorcerer in thewest. | hope he never learnsthat | wasinvolved. Lasat, Axe of Gold, could blast
meto hell without blinking an eye. He wouldn’t even have to be in the same city. Just mutter afew words
and off I’d go.

| shake my head. I’ ve sobered up. | don’t likeit. | don't like anything. It’'s pretty clear why | was
recruited for thisjob. No one would expect me to refuse to do anything shady provided | was paid well
enough. A real Sorcerer with loyalty to the Guild wouldn't have been any use. The man they required had
to know something about magic but never have been good enough to be admitted to the Guild. He
needed to be keen enough for money to not mind much what he did to earn it. He needed to be run
down, and not above using peoplefor hisown ends. | sigh. I’'m theideal man for thejob.

| walk dl theway home through the terrible winter. Back at the Avenging Axel St morosely in my room
infront of thefire, staring at the shapesin the flames. After awhilel get out my niarit board and play
through agame. | drink some beer and stare out of the window. The sky isdull and overcast, same asiit
has been for weeks. It’ s getting me down.

There’ saknock at the door. | wrench it open. If it’s the Brotherhood or Praetor Capatius s men come
looking for trouble, that’ s fine with me. 1t' s Samanatius the philosopher. That’ s not so fine. He asksif he



can comein.

Samanatiusisaround sixty, fairly well preserved. Hiswhite hair and beard are wdll trimmed. HE's
dressed in acheap cloak and histunic has seen better days. Neither are suitable for the fierce weather
but he does’t appear to be suffering. He politely refuses my offer of beer.

“Forgive mefor intruding. | wished to thank you for your help. Many people would have suffered had the
eviction been alowed to happen.”

I’'m not in any mood for taking credit. | tell Samanatiusin the plainest termsthat | only helped out
because Senator Lodius blackmailed meintoit.

“He needed the poor peopl€ svotes.”

“I know thisdready,” says Samanatius. “But we still owe you thanks. | have no doubt that if you wished
you could have found away to avoid coming to our aid. | am now in your debt. Please do not hesitate to
ask if | can ever do you afavour.”

The philosopher bows, and departs as abruptly as he arrived. | don’t quite know what to make of it. Or
what to make of the man. I’'m not feding any sudden urgeto join his philosophy school but | didn’t
didike him asmuch as| thought | would.

Thestain of blood istill visble on my rug. Darius Cloud Walker waskilled right herein my room. So far
I’ ve done nothing about it. | should have made more progress. | should have spent moretime
investigating and lesstime drinking at the Assemblage. | haveto find out the truth of the matter. It' swhat
| washired to do. | banish dl digtractionsfrom my mind, then | St down and think, for along time.

Chapter Seventeen

| wake up in my chair with abottlein my lgp and apain in my neck. It' smorning. Thefire has gone out
and my room isfreezing. Princess Direevais Sitting on the couch, reading my book of spells.

“Very out of date,” she says. “ Sorcery has moved on since thiswas printed.”
“l haven't.”

“Y ou never qudified. Why not?’

“I was never good a studying. Why are you here?’

My doors are secured with alocking spell, but a Sorcerer like Direava can walk right through any of my
minor incantations.

“Areyou cold?’ she asks, as she seesme shiver.
“I'mcold”

Direevawaves her hand. My fire burgsinto life.
“Very clever. You got aspdl for tidying my room?’

“I have,” saysDireeva. “But youwouldn't likeit.”



“| takeit you didn’t cometo Twelve Seas just to demonstrate your power?’

“Lighting afire requires very little power. | redly wonder why you didn’t pursue your apprenticeship.”
“Changethe subject. Firg thing in the morning, | hate talking about mefailing.”

“Asyouwish.”

The Princess has never shown any sgnsof liking me. Sitting in my office she ill has something of a
disdainful air, asif she'd rather be esewhere. It' sannoying. It snot like| inssted on her visiting. She's
welcometo go and disdain somewhere dse.

| ask her if news of Lisutaris s detection as amurderer has reached the ears of the Assemblage. It hasn't.
Apparently Tilupas's has succeeded in silencing Lasat, Axe of Gold. Y ou have to admire that woman. It
takes nerve to blackmail a Sorcerer who could stop your heart beating with one of hislesser spdlls.

“Asfar asthe Assemblage knows, Lisutarisisin the happy position of coming second in the election and
isnow about to face thefina test. Whichiswhy | am here. I'm concerned for her safety. It occursto me
that Covinius may decide that the magic spaceisavery good placein which to kill her.”

| don’t get this. Lisutaris and Sunstorm Ramius will haveto enter the magic spaceto carry out thefina
test, whatever that may be, but the magic space in question will not be open to the public.

“How? Charius the Wise will create the magic space when he setsthe test. Lisutaris and Ramius will
walk into it. No one dse will bethere”

“Is Covinius not the master Assassin?’ says Direeva. “May he not have means of following them? A
person can diein the magic space just aswell as anywhere dse. The unpredictability of the dimension
could make even astrong Sorcerer like Lisutaris vulnerable to his attack.”

There' ssomething in what the Princess says. Out in the street, Covinius couldn’t fireadart into Lisutaris.
Her protection spellswould deflect it. But in the peculiar realm which isthe magic space, they might not.
Nothing isever certain there. It'snot agood placeto visit.

| pileafew morelogsinto the hearth. I"'ll missit when these Sorcerers are no longer around to light my
Fire.

“I intend to follow Lisutarisinto the magic space,” saysDireeva. “That way | can watch over her.”

“Since when are you S0 concerned about Lisutaris? Only yesterday you weren't even sure who you were
going to votefor.”

“Makri won me over with her strong arguments,” says Direeva, and amost amiles.

| doubt thisisthewholetruth. Direeva sfather, ruler of the Southern Hills, probably isn't going to last
much longer. Quite possibly Tural has secretly offered the Princessaid if she decidesto dispute the
succession with her brother. Even so, | wouldn't be surprised if Makri’ s demondiration of strength did
influence the Princess. It certainly made Troveruslook lessimpressive.

“I never redly cared for the Simnian,” says Direeva. “Lisutaris will be abetter head of the Guild.”
“Charius and Lasat won't dlow anyone € se into the magic space.”

“I believe| can secretly open aportd which will alow access. Before Lisutaris sartsthetest | will usea
spell to connect us”



“How difficult isthat? Could other Sorcerersdo it?’
“Possibly.”
“Then we might have company.”

I’ve wondered for awhile why Sunstorm Ramius and his Simnian delegation haven't been doing morein
the way of bribery. They’ ve seemed content to let Turai do itsworst. Almost asif they were confident of
winning the find test no matter what. Direeva s notion makes me wonder if they might be planning to
send some help of their own into the magic space.

“If you'regoing in | want to come with you.”
“Y ou do?1 wasthinking more of Makri.”
“No doubt she'll ingst on coming.”

The dragon scalesin Direeva shair glint in the firelight, casting small flashes of reflected colour onto the
wdls.

“Y ou ever work a spdll with those dragon scales?’
Direeva shakes her head.
“No. | just buy them to decorate my hair. Whereis Makri?’

“I don't know. Last time | saw her shewas going to watch Lisutaris sback. If Lisutaris hasn't been
denounced as amurderer she should be with her in her villa”

“Then we should go there,” suggests Direeva. “ And make preparations.”

| stretch. My neck hurts. | shouldn’t fall adegpin chairs. | wonder if Direevacould fix it withaspdl. I'm
not going to ask. I'm hungry. I'd go and buy pastry from Minarixa s bakery if Minarixawasn't dead from
dwa. | get my cloak. It'scold. | don’t heat it up. | don’t want to show my poor magica skillsin front of a
major Sorcerer. | take aquick beer from downstairs and ask Tanrose to throw some sdted venisonin a
bag for me.

Direevahas a carriage outside, driven by two of her attendants, each bearing theinsgniaof the roya
house of the Southern Hills. They’ re grim men, and remain sllent on the journey. | poke around in my bag
and take out ahunk of venison. Direevalooks startled.

“I did not invite you to eat in my carriage.”

“I didn’'t invite you to visit me and interrupt my breskfast.”

“| do not alow peopleto speak to melike that in the Southern Hills.”

“Since you got drunk and collapsed on my floor, | figure | don’t have to worry about etiquette.”

I’'m angry. Angry that I’'m making no progress. And angry at Direevafor thinking she can watz into my
rooms without an invitation. Direevais displeased a my lack of civility and weridein slenceto thevilla
Therewe find various servants, but no sign of Lisutaris or Makri.

“Copro is attending to the Mistress of the Sky.”



Wewait in slence. It' sthe day of thefinal test and | can aready fed sometension. | don't trust the
Simnians. And Coviniuswill finaly show hisface, I'm sure.

Ciceriusis expecting meto come up with something to clear Lisutaris. | haven't. It' salong time sincel
failed so badly on an important case. Makri arrives downgtairs after ten minutes or 0. Although her nails
arefreshly painted, she’ sfrowning. Makri knowstheat she’ sin for ahard timeif it al goeswrong and she
finds hersdf being interrogated by the Civil Guard. The guards are not going to go easy on an dien
woman with Orc blood who can't come up with agood explanation as to why her knifewas sticking in
the corpse.

“I'll kill them dl and leavethe city,” she mutters. “1 don’t suppose you' ve achieved afantastic
breskthrough?”

“Not yet. But | have some good news. WE re sneaking into the magic spaceto help Lisutarisin thetest.”
“Good,” says Makri. “Will it clear her name?’

“No. I'm till working on that.”

Direeva expresses some contempt for my powers of investigation.

“A woman could die waiting for you to help. What have you done so far?’

“A lot of thinking.”

“And?

“And now | need abeer. How long till Lisutarisisready?’

Makri isn't sure,

“She had anew outfit planned for thefina test but Copro was doubtful about the whole concept. They're
dill discussing shoes”

“I liked the gold ones she wore yesterday,” says Direeva.
“Metoo,” saysMakri. “but they clash with the new necklace.”

| take agoblet of wine and wonder about the final test. Last time the Sorcerers elected anew leader, the
two candidates were given fifteen minutes to sorceroudy dam amagica river which doubled in volume
every two minutes. The winner brought down amountain to act asabarrier, but some say it was lucky
that the mountain just happened to appear in the magic space at the right time.

“Lisutariswill need her wits about her. Is she staying off the water pipe?’
“No.”

“She should be”

“Wel, sheisn't.”

“Couldn’t you encourage her?’

“Why me?’ saysMakri, getting belligerent.

“You're her bodyguard.”



“She'sdill dive, isn't she?’
“Just about. No thanksto you.”
“What do you mean by that?’

“I mean as abodyguard you' re as much use as a eunuch in a brothel. When the Brotherhood knocked
on my door you were unconscious, and when Capatius s thugs attacked us you collgpsed in ahesp.”

Makri isirate.

“Stop bringing that up. Who saved you last year when we were attacked by Orcs? And who defeated
Kirith-ar-Y €l1? He was about to chop your head off till | tossed him off that balcony.”

“I’d have managed.”

“Only if Kirith had stopped for abeer.”

“Doyou haveto argue dl thetime?’ says Direeva, angrily.
“Who asked you to get involved?’ | retort, aggressively.
“Who isit that is going to take usinto the magic space?’
“I"d have found away in anyway.”

“The only thing you' d find would be Lisutaris swinecdlar.”

Our nerves are beginning to fray. Fortunately Lisutaris arrives downgairsin timeto prevent usfrom
becoming violent. We're not the only ones whose nerves are frayed. At the Assemblage the atmosphere
isunusudly tense. The Sorcerers are quieter. Whether thisis because they’ ve heard some ugly rumours
or just because on this day they are required to tone down the celebrating, | don’t know, but even Irith
Victorious|ooks subdued. Cicerius practicaly bites my head off when I’'m forced to report no progress
on the murder.

“You think thisiseasy?’m trying to unravel some sorcerous plot the like of which no one has ever
encountered before. Someone very smart entered my office to kill Darius and no one even knows why.
And don't forget everything e'se I’ ve had on my plate, like hel ping your friend Tilupasis bribe our way to
victory. And guarding Lisutaris, Migtress of the Sky, againgt Covinius, whoever the hell Coviniusis.
When you gave methe job you didn’t mention the Smnians had hired an Assassin to kill our candidate.”

“I am dill not certain that isthe case,” saysthe Deputy Consul.
“Wadll, | am. Lisutaris knows that Sunstorm Ramius hired an Assassin, and that’ s good enough for me.”
Sulinius hurriesinto the private room, looking harassed.

“How dare you arrive late on such an important day,” declaresthe Deputy Consul, and artsgiving him a
lecture.

“Visusisdead,” gasps Sulinius.
“Dead?’

“A dwaoverdose. Last night.”



Sulinius seems on the verge of tears at the death of hisyoung companion. Ciceriusis speechless.

“I'll seethat it skept quiet,” says Tilupas's, and leavesthe room in ahurry. Cicerius recovers swiftly and
tells Suliniusto pull himsdlf together.

“Itistimefor al Turaniansto do ther duty.”

All the Turanians who appear in the Deputy Consul’ sroom are already stressed from doing their duty.
Pragtor Samilius sullenly admitsthat none of his Investigators have found out anything about anything.
Samiliusisresentful that as head of the Civil Guard he wasn't informed of eventsearlier. Old Hasiusthe
Brilliant, briefly visting before going to help with thefind test, informs us sharply that he Still believes
Lisutaristo be guilty.

“| do not know why Lasat, Axe of Gold, isalowing her to continue,” he says. “But | do know that itis
pointless”

“The King' s adminigtration does not believe it to be pointless,” says Cicerius.
“Then the King' sadminigration is acting more foolishly than usud.”

The Deputy Consul glares at Hasius, but the Sorcerer isfar too old and venerable to be intimidated by
anyone. Consul Kdius arrives and Hasiusreminds him that he said dl dong that Lisutariswas not a
suitable candidate for head of the Sorcerers Guild. From the look on Kdius sface, he probably agrees,
but he' s stuck with it now.

Thetest isdueto start in one hour. No one has any ideawhat it will congst of. Chariuswill cdl Lisutaris
and Ramius and the three of them will step into the mouth of the magic space. Chariuswill then give them
their task.

| draw Cicerius aside for a private word and inform him that Direeva believes she can penetrate the
magic space. Ciceriusis pleased, though he expresses some concern.

“If Tural isfound to have interfered with the tet, Lisutariswill be disqudified.”
“WE |l be discreet. Direevathinks she can get usin unobserved.”

Tilupads returns from hushing up the degth of Tribune Visus.

“An unfortunate occurrence.”

“Very,” agrees Cicerius. “Y oung men should stay clear of dwa.”

| find this hard to take.

“Stay clear of it? He was practically ordered to takeit. Y ou ought to give him amedd, hedied intheline
of duty.”

“So you will enter the magic space with Direevaand Makri?” says Tilupasis, briskly ignoring my barb.

“That' sthe plan. If Covinius arives Direevawill distract him. Meanwhile Makri protects Lisutarisand |
do whatever | canto hdp. If Sunstorm Ramiuslookslike he swinning, he' sgoing to find mein hisface.
Have you managed to find out anything about the test?’

Tilupass shakes her head. Charius has continued to be incorruptible.



“It might not matter,” | point out. “Lisutaris could probably dam amagic river aswell asRamius,
providing sheisn’t too stoned.”

“Andisshe?’
“She' scoming round.”

In the main hall the Sorcerers are gathered in their delegations. Sobriety prevals, asistraditiond. Even
the most hardened hedonist—Irith, for example—is strongly discouraged from enjoying himself whilethe
testisin progress. | notice Irith and hislarge companions Sitting bored at atable at the far Sde of the
room. I’d like to greet them but | hesitate. | was discreet when | pumped them for information, and even
more discreet when | passed the information on to Tilupass. There s nothing redlly to connect me with
the robbery. But Sorcerers usudly have finely developed intuition. I"d be surprised if they don't work out
what | was about, eventualy.

So far at the Assemblage there has been little ceremony since the King' s speech of welcoming. Today is
rather different, and once again al non-Sorcerers are banished from the main hall as the two candidates
gpproach the tall robed figures of Lasat, Axe of Gold, and Chariusthe Wise. Chariushasasmall globein
his hand, the artefact which he will useto create the magic space. Thelast thing | seeisLisutarislaying
her hand on the globe while the entire Guild looks on in silence. In away, it'sasacred moment. | hurry to
Cicerius s private room to get on with the business of corrupting it.

Princess Direevaand Makri are already there. Makri reportsthat Lisutaris|eft her with aclear mind.
“I managed to get her focused.”

Direevawaves her hand to sllence us.

“We mugt enter now.”

“Shouldn’'t we givethem agtart?”’

“Not if you want to find out what the test is. Now be silent.”

Cicerius stepswell out of the way. Direevatakes asmal fragment of dragon scale from her hair and
holdsit in the pam of her hand. She stares at it for afew seconds then mutters a sentence in one of the
arcane Sorcerers languages. Theroom goes cool. An auraof green light forms round the dragon scale,
growing in szetill it' sthe height of aman.

“Let usgo,” saysthe Princess, and stepsinto the light.

Makri walks quickly in behind her. | hesitate for a second. The magic spaceisn’'t aplacel redly want to
vidgt again. | turnto Cicerius.

“I’'m adding thisto my bill,” I say, then tramp forward into a place where the sun isavile shade of purple
and we are surrounded on al sides by atall hedge.

“Where sthetaking pig?’ asks Makri, looking around.

The last time we were in the magic space we met apig which was, as| remember, afairly intelligent
cregture.

“It won't be here. We' rein adifferent part of the magic space.”
I”’m suddenly doubtful.



“Or arewe? Or isal magic space the same big dimension?’

“Sort of,” replies Direeva, unhdpfully. “ Thisisthe Maze of Aero. Do not separate or you will become
lost. Remain slent whilel bring us close to the entry point of the others.”

Direevaleads us through the maze. It shard to keep our bearings aswe re surrounded on all sdes by the
huge hedge. Everywhere |ooks the same but Direava seemsto know where she’ sgoing. Finally, after
sometwisting and turning, she leads usto a clearing wherein thereisasmal pool. On the other side of
the pool agreen light is beginning to glow. Direevamotionsfor usto withdraw behind the foliage.

So far thismagic space seemsto be behaving itself reasonably well. The sunisahorrible colour but the
hedge isn’t doing anything weird. Not turning into giant mushrooms, for instance. Y ou can't trust this
place, though. If we get out without encountering an erupting volcano I'll count myself lucky.

From behind the hedge | hear voices, first that of Chariusthe Wise.
“You are now inthe Maze of Aero. Hereisyour test.”
“What isthis?’ enquires Lisutaris.

“A sequence of numbers,” replies Charius. “Y our task isto find the next number in the sequence and
bring it to me. The first person to do so will be the next head of the Sorcerers Guild.”

“What sort of test isthat?’ demands Lisutaris, sounding displeased.
“Itisthetest | have set you.”
“I’'m not amathematician,” declares Lisutaris. “1 do not count this as a proper test.”

Thereisno sound of protest from Sunstorm Ramius. Maybe he' samathematician. Or maybe he' s about
to cheat. Already I'm highly suspicious. | peer round the hedge. Chariusis disappearing into the green
light and Ramiusis exiting through the opposite gap in the hedge. Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, is
dragging alarge water pipe out of her persona magic pocket.

“That' snot going to help,” | say, Stepping forward.

Lisutaris looks round.

“Nothing’ sgoing to help. Look at this”

She hands over a sheet of parchment. On it are written the numbers 391, 551, 713.
“Anyone know what the next number might be?’

No one knows.

“It seemslike an odd sort of test,” says Direeva.

“Don’t you know, Makri?Y ou study mathematics.”

“I'll try and work it out,” says Makri, but she looks puzzled.

“Youdothat,” says Lisutaris, and takes hold of the water pipe.

“For God's sake, you can't just give up,” | shout. “Not after all the effort we went to to get you here. Do
something.”



“What? 1’ m no good a numbers. Never was.”
“Summon up amathematica spirit or something.”
“There sno such thing.”

“There must be some magica way of finding the next number. Otherwise Chariuswouldn't have set it as
ates”

Direevawonders, like me, if thismight have been arranged in some way for Ramiusto win. Perhapsthe
Simnians didn’t bother bribing the Sorcerers because they’ d aready bribed Charius.

“If hewalks back in herein thirty seconds with the right number, I’m going to be pretty suspicious.”
A unicorn waksby. Weignoreit.

“Maybe they have mathematicd spiritsin Smnia”

“Maybe” saysLisutaris. “But not in Turai. I'm stumped.”

Shelightsthewater pipe. | can’t believe she' sgiving up S0 easily. Direeva suddenly makes awarning
sound. Closeto us, agreen light is starting to glow. We dl hurry behind the hedge, and peer round the
edgejust in timeto see adark shape disappearing into the forest.

“Coviniud” whispers Princess Direeva. “ He's come, as| thought he would.”
“Areyou sure that was Covinius? | couldn’'t see hisface.”

“Who dsewould it be?’

Direevasteps forward.

“I will take care of him. Lisutaris, you must do what you can with the test.”
With that Direeva strides off, her long hair swinging in the light breeze.

| turn to Makri.

“Stay herewith Lisutaris”

“Whereareyou going?’

“I'm going to seewhat | canfind.”

“You'll getlost.”

“No | won't. | know al about sorcerous mazes. Maybeif | can rustle up ataking pig he'll know the next
number in the sequence.”

“The next number,” grumbles Lisutaris. “ Thewhole thing isridiculous. Who knows anything abbout
methemeatics?’

“Simnian Sorcerers, maybe.”

Lisutaris Sitsdown with her pipe.



“It'snot afair test,” she mutters, sounding irritatingly like aschoolchild. “I was expecting to be damming
ariver. Or buildingamountain. | could have done that.”

“Fair or not, we haveto find it quick, before Ramius. I'm damned if I’ ve comethisfar justtolet a
Smnianwin.”

Lisutaris doesn’t seem to care. She'sgiven up. Her hair isstill beautifully styled. At areception at the
Imperiad Palace, other women would be eyeing her with envy.

Chapter Eighteen

| set off through the Maze of Aero, leaving Makri to guard Lisutaris. I’ m guessing that despite her firm
intentions of remaining sober Makri will soon joinin on the water pipe. It sadeficiency in her character,
brought about by having pointed ears. It will servethem right if Coviniuskills Direevaand then chops
their heads off. Some bodyguard. Ever since Makri started blubbering about that damned EIf See-ath
she' s been as much use as aone-legged gladiator.

Weasthat really Covinius? Direeva seemed certain, but so what? | don't trust her. | don’t trust anyone.
Lisutarisisadisaster. Makri’ sunreliable. Ciceriusishopeless. Tilupasisisajoke. Pragtor Samilius
couldn’t investigate the theft of ababy’ srattle. Everyonein Tural isusdess. If it wasn't for methe city
would havefdlen long ago. | get out my sword and march through the maze. | didike mazes, magica or
not. They’reirritating and pointless. Trust Charius the Wise to send us here,

| turn a.corner and almost bump into asmdll figure | recognise. It's Hanama, garbed in black, with aknife
in her hand.

“You're not supposed to be here,” | tell her.

“Neither areyou,” shereplies.

“I’ve got moreright than you.”

“No you haven't.”

“I’'m aTribune of the People. You're just an Assassin.”

“Since when could a Tribune of the People—an honorary title at bes—interfere with the sacred find test
of the Sorcerers Guild?’

“Sincel decided it was my duty.”
“Your duty? Very amusing. Step asde, Investigator.”
“How did you get in here? And what are you doing here anyway?’

“Protecting Lisutaris. So | have no timeto talk,” says Hanama, and walks past. | stare at her retreating
figure

“I’ve got moreright to be herethan you!” | roar. “I’'m aTribune!”



Hanamais now out of sight. Damn these Assassins. Always turning up when you don't want them.

| walk on. By Hanama s standards that was quite talkative. Maybe she’ swarming to me. Another
unicorn gppears. Or maybeit’ stheone | saw earlier. They al look much the same. It trotsin my
direction. Perhapsit can help. In the magic space, anything is possible. The sun’sjust gone green, and the
daisesareup tomy was.

“Greetings, unicorn. Have you seen a Smnian Sorcerer caled Sunstorm Ramius?’
The unicorn regards mein sllence.

“About so high,” | say, waving my hand. “Probably scowling.”
Behind methere saburst of raucouslaughter.

“He strying to question aunicorn!”

| spin round. Quite alarge squirrd islaughing at me,

“Don’t you know unicorns can't talk?’

“I figured it wasworth atry. | don’t suppose you' ve seen Ramius?’
“The Smnian Sorcerer? Ex-soldier type? Certainly I've seen him.”
The squirrel looks at me keenly.

“You have any thazis?”’

“Yes, asit happens.”

| take out astick and hand it over.

“Takethe next right then keep to the left,” saysthe squirrel, then bounds off, thazis clutched tightly in one
claw.

| walk on. I'vejust bribed alarge squirrel with thazis. It sfine, if you don’t think about it too much. The
breezeispicking up and the daisies are still growing. It’ s getting colder. | think | hear voicesso | creep
forward quietly. When the voices grow louder | hdt. Sunstorm Ramiusis round the next corner.

“Y ou have the question?’
“I do.”

The sound of paper passing from one hand to another. | risk aglance. Ramiusis conferring with atall
man in atogawho talks with a Simnian accent. It' s the mathematician Makri encountered at the
Assemblage. Thisis outrageous behaviour. The fina test ismeant to be sacred. Like | dways say, you
can't trust aSimnian.

The scholar studies Ramius s paper. Quill in hand, he makes some caculations.
“Hurry,” hisses Ramius. “Lisutarisisworking on the problem at this moment.”
The scholar looks rather coldly at the Sorcerer.

“1 am the finest mathematician in the west. No onewill find the answer faster than 1.”



He carries on scribbling. I’ m tempted to advance and confront them with their perfidy. Without doubt
Charius the Wise was bribed to set some numerical test, and the Smnians had their man ready to enter
thefidd. If Ramiuswins|’m denouncing him asthefraud I’ ve dways known him to be.

Findly the mathematician seems satisfied.
“Theanswer is—"
Ramiusdlenceshim.

“Don't say it. Lisutarismay belistening in. Y ou can't trust these Turanian dogs. Writeit down and show
itto mequickly.”

The scholar does as he' stold. Ramius glances briefly at the answer then instructs him to take the paper
away with him. The Sorcerer pullsasmdl globe from a pocket in his cloak, waves his hand over it, and
thefamiliar green light growstill it slarge enough for his companion to step into, back to the red world.
AsRamiusturnsround I withdraw quickly out of sight. Next second he marches round the corner and
bumpsinto me. | beat him on the head with the pommel of my sword and he collapsesin aheap.

“I'mappdled,” | say, saring at his pronefigure. “Y ou Smnians, you'redl cheats. And you were no use
inthewar.”

| hurry off asfast as| can. Theair goes suddenly icy and snow startsto fal. Winter has arrived in the
magic space. That'sal | need. A fierce wind blows the snow into my eyes. | curse. Ramiuswon'’t be out
for long. If only the mathematician had written down the answer, I’ d have stolen it. Maybe back in Turai
there’ s someone who could work it out. That means getting out of here quickly. | need to find Direeva.

Theicy wind hinders my progress. Not imagining that it would be winter here, I’'m not wearing my magic
warm cloak and am soon as cold astheice queen’ sgrave and cursing dl places magica whereyou can't
depend on the westher to be consistent for two minutes.

The hedges have been flickering, threatening to disappear but never quite going. I’m concentrating on
following my path back to Lisutarisand it doesn’'t immediately register that the hedge on my |eft has
ghrunk to just two feet tal. As| glanceround, | catch sight of afigure walking dong the next path. The
snow isflyingin my eyes, vishility ispoor and | can’t be certain, but I d swear that the person | seeis
Copro, beautician to the aristocracy. He' s carrying a crossbow. Immediately | attempt to leap the hedge.
Unfortunately it chooses that moment to grow back to norma size and | bounce off with aface full of
prickly leaves.

“Copro?’ | mutter. “With acrossbow?’

By dint of somefine navigationd skills| bring myself back to where Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, and
Makri are sitting beside the water pipe. | tell them what just happened.

“They brought in the mathematician?’ says Makri. “That’ sredly unfair.”
“Didn’'t | say you can’t trust aSimnian?’

“Yes, you said it hundreds of times.”

“What' sthis about Copro?’ asks Lisutaris.

“He swaking around the maze with a crossbow.”



“Youimaginedit.”
“Why would | do that?’

“Because we' rein the magic space, where nothing is certain, and aso there’ sa heavy snowstorm
afecting vighility.”

Lisutarisis annoying me so much these days. | can't believe| ever liked her.

“I tell you it was Copro. Where' s Direeva? | need to get out of here to find someone back in Turai who
can answer the question.”

“Likewho?’

“I don’t know. I’ll go to the university and look for aprofessor.”

“That'll taketoo long,” points out Makri. “How about Samanatius?’

“Could hedoit?’

“He sthefinest philosopher in the west.”

“But can he do sums?’

Makri thinks so.

“I’ve been trying to work it out myself,” sheadds. “But | haven’t got anywhere.”
“WhereisDireeva?| haveto get out.”

“Usesdt,” says Makri, who remembers that on aprevious occasion | brought us out of the magic space
by sprinkling salt on the ground. I’ m dubious about trying this again.

“It might collapse the magic space, and then what would happen to the test”?’

“Wouldn't work anyway,” says Lisutaris, looking up from her pipe. “ Charius' s magic space is different.
Stronger.”

“Can you send me back to Twelve Seas?’

“Yes. Butit'll creste alarge disruption in the magic field. Charius the Wise will know something has
happened. If we want to be discreet, we need Diresva.”

The snow starts coming down more heavily. Lisutaris waves her hand and afire grows up beside her.
Direevawalksinto the clearing and collapses. Blood spurts out of abad wound in her shoulder, caused
by acrossbow bolt which is deeply embedded in the flesh.

“Who did it?’

Direevadidn’t see her assailant’ sface.

“It was Copro!” | yell.

“Why did they hirethisInvestigator?’ says Princess Direeva. “He gets more foolish every day.”

“You never liked Copro,” saysMakri. “But that’ s no reason to start accusing him of assassnation



atempts.”
| ignorethis.

“Can you get me back to Twelve Seas?’ | ask Direeva, as Lisutaris tends to her wound. The Princess
regards me with distaste but, ignoring her injury, concentrates briefly and opensabreach in the magic
space.

“You ve got five minutes,” she says, as| step through, emerging at the corner of Quintessence Street.

| step over the rubble into Samanatius s academy. Insde the dingy hall Samanatiusislecturing agroup of
students. | march through their midst and take afirm grip on the philosopher’ sarm, drawing him to one
Sde

“ Samanatius, about that favour you owe me. | need to find the next number in this sequence and | need it
right now. It'sto help Lisutaris”

Samandtius grasps my meaning immediady. He excuses himsdf from his sudents and examinesthe
paper I’ ve thrust under his nose. After thirty seconds or so he nods.

“A sequence of products of prime numbers, | believe.”

I”’m expecting him to start scribbling some notes, but gpparently Samanatius has the menta capacity to
work it out in hishead.

“One zero seven three”

Areyou sure?

“Quite certain. The sequenceis—"

“No timefor that. Thanksfor your help.”

| hurry out of the academy, impressed by Samanatius s mental powers. Maybe he deserves his
reputation as philosophy’ s number one chariot. I'm amost glad | saved him from eviction. | wonder what
he' slike at working out odds on the races.

Thegreen portd of light istill visblein the street, now wavering dightly. | throw myself throughiit,
arriving back in the magic space some way from the clearing. Copro the beautician is advancing towards
me, crossbow in his hand.

“Soit'syoul” | roar. “You're Covinius. I’ ve suspected thisall long. It' safine disguise, Assassin, but not
fine enough to fool Thraxasthe Investigator.”

Themaze dtersagain and | find mysalf on my own, surrounded on every side by vegetation. | swing my
sword desperatdly in an effort to cut my way through to Lisutaris before Covinius can reach her. The
hedge in front of me bursts apart and Makri appears, axein hand.

“What' s going on? The hedge just started growing al over us”
“Did you see Copro?’
“Areyou still on about that?” says Makri.

“I tell you, he' sthe Assassin.”



“Why would he be? He ssuch afine hair stylist.”

“I’ve had my eye on him for along time. He didn’t fool me with his deft make-up and effeminate ways.
Themanisadeadly killer. Where sLisutaris?’

“l don’t know.”
“Then keep chopping.”

“Thisismore like the magic space | remember,” says Makri, as penguins start to wander through the
snow. “Do you have the answer?’

“yYes”
“Sohavel,” saysMakri.

| pause for amoment.

“What?'

“I have the answer. | worked it out.”

Makri looks pleased with hersdlf. I'mirritated.

“It took you long enough. Couldn’t you have done that before | went beating Ramius over the head?’
“Y ou best Ramius over the head?’

“Yes. Beforel visted Samanatius. It was all alot of trouble. Which could have been avoided if you'd
come up with the answer before | set off.”

“Wadll, | didn't,” saysMakri.

We gart chopping through the maze again, caling for Lisutaris.

“Y ou might give me some credit anyway,” says Makri.

“What for?’

“For solving the puzzle”

“| olvedit firgt.”

“Youdidn't solveit at dl,” contestsMakri. “Y ou just asked Samanatius.”
“I got the answer, didn’'t |7

Makri rests her axe.

“Y ou know you'reredly getting on my nervesthese days, Thraxas. Everything isaways about you: |
did this, | did that’. Do you have any idea how tediousit is having to listen to your lousy stories dl the
time? Andif it'snot thet, it's some stupid criticism of mefor getting on with my life. | tell you, it’ s about
time—"

“Will you stop acting like a pointy-eared Orc freak and keep chopping?’



The hedge beside us splits gpart in asheet of yelow flame and we find oursalves confronted by an
angry-looking Sunstorm Ramius.

“Thraxas hit you on the head,” saysMakri. “| had nothing to do withit.”

Ramiushurlsaspell & me. My protection charm saves my life but I'm tossed to the ground and lieina
heap. Seaing that I'm Hill dive, Ramius draws asword and charges forward. HE' samaost upon me when
Makri leaps forward and pounds him on the head with the flat of her axe.

“Apologisefor caling me apointy-eared Orc freak,” demands Makri.
| sruggleto my feet.

“Areyou crazy? Thereé snotime.”

Suddenly Hanama appears.

“Hanama,” saysMakri. “Do you think it’sright that thisfat drunk can just go around insulting me dl the
time?’

“What are you asking her for?’ | scream. “ She' san Assassin, shedoesn't care.”
“I resent theway you dwaysimply | have no fedings,” says Hanama

“Oh for God' s sake, what' s going on here? Who' s responsible for this? Isthe Association of
Gentlewomen driving you al insane?’

“I'm not familiar with them,” says Hanama.
“Never beento ameeting,” clamsMakri.
We gart hewing our way through the still-growing vegetation.

“I need anew placetolive” saysMakri to Hanama. “1t'shdll in the Avenging Axe with Thraxasrolling
around drunk dl thetime. It s putting me off my food.”

The hedgein front of us once more eruptsin flame. | get ready to fight, but rather than Ramiusit's
Lisutaris who gppears, with her water pipein one hand and Princess Direevaleaning on her shoulder.

“I ill don't believe that Copro is Covinius,” saysthe Sorcerer.
“Copro?’ exclamsHanama. “Copro the beautician is Covinius?’
“According to Thraxas,” says Makri. “But you know how trustworthy heis”

Makri asks Direevaif it could have been Copro who shot her but as the Princess did not see her
assallant’ sface, she can't say for sure.

“The bolt caught me unawares. My protection charm deflected it enough to save my life”
“If he' sthe Assassin, why didn’t hetry and kill me when hewas doing my hair?” asksLisutaris.

“Maybe professiona ethicsforbadeit. And we should discuss this later. Right now we have to get out of
here. Ramiusis unconscious and | have the answer, so if we can get back to Charius, you win thetest.”

Seeing the sensein this, Lisutaris starts burning away the huge hedge that surrounds us and we make



progress back towards the clearing. The snow has now stopped but the ground is frozen, and we dip
and dide aswe go. High in the sky the sun has gone blue and shrunk to afraction of itsnormd size, asif
mocking us.

By thistime Direevaislooking less than hedlthy. Blood is till seeping from her shoulder. | ask her if she
has enough power |eft to get us discreetly home without aerting Charius. She thinks so.

“It'stheclearing,” cries Makri.
“It sRamius” criesLisutaris.
He sdead. The Smnian Sorcerer islying in the clearing with agreat gash in his neck.

| turn to Lisutaris and demand to know if she killed him. She deniesit. | shake my head. Just like she
didn't kill Darius.

“It would have made my job alot smpler if they’ d told me you were going to butcher al your opponents.
I’d have planned accordingly.”

“I have not killed anyone,” ingststhe Midtress of the Sky. “ Although thisis going to be hard to explain to
the Sorcerers Guild. They get suspiciousif someonediesinthefina test.”

“Don’t worry,” | say. “If thingslook bad for you, I'll just tell them you were too stoned to walk, let done
kill Ramius”

“Isthat acriticiam?’

“You'redamned right it' sacriticism. When thisis over | never want to see you and your water pipe
again. And that includes Makri, Hanamaand Direeva.”

I’m ill annoyed that no one believes me about Copro. To hell with them al.

“I don't undergtand this” saysMakri. “| thought it was Ramiusthat hired the Assassin?’
“Itwas,” asserts Lisutaris.

“Sowhy did hekill Ramius?’

“Wedon't know an Assassin killed Ramius,” | point out, and incline my head towards Lisutaris.
Direeva starts preparing our exit. Lisutarisglaresat me.

“Y ou haveto tel methe answer to thefind test now,” she says, diffly.

“Of course. Y et another thing I’ ve sorted out for you.”

“Sowhat isit?’

| open my mouth, then closeit again. I’ ve forgotten. The excitement has driven the answer out of my
head. | Sare at Lisutaris helplesdy.

Makri guffawswith laughter.

“He sforgotten it. Hahaha The big Investigator forgot the answer. Thraxas, you're asmuch useasa
one-legged gladiator. Thetaking pig was smarter than you.”



Makri turnsto Lisutaris.

“Fortunately | worked out the solution. In my head. Using my mathematica skills. | didn’t haveto cheat
like Thraxas, going to see Samanatius. | worked it out mysdf. I'm far smarter than heis. | worked it out

W_H
“Perhgps you could tell menow?’ suggests Lisutaris. “I think Princess Direevais about to faint.”
“It's1073.”

With the last of her strength Direeva creates aporta for usto leave the magic space while Lisutaris
makes adoor of her own to take her back to the Assemblage. We take alast ook at the body of
Sunstorm Ramius, then depart.

“| dill don’'t believe Coprois Covinius,” says Hanama, as we materiaise back in Cicerius s private room.
Ciceriusis startled to see us arriving looking like we ve been in a battle.

“Princess Direeva needs a doctor, and quick. We found the answer. Lisutariswill win thefina test.”
“Excdlent,” says Cicerius, meanwhile sending Hansius off for medicd ad.

“Ramiusisdead. Histhroat was cut.”

“That isnot good.”

No one else was meant to be in the magic space, which leaves Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, asthe only
suspect.

Tdl methe detalls says Tilupasis, who'saready thinking of the best way to ded with the Situation.

Chapter Nineteen

My second meeting with Tura’ sleading officidsis even more uncomfortable than the fird.

“In brief, the Stuation isasfollows,” says Consul Kdius. “Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, haswon the fina
test and is now dueto be confirmed as head of the Sorcerers Guild. Unfortunately she remainsthe main
sugpect for the murder of Darius Cloud Walker. Additionaly, Sunstorm Ramius, one of the best-known
Sorcerersin the west, was killed during the test. Although you report that various other people had
infiltrated the magic space, asfar asthe Sorcerers Guild is concerned there were only two people
there—Ramiusand Lisutaris. Naturdly Lisutarisis now suspected of this murder.”

Kaliusisworried. As Consul, he hasagold rim running round histoga. It sthe only gold-rimmed togain
the whole city state and he doesn’'t want to loseit.

“So what are we going to do about this?’

“Deflect criticiam from Lisutaris,” replies Tilupasis promptly. “ Thereis no certainty that Ramiuswas
murdered. People can die of natural causesin the magic space.”



“Histhroat was dit,” pointsout Kalius. “It doesn’t look natural. No oneis going to believe he was
attacked by arogue unicorn. Who did kill him?’

“We believe that the Simnian Assassin Covinius may beinvolved,” answers Tilupasis. “I’ ve dready put
thisout asarumour.”

“Why would a Simnian Assassin kill the Simnian Sorcerer?’

“Interna politics?’ suggests Cicerius, hopefully. “Whatever the reason, we must certainly spread the story
that Coviniuskilled Ramius.”

Everyone agressit’ s very unfortunate that Covinius chose this moment to attack Sunstorm Ramius. Had
he but killed him earlier in the week at the Assemblage, it would not have looked so bad for Turai. With
plenty of foreign Sorcerers around we could have blamed anyone. Personaly, | don’'t know what to
think. Since learning that Smnia had hired an Assassin I’ ve been working on the assumption that he was
hereto kill Lisutaris. Which doesn't seem to fit the facts, with Ramius being the victim. Unless Lisutaris
redly did kill Ramius, and the Assassin felt unable to attack her in the magic space because of the
presence of Direevaand Makri. Is Copro Covinius? I’m no longer sure, though he can’t have been up to
any good wandering around in the magic space with a crossbow. It has to have been him who shot
Diresva

I"d like to ask Hanamawhat she got up to after we parted, but Hanama has disappeared. Disappearing
isaspecidity of hers.

“How long do we have to sort thisout?’ asks Pragtor Samilius.

“Sx hours,” replies Tilupasis. “ Lisutarisis due to be confirmed as Chief Sorcerer this evening, but before
that happens, Chariusthe Wise will denounce her asthekiller. | have bought usalittle time but nothing |
can do will prevent him from speaking out at the confirmation.”

“Couldwe. ..er...getto Charius?’ suggests Samilius.

“No. He hasresisted dl our efforts and is now safely in the company of Lasat, Axe of Gold, and dl the
most powerful Sorcerersinthe Guild.”

Kaiusasks Samiliusif the Civil Guard have come up with anything useful. They haven't. All eyesturnto
me

“I have someleads. I'll get ontoiit.”

Not wishing to expose mysdf to further ridicule, I'm not planning on denouncing Copro till I have some
proof againg him.

“Y ou have sx hours”
“I'll domy best.”

Though Tura’ sleading politicians aren’t about to include mein their discussons of state policy, I’'m well
awarethat thereis moreriding on this now than Lisutaris swelfare. The city state of Tural issmall. We
have alot of gold which other nations crave. If Smniaislooking for an excuse to make war on us, the
murder of their Chief Sorcerer isn't abad one. If the Abelasians decide to join them because of Darius,
you don't have to be sharp as an Elf’ sear to redise that Tural isn't going to be the safest place for aman
tolive



So far dl my efforts have come to nothing. Maybe | should have been more determined in questioning the
Sorcerers. | might have beenif | hadn’t been forced to spend time pumping the Juvaians for dirt about
Lasat, Axe of Gold. Old Hasiusthe Brilliant again scansthe city, but with so little to go on, even the
efforts of such aformidable Sorcerer arefutile. | ask him once moreif he' s had any further thoughts on
the matter of agpell for remaking redlity.

“Thereisno such spell,” he repedts.
I’'mredly sck of hearing that.

Lisutarisisresting at her villa, waiting ether to be confirmed as head of the Sorcerers Guild or arraigned
asamurderer. Also thereis Princess Direeva, recovering from her wound. Makri iswith them, or o
thought. I’'m surprised when she arrives a the Assemblagejust asI’m leaving. | Sareat her suspicioudy.
Last time| cdled her a pointy-eared Orc freak she attacked me with her axe.

“I’ve cometo help,” she says. “ Providing you give me afulsome apology.”
“You think | need your help?’

“Y ou dways need my help.”

| gpologise. 1t'1l only make life hdl a the Avenging Axeif | don't.

“Any insult was purely accidental. Y our pointed ears are just one of your numerous excellent features.
Many people spesk highly of them. Now why areyou redly here?”

“Lisutariswanted me to make sure you didn’t kill Copro. She thinks my duties as bodyguard should
extend to protecting her favourite hairdresser.”

Cicerius provides uswith an officid carriage and we st off to vigt Copro a hishomein Thamlin. | tel
Makri that no matter what Lisutaris thinks, Copro is up to something.

“I saw himin the magic space.”
Makri nods. She knows mewell enough to redise | don't suffer from halucinations.

“It wouldn't really surprise meif there was more to him than he' s saying. He was amazingly skilful with
his scissors. And for abeautician, he did have a surprising grasp of world politics.”

Makri wonderswhy Covinius, whoever he actualy is, suddenly ended up killing Sunstorm Ramius
ingtead of Lisutaris.

“I’'m wondering that mysdlf. Damned unreasonable, seeing as we' ve spent the week protecting Lisutaris.
If he'd just got in touch beforehand and said he was hereto nate Ramiusit would have been
smpler dl round.”

“Isit acrimeyou haveto solve?’

“Definitely not. The Simnians can look after their own Sorcerers. All | haveto do is show that Lisutaris
didn'tdoit.”

Copro livesin animpressivevilla. Not quite aslarge as those belonging to our wedthy Senators, but big
enough. Few tradespeople of any sort livein Thamlin. The average working Turanian dwellsin far more
humble surroundings, and even those whose skill or good fortune have made them rich—some of our

goldsmiths, for instance—wouldn't realy be welcome here. But Copro seemsto have attracted a higher



gatusto himsdf. The grounds at the front of his house, now covered in snow, arein summer amarve of
exuberant good taste, with plants, trees and bushes arranged in glorious harmony according to hisown
design. Aswith hair, make-up and dress, Copro’ s gardens have had a profound effect on the fashions of
thecity.

Insde the gate | trample on afrozen bush so it breaks.
“You don't like the man, do you?’ says Makri.

“I don’'t. Where was he when | was defending the city againgt the Orcs? Sitting comfortably in the
Palace. Now helivesin avillaand I’ ve got two rooms above the Avenging Axe.”

“Y ou redly should address your sdf-loathing sometime,” says Makri, brightly. | scowl at her, and march
up thelong path.

Coproisn'tin. A servant tells me so at the door, and after | bundle her out the way and search the house,
it s;emsto betrue. Other servants run around threatening to call the Civil Guard. | grab one of them and
demand to know where Copro is. He claims not to know. | dap him. He fdls down but when | drag him
up he still doesn’t know.

“I don't havetimefor this. Tell mewhere heisor I'll throw you downgtairs.”

The servant sartswailing. | drag him to the top of the stairs, then halt, and let him go.

“I amell sorcery.”

Makri looks interested.

“What sort?’

“Not sure. But | can dways senseit. Someone has worked aspell in this house, not long ago.”

We gart hunting again, straining to find the source of the magic. Findly | sop in front of abookcase. |
drag it out of theway. Behind it thewall looks much asit should do. | put my shoulder to it and it cresks.
| throw my full weight at it and the wall givesway. It’ sthin wood, a panel hiding a secret room. Inside are
books, charts, phids, an astrolabe and various other things normally to be found only in the workroom of
aSorcerer. At the back of theroom isaparticularly ugly statue of some sort of demon with four arms.

“How interesting.”

“So he'sa Sorcerer aswell asan Assassin?’

“Will you stop cdling me an Assassin?’ says Copro, materiaising in the centre of the room.
Makri takes her twin swords from her magic purse.

Copro laughs.

“Do you imagine those can hurt me?’

Makri, not one for banter while shefights, waits silently, swords at the ready. Copro ignores her and
speaksto me, telling me of the great enjoyment he has obtained from monitoring the incompetence of my
investigation.

“Do people hire you for your amusement vaue, fat man?’



“All thetime. | crack them up at the Pdace.”
“Wadl, | am not an Assassin. | find mysdlf baffled that you could think meto be Covinius.”

“I don’t think you' re Covinius. | used to, but it just occurred to me that you' re Rosin-kar. Oncethe
disgruntled gpprentice of Darius Cloud Waker.”

Copro looks | ess pleased.

“And what do you base that on?’

“Summer Lightning. An Abdasan hair-syling term, | believe”
“That is hardly proof,” retorts Copro.

“Maybe not. But it was enough to get my intuition working. And it will be enough to get the Sorcerers
Guild to investigate your past and link you with Darius' s murder.

“Darius smurder? Lisutaris has been shown to be guilty, | believe.”
“You faked the evidence,” | say.
Copro smiles.

“You don't know how | did that, do you? I’ ve spied on you, Thraxas, asyou' vetoiled round the city,
asking questions. Every Sorcerer you came to, you asked the same question. Isthere aspdl for
remaking redlity? Everyone said no. No one knows how to do it, except me. | am the greatest Sorcerer
inthewest, and the world will soon know it.”

By thistime I’m starting to worry. From the tone of Copro’svoiceand theglintinhiseye, I'd say | was
dedling with afairly insane beautician. Probably he never redlly got over being booted out by Darius.

“Sowhy did you kill Darius?’
“I oweditto him.”
“Maybe. But why bother to frame Lisutaris for the murder?’

“I waswell paid by Sunstorm Ramius. The Smnianswere just as keen asthe Turaniansto diminate the
opposition.”

“But why get involved?’ exclams Makri. “Y ou're such agreat beautician. Weren't you happy doing
thet?’

“Moderately happy,” replies Copro. “But intruth, | wasfinding it wearing. And | loath Lisutaris. Eterndly
sucking on that water pipe. The woman is adisgrace to Sorcerers everywhere. While she and her kind
have stlagnated in the wes, | have travelled the world in an effort to hone my skill. | have learned sorcery
unheard of in theselands. Now I'll show the Guild who it wasthey refused to alow to finish his
apprenticeship.”

Copro islooking madder dl thetime,

“| offered my servicesto Smnia. When Ramius was dected head of the Guild my reward wasto be
Chief Sorcerer of the conquered lands.”



“What conquered lands?’

“Tural and Abelas”

“Tough onyou it sal gonewrong. Ramiusis dead and Lisutariswon.”
Copro’ s eye starts to twitch.

“I intended to kill her in the magic space. | didn’t understand why she had not been arraigned for the
murder. Despite the excellent job | did in framing her, Tural had somehow managed to keep her name
clear. | found that most annoying.”

Copro shrugs.

“No matter. Shewill betried for the murder eventualy. No one will find the secret of my spell for
remaking redlity. And no one gpart from you will ever redlise| am Rosin-kar. | seethat you are wearing
spell protection charms. It may take awhile for me to wear them down. Rather than wastetime | will
now introduce you to one of my favourite cregtions.”

Copro claps his hands. The statue behind him opensits eyes, and stepsforward. It raisesitsfour arms,
each one carrying asword. | raise my own wegpons to defend mysalf. Makri doesthe same. The Satue
advances afew steps then topples over with aterrific crash and lies motionless on the ground. Makri
looks puzzled.

“Isthet it?’
Coproisfurious.
“Don'tfed bad,” | tell him. “ Animating agatueisaredly difficult thing to do.”

Copro claps his hands again and tigers appear from nowhere, rending at uswith their claws. Makri starts
fighting but | remain cam. | know these areillusions. | wak straight through atiger and they al vanish.
Immediatdy serpents dither down the wals and dide towards us. | fedl them twining round my legsas|
wak forward. It takes al my concentration to keep going. Illusionary or not, | hate to be covered with
snakes. Dragonfire erupts from the wals, covering mein golden light, and anameless demon jabs at my
eyeswith aspear. | ignoreit al and keep walking. Findly | back Copro up againgt the far wall. The
illusonsfade avay.

“Y ou have a stronger will than one would suspect,” says Copro.
“Chegpillusons never bother me.”
“Spesk for yoursdf,” says Makri. “Those snakeswereredlly disgusting.”

“The Sword of Aracasanisnoilluson,” says Copro, suddenly pulling ashort blade from beneeth his
tunic.

| stare at the blade, rather worried by thisturn of events. The Sword of Aracasan, afabulousitem long
thought lost to theworld, has the property of making its bearer invincible in combat. Armed with such a
blade, anovice could hew hisway through an army.

“That’ snot really the sword of—"

Copro swingsit a me. The blade travelsfaster than the eye can see, and were | not already protecting
myself with my sword it would have taken my head off. Asit is, theflat of my own blade damsinto my



face and | fly back across the room and bang my head on the four-armed statue. | try to rise but my legs
no longer seem to be functioning. Copro amiles. The sword flickersin the air, again fagter than the eye
can see.

“A remarkable weapon,” he says, and advances towards me. Heisn't paying much attention to Makri.
Possibly Copro doesn't fed threatened by any woman whose hair he' s styled. Makri legps at him and
engages him in combat, but even her gladiatorid skills can’t overcome the Sword of Aracasan. They fight
furioudy for aminute or so, but each time Makri attemptsto land a blow the magica sword parriesit,
and she' s hard pushed to avoid the answering strokes. Finally she legps backwards and yells.

“Get him, Thraxad”

Copro turnstowards me. Makri stabs him in the back. He dumps to the floor with a surprised look in his
eye.

| struggleto my feet. Makri islooking sadly &t the bodly.

“Y ou should’ ve stuck to the beauty trade. Y ou were good at it.”

Shesighs.

“Lisutarisisn't going to be pleased.”

Shelooks more cheerful.

“On the other hand, | suppose this ends the case? | mean, we' ve killed the bad guy. That usually doesit.”

“We vekilled one bad guy. Coviniusis still around and we don't have any proof it was he and not
Lisutariswho killed Ramius.”

I’m bleeding. | rip alength of cloth from atowe and wrap it round my head. Thevillaisin chaos, with
Servants running around and screaming.

“Furthermore, | don’t have any proof that Copro killed Darius. He confessed to us, but who' s going to
beieveit?

“When Samilius and the Sorcerers come down to investigate, won't they find things? Y ou know, auras
and such like?’

“Maybe. Quite probably Old Hasiusand Lasat might find enough hereto link Copro to the Avenging
Axe and the death of Darius. There still the matter of this remaking spell, though. If | knew how that
was done, life would be easy.”

“Let’ stake the sword,” suggests Makri.
| reach down, but before | can grasp the hilt it vanishes.
“I guesswe weren't worthy.”

| tell the servantsthat the head of the Civil Guard will be here soon to take care of the crime sceneand if
they touch anything they’ll dl bein big trouble. Having no more time to waste, we depart into the cold
and make our way back to the Assemblage.

“Do you have any thazis? asks Makri.



“Y ou need to calm down?’

“No, | just want some.”

We light some sticks aswe ride back to the Roya Hall.
“Lisutaris has better thazis,” says Makri.

“Is she planning on cutting down when she' s Chief Sorcerer?’
Makri doesn't think so.

“Shedid say she might be able to get some excdllent plantsimported from the south once she had better
contactsinthe Guild.”

“You'refar too keen on thazis these days, Makri. And dwa. Y ou used to be apain in the butt when you
were studying and working al the time, but at least you got things done. What happened to you?’

“I got sad about See-ath,” she says.
“Any chance of cheering up?’
“I'm feding abit better after thefight.”

Chapter Twenty

Though the main room &t the Royal Hall is crowded with Sorcerers awaiting the confirmation, thereis
little Sign of celebration. Fatigue has sat in, and dismay at the death of Sunstorm Ramius has sobered
them up. Losing one Sorcerer was bad enough, but the death of a second makes this the most
unfortunate Assemblage since the infamous episode in Samsarina twenty years ago when three drunken
apprentices burned down atavern in adispute over agame of cards, killing themsalvesin the process.

They huddlein their ddegations, discussing the various rumours that circulate through the building. As
Lisutarisis about to become the new head of the Guild, few Sorcerers want to come right out and accuse
her of killing Sunstorm Ramius. That might be avery bad career move. But there are plenty of whispered
comments, and much talk about foul tactics by the Turanians.

My report to Cicerius and Direevais brief and to the point.

“Copro the beautician turned out to be Rosin-kar, onetime apprentice to Darius Cloud Walker and now
secretly transformed into a powerful Sorcerer. HE sdead in hisvilla. If Pragtor Samilius gets some of his
people down there quickly enough they can probably find evidence linking him to the murder of Darius.
Asfor Ramius, I'm nowhere, and since his body was hauled out of the magic space the Sorcerersare
garting to talk. | ill think that Covinius was the most probable killer, but | don’t have any proof.”

“We have proof,” says Cicerius.
I”’m stunned.
“What do you mean, you have proof?’

“A witness saw Covinius emerge from the magic space.”



“What witness?’

“A man called Direxan, who's here with the Matteshan del egation. Not a Sorcerer, he' saMatteshan
Tribune”

| don’t understand this a al. Cicerius explainsthat Direxan was minding his own business outside the
Roya Hall when agreen porta of light suddenly opened and the notorious Covinius appeared. He
dropped aknife, and disappeared into the snow. The knife had afragment of cloth on it, which has been
matched with Ramius s cloak.

“Isthistrue?’ | demand.

“Absolutely. Direxan has dready made aswvorn statement in front of Kalius and Lasat, Axe of Gold. It
will shortly be announced to the Assemblage that the notorious Assassin Coviniuswasthekiller of
Sunstorm Ramius. Lisutarisisin the clear.”

“But how did this Direxan identify Covinius? No one knowswhat he lookslike.”

“Direxan does. He was present three years ago when Covinius assass nated his superior, the Deputy
Consul of Mattesh.”

“It' sextremdy fortunate that such agood withesswas available,” adds Tilupass.
“Morethan fortunate,” | say.

“Presumably it was an internd affair involving Smnian politics” says Cicerius. “It wasmy opinion dl
aong, you will recal, that we did not have to worry about Covinius. Our concernisLisutaris, who is now
closeto triumph. Have we enough evidence to now clear her name with regard to Darius?’

“No.”

“Why did you kill Copro before gaining such evidence?’
“He attacked me with avicious magica swvord.”

“Y ou must find evidence. The confirmation isin one hour.”

Two apprentices knock and enter, with Charius the Wise in their wake. He regards Cicerius and
Tilupasiswith cold anger and strugglesto control his manners.

“Areyou il planning to have Lisutaris put forward as head of the Guild?’
“Certainly,” says Cicerius, in hisfriendliest manner. “After al, shewon thetest.”

Charius slong moustache sways dightly as he draws himself to hisfull height to stare down at the Deputy
Conaul.

“I amwell aware of the tactics employed by Tura to gain this post. In my twenty years as master of the
find test, | have never witnessed such ashameessdisplay of illega behaviour by any nation. Y ou have
used every underhand means at your digposal to unfairly influence the outcome of the eection.”

Ciceriusand Tilupasis, being paliticians, are taking thiscalmly enough, but | can't resist butting in. After
al, it was methat had to struggle round the magic space in asnowstorm.

“Come on, Charius. Are you trying to say that other nations weren’t doing exactly the same? And asfor



that final test, whose novel ideawasit to set some mathematical problem? Lisutaris could have beaten
Ramiusin any test of sorcery. Smart idea, setting a problem she couldn’t do, then sending ina Simnian
mathematician. Whoever thought that up was sharp asan Elf’ sear.”

Chariuslookslike he' d like to say alot more on the subject of Tura’ sinfamous behaviour.

“Y ou went too far with murder, Deputy Consul. Y ou may have cleared Lisutaris of the deeth of
Ramius—though | am not the only one with doubts about the veracity of your witness—but she il
stands accused of killing Darius Cloud Walker. | will not dlow her to be confirmed. Unless she
immediately withdraws | will expose her to the Assemblage. The pictures of her stabbing Dariuswill be
made avalabletodl.”

“It safakeredity,” | say.

“Thereisno spdl for faking such aredlity,” retorts Charius the Wise, then sweeps out, his dark rainbow
cloak trailing behind him.

“If there was, you wouldn’t tell me about it,” | mutter.

Kaiuswaksin briskly, his scribe and assistant behind him.

“IsLisutarisready to leave?’

“Sheisbeng prepared,” replies Cicerius. “ Though we are ftill hoping to avoid that eventuality.”
Once again I'm obliged to muscleinto the conversation.

“Leave? Leavefor where?’

“Lisutarismust go into exileimmediately,” saysthe Consul. “ Thereisno other option. Once Charius
denounces her to the Sorcerers Assemblage thereis no telling what may happen.”

“At least thisway she may yet become head of the Guild,” adds Cicerius. “1f we can find evidenceto
clear her, she may be able to return sometimein the future.”

Poor woman. She loses her favourite hairdresser then gets sent into exile, al inthe sameday. | curse
mysdlf. I'vefailed my client. No one rushesto reassure methat | did my best. When you fail aclient, you
jugtfall.

“Can’'t you buy usany moretime?’

They can't. Even Tilupasis has cometo the end of her resources. Time has now run out. We vefailed.
Damnit.

In the Room of Saints, Makri isdtting on her own in acorner. She' s heard the news.
“It' snot fair. Shedidn't kill Darius.

“I know.”

Makri wondersif Lisutaris getsto be head of the Guild.

“I think that'samoot point. Shewon'’t be confirmed in the post. But | don’t think the Sorcerers' rules
alow them to dect anyone dsetill she' sdead.”



“Fromwhat I’ ve seen of Sorcerers palitics, that might not betoo long,” says Makri.

It strue. If Tura’senemiesin the Guild decide that they want aclear run at electing anew leader,
Lisutariswill be vulnerable to attack in exile. Wefdl slent. There saround thirty minutesto the
confirmation, an event which is not now going to happen. Sorcerersdrift in and out. From their ugly
mood I’ d say that Charius was aready showing the pictures of Lisutaris wielding the knife. | drink a beer,
and another, and another.

“I'like Lisutaris,” says Makri, bleskly.

| drink more beer. It’ s been a strange couple of weeks. Started off looking for a dragon-scale thief and
finished off in the Maze of Aero. In between there was alot of drinking and two murdered Sorcerers.
Most of thetime |’ ve been cold asthe ice queen’ sgrave and at the end of it I ve accomplished nothing. |
should stick to smple cases, liketailing ex-actresses for their suspicious husbands. | wonder how that
couple are getting on now. Strange that | first encountered Copro giving the wife beauty treatment when
he called at her house.

“Very drangeredly,” | say out loud.

Makri looks up from her beer.

“What's strange?’

“Copro. Vigting that actress. The one | was watching. He was giving her beauty treatment.”
gy

“So Copro was booked up with Senators' wives, Princesses, Lisutarisand her like. Why did hevidit a
merchant’ swife? They wererich, but hisother clientswerericher. Y ou might have thought it benegth him
to take on the wife of amerchant asaclient.”

Dragon scales went through that house. It was on thelist. | presumed they were for purposes of
decoration. Maybe therewas moreto it. | haul myself to my feet and shake my head to cleer it.

“Makri. Go outside and find some fast horses. Steal them if necessary.”

| hurry into the main hall and burst into Cicerius's private room. | need documents and | need them fast.
Minuteslater I’ m running through the hal and out into the entrance, where Aimdasis till lecturing
apprentices on the right way for a Sorcerer to conduct himself. Makri has two horsesready. Their
ownersaren’t happy about it but Makri holds them off with the point of her sword.

“Officid government business,” | cry. “You will befully compensated.”

| legp into the saddle and we set off through the driving snow.

Chapter Twenty-One

| arrive back at the Assemblage with avery tired horse and an unwilling companion. There |l find that
Lisutarisisrefusng to leavethe city.



“Why should 1?1 didn’t kill anyone.”

“Evenif you didn’t, Charius can provethat you did. The authorities will have no choice but to put you on
trid if you stay.”

“What do you mean, authorities?” demands Lisutaris, facing right up to the Consul. “You'rethe
authorities. And I'm head of the Sorcerers Guild. No oneisrunning me out of Turai.”

I’ve arrived back at the Assemblage with Habdi, wife of Rixad, the woman | spent so much
uncomfortable time watching in the freezing cold. Though | have important news|’ m having trouble
getting aword in. Faced with an uncomfortable exile, Lisutarisis mad as amad dragon.

“Y ou expect meto just set off through the winter and find anew placeto live?’
“Wewill provide you with funds” says Cicerius.
“And work towards your eventua recdl,” adds Kaius.

“It'sfor the good of the city,” says Tilupasis. “And your own. No one benefits if the Sorcerers Guild
producestheir pictures and demands you stand trid.”

“I"'m getting Sick of those pictures,” says Lisutaris, her voicerisng. “How abouit if | just blast anyone that
triesto show them again? If anyonetriesto chase me out of Turai I’ll be down on them like abad spell
and that' sthat.”

Hardly rationa, but Lisutarisisangrier than I’ ve ever seen her. She should take up thazis. Might cam her
down.

“If I could make asuggestion,” | say, barging my way forward through the assorted assistants and guards
who ring the room. Since | became Tribune, it's proved alot easier to get places. A few weeksago I'd
have been about as welcome as an Orc at an Elvish wedding at amesting of the Consul, Deputy Consul
and head of the Civil Guard. Now they’ re dmost pleased to see me, even though I’'m aware | smell of
beer. | wouldn't normaly notice, but it clasheswith Lisutaris s perfume.

Beside me Habali is nervous. When | persuaded—or threatened—her to accompany me, she wasn't
expecting to have to face aroomful of arguing politicians. Before | can speek further the room startsfilling
up with Sorcerers.

“Didn’t | say there wereto be no interruptions?” snaps Cicerius.

“l inggted,” retorts Chariusthe Wise. Filing in behind him isalarge delegation. He s brought the Chief
Sorcerer from each country with him. Even Princess Direevais here, her shoulder heavily bandaged.

“It' stime,” says Charius.
Ciceriuslooks hdplesdy at Kdius. Kdiuslooks helplesdy at Tilupasis.

“Wereguirealittlelonger,” says Tilupasis. She' sstill unruffled, but it' sahopelesstask. Chariusisn't
going to wait any longer. Besde Charius, Lasat, Axe of Gold, islooking on with grim satisfaction. He
may have been blackmailed into silence but he' s not going to be sorry to see the Turanian disgraced.

“It' stime—" repeats Charius.

“—for someexplanaions” | say, usng my weight to break through the throng.



“Explandions?’
“ About the remaking of redlity.”

A genera groan issues from the Sorcerers present, adl of whom know of my fruitless search for such a
spell. | must have gpproached every delegation, and everyone has told meto forget it.

“I takeit you've al now seen the pictures of Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, killing Darius Cloud Walker.
And you've probably al heard my theory that someone erased what redly happened. And just about al
of you have told me there’ sno way a Sorcerer could make some phony picturesto replace it—"

Chariusthe Wiseinterrupts me.

“Must we listen to thisman? He is aready known to us as one of the principa troublemakers at the
Assemblage. | ing st that Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, isarrested immediately.”

Strong sounds of gpprova come from dl round the room. I'm losing my audience. | hold up my hand.

“Youcaningg al you want, Chariusthe Wise. But in Turai, no citizen can be arrested on a capita
charge without the gpprova of the Tribunes. And I, Tribune Thraxas, withhold my approva until you
hear me out.”

Thissoundsimpressive. It isn't true, but it silencesthe room. | thrust Habai forward.

“You'vedl seen Lisutaris stabbing Darius. Y ou say no spell could create theilluson. And you'reright.
Thereisno remaking spell. The pictures as conjured by Old Hasius are entirely accurate. A woman did
walk into the Avenging Axe and stab Darius. But it wasn't Lisutaris. It was Habdi, dressed to resemble
her. Meet Habali, once one of Turai’smost promising actresses.”

My reveation ismet by slence and alot of puzzled looks.
“An actress? Impossiblel” says someone, eventudly.

“Not impossibleat al. That room was dark. The only light came from thefire. In awig and wearing the
proper clothes, Habali was good enough to fool anyone. It fooled al of you. And me, whichismore
impressive, because | make my living by not being fooled. For dl theworld it looked asthough Lisutaris
murdered Darius, but she didn’t. She wasn't in the room at the time. Copro entered my office and killed
him, then used his sorcery to erase al trace of events. Then he sent Habali in dressed as Lisutaris and she
pretended to stab Darius with one of those fake knives they usein the thestre with aretracting blade. All
the time he was dready dead.”

| turn to Habadli.
“la'tit 07’

For amoment | think Habai isgoing to let me down. Not surprisingly, she’ s not keen on confessing to
conniving in amurder in the presence of these people. However, sheisdready carrying awritten pardon
signed and sealed by Cicerius and a promise of enough gold to leave the city and set up in another state
where shewon't be bothered by her tiresome husband. All indl, it'snot abad dedl from her point of
view.

“It'strue,” shesays. “1 did it. Copro paid me. | impersonated Lisutaristo maketheillusion. | aso helped
inthefirst part of the plan. He obtained the dragon scales he needed for the erasure from me.”



The controversy that followsislong and loud. Figuring I ve done my part, | mostly stay out of it. Using
the authority of the Tribunate, | send an assigtant off to the Room of Saintsto bring me beer while the
Sorcerers once more conjure up the pictures of the murder.

“Look,” saysHabdi. “I'm wesaring the same earrings | have on now.”
“But you look so much like Lisutaris.”
“That' s because Copro styled my wig and did my make-up.”

“Hewas such agreat beautician,” sighs Tirini Snake Smiter, making her only contribution to the debate.
The arguments continue. | take a seat. Makri Sits down beside me.

“I think that was agood piece of investigative work,” she says.

“Thank you.”

“It sounds like we' re winning the argument. Of course, | deserve alot of the credit.”

“Youdo?

“Certainly. You d never have got the answer to the final test. Do you want to know how | did it?’
| pretend to be interested. Makri launchesinto an explanation.

“The sequence was 391, 551, 713. | wasted sometime trying to seeif the difference between each pair
of numberswas significant, but it didn’t ssem to be. Then | thought about prime numbers.”

“What' sa prime number?’

“It doesn't divide by anything except itself and one. Threeisaprime number, for instance, or seven. So |
broke each of the numbersinto their factors. It took awhile but eventualy | found that 391 was 17 times
23. Fivefive one was the product of 19 and 29. Of course by then it was becoming clear. The third
number, 713, turned out to be 23 times 31, which | knew it would. So by then anyone could see that the
answer to the test, the next number in the sequence, would be 1073, which is the product of 29 and 37.
Do you want me to write out the sequence of prime numbersto makeit clearer?’

“No, you' veexplained it al very clearly dready. It was brilliant of you to find the answer.”
Makri sips her beer.

“Easy redly, but | was under alot of pressure. Time was limited, the magic space was mishehaving and
there were Assassins and unicorns wandering about.”

| haven't understood aword Makri has said. | congratul ate her again on afine piece of work anyway.
“Make sureyou tell Ciceriusto remember that when | need his help getting in to the university.”
“You'redill going?

“Of courseI’'m 4till going. Why wouldn’t 17

“| thought you might be taking up a career as a usdless drug user instead.”

“Stop bringing that up,” says Makri. 1 was sad about See-ath.”



| get afina boost for the magic warm cloak from Irith and let Makri wear it on the way home. She does
deserve some reward.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Three dayslater I'm ditting comfortably in front of the fire at the Avenging Axe. It' searly evening and the
tavernisnot yet crowded. I'm moderately satisfied. Lisutaris, Mistress of the Sky, isnow head of the
Sorcerers Guild and | have been well paid for my efforts on her behalf.

“Fine efforts, though | say it mysdlf.”
“Many times,” saysMakri.

Makri istaking abreak before the evening rush. Since the end of the Assemblage she'sbeenin afarly
benevolent mood. She struggles to manage on the money she gets at the Avenging Axe, o payment for
her duties as bodyguard will make her life easier for awhile.

“| got paid for fighting. Like being agladiator realy. Except when | wasagladiator | didn’'t get my hair
done. Wdll, | did, in fact, but that Orc woman wasn't really up to the job. A shame about Copro.”

“I understand our female aristocracy is devastated.”
“Tirini Snake Smiter has sent to Pargadafor their best man.”

“Why would shedo that?’ | ask. “Doesn’'t everyone say she' s dready the most beautiful Sorcerer inthe
world?’

“ g7
“So why does she need an expert beautician?’

Makri looks at me.

“I doubt you' d understand evenif | explained it to you.”
Shefrowns.

“Now I'll be an outcast. Whichisunfair. | had to kill Copro.”
“Don’t worry about it, Makri. Y ou were aready an outcast.”

Makri has cleaned her armour and carefully stored it away. Back at work and needing to earn tips, she's
reverted to the chainmalil bikini. Thefirelight glints on her skin. Sailors and workmen are pleased enough
at the sght to hand over alittle extra.

My winnings on the eection were very modest. | picked up alittle on Lisutaris, but | was so busy |
missed out on the opportunity to increase them.

“I hate to miss out on abet. I’ d have got more down if Honest Mox’ s son hadn't gone and killed himsalf
with dwa.”

Minarixathe baker. Mox’ s son. And young Tribune Visus. The city’ sgoing to hell.



“Don’'tinvolve mein any gambling,” states Makri. “I’m saving my money. | have feesto pay when the
Guild College opens. | need to get back to studying. I’'m way behind with rhetoric. Four days on the
water pipe and | forgot all the best-known speeches from last century.”

| refrain from commenting.
“I'm 4till puzzled by the witness,” says Makri.
“What witness?’

“Direxan. The Matteshan who saw Covinius emerge from the magic space after killing Ramius. You sad
no one had ever seen Covinius.”

| Sip my beer. Gurd redlly knows how to serve hisbeer. And Tanrose redlly knows how to cook a
venison pie. They should get together. They' d betheided couple.

“Itwasdl arranged, | imagine.”

“Who by?’

“Cicerius. Or more probably Tilupasis and her boyfriend the Consul.”
“You'relosng mehere”

“Coviniuswas hired to kill Sunstorm Ramius. Tura hired him. | wasn’'t meant to know about him. |
wouldn't have if Hanamahadn’t accidentaly learned about it.”

“Y ou mean this city actudly hired an Assassinto kill Lisutaris s main opponent?’

“So | believe. No wonder Cicerius kept telling me to ignore Covinius. He knew al dong hewasn't a
danger to Lisutaris”

Simniahired Copro. Tura hired Covinius. It was hard to sort it out. | wasn't really meant to. Makri
museson thisfor awhile,

“Doesn't Cicerius make ahig thing about being the most honest politician in Tura?’

“He does. And he' sright, mostly. He never takes bribes and he never alows the prosecution of
opponents on trumped-up charges. When it comesto foreign policy | suppose he hasto be pragmetic.”

| drink my beer, and try and ca culate the cost of winning the position of head of the Guild. Two murders,
severa accidental deaths, and gold and dwa beyond count.

“An expensve victory. But worth it to the government. Especidly asthe city’ s masses will end up paying
foritintaxes”

“Areyou il in trouble with Praetor Capatius?’

“No, Ciceriusiskeeping him off my back provided | don’t do any more Tribune-like actions. Which |
won't. Anyonelooking for help in an eviction can go e sawhere.”

Senator Lodius sent me apayment for my services. | still don't like Lodius. | kept the payment.
“Am | 4ill introuble with the Brotherhood?’

| shake my head. The Traditionas have influence with the Brotherhood and Cicerius has smoothed that



oneout for usaswell.
“Great,” says Makri. “Everything worked out well.”

Lisutaris has been confirmed as head of the Guild. The foreign Sorcerers are already leaving the city. Ina
week they’ll dl be gone, apart from those few till recelving trestment by the city’ s doctors after the
excesses of the Assemblage.

“How is Saregpa Lightning-Strikes-the-Mountain?” asks Makri.

“Still sick. One of the worst cases of a coholic poisoning the apothecaries have ever had to ded with,
goparently. She'll thank meintheend.”

Asthetavern beginsto fill, Makri returnsto work. | spend the evening drinking beer, and playing agame
of rak with Captain Rallee and afew others.

“Damned Sorcerers,” says Rallee. “Y ou know they were al immune to prosecution for dwa? City’s
goingto hdl.”

Captain Ralleeisin afoul temper due to being out on patrol on one of the coldest nights of the year. I'm
not planning on leaving the comfort of the tavern for the rest of the winter. Now I’ ve been paid, | don't
have to. Come the spring, business should pick up. | just did some sterling service for the city and I'm
expecting the city to be grateful. Between them, Cicerius and Lisutaris should be able to put afew
wesdlthy clientsmy way.

It'sdeep into the night by thetime | make it upgtairsto my rooms. My officeis surprisngly warm. A fine
fireislit and anilluminated staff castsawarm glow over the shabby furnishings. Lisutaris, Mistress of the
Sky, Makri and Princess Direevaare al unconscious on the floor. | sigh. Makri’ s good intentions haven't
lasted for long.

Direevaopens her eyes.

“For awoman who doesn't like me, you spend alot of timein my room.”
Diresvadhrugs, drunkenly.

“What redlly happened in the magic space?’ | ask her.

Direevadoesn’t look quite so drunk any more.

“Y ou don’t get on well with your brother. He controls the army and you control the Sorcerers. Pretty
soon the Southern Hillsis going to erupt in acivil war. Tura would much rather have an dliance with
Lisutaris sfriend Princess Direevathan your brother.”

“What are you talking about, Investigator?’

“Was Coviniuseven in Turai? No one ever saw him, apart from you and a phony witness Tilupasis
bribed with gold.”

“Of course Coviniuswasin Turai. Hekilled Ramius.”
| look at her.

“Maybe hedid. But an intelligent man might think it wasyou.”



“No one would mistake you for an intelligent man,” says Direeva.

“If Turai paid you to kill Ramius, | wouldn’t be surprised. And | won't be surprised if Tural comesto
your aid when you' re deposing the King.”

The Princesslaughs.
“A foolish theory. Was not Hanamathe Turanian Assassin o in the magic space?”’

“Shewas. Protecting her friend Lisutaris, | imagine. She might have killed Ramius. But | think you'rea
morelikely candidate.”

| don’t redlly care one way or the other.

“You expend alot of effort in your work,” says Direeva,
“Isthat acompliment?’

“No. Your work is pointless.”

“It’ sbetter than rowing adave gdley.”

| haul Makri to her feet and drag her dlong the corridor. Restricted space or not, she can entertain her
friendsin her own room. Direevatakes Lisutaris.

“Poor Copro,” mutters Lisutaris, coming briefly back to consciousness.

“Don’'t worry. Therewill be another brilliant young beautician emerging next season. Now you' re head of
the Guild, you' Il be number one client.”

“Sharp asan Elf’ sear,” saysLisutaris, but whether she means herself, Copro or me, I’'m not sure.

Now my room is clear of intoxicated Sorcerers and barmaids, | have afina beer before going to bed. |
wonder how long my term of office as Tribune is supposed to last. However long it is, I'm withdrawing
from politics. A man should never get involved with these people. It' sfar too dangerous.

THE END
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