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CHAPTER

ONE

It's sutmer. It's hot. The city stinks. |'ve just been described as a liar in
court and subjected to a streamof hostile invective that would have nmade a
statue flinch. Funds are low, |I'mshort of work and badly in need of beer
Life, in general, is tough. It's no tine for ny idiot conpanion Mikri to be

conpl ai ni ng about an exam nati on
'So you have to take an examination. You wanted to go to Guild Col |l ege. Wat
did you expect?'

"It's not just a witten exam nation. | have to stand up and talk to the whole
class. It's making me feel bad.'

"You used to fight in the gladiator slave pits. | thought you' d be used to an
audi ence. '

Makri shakes her head violently, causing her huge mane of black hair to sw ng
around the small of her back. Underneath all her hair Mkri has pointed ears.
This often | eads to problens.

'"That was different. | was killing Orcs. It never felt stressful like talking
to a group of students. They're all nerchants' sons with noney and servants in
their houses. They're always |aughing at ne for being a barmaid. And how am I
meant to prepare for anything when this stupid city is as hot as Ocish hel
and stinks like a sewer?

Sunmer in Turai is never pleasant, and this sumer is promsing to be as bad
as |l ast year when dogs and nmen keeled over in the street, overcone by the
heat, and the mmi n aqueduct into Twelve Seas was dry for a record eighteen
days in a row.

Makri continues to conplain about her upcomnmi ng examination but 1'mtoo annoyed
about mnmy recent experience in court to pay attention. A few nonths ago
arrested a thief down by the docks, name of Baxin. He was stealing Elvish

wi ne. | apprehended himand delivered him conplete with evidence, to the
Transport Quild. Unfortunately, being caught in the act of committing a crine
has never stopped a Turanian crimnal fromputting up a strong defence in
court. The devious, toga-clad |l awer Baxin hired to defend himnade a good job
of convincing the jury that Baxin was nothing nore than the victimof a bad
case of mstaken identity. The real crimnal was the notoriously unreliable

I nvestigator Thraxas, a man with a city-wi de reputati on as a person of bad
character.

"Dam it, no one was saying | had a bad character |ast wi nter when | saved
this city fromdisgrace. Not to nmention hel ping Lisutaris get elected as head
of the Sorcerers Guild. Then it was "Thank you, Thraxas, you're a hero.'"

"Wll, no one actually said that,' points out Makri.
' They shoul d have.'
Actually, | seemto renenber several Sorcerers saying you should be thrown in

prison. And the Deputy Consul was very angry about you turning up drunk on the
| ast day of the Sorcerers Assenbl age. And then the Consul threatened—

"Yes, fine, Makri. You don't need to remind ne of every detail of this city's
ingratitude. If there was any justice |I'd be lounging by a pool in the Pal ace
i nstead of trudging back to a tavern in the bad part of town.'

W wal k on through the intolerable heat. Packs of dogs lie listlessly on the
baked mud roads and beggars slunmp in despair at every corner. Wl cone to
Twel ve Seas, home to those city dwellers whose |ives have not been going too
well. Sailors without a ship, |abourers w thout work, nercenaries wthout a
war, broken-down prostitutes, pinps, thugs, runaways and the rest of the
city's underclass all struggling to survive, and no one struggling nore than
sorcerous | nvestigator Thraxas -ex-Pal ace enpl oyee, ex-soldier, ex-nercenary,
currently broke, ageing, overweight, w thout prospects and really, really in
need of a beer.

"I"msure that everyone at @uild Coll ege doesn't have to give a talk to the



class,' continues Makri, apparently unaware that | have no interest in her
probl ems. ' Professor Toarius is nmaking me do it because he hates me. He just
can't stand that I'ma woman. And he can't stand that |'ve got O cish bl ood.
Ever since | signed up at the college he's had it in for nme. "Don't do this,
don't do that." Petty restrictions everywhere. "You can't wear your sword to
rhetoric class.” "Don't threaten your philosophy tutor with an axe." | tel
you, Thraxas, life for me is tough.'

"Very tough, Makri. Now pl ease shut up about your damed exam nation.'

It's a long way down Moon and Stars Boul evard fromthe centre of the city to
Twel ve Seas. By the tine we reach the corner of Quintessence Street |I'm
sweat i ng

like a pig. |'d buy a waternelon fromthe market if | hadn't |ost every guran
I had on an unwi se investnment on a chariot which night possibly have won the
race had it not been driven by an Orc-loving charioteer with two | eft hands
and a poor sense of direction

Down each narrow al |l eyway youths are dealing dwa, the powerful drug that has
the city inits grip. The Cvil Quard, bribed or intimdated by the

Br ot her hood, | ook the other way. Their customers eye us as we pass, wondering
if we might be potential targets for a swift street robbery, but at the sight
of the swords at Makri's hips, and my considerabl e bul k, they | ook away. No
need to tangle with us when there are plenty of easier targets to be found.
The sun beats down cruelly. The crowds around the market stalls kick up clouds
of choking dust. By the tinme we reach the Avenging Axe |'m practically beggi ng
for ale. | march through the doors, force nmy way through the afternoon
drinkers and reach for the bar |like a drowning nman clutching at a rope.

'Beer. Quickly'

The tavern is owned by Gurd, Barbarian fromthe north, a man |'ve fought
beside all over the world. Recognising the poor state |'min, he onmits the
small talk and fills me up a tankard. | down it in one and take another

'Bad day in court?

"Very bad. They let Baxin go. So now |I'm m ssing out on the conviction bonus.
And you woul dn't believe what the | awers said about me. | tell you, Curd,
|'ve about had it with this stinking city. A man can't do an honest day's work
wi t hout some corrupt court official grinding himinto the dust.'

My tankard is enpty.

"What's the matter? Beer in short supply?

@Qurd hands over a third. He grins. GQurd's around fifty, and after a life of
nmercenary wars he's content to settle down peacefully in his tavern. Once a
ferocious fighter, he's now a rather mellower person than nme. O course, CGurd
had the good sense to save enough noney to buy an inn. Everything | ever
earned | ganbl ed away, or drank

By ny fourth or fifth beer I'"'mconplaining loudly to all who care to listen
that Turai is undoubtedly the worst city in the west.

"I tell you, 1've been in Ocish hovels that were nore civilised than this

pl ace. The next tine the city authorities need ne to bail themout of a crisis
they can forget it. Let them | ook sonewhere el se.’

The beer doesn't lighten ny nbod. Even a substantial hel ping of Tanrose's stew
can't cheer ne up. As the tavern starts to fill up with dock workers com ng
off their afternoon shift at the warehouses, | grab another beer and head
upstairs. | used to be a Senior Investigator at the Palace with a nice villa
in Thamin. Now | live in two roons above a tavern. It doesn't make nme fee
good about ny life. Makri lives in another room along the corridor. | bunp
into her as she energes. She's changed into her chainmail bikini in readiness
for her shift as a waitress.

' Cheered up any?' she asks.

" No.

"Strange. Eight or nine beers usually does it. Wat's eating you? You've been
criticised in court before. Now | think about it, weren't you criticised in
the Senate only | ast year?

"Yes. |'ve been |l anbasted by the best of them Do you realise that I'min



exactly the same position | was when you arrived in this city a couple of
years ago?'

' Drunk?'

"No. | nean broke. Wthout a coin to ny nane. Dependent on Gurd for ale on
credit till some degenerate wal ks through ny door asking me to investigate
some case which will no doubt involve ne risking ny life for a lousy thirty

gurans a day. It's not right. Look what |'ve done for this city. Fought in the
wars, held back the N ojans and repelled the Orcish hordes. Did anyone pin a
medal on nme for that? Forget it. And who was it saved our necks when Hormthe
Dead tried to wipe out Turai with his Eight-Mle Terror Spell? Me. Only this
winter | got a Turanian elected head of the Sorcerers CGuild practically

si ngl e- handed.'

"I helped with that.'

"Alittle. Wiich doesn't alter the fact that | deserve a |lot nore than being
stuck in this foul tavern. | ought to be enployed by the Pal ace.'

"You were enpl oyed by the Pal ace. They bounced you out for being drunk.'’

"That only goes to prove ny point. There's no gratitude. | tell you, if that
usel ess Deputy Consul Cicerius comes down here again begging for help I'm
sending himaway with a dragon's tooth up his nose. To hell with themall.'
"It's not fair,' says Makri.

"You're damm right it's not fair.'

"I don't see why | have to take this exam nation. |I'mso busy waiting tables |
hardly have tinme to study.'

| glare at Makri with loathing. As far as | can see, if

a person who's part EIf, part Orc and part Human deci des to sl aughter her
captors, escape to civilisation, then sign up for college, she's only got
herself to blame for her problems. She could have remai ned a gl adi ator. Makri
was good at that. Undefeated chanpion. She's just about the npbst savage
fighter ever seen in the west, and slaughtering people is her speciality. But
Quild College is a foolish enterprise requiring |Iong hours of study in
rhetoric, philosophy, mathematics and God knows what el se. No wonder she's
stressed. The woman - and | use the termloosely - is next door to insane at
the best of tines; a result, | imagine, of having m xed bl ood, pointy ears and
a general tendency to believe that all of life's difficulties can be sol ved

wi th viol ence.

Makri departs downstairs. | take my beer to my room slamthe door, and clear
some junk off the couch. 1've had enough of this. Poverty is getting ne down.
| need a plan. There nmust be a way for a talented man to get ahead in this

city. | finish ny beer. After a while | drag a bottle of klee out of a drawer

and start in on it. The klee burns ny throat as it goes down. Finest quality,
distilled in the hills. The sun streams in, through the holes in the curtains.
My roomis hotter than Orcish hell. No one can think in heat like this. |
guess I'mjust going to finish ny days in Twelve Seas broke, angry and

unl a-nmented. | finish the klee, toss the bottle in the bin, and fall asleep
CHAPTER

T™D

' mdream ng about the time | won a beer-drinking contest down in Abelesi.
Seven opponents, and every one of them unconscious on the floor while | was

still demanding nore ale, and quickly. One of ny finest noments. |'mrudely
awakened by someone shaking ny arm | leap to ny feet and make a grab for ny
swor d.

It's me,' says Makri.

I'mangry at the invasion.

"How often do | have to tell you to stay out of my room"' | yell at her. "I
swear if you walk in here uninvited again I'll run you through.'

"You couldn't run me through if | had both arnms tied behind ny back, you fat
ox,' retorts Makri, never one to snooth over a disagreenent.

'One of these days |'mgoing to break you in half, you skinny troll-Iover.'
I notice that Mkri is not al one.

"You renenber Dandelion?



My heart sinks. It plunmets. Even in a city full of strange characters,
Dandel i on stands out as a particularly odd young wonman. She hired nme on a case
| ast year, and while | adnmit this worked out all right in the end, the whole
affair didn't endear her to ne. Dandelion is weird. Not barbaric |ike Mkri or
ethereal like the

El ves. Just weird. Not |east anpbng the things | dislike about her is her habit
of wal king around with bare feet, sonething I"'mutterly unable to account for
In acity full of refuse-strewn streets, it defies commobn sense. You're liable
to step on a dead rat, or maybe worse. Besides this she wears a | ong skirt
covered with patterns fromthe zodiac, and spouts rubbish about conmuning with
nature. She hired ne on behalf of the tal king dol phins in the bay, which was
probably to be expected.

"What do you want?' | grunt. 'The tal king dol phins having probl ens agai n?

The dol phins don't actually speak Turanian. Just a |ot of strange whistles. |
saw Dandel i on comunicating with thembut 1'm half convinced she was making it
up as she went al ong.

Dandelion tries to smle, but she seens nervous. Wth ny sword in ny hand
guess | don't put people at ease. | sheathe it, just in case the worman has
anyt hi ng useful to say. Now | think about it, she did pay ne with severa

val uabl e antique coins, and I'mnot in a position to turn away paying clients
no matter how peculiar they mght be.

Dandel i on has a warning for you,' says Makri.

Makri's keeping a straight face but | sense she's secretly amused. Springing
Dandel i on on ne when |'m sl eeping off ten beers is probably her idea of an
excel I ent j oke.

A war ni ng? From t he dol phins?'

Dandel i on shakes her head.

Not fromthe dol phins. Though they're still very grateful for your assistance.
You should visit themsone tine.'
"Next time | need to conmune with nature I'Il get right down to the beach

What ' s t he war ni ng?

"You're about to be involved in terrible bloodshed.'

Dandel i on gazes at ne. | gaze back at her. There's a brief silence,
interrupted only by the cries of the hawkers outside. At the foot of the steps
| eadi ng down fromny outer door to the street there's an ongoi ng di spute over
territory between a wonman who sells fish and a man who's set up a stall for
shar peni ng bl ades. They've been screaning at each other all week. Life in
Twel ve Seas is never peaceful.

"Terrible bl oodshed? Is that it?

Dandel i on nods. | hunt around for nmy klee. It's finished.

"I"'man Investigator. |'m always surrounded by bl oodshed. Cones with the
territory. People round here just don't |ike being investigated.'

"You don't understand,' says Dandelion. 'l don't mean a little violence. O
even a few deaths. | nmean many, many deaths, nore deaths than you can count.

An orgy of blood-letting such as you've never encountered before.'
My head's starting to hurt. The sight of Dandelion with her bare feet and odd

clothes is irritating beyond nmeasure. |I'd like to bounce her down the stairs.
"Who gave you this warning? The Brotherhood? The Society of Friends?
'"No one gave it nme. | read it in the stars.'

Makri fails to suppress a giggle. | stare at both of themw th | oathing.
"You read it in the stars?
'Yes,' says Dandelion, nodding eagerly. 'Last night on

the beach. | hurried here as fast as | could to warn you. Because | owe you—
"WIl you get out of my office!" | roar. 'Makri, how dare you bring this freak
in here to bother me like this. If she's still here in five seconds | swear
["I'l kill you both. Don't you know I'm a busy nan? Now get the hell out of
here!"’

Makri shepherds Dandelion fromthe room She pauses at the door

' Maybe you ought to listen to her, Thraxas. After all, she cane up with the

goods during the dol phin case."'



| tell Makri brusquely I'Il be grateful if she never wastes ny tine again, and
add a few curses | usually save for the race track. Mkri departs, slamm ng
the door. | open it to curse her again, then sit down heavily. My nood just
got a lot worse. | need nore sleep. There's a knock on the outside door.
ignore it. It comes again. | continue to ignore it. My outside door is secured
by a mi nor |ocking spell which is sufficient for keeping out nost people, and
I"mnot in the nood for conmpany. | |lie down on ny couch just as the door flies
open and Lisutaris, Mstress of the Sky, strides into the room Lisutaris,
nunber one Sorcerer in Turai. Nunber one Sorcerer in all the Human | ands, in
fact, since she was el ected head of the Sorcerers @uild. She gl ares down at

ne.

"Way didn't you answer the door?

"I was counting on the |ocking spell to keep out unwanted intruders.’
Lisutaris smles. A locking spell placed by the likes of ne is never going to
be a problemfor such a powerful Sorcerer

Are you planning on lying there all day?

| struggle to rise. Lisutaris is an inportant wonman, and weal thy. She deserves
respect, though as |'ve frequently seen her in a state of collapse due to
overindul gence in the narcotic thazis, | don't feel the need to be too fornal.
'"Do you always greet your clients this way?

"Only when I'mtrying to sleep off the effect of beer. Is this a social call?
And incidentally, why are you in disguise?

"It's a professional call. I'"'mhere to hire you. And I'min disgui se because
don't want anyone to recogni se ne.'

Turai's Sorcerers wear a distinctive rainbow cloak, and as Lisutaris is an
aristocratic wonan, she'd normally have a fine gown under her cloak, along
with jewellery, gold sandals and the like. Instead she's dressed in the plain
garb of the | ower classes, though any observer could tell that her extravagant
hair wasn't coiffured at one of the cheap establishnments you'd find in Twel ve
Seas. Even in a plain robe, Lisutaris, Mstress of the Sky, is a striking
worman. She's somewhere around the same age as ne, but she's al ways been an

el egant beauty, and careful with her |ooks.

'l see nothing's changed around here,' she says, sweeping sone junk off a
chair and sitting down lightly. '"Is it absolutely necessary for you to live in
such squal or ?

"Private investigation never pays that well.'

"You were well renunerated for your help at the Sorcerers Assenbl age, |
bel i eve.'

"Not as well renunerated as | should have been. And some recent investnents
have turned out less well than | anticipated.’

"You nmean you lost it all at the chariot races?

"That's right.'

Li sutari s nods.

"I too lost noney at the last nmeeting. O course, | can afford it. Well
Thraxas, as you're obviously in need of noney, | expect you'll be glad to take

on the case.’

"Tell me about it.'

There's a slight delay while Lisutaris lights a thazis stick. She offers ne
one, which | accept. Thazis is a mld narcotic for nost people, but Lisutaris
is a very heavy user. She invented a new kind of water pipe and devel oped a
spell for making the plants grow faster. The citizens of Turai are proud that
one of our own was recently selected as head of the Sorcerers Quild, but they
m ght be surprised if they knew the full extent of Lisutaris's habit.
Cenerally she's too stoned to wal k by the end of the day. She was never that
suitable a candidate for head of the Sorcerers @uild really, but there wasn't
a better one available, much to the chagrin of Deputy Consul Cicerius.
Suitable or not, it was a relief for the Deputy Consul, the Consul and the
King to have a Turanian elected. It guarantees us help fromall the Sorcerers
in the west should we cone under attack fromthe Orcs again, which we will,
sooner or |ater.



'Have you heard of the Sorcerer's green jewel ?'

| shake ny head.

T never made it past apprentice. My sorcerous know edge has a | ot of gaps.
'Not many peopl e have heard of it,' continues Lisutaris. 'It's what you m ght
call a state secret. Even | was unaware of its existence till | becane privy
to governnent secrets after ny election as head of the CGuild.

The green jewel is Turai's guarantee agai nst unexpected invasion. In the hands
of a powerful Sorcerer, the jewel acts as an all-seeing eye. No matter how
private the Orcs might try to keep their affairs, we will always be able to
tell when they're massing arnies against us. So it's an inportant piece of
rock.'

I"msurprised to learn of this artefact, and a little puzzled by Lisutaris's
expl anati on.

"It sounds like a handy thing to have. But what do you nean, it's our only
def ence agai nst unexpected invasion? The Sorcerers @uild has plenty of spells
for giving us advance warning.'

"True. But the Ocish Sorcerers @uild has spent the last fifteen years in a
concentrated attenpt to negate every one of them There used to be twenty or
nore far-seeing spells we could use. Governnent intelligence now indicates
that this is dowmn to two or three. The O cs have successfully devel oped
counter-spells to the rest. The Ocish Sorcerers GQuild is a far nore cohesive
unit than nost things in the east. Even when their states have been riven by
internal wars, they've kept working away on the problem If they come up with
counter-spells to our few remaining incantations for tracking their novenments,
the green jewel will be the only thing standing between the west and
oblivion.'

This tal k of Orcish wars, while unconfortable, has got my attention. | fought
inthe last one. So did Lisutaris, @Qurd, and practically every other

abl e- bodi ed Turani an who was ol d enough to wield a blade or chant a spell. In
the climax of a savage and destructive conflict we threw them back fromthe
wal l's, but it was a close thing till the Elves arrived fromthe south. Wthout
their aid,

Turai woul d now be an outpost of the Orcish enpire, or a pile of ruins.

'"So the Orcish Sorcerers have been busy and we're now dependent on the green
jewel .’

"That's right,' says Lisutaris. 'l trust |'ve inpressed you with the great

i mportance of this iten?

You have. So what about it?

"It was entrusted to ne.’

" And?'

"I lost it.'

You lost it? How?

"I put it in my bag when | went to the chariot races. Wich was not as
careless as it might sound. To use the jewel properly, it's necessary for a
Sorcerer to become very fanmiliar with it, and learn its properties in al
circunmst ances. Unfortunately when | returned hone it was no | onger in ny bag.
I think it nay have dropped out when | was giving nmy secretary sone noney to
pl ace a bet.1

"What chari ot ?'

"City Destroyer.'

"Bad choice. | lost a bundle on that.'

' The jewel was—

Didn't you think there was something fishy about the way it dropped out of the
running on the last lap? | think the charioteer nay have been bribed."’

"Of course | looked for it at the time but—

"I"mnot convinced that Melus the Fair was the right choice for Stadi um
Sorcerer. |I'msure there's sone corruption going on that she's not picking up
on—

Lisutaris informs me coldly that she didn't cone here to di scuss our mnutua
m sfortunes at the races.



I'"ve just lost the nost inportant weapon in the nation's arnoury and | need it
back quickly. If word of this gets out, the King will have nme expelled from
the city, or possibly something worse. So |'d appreciate it if you' d start

i nvestigating without further delay.'

'"No need to get upset. | was just sharing in your misfortunes. City Destroyer
shoul d have won that race at a canter. It's getting so a nan can't make an
honest bet these days.'

| notice that the Mstress of the Sky has a threatening glint in her eye.

get down to business.

"You'll need to tell me some nore details.'

"The green jewel is set in a pendant, Elvish silverwork, quite distinctive.
However, | do not require you to do much investigating. Though | was unable to
find the pendant imediately - you will understand that | did not wish to draw

attention to my loss by performng a spell at the Stadi um Superbi us under the
nose of Consul Kalius - as soon as | returned hone | put ny powers to use.
have now | ocated the pendant by neans of sorcery. It's being held in a tavern
next to the harbour. The Spi ked Mace. Are you familiar with it?

"Yes. It's the sort of place you' d expect stolen jewels to end up.'

"So | imagined. You will understand, Thraxas, that absolute secrecy is
necessary. | cannot allow the King, the Consul or any of my fellow Sorcerers
to learn that | have lost the jewel. That being the case, | amunable to
stride into the tavern nyself and start blasting people with spells.

Expl anati ons would be called for which | would be unwilling to provide.'

| understand well enough. In a city which hates and

fears the Ores, anyone found to have carelessly | ost our nost powerful
protection agai nst them would soon find their Iife not worth living. It is a
shocki ng pi ece of carel essness on Lisutaris's part, though in truth it's not
surprising. Her thazis habit is so severe that bad things were bound to happen
once she ended up head of the Guild.

"Way didn't you just send soneone from your househol d?

"I deemit too nuch of a risk. Even if they were not recognised there is no
telling who nmight later learn of the affair. Turanian servants are not known
for their discretion. My secretary is of course absolutely loyal, but she is a
young wonan of rather delicate constitution and not suitable for a task such
as this. Though | know the address where you may find the jewel, | do not know
what el se you mght find there.'

' Somreone who really doesn't want to return it, nost likely. The Spi ked Mace is
the original den of thieves. Don't worry, I'll get it back.'

From Lisutaris's description of events, it seens quite possible that the thief
won't realise what he's got. He nmay believe he's holding nothing nore than a
normal piece of dress jewellery and try to sell it as soon as possible for a
nodest profit.

Lisutaris shifts unconfortably in the sticky heat of nmy office. During the
winter the Mstress of the Sky, |ike every other Sorcerer, had warm ng spells
on her apparel to fight off the bitter cold, but cooling oneself by sorcery is
far nmore difficult. A worried expression flits across her face.

"Gven that discretion is essential, you won't start throw ng your |ega

powers around, wll you?
I frown. 1've been busy trying to forget that | had any | egal powers. After
many years as a private citizen, | was unexpectedly elevated to the position

of Tribune of the People some nmonths ago by G cerius, the Deputy Consul. The
Tribunate, a sort of official citizens' representative, was an extinct post
till G cerius nomnated me last winter. He did this purely so | would be
granted access to the Sorcerers Assenblage. It was never his intention, or
mne, that 1'd actually do anything official, but I was blackmailed into using
my Tribune's powers to halt an eviction, something which carried with it
various political ramfications. Since |I'm always keen to avoid getting
involved in Turai's murky political world, |1've been playing down the Tribune
bit as nmuch as possible ever since, and have flatly refused to use the
authority of the position again, knowing that it will only land me in trouble



with some powerful party or other.

"Don't worry. The post was purely honorary. Senator Lodius forced ne into
action once, but that's it.'

The position lasts for a year and |'m hoping that the |ast few nonths of ny
termw |l run out unnoticed by all, leaving nme once nore a private citizen. A
man who goes around using political power in Turai needs a | ot nore protection
than 1've got.

Lisutaris lights another thazis stick

"You didn't ganble the jewel away, did you?

She has the good grace to snile.

"No. I'mstill wealthy. However, if the loss is made public, you will not be
the only person to make that remark. The Stadi um Superbius was an unfortunate
pl ace to | ose the pendant and there has been sone jealousy in certain circles
since | was elected head of the Guild.'

Lisutaris takes out her purse and |ays sone nobney on the table.

"Thirty gurans. Your standard retainer, | believe. There's one nore thing. |
positively must have the jewel back quickly. In four days' tinme |I'mholding a
masked ball at nmy mansion and the Crown Prince will be there, along with
Kalius and Cicerius. It is entirely likely that they will wish to view the
jewel . Consul Kalius was, | know, somewhat dubi ous about letting nme take it
fromthe Pal ace."'

I"mnot surprised. Anyone who saw Lisutaris stunmbling around the Sorcerers
Assenbl age in a thazis-induced stupor woul d have been dubi ous about letting
her take anything val uable hone with her.

"Coul dn't you cancel the ball?

Apparently not. Lisutaris's masked ball is set to be a highlight of the social
season. | wonder what it's |ike to have a social season

"Il get it back.'

'When you have it, be certain not to stare into it.'

"Way not ?'

"It's a powerful sorcerous object. Handling the pendant for a short space of
time is quite safe, but it could be hazardous for an untrained person to gaze
deeply into the green jewel. It may induce fainting, or worse.'

"Il put it straight into ny pocket.’

Lisutaris is nowon to her third thazis stick. She finishes it, drops the end
in my bin, and |ights another

"How i s Makri?

Lisutaris is acquainted with Makri; she hired her to be her bodyguard at the
Sorcerers Assenbl age.

' Same as usual. Busy and bad-tenpered.’

"I have sonething for her.’

The Sorcerer hands me an envel ope. Makri's name is witten on it in the fancy
script of a professional scribe. | promise to pass it on. |I'mcurious, but I
figure it's none of ny business, so after Lisutaris leaves | dunp it in
Makri's room Then | douse nyself with water to get rid of the | ast effects of

t he al cohol and thazis, and strap on my sword. Finally | |oad one spell - the
nmost | can confortably manage - into ny nenory and head out into the streets.
Qut si de, the knife sharpener and the fish vendor are still arguing. It's bound
to end in viol ence.

CHAPTER

THREE

At the foot of the stairs, | run into Myxal an, younger son of Honest Mbx the

bookmaker. Only son | should say, as his older sibling succunbed to an
overdose of dwa |ast winter, around the sanme tinme that M narixa the baker also
di ed of an overdose. | niss the baker terribly. Life isn't the same without
her pastries. | don't miss Mx's son, but as | do a lot of trade with the
bookmaker, it's as well to be civil to his famly

Moxal an i s around nineteen, open-faced and friendly, not yet having taken on

t he nmean and cunning | ook of the hardened booknaker. His tunic is plain but
wel | cut and his sandal s are expensive enough to | et anyone know that his



father's business isn't doing badly. W exchange greetings and he tells ne
that he's here to ask Makri for help with sone theories of architecture, which
makes no sense to ne.

' Theories of architecture?

"For the Guild College. We're in the sane class. | missed a lecture so | want
Makri's notes.'’

| didn't know Honest Mbx was sendi ng his younger son to Guild College, though
it's not really a surprise. A man who's raking in as nmuch cash as Mx can
afford the fees, and Mox, as a bookmaker, has very | ow social status in the
city. It's not uncomon for men of | ow

status who find thenselves wealthy to try and inprove the fanmly |lot by
educating their sons and getting theminto the civil service, or sonething
simlar.

'"Not entering the famly business, then?

He shakes hi s head.

"I help out alittle, but ny father wants ne to better nyself. Is Makri in the
tavern?

'Yes. She's working.'

Moxal an is confident that Makri will have a full set of notes fromthe course
'She's the best student. Mich better than nme. Did you know she's top of every
cl ass?'

| didn"t. Makri probably mentioned it but | don't pay that nuch attention.
notice that Moxalan's face goes a little dopey as he nentions Makri's nane. |
recogni se the synptom Young nen, on seeing Makri's inpressive figure cramed
into two barely adequate strips of chain-mail, tend to forget that their

nmot hers want themto nmarry a sensible girl froma good famly and their
fathers warned themto stay away fromwonmen with O cish blood. Even the Elves
were inpressed, and it's next door to taboo for Elves to be inpressed by
anything renotely connected to the Orcs. What these young nen don't realise is
that their nothers were right. Life with Makri would be hell, no nmatter how
fabul ous they think her figure is. She'll never shake off the effects of
growing up as a gladiator. At the first sign of a donestic argunent, Makri
woul d very |ikely behead her husband and paint her face with his bl ood.

"I thought she'd be with you,' says Mbxal an.

'y ?'

' Because of the warning.'

Again | don't know what he's tal king about. Moxal an expl ains that he's heard
about Dandelion warning me of a bloodbath. In a place |like Twel ve Seas,
runours travel fast. |'m aggravated, and not just because | don't like ny
private business becom ng the stuff of gossip. The inplication seens to be
that if I'm heading into danger | need Makri to protect me. As if | didn't get
along fine for years before she arrived.

"Don't worry about me,' | grunt, and take ny | eave.

The Spi ked Mace is an unpleasant little establishnent close to the harbour
full of drunken sailors and unruly stevedores. Unlike many of the I oca
taverns, it's not owned by the Brotherhood, the crimnal gang that controls
nost of the crime south of the river. Wiich is good news for ne. If | tried to
renove stolen | oot fromthe Brotherhood, they'd be down on ne |ike a bad

spell. Most likely I'lIl find the pendant in the hands of some petty thief
who' Il be keen to sell it as soon as possible to raise nmoney for his next dose
of dwa. If the guy is desperate enough and lets me have it cheap, | mght even
make a profit on the deal. Hell, Lisutaris isn't going to gripe over a few
gurans, not with the wealth she has, and her huge villa in Thamin. It's a
sinmple job and shouldn't involve nuch thought, which is just as well, as the

heat nmakes thi nki ng an arduous busi ness.

As usual, contact with a nmenber of the Turanian aristocracy has left ne
envious of their wealth. |I've always been poor. A few years ago | worked ny
way up to a nice job as Senior Investigator at the Palace, with a big office,
a nice hone and | ackeys to do the work. Then | drank myself out of the job. M
father always said |'d cone to nothing. So far |'ve been unable to prove him



W ong.

The sun beats down. The streets are as hot as Orcish hell, and inside the

Spi ked Mace it's worse. The heat mingles with the smell of rancid ale and
burni ng dwa. Thazis snoke drifts over the tables. The wooden beans over head
are bl ackened with age. The prostitute who patrols the area with red ribbons
in her hair strives vainly to interest the largely inebriated clientele.
There's a woman on the floor who | ooks Iike she mght be dead. | shake ny
head. This is about as lowas life gets. No civilised person would visit this
tavern.

' Thraxas! We were wondering where you'd got to.' | cone here occasionally.
Mainly in the Iine of business. The barman, and owner of the establishnent, is
Gavarax, one-tine captain of his own fighting trireme till he was kicked out

of the navy for failing to hand over booty to the King. He's dark-skinned and
has a scar stretching fromchin to eyebrow, a result of sone naval encounter
whi ch he's not shy of braggi ng about when the old salts get to renenbering the
ol d days. Taking a beer nmerely to be polite, | ask himif there's been anyone
intrying to sell a stolen jewel. Gavarax isn't the sort of man who'd give
information to the Cvil Guard, but he knows ne well enough to pass on
anything that won't get himinto trouble, providing there's sonmething in it
for him

Gavarax waits till the custoner at the bar - a docker, fromhis red bandanna,
but not one who's planning on working in the next week or two - departs
unsteadily with his drink before | eaning over to informne quietly that
actually, yes, there was a man of that sort. | slide a few gurans over the
bar .

"He's upstairs nowin the private room Wth a couple of others. Never seen

t hem before."'

| make to | eave. Gavarax grabs ny arm

"If you're going to kill anyone, go easy on the furniture.'

Maki ng my way through the snoky, noisy roomto the stairs at the back, |'m
thinking that this case is going to be even easier than | anticipated. | clinb
the stairs and wait outside the room |listening. Not a sound. | boot the door

open and march in, sleep spell ready, in case anyone is planning on resisting.
There are four men in the room but they' re not going to do nuch resisting.

Three of them are dead and the other one | ooks Iike he'll be joining them
soon. Each one stabbed. It makes for a very |large puddl e of blood. | bend over
the only one who's still breathing, albeit shallowy.

'What happened?’

He tries to |l ook at me, but his eyes won't focus.

"I was on a beautiful golden ship,' he whispers. Then he coughs up sonme bl ood
and di es.

As last words go, they're fairly strange. | file themaway for |ater
consi deration and | ook round the room The w ndow at the back is open and
there's blood on the sill. There's an alleyway outside and it's not too far to

t he ground. No probl em maki ng a getaway, though |I'm wondering quite what sort
of person it was who got away. Cbviously a person or persons capable of taking
care of thenselves. The dead nmen are all wearing swords. Petty thieves aren't
necessarily trained fighters, but it's never that easy to kill four arned
opponent s.

Movi ng quickly, | start searching the bodies. They're still warm 1've handl ed
plenty of corpses in ny tine but | don't enjoy it. | recognise one of them
Axaten, a petty thief, often worked at the Stadi um Superbius, picking up

what ever he could fromcarel ess race-goers. | don't recogni se the other three.
None of them has the pendant. All | find are a few coins in their purses. No
tattoos, nothing identifying themas belonging to any organi sation. | search
the room again wthout results.

I ook down into the alley. An easy enough drop for a |ighter person maybe,

but with my bulk I'mnot keen to try it out. Besides, there's the matter of
four corpses to consider. 1'd |like nothing better than to | eave them here and
sneak out, but there's no point. Gavarax isn't going to cover for ne. As soon



as the bodies are found, he'll squeal to the Cvil Guard and 1'll be a handy
suspect for nurder.

| curse mghtily and retrace ny steps downstairs to the bar. Gavarax isn't

pl eased.

' Four of then? Al dead? The guards are going to love this.'

H s eyes narrow.

"Did you kill thenf

"I"'mnot that quick with a sword these days.'

Gavarax glances at ny belly. He can believe it. He sends a boy off with a
message and | wait in the dingy tavern for the guards to arrive. |'mnow in
for what will undoubtedly be an unconfortable interrogation. |I'mgoing to have
nore than a few words to say to Lisutaris, Mstress of the Sky.

CHAPTER

FOUR

Approxi mately nine hours after finding the bodies, |I linb out of a horse-drawn
| andus, pay the driver, and head up the long, |ong pathway to Lisutaris's
villa. |I've had six hours of questioning fromthe Cvil Guard and two hours

sleep, and I"'mnot in what you'd call a good nood. The sight of Lisutaris's
beautifully tended flower beds, trees and bushes doesn't make things any
better. People with this sort of noney generally don't find thenmsel ves on the
wrong end of six hours' hostile questioning by a series of Guards, each one
dunb as an Orc and none of them | ooking Iike they'd m nd knocki ng ne around
the roomif | didn't come up with sone better answers. If Captain Rallee
hadn't appeared they probably woul d have. The Captain doesn't |ike nme, but he
only uses viol ence agai nst suspects in emergencies. The Guards don't actually
think I killed the four men in the Spi ked Mace. Not Captain Rallee anyway, he
knows me better, though sone of his superiors think |I'm capabl e of anything.
Prefect Galw nius, head of the Guard in Twel ve Seas, would |ike nothing better
than to send nme off to a slave galley. Rallee's nore sensible, but the problem
is that | can never bring nyself to tell the Guards too nmuch about any case

" mworking on. No natter how many times the Captain demanded that |

tell himwhat | was doing in the Mace, | just wasn't going to say that | was
there | ooking for a pendant for Lisutaris. If |I started identifying ny clients
every time | ran into trouble, I'd soon run out of clients.

Eventually Captain Rallee let ne go, with the warning that he'd be down on ne
like a bad spell if |I found nyself in the vicinity of any nore corpses on his
beat. After assuring himthat |1'd endeavour to stay well clear of anyone dead,
| took a hurried breakfast at the Avenging Ace and headed off to see
Lisutaris. By the time | reach the front door - a very fancy affair, with a
portal, engravings and gold fittings - |I'm nmadder than a mad dragon and
relishing the opportunity of batting some mnion out of the way. Unfortunately
the door is answered by a servant |'ve net several times previously, and she
ushers me straight in.

["I'l tell the Mstress you're here,' she says, politely, and vani shes before
can think of a reason to fire off an angry retort.

I"'min a room overl ooki ng the grounds at the back of the villa. Vast,

ext ensi ve gardens. More trees, flowers, bushes and | andscaped pat hways than a
man woul d know what to do with, plus private fish pools and an orchard which
Lisutaris treats with sorcery to produce fresh fruit out of season. Last nonth
she hosted a garden party for the city's El vish anbassadors. It was
delightful. So | read anyway. There wasn't any danger of me being invited.

The M stress of the Sky drifts into the room She's smling, slightly
vacantly. Lisutaris always starts early with her water pipe

' Thraxas. This is very quick work. Congratul ations.'

"I don't have the pendant.’

"You don't?

"No. But | have four dead bodies and an even cl oser acquai ntance with the
Gvil Cuard.

I fill her in on yesterday's events. She's displeased to learn of ny failure.
'So you don't know who these nen were?



"I recogni sed one of them Axaten. Petty thief, works the stadium or used to
before he got his throat cut. Mght well be the person who stol e the pendant.
| didn't know the other three and | don't know who killed them | was hoping

you mght tell ne.'

Li sutaris | ooks bl ank

'What do you nean?'

"I mean you sent me to get back a jewel froma thief and | ended up in a

sl aught erhouse. Any idea why that m ght be?

" No.
"Do the words "I was on a beautiful golden ship" mean anything to you?'

"No. Is it a quotation?

"I don't know. | never studied the great poets. But they were said to ne by a
dying man. |'ve seen plenty of dying men but no one ever used that particul ar

phrase before.'’
| look nmeaningfully at Lisutaris. She doesn't |ike the neaning.
Are you suggesting | may have wi thheld information fromyou?

"Wl |, have you?
Lisutaris rises fromher chair.
Thraxas. | appreciated your help during the election. But possibly our close

contact at that tine has left you
with the erroneous inpression that you're free to conme into ny house and cal
nme aliar. You are not.'

The M stress of the Sky | ooks threatening. | tell her to cal mdown. She cl aps
her hands and a servant enters carrying her thazis pipe on a tray.

"That's calmer than | intended. Can't you lay off that stuff for a single
day?'

Lisutaris doesn't deign to answer this. She makes nme wait while she goes
through the ritual of Mng her pipe and lighting it. As she inhales for the
first time, she rubs one gol d-sandalled foot over the other, signifying

pl easure, maybe.

"Surely there are any nunber of reasons why those nen m ght have been killed?
In a place like that?

"True. Argunents anong thieves can quickly turn murderous in Twel ve Seas. But
| don't like it that they were killed while they just happened to be in
possessi on of such a valuable item You' re saying that no one knows what this
jewel does, but the way it | ooks to me, soneone does. Either the person who
stole it, or whoever's got it now. And that nakes the whole thing a lot nore
difficult.'

"No one el se could know the true value of that pendant.' Lisutaris is adamant.
"Its use is known only to the King, his senior ninisters and the head of the
Sorcerers Guild.'

"Turai is corrupt fromtop to bottom And there are a |ot of people very well
versed in digging out secrets, particularly when there's a profit involved.
How about your own househol d?'

'No one here knew of the pendant's true purpose, apart fromnmy secretary, who
knows all ny affairs and is entirely trustworthy.'

"I'd like to talk to her.'

Li sutaris shakes her head.

"You will not speak to ny secretary. You may take it fromne that she is not a
suspect in this matter.'

Lisutaris draws deeply on the thazis pipe. It was bad enough | osing the
pendant to a petty thief. If it's ended up in the hands of sone gang who'l
sell it to the highest bidder she's in big trouble, especially if the highest
bi dder turns out to be one of the Ocish nations. She pulls a slender cord

t hat hangs by the door, summoning a servant.

"I will locate the jewel again and you nust retrieve it imediately'

Are you sure you don't want to bring someone el se in? Pal ace security, for

i nstance? Maybe it's time to |l et the Consul know what's happened.'

"If Kalius finds out about this he'll be down on nme |like a bad spell. |I'm not
ready to be expelled fromthe city just yet.'



A servant arrives carrying a golden bow of an inky-black liquid, kuriya. In
this pool a good Sorcerer can often see versions of events both past and
present. |'ve used it mnyself, with difficulty. These days |I find it very hard
to reach the required |l evels of concentration. Such is Lisutaris's power that
she requires no preparation. She sinply flutters her hand over the liquid and
a picture starts to form

Anot her tavern,' mutters the Sorceress. 'The Mermaid. Do you know it?'

"I do. And it's probably bad news. The Mermaid is run by the Brotherhood.'

' 5p?"

"Cetting a jewel back fromthat organisation is a ot harder than getting it
back froma petty thief. Still, there's always the chance that they really
don't know what they're handling. If it's just ended up there as a result of
some argunent among thieves rather than been taken there as an item of great

value, | still mght be able to retrieve it. Mght nean making a | arger

payment, but if | pretend it's a famly heirl oomwhich the owner is desperate
to get back, there's no reason for themnot to believe ne. | know Casax, the
| ocal boss. He might be willing to sell ne the jewel. He knows |'m not going

to report the matter to the authorities.'

Li sutaris summons anot her servant and instructs her to bring me a bag of fifty
guran pi eces.

"Cet it back. No matter what it costs.'

| notice that sone workers have arrived in the garden outside and are putting
up a | arge narquee.

"Preparations for the masked bal | ?

Li sutari s nods.

"I must have the pendant back before the ball. | amcertain that the Consul
will ask about it. Did Makri get her invitation?
' What ?'

"Her invitation,' repeats Lisutaris.

"You invited Makri?

'"Yes. After all, she did excellent service for ne as ny bodyguard at the
Sorcerers Assenblage. | felt she deserved sone further reward. In addition
have pronmised to introduce her to the Professor of Mathematics at the Inperial
Uni versity.'

"What for? Nothing is going to nake the University take Makri as a student.'
Probably not,' agrees Lisutaris. 'However, she will enjoy the ball."’

| stare out at the huge marquee. The workers, efficient in a way you rarely
see in Twelve Seas, have already got it into shape and are carrying in tables,
chairs and candl esticks. The servant returns with ny bag of gold coins.

Anot her servant |eads ne out to the carriage lisutaris is providing for ny

j our ney.

The situation with the pendant is now extrenmely seri-ous. It's going to take
some clever work to retrieve it. However, |'mnot thinking about this. I'm

t hi nki ng about the gross injustice of Mkri, Barbarian gladiator who hardly
knows how to use a fork or a spoon, being invited to Lisutaris's smart party.
No sign of an invitation for me. of course. Don't worry about Thraxas. He'l
slog his way round town, fighting crimnals and facing danger to get you out
of a hole. He'll sit around in a Guards' cell for six hours, protecting your
good nane. Doesn't mean you have to invite himto your party. |'mquite happy
drinking in the Avenging Axe in Twelve Seas with the rest of the struggling
masses. Damm Lisutaris. | never liked the woman.

South of the river, ny driver starts getting nervous. Hs duties for Lisutaris
don't normally take himto this sort of place. In the sweltering heat it seens
to take for ever to work our way through the heavy traffic of wagons on their
way to the harbour. Wen he finally offloads ne in Twelve Seas, he spurs his
horses and departs as swiftly as he can, pleased to be on his way.

" Thanks for the Iift," | mnmutter, and head into the
Avengi ng Axe. Urgent business or not, | can't visit the
Mermai d before eating sonething. | could do with a beer

as well. Lisutaris broke out the wine for ne, but these fine Elvish vintages



don't satisfy a nman

Qutside the tavern | again run into Moxalan. He's in conversation with old
Parax, the shoenaker.

"Was there nmuch of a bl oodbath?' asks Parax, which is quite an odd question

| shrug.

' Many deat hs?'

"That's private business. And what do you care?

"W're concerned about you,' says Parax.

If old Parax is concerned about nme, it's the first 1've heard about it. |
wonder what the bookmeker's son is still hanging around for. He nust have got
his architecture notes by now Possibly he's cone back to see Makri again,
poor fool that he is.

Suddenly viol ent shouting erupts frominside the tavern. | hurry in to find
the place in chaos. Makri, axe in hand, is attenpting to | eave while Gurd and
Tanrose are trying to hold her back. Several tables are overturned and the
lunchtime drinkers are cowering in the corners. Fromthe ook of things I'd
say it's been quite a struggle. Makri is a denon in a sword fight, but GQurd's
a strong man and he's managed to drag Makri to a halt. Not wi shing to actually
kill her enployer, she twists round to face him

"Qurd, |I'mwarning you. Let go of ne now.'

Despite her skinny frame and Gurd's i mense strength, Makri is quite capable
of beating himin conbat if she gets angry enough to use her weapons. Gurd

knows this. He doesn't let go. | hurry forward and force nmy way in between
t hem

"What the hell is going on?

"She's going to kill everyone at the @uild College,' explains Tanrose. |

bl i nk. ' What ?'

"You heard her,' snarls Makri, and wenches herself free to head for the door
I hurl mnyself after her

"Makri. Conme back. It's only an examination. Don't take it so personally’
It's not the exam nation,' growls Makri, and disappears through the door

I look to Gurd for an explanation. She's been expelled for theft,' he says.
rush out into the street. In these circunstances Makri really will slaughter
everyone. Damm the woman and her tenper, | don't have time for this. | catch
up with her on the corner, trampling over a beggar who picked this unfortunate
nonment to accost her.

" Makri, instead of marching up Quintessence Street

wavi ng your axe, how about telling ne what's going on?

Makri halts. There's a | ook of murderous rage in her

eyes | haven't seen since the last tine | insulted her ears.

Sone money went missing fromthe students

conmmon room Professor Toarius says | took it. He's

expel l ed me. Now get out of nmy way while | go and kil

him'

"What do you mean, he says you took it? Was there an investigation?

"So he clainms. Get out of ny way.' 'Stop telling me to get out of the way.
Don't you think it might be better for sonmeone to sort this out rather than

you just killing the Professor? They'll arrest you and hang you.'

"No they won't. 1'Il kill everyone who tries and then I'I| |eave the city.
"Well, that would be an alternative plan.'

A dog starts sniffing round Makri's ankles. She kicks it. It goes away

whi npering. The way Makri is brandishing her axe it's lucky to still have its
head.

Despite the fact that Makri is barbaric, annoying and unreasonable, not to
mention part O c, she's one of the very fewfriends | have in this city. And
while I'"mnot going to come out and adnit it in public, she's been a | ot of

help in sone of ny recent cases. |'d possibly regret it if she was hanged.
"Tell me what happened.'
Makri screws up her face. Not hastening to kill someone who's accused her of

theft is taking a ot of effort.



"I went in to college this norning. For nmy class in rhetoric. | had to go to
the common roomto | eave ny bag because | had two knives with ne and they
don't let nme take theminto class.'

"Way did you have two knives with you?

"Way not ?'
' Fool i sh question. Go on.'
'There are some | ockers. | have a key. | |ocked nmy knives away then | went to

my class. W were |earning how to nmake a speech in court. About hal fway

t hrough the I esson a student came in and said the Professor wanted to see ne.
Whi ch was unusual. Normally he tries to avoid ne. So | went along to his

of fice and he said that another student had | ost some noney fromthe comon
roomand |'d been seen taking it! And then he expelled ne!’

Makri's voice has been rising throughout this and as

she finishes she's al nost overcome with enotion. People stare at us, though
not as nmuch as they would have a year or so ago. The sight of Makri wal king
al ong Qui ntessence Street heavily arnmed is sonething the | ocals have becone
used to. As a woman with Orcish bl ood she's not exactly popul ar, but people
know better than to get in her way.

"Makri. Go home. I'Il fix things. | know the Professor has it in for you. No
doubt after the nmoney went mi ssing he was keen to jump to conclusions.'

' How dare he accuse ne of theft!’

It is unjust. Makri is relentlessly honest. Gets nme down at tines.

'Yes, how dare he. But do you really want to be chased out of the city? After
all the work you've done here? Wat about your plan to go to the Inperial

Uni versity?

"You | augh at that plan. Everybody |aughs at it.'

I"mstarting to feel frustrated. At this nonent | should be recovering a

val uable jewel for Lisutaris, not helping a waitress with her career options.

"OF course | laugh at it. It's impossible. But you' ve managed to do ot her

i mpossi bl e things since you arrived, so what the hell, maybe you'll manage
this one. So stop threatening to kill your professor, and cone back into the
Avenging Axe. 1'll go to the College, find out what's going on, and sort it
out.'

Makri stares at ne for a long tine. It's alien to her nature to | et another
person fix a problemfor her
"Lisutaris is planning to introduce you to a professor at the university,'

poi nt out.

"Can you fix it today?' demands Makri .

"I can try.'

"If you fix it today then it's okay. If not, | swear I'll kill Toarius
tomorrow, and every other person at the college if | feel like it.'

Makri spins on her heel to march back into the tavern. Then, as if renmenbering
somet hi ng, she spins round

agai n.

"\What' s happening on the case you're working on?

'"It's gone bad.' 'Anyone dead?' ' Yes.'

' How many?' | stare at her

"What do you nean, how many?' 'I| just wondered.'

"Four, if you rmust know. Wy is everyone suddenly interested in ny business?
Makri marches back into the tavern. Not having had the chance to fill up on
beer, | follow her. | head for the bar with a deterni ned expression on ny

face, warning everyone to stay out of ny path. Unfortunately this has no
ef fect on Dandel i on, who appears from nowhere and practically throws herself

in front of me. 1 have terrible news,' she wails. '"If it's sonething to do
with the stars, I'mnot interested.'
"You must listen!" "Can it wait till |I get a beer?

Apparently not. There's no putting the woman off. Dandelion is practically
junping up and down in her frenzied eagerness to tell me sonething.
"They're betting on the result. Even though | told themit was wong.'
She's lost me conpletely here.



'What are you tal ki ng about ?

'Everyone is laying bets on how many deaths there are going to be in the case
you're working on! It's because | warned you there was going to be a

bl oodbat h! A booknmaker has been here and they're taking bets!’

' Dandel i on!' says Makri, loudly. 'Don't distract Thraxas with your fanciful
stories. He's a busy nan.'

She gets these strange ideas,' says Gurd, and | ooks guilty.

| stare at the pair of them

"I's this true?

"First 1've heard about it,' says Makri. 'Shouldn't you be on your way to the
College to clear nme of theft?
That can wait. | wondered why you were so keen to know t he exact body count.'

Makri contrives to | ook innocent.

"I wouldn't place a bet on such a tragedy as four deaths,' she says, in a
di gni fi ed manner.

Four ?'

It's Parax, who's been listening in the background. Did you say four?

Al ready?'

He turns to Moxal an.

| want to raise ny bet.'

There are sonme nutters of interest fromvarious onl ookers who seemto be
heavily invol ved al ready.

"W coul d be | ooking at double figures,' says one of them

I"mfurious.
'"I's the whole tavern in on this? | can't believe you'd
all stoop solow' | cry, taking in Gurd, Mkri and the

assenbled lowifes in one sweeping stare.
"Coul dn't you just have stayed quiet, you idiot? says Mikri to Dandelion

"Don't pick on Dandelion,' | roar. 'She's the only honest person in the place.
Makri, |1'm appalled at you.' A vocal faction want to know if it's true that
the Sorcerers CGuild has declared war on the Brotherhood. 'If they start

throwi ng spells around we could be tal king about fifty deaths. Maybe nore.'
"If Thraxas gets killed, do we keep on counting? demands Parax of Moxal an.
"No. It's clearly stated in the rules that Thraxas's death ends the body
count.' "Wat rules? | demand

'"The rules of the contest. Hey, don't look at me like that, Thraxas. |I'ma
bookmaker's son. Just because |I'mgoing to college doesn't nean |'ve left the
busi ness. "’

| shake ny head. Sweat is pouring down nmy tunic. | never expected to find any
trace of ethics anong the clientele of the Avengi ng Axe, but even |I'm
surprised at this. It's inmoral. Taking bets on how nany deaths there are
going to be in ny current case? What's that going to do for ny reputation?

| curse everyone roundly. So irate am| that | actually march out of the
tavern wi thout picking up a beer and | can't renmenber the last tine | did
that. | need to get to the Mermaid to recover the pendant as quickly as
possi bl e, so set off at a brisk pace, prom sing nyself that 1'll have nore
than a few harsh words for Mkri and Gurd

when | get back.

Yout hful dwa deal ers hover round the alleyway that |eads to the Mernmaid. C ose
by are customers in various

states of consciousness. Even in the open air the heavy aroma of burning dwa
is easily discernible. The situation with this narcotic has now got conpletely
out of hand. Ten years ago the |ocal youths would have been stealing fruit
fromthe nmarket. Now they're knifing strangers in the back for a few gurans.
The viol ence of the gangs that control the trade has increased in proportion
to the profits involved. The huge increase in illegal profits has led to
city-w de corruption on unheard-of levels. Turai is a mess. It's not just the
Ores we need protecting from

Lisutaris hired ne to retrieve her pendant. |1've failed once and | don't
intend to fail again. | march towards the Mermaid ready to | ook Casax, the



Br ot her hood boss, squarely in the eye and demand the return of the jewel. This

doesn't work out so well. Before | reach the door it bursts open and Casax,
Karl ox and about twenty of their associates rush out of the building, pursued
by snmoke and flames. The Mermaid is about to burn to the ground. | shake ny
head. It's turning into another really bad day.

CHAPTER

FI VE

Wth its hot, dry summers, Turai is prone to serious outbreaks of fire.
Fortunately, the city's fire-fighting services are well advanced. The best in
the civilised world, some say. G ven that much of the land is covered with
tall wooden buil dings cranmed close to their neighbours, nothing else will do.
Since half the city burned down around seventy years ago, there's been a
sustained effort to inprove our fire-fighting capabilities, and thanks to a
series of decrees fromthe Senate, the Prefect who runs each district is
obliged to provide and maintain a sufficient nunber of water-carrying wagons,
conplete with equi prent and energency personnel to man them This served us
wel | during the |ast war, when the O cish arm es besieging Turai hurled
fireballs over the walls with their siege devices but failed to destroy the
city as intended. Around that time an engineer in the army devel oped an
efficient new type of water punp which, in the hands of operators strong
enough to keep the pistons noving, is capable of throwing water alnost fifty
yards. Equipped with this device, our fire-fighters have in recent years
performed heroic service and are one of the few groups of people universally
admired in Turai.

As the tavern enpties and snoke starts to billow out of the wi ndows, a great
cry goes up for the fire services.

A bell is sounded in alarm and people |ook to the end of the alleyway,

anxi ously expecting horse-drawn wagons to appear. Nothing happens. No wagons
cone. As Casax the Brotherhood boss sees his headquarters starting to

di sappear in flames, he becones agitated. He screans for his nen to bring

wat er from nei ghbouri ng houses, waving his fists to encourage them The way
the flames are taking hold, | doubt that this is going to do nuch good.
Normally 1'd enjoy seeing the Mermaid burning to the ground. However, it

strikes me that it's hardly hel pful to nmy i medi ate purposes. | approach
Casax. He doesn't acknow edge nme, being too busy trying to save the tavern to
pay any attention to an unwel conme Investigator. | grab himby the arm

Aren't you forgetting sonething, Casax?

| point to a young guy in a fancy cloak who's slunped in the alleyway,
suffering either frominhaling smoke or, nore probably, from shock at finding
hi nsel f dragged out of a burning building in the nick of tine.

" Your pet Sorcerer.'

" What ?'

Oius. O, togive himhis full nanme, Orius Fire Tamer. Wich name leads nme to
suspect he ought to be able to do sonething.'’

Casax wastes no tinme. In seconds he's dragging the unfortunate young man up on
to his feet and over to the fire.

Put it out!' screans Casax.

Oius looks like he'd rather be el sewhere, concentrating on his recovery, and
struggles to stand erect. | can't say |I'msynpathetic. | never thought it was
a good

i dea for the young Sorcerer to get involved with the Brotherhood. Life for a
gang menber has its rewards, but it can be tough at tines.

Just when it seens that the flames nmust engulf the tavern, Orius nanages to
catch his breath and gather his concentration. He chants a spell. The fl ames
seemto weaken. He chants again, and they go out. The crowd cheer. Orius Fire
Tamer collapses in a heap. To give himhis due, it was a nice piece of
sorcery, in difficult circumnstances.

Casax doesn't waste any tine congratulating his Sorcerer. He needs to see that
hi s headquarters have survived intact, so he strides swiftly into the tavern
nmoti oning his henchnmen to follow | walk in after them uninvited. The



buil ding hasn't fared too badly. Part of the roof has collapsed, but Oius
halted the flames before they really took hold. Coughing fromthe effects of
the snmoke that still hangs in the air, | look around. I don't quite know what
I"mlooking for and I don't get nuch of a chance to search before Casax spots
me and angrily demands to know what |'m doi ng here.

"Just visiting. And incidentally, you owe ne for rem nding you about Oius
Fire Tamer.'

"I"ll send you a present,' rasps Casax. 'Now get out of

here.’

"You want to tell nme howthe fire started?

"I don't want to tell you anything. Maybe you should be telling nme sonething.'
| shake ny head.

Al 1 knowis that Prefect Galw nius has been pocketing the noney he shoul d' ve
been spending on fire wagons.'

'So what are you doing here? | get suspicious when |Investigators turn up just
when ny building is burning down.'

Casax stares at me. | stare back at him W've had a few run-ins in the past.
Not hi ng too serious. Nothing to make us lifelong friends. Al around,

Br ot her hood men are danpeni ng down the |ast few tongues of flane and carrying

boxes here and there, presumably illicit goods, or naybe Casax's records.
Casax is an organi sed sort of guy. Al Brotherhood bosses are. O gani sed and
violent. | decide to tell himwhy |I'm here.

"I"'mlooking for a stolen jewel. In the shape of a pendant.’

P

"It was stolen froma Sorcerer. The Sorcerer traced it here.’

' Then the Sorcerer was m staken.'

"I doubt it. And the Sorcerer would pay well to get it back. It's a famly
heirl oom'

Bef ore Casax can reply, he's interrupted by Karl ox, a tough enforcer.
'They' re dead,' says Karl ox.

"Wio's dead?

'The three strangers who wanted to see you. They're still upstairs. But dead.'
' Burned?' asks Casax.

"No. Stabbed."

Casax's brow furrows.

'What do you mean, stabbed? No one gets stabbed in here unless | say so.'
'They weren't by any chance three nen who canme here to sell you sone stol en
jewel lery, were they? 1 ask.

Casax stares at ne.

"Time to | eave, Investigator.'

Knowi ng that I'mnot going to | earn anything nore, | turn to go. Casax calls
after me. When | turn to face himagain, he's got a nocking snile on his face.
' That makes seven, | believe.'

' Seven? Seven what ?

' Seven bodies. You want to give me and Karlox here any inside information? W
figured we mght place a little wager with young Mxal an.'

H s henchman Karlox laughs like this is a great joke. | try to disguise ny
feelings, wthout success. Now word of the betting in the Avengi ng Axe has
reached the Brotherhood. Soon it will be all over Twelve Seas. Al over the
city, maybe. |I'mfast beconing a | aughing stock. Damm that idiot Dandelion and
her foolish warnings.

| haven't recovered the pendant, though ny intuitionis telling ne pretty
strongly that whoever the three guys were, they had it with them Soneone
killed them and nmade off with it, probably using the fire as a distraction
It was a neat piece of work. It's not easy renoving stol en goods from under
the noses of the Brotherhood.

It's arelief to get out of the snoky building. Not much relief, though, as
the sun hits me full in the face. Despite the comption caused by the fire,
the dwa dealers are still doing a brisk trade in the alleyway.

Three nore dead. Seven since | started |ooking. A bloodbath? Possibly



Dandel i on was right. Maybe she can read the stars. Maybe she can really talk

to the dol phins. | wonder how many bodies Makri is betting on. 1'd expect her
to go for a high total. She's used to a |ot of carnage. As |'m so annoyed at
Makri, I'mvery tenpted to refuse

to investigate the accusation of theft against her. Let her sort it out
herself. | sigh. If | let her sort it out herself she won't mind at all, but
she'll end up on the gallows. Cursing the wonman for her foolish acadenic
pretensions, | set off along the dusty road to the Coll ege.

The @uild College is sited at the edge of Pashish, a slightly |ess unpl easant
area than Twel ve Seas. The streets are still narrow but they' re cl eaner, and

t he aqueducts are in good repair. The tenenments are less tall and better
spaced. Here and there a small park serves as recreation for the famlies of
artisans and | esser nerchants. It's the sons of these artisans and | esser
nmerchants who attend the Guild Coll ege, sone in preparation for careers in the
service of the governnment and a few of themin preparation for the I|nperial

Uni versity.

Makri is, | believe, the only wonman to attend the Coll ege, gaining entrance
only after some anonynmous but wealthy woman with a point to prove pronoted her
case. The Col |l ege, discovering to their dismay that their witten constitution
did not actually forbid it, found thenselves the unwilling instructors of a

m xed- bl ood ex-gladiator, and to hear Makri tell it they' ve been trying to get
rid of her ever since. Possibly they already would have had Makri and | not
done sone good work for Deputy Consul Cicerius |ast year, as a result of which
I think he used his influence to enable her continued attendance.

To ne it seens like a lot of trouble for nothing. I can't see what good a
sound grounding in the arts of phil osophy, rhetoric and mathematics is ever
going to do her, and as for her ambition to attend the Inperial University,
it's never going to happen. For one thing, their constitution does expressly
forbid the adnmittance of wormen, and for another, if Makri ever wal ked through
their marble portals, the uproar created by Turai's aristocracy would send a
shock wave through the Senate. No Senator would want his son in the sane cl ass
as Makri, with her Orcish blood, barbaric manners and propensity for w el ding
an axe.

The College is not a grand affair. No grounds, no quadrangles with statues.

Not even a fountain. It's a dark old stone building that used to serve as the
headquarters of the Honourable Merchants Association, till the Association
grew weal thy and noved to a better part of town. Its dimcorridors are full of
young students carrying scrolls and trying to | ook studi ous. Several elderly
men in togas, presumably professors, stand around | ooki ng severe. Though the
wearing of a toga is standard anong Turai's upper classes, you don't see nany
of them south of the river.

Prof essor Toarius has a very fine toga, as | discover when | enter his office.
Gaining entry was easier than | expected, the receptionist outside not being
used to repelling large Investigators. The Professor is elderly, grey-haired,
aqui l i ne-nosed and stuffed full of dignity. He's a man of sonme reputation
anong Turai's acadenmics. He's on the board at the Inperial University and it's
counted as a great favour fromthe Consul to the hunble Guild College that the
Prof essor was appointed to this position. | understand from Makri that Toari us
rules the establishment in a manner which allows no roomfor debate. Wen
stride into his office he | ooks up froma dusty old book and frowns.

"Who et you in?" he demands.

'"No one.'

"If this is some matter regardi ng your son's education, you will have to make
an appoi ntment .’

"I don't have a son. At least not to my know edge. Although |I did travel the
world as a nercenary in ny younger days, so | admt it's not inpossible.’

The roomis cramred full of books and scrolls. As always when faced with

evi dence of l|earning, |'munconfortable.

"I''m here about Makri.'

The Professor goes rigid in his chair.



"CGet out of ny office,'" he demands.

'\What evi dence do you have agai nst her?

Prof essor Toarius rises swiftly and pulls on a bell rope behind him The clerk
hurries in fromthe of fice outside.

"Call our security guards,' instructs the Professor

This is worse than | expected. | feel surprised that Toarius is so unwilling
to discuss the matter, and even nore surprised that this place actually has
security guards.

"You can't just expel Makri like this, Professor.’

"I already have. It was a nistake to allow her to attend the Coll ege, and now
that she has committed theft | have no option but to permanently exclude her.'
The door opens behind ne and two brawny individuals in rough brown tunics
hurry into the room | ignore them

"You don't get ny neaning, Professor. You can't expel Makri because | won't
allowit.'

Thi s anuses Toari us.

"You won't allowit? And howwi |l you prevent it?

"By referring the matter to the Senate. Allow nme to introduce nyself. |'m
Thraxas, Tribune of the People.’

" Tribune? That post has been extinct for over a century.

"Till recently revived by Deputy Consul Cicerius. And | have the power to
prevent any act of exclusion against any citizen of Turai wi thout the matter
bei ng debated in the Senate. So before I'mforced to nake the matter public,
why don't we discuss it?

'"Do you think that the Senate will have the slightest interest in the fate of
an Orcish thief?

Makri isn't actually Orcish. She has one quarter O cish blood, along with one
quarter Elvish. Having grown up in an Orcish slave pit, she hates them

Calling her an Oc is a deadly insult. | can see why she found |ife under the
Pr of essor tough.
'The Senate will have to show an interest. It's the law, and Cicerius is a

stickler for the law.'

"I am a good deal better acquainted with Deputy Consul Cicerius than you.'

The Professor puts down his book. Hi's frown deepens.

Are you the same Thraxas who was denounced | ast year in the Senate for your
part in the scandal concerning the El vish cloth which went m ssing?

"Yes. But | was later exonerated.'

'"No doubt,' says the Professor drily. 'Few guilty nen are convicted in this
city. And now you claimto be some sort of enployee of the governnment? | have
heard not hi ng about it."'

"I"ve been keeping it quiet. Now, about Makri. \Wat evidence do you have t hat
she stol e the nmoney?

Prof essor Toarius doesn't want to discuss it. He abruptly orders his men to
throw ne out. They hesitate.

"I think this man really is a Tribune. | saw himstop an eviction a few nonths
back . . . Senator Lodius was with him...'

The guards stand awkwardly, not quite knowi ng what to do. They don't want to
of fend the Professor, but neither do they want to end up being hauled in front
of a Senate committee for interfering with official business. Professor

Toari us solves the inpasse by marching out of the room nuttering about the
degeneracy of a city which can allow a nan like me to wal k around unpuni shed.
'"I's he always like this?" | ask the guards.

"Yes.'

"You appreciate | really ama Tribune of the People? You can't throw nme out of
this place while |I'm conducting an investigation.'

The guards shrug. | don't get the inpression they're that desperate to do the
Prof essor's bidding. Probably he's not the sort of nan to inspire loyalty
anong his nenial staff.

" You know Makri ?'

The larger of the two guards al nost sniles.



"W know her.'

"Violent tenper,' adds his conpanion

' Once chased sone poor young guy round the building after he nade sonme coment
she didn't like. Wat does she expect? She doesn't exactly cover herself up a
lot.'

| ask them what they know about the expul sion. They don't know rnuch

"W weren't involved. Al we heard was that sonme noney went m ssing and she
took it. The Professor told us to make sure she didn't get back in the
building." 'Did you look into it at all?

"Why woul d we?' asks the larger guard. 'We're just here to keep the dwa

deal ers outside frombothering the students. If the Professor expels soneone,
it's nothing to do with us.'

' She probably stole the noney,' adds the other guard. 'I didn't mnd the
worman, but she is part Ocish. She was bound to start stealing sooner or
later.'

' Good body, though,' adds his friend. 'She should stick to being a dancer.'

| ask if they know of anyone who might fill me in on a few nore details. They
suggest Rabaxos.

"It was his noney that went mssing. Probably find himin the library now
He's a little guy in a shabby tunic. Always got his nose in a scroll. Father
owns a fishing boat but | guess being a fisherman isn't good enough for his
son. Wiy are you so bot hered about the girl anyway?

A good question. | |eave themw thout answering it. It's hot and stuffy inside
the old building but 1've got nore on ny m nd than the unconfortabl e weat her

| swore | wouldn't use nmy Tribunate powers again for any reason. Now, thanks

to Makri. 1've been forced into it. | know what's going to happen now. People
are going to appear at ny door, asking for help. Once the downtrodden nmasses
learn that |'ve invoked ny powers, they'll all be |ooking for assistance.
Every person in Twel ve Seas with sone gripe against authority will be
demandi ng action. 1'd better strengthen my door-Ilocking spell. |'ve

no intention of spending nmy life hel ping the downtrodden masses; |'m

downt r odden enough nysel f.

That's not the worst of it. Deputy Consul C cerius was furious when |I used ny
powers during the winter, particularly as it was to aid Senator Lodius, head
of the opposition party. If | get involved in anything el se of a simlar
nature, Cicerius will be down on nme like a bad spell. Once a nman gets invol ved
in politics inthis city, there's no telling what m ght happen. Tine was when
the Tribunes of the People were forever entering into the political fray. Mre
often than not they ended up being assassinated for their troubles, or dragged
up in court on trunped-up charges by their opponents. To be a politician in
this city you need a | ot of backing, and a |l ot of backing is sonmething | don't
have.

When | renenber that not only has Makri forced me into using ny |egal powers,
thereby practically ensuring that 1'll be run out of town at the earliest
opportunity, as well as placing bets on how many corpses I'mliable to run
into in the next few days, but she's also received an invitation to
Lisutaris's smart party, | start to seethe. Damm the woman. How can | be
expected to get along in this city when | have to act as nursemaid to a

poi nty-eared ex-gl adi ator who doesn't know how to behave in a civilised
society? It wasn't too |l ong ago that she was terrifying the honest citizens of
Twel ve Seas by tal ki ng publicly about her menstruation problens, and if it's

not that, it's killing a dwa deal er and bringi ng the Brotherhood down on ny
neck, or getting so drunk when we went to the Elvish Isles that she actually
threw up over the Crown Prince's sandals. Miuch nore of this and I'Il be taking

a fast horse sout hwards.

By the time | reach the library - another room containing an i ndecent anpunt
of books and scrolls - I"'min a thoroughly bad nood. | demand to see Rabaxos
and, ignoring the nmultitude of requests for ne to keep ny voice down, | keep
on demanding till eventually a student |eads ne behind a book stack to a snall
tabl e where a puny-1ooking individual with his hair tied back with a cheap



pi ece of ribbon has his nose firmy in a scroll witten in the common El vish
tongue. | speak Elvish nyself, though | don't go around studying it in

l'i braries.

"I"mhere investigating the theft of your noney.'

He shrinks back in his chair.

"And if you don't tell ne exactly what happened, I'Il make sure you end up on
a prison ship. It'Il be along tinme before you get to study an El vish scrol
again."'

CHAPTER

Sl X

On ny way back to the Avenging Axe, | call in at the |ocal Messengers Guild
station, sending a note to Lisutaris letting her know what's happened.

suggest she tries to locate the jewel again and al so suggest she uses her
consi derabl e powers of sorcery to find out what the hell is going on. Seven
dead bodies is a lot for one pendant that no one is supposed to know about.
The sun is directly overhead and the streets are intolerably hot and dusty.
There's little activity save for a bunch of ragged children spl ashing around
in an old fountain that feeds off the | ocal aqueduct. A few nore days |ike
this and the water supply is likely to dry up, which will probably lead to a
riot. The nood I'min, | wouldn't mnd doing sonme rioting. | have the gri mrest
f orebodi ng about what's going to happen now |'ve used ny Tribune's powers.
"Il have to send a report to an official at the Senate, and once that's nade
public, there's no telling what the result will be.

It's clear to ne that there was no proper inquiry at the Guild Coll ege.
According to the young student Rabaxos he'd left the nmoney in his |ocker for
only a few mnutes while he went to hand in a paper to one of his tutors. Wen
he returned, the door had been forced open and the nobney was gone. | checked
the | ockers. They're

little nore than wooden boxes with a clasp. Anyone could have forced it in
less than a minute. No one saw the theft, but Makri was observed by severa
students entering and | eaving the | ocker roomaround the tinme of the incident.
Apart fromthat, there doesn't seemto be any evidence against her. This
doesn't mean the staff at the Coll ege were outraged by her expul sion. Nor were
the students. They're all pretty nuch of the sane opinion as Professor
Toarius: that it was only a matter of time before Makri's Orcish blood cane to
the fore and she started stealing.

Normally 1'd be inclined to agree. Orcs are thieves, cheats and liars. You
can't trust an Orc for a second. Even a small amount of Orcish bl ood nakes a
person unreliable. Everyone in Turai knows that. Unfortunately, | also know
that Makri didn't steal the nobney, which neans | have to find out who did.
It's going to be a ot of work over a neasly five gurans, and a | ot of work
for which I'mnot going to be paid. | shake ny head. As a general rule, |
never investigate for free. It creates the wong inpression

As for Lisutaris's jewel, that case went bad as soon as it started. If the
pendant is really the last reliable way of warning Turai against imn nent
Orcish invasion, it mght be tine to consider leaving the city. No matter what
Lisutaris believes, soneone el se obviously knew all about the pendant,
probably before it was stolen. You don't get nultiple deaths and a burning
tavern over any old piece of jewellery.

The fountain's centrepiece is a snmall statue of St Quatinius talking to a
whal e, nodell ed on one of the nunerous exploits of our city's patron
According to the

story, the whale was full of religious know edge. Perhaps signifying this,

wat er pours fromthe beast's mouth. | shove a few children out the way and
take a drink. | eye St Quati nius.
"You want to help nme sort this out? | ask. He doesn't reply. To the best of

nmy know edge St Quatinius has never come to ny aid, though as |I'ma man who
frequently m sses prayers, even though the regular saying of prayers is a

| egal requirenent in Turai, | suppose | can't conplain.

Back at the Avenging Axe, | grunble to Tanrose about the undignified outbreak



of gambling on matters which are not suitable for ganbling, nanely
Thraxas-rel ated deaths. |'m expecting a synpathetic ear fromour kindly cook
Unfortunately Tanrose is in a bad nood and brushes aside my conplaints. It's
very rare for Tanrose to be in a bad nood. Apparently she's been arguing with
@Qurd over payments for food deliveries. Gurd is at the far end of the bar

| ooki ng the other way, but when | take a beer and a plate of stew over to the
far corner of the room he abandons his post at the bar and joins ne. He's not
happy either.

"Never accuse a cook of paying too rmuch for her eggs and flour,' | advise him
"It'Il always lead to trouble. Makes themthink you don't value their
cooki ng."'

"It was an argunent about nothing,' protests @urd. 'Tanrose just yelled at ne
for no reason. It nust be the heat.'’

There's an awkward nonment of silence. W both know that the usual reason for
the rare nonents of friction between themis Qurd' s inability to express his
enotions. He was a fine man with a sword or an axe - no

one better - but when it conmes to telling his cook he's sweet on her he just
can't do it.

"You're going to have to say sonething sonetinme,' | say, unconfortable as

al ways about this type of conversation. 'It's no good just hanging round

| ooki ng as miserable as a N ojan whore all day then conpl ai ni ng about her
bookkeepi ng when you can't think of anything else to say’

@urd shakes his head. In the tremendous heat his long grey hair is matted
round his shoul ders.

"It's not so easy,' he nutters, and falls silent.

"Winren, they're all crazy' says Parax the shoemaker, a very unwel conme intruder
into the conversation.

| tell himto go away.

And don't start asking for the |latest body count.'

"W already heard about the last three,' says Parax. 'Seven so far. Mkes ny
bet on twenty | ook pretty good.'

' Bexanos the ropemaker put a |lot of noney on twenty to twenty-five,' nuses
@Qurd. '"You think it mght get that high?

"Qurd, what's got into you? How could you place bets on how nmany deaths there
are going to be?

"Way not?' says @Qurd. A bet is a bet.’

He has a point there.

'There's no pl easi ng wonen,' says Parax, returning to his original theme. 'M
wife, no man could live with her.'

Parax's wife mght be happier if he spent nore tine actually maki ng shoes and
less sitting around in taverns, but | remain silent, not wishing to be drawn
into this discussion.

"But we nmen, what do we do?' continues Parax.

'Pander to them Run around perfornming their every whim It's foolish, but
that's life.'

By this time Gurd is shifting round in his seat very unconfortably, having no
wi sh to hear his problens aired in public by anyone, particularly a shoemaker
notorious for his lack of tact.

' Take Thraxas,' says Parax.

| sit up sharply.

"What about Thraxas?' | say.

"Wl l, where have you just been?
| narrow my eyes.

"Wor ki ng. '

"Investigating at the Guild Coll ege fromwhat | hear. Trying to sort things
out for Makri again.'

'What do you nean, again?'

"Come on,' scoffs Parax. 'You're always running round for that woman. You've
been doing it ever since she arrived in the city."'

| should cone back with a crushing rejoinder but the brazen audacity of



Parax's words has left me tenporarily speechl ess.

"Don't worry,' chuckles the idiotic shoemaker. 'Plenty of nen have fallen for
girls half their age. And she's got a fine figure, even if she does have Oc
bl ood. Good enough to keep you warmin wi nter, eh, Thraxas?

Noticing that I am now about to draw nmy sword and chop Parax's head off, Gurd
lays his hand on nmy arm | manage to stifle the urge, but only just.

'Parax, you're as dunb as an O c. Go and bother soneone else.'

Parax, like the insensitive troublemaker he is, won't let it go.

'"So how often do you work for free?

' Never.'

"And how nmuch is Makri paying you to sort out her problens?

My bad temper gets a |lot worse. Mkri appears through the front door, cursing
the heat. Perspiration makes her short man's tunic stick to her body.

'Have you been to the College? she asks inmmediately.

Par ax guffaws.

"What's so funny?' says Makri.

' Thraxas,' replies Parax, but noticing that |I'magain struggling to draw ny
sword, he backs off, and noves away from our table. Makri pays himno further
attention. She's too eager to know what happened at the Coll ege.

"Professor Toarius wouldn't speak to me,'" | tell her. 'He seenms to hate you.
In fact everyone there seens to hate you.'

Makri | ooks crestfallen. |I'm pl eased.

' But Rabaxos doesn't really think you stole his nmoney. He didn't accuse you of
the theft. Professor Toarius just leapt to that conclusion w thout any
evidence as far as | can see. It's odd the Professor is so vehenent. He nust
know he doesn't have enough evidence to stand up to my investigation.'

'He dislikes nme enough not to care,' says Makri.

"Well, don't despair. And don't attack himwith an axe. 1'll sort it out. And
you can still do your exam nation.'
"I can? How?'

"I used my Tribune's powers to stop the expul sion. That means it has to go
before the Senate for discussion

which will take weeks. As of now, you're still a student and can take the exam
on schedule, in three days' tinme.'

Makri is grateful, though you' d hardly know it. She munbles a barely

di scerni bl e thank-you. She's another one who's unconfortabl e about show ng
enotion in public unless driven to it by rage. At the next table, Parax is
sniggering. | rise to ny feet.

"I have investigating to do,' | say, and depart briskly towards the stairs.
|'ve barely sat down at ny desk to consider matters when a nessenger appears
at ny door carrying a missive fromLisutaris.

Have extended ny powers, the nmessage reads. Believe that jewel has now been
transported to Blind Horse tavern in Kushni. Proceed there inmediately.

| shake ny head. The Blind Horse in the Kushni quarter. | wouldn't have

t hought it possible, but the taverns are getting worse. The Blind Horse is the
sort of place a man is grateful to come out of alive. If the clientele don't

get you, the klee will. Wth such a dubi ous venue as ny next destination,
attenpt to load a couple of spells into nmy menory. It takes a lot of effort.
My sorcerous powers, always slight, are getting weaker every day. | stil

advertise nyself as a Sorcerous lnvestigator to bring in the public, but
really ny powers are becoming negligible. Every tine a Sorcerer uses a spel

he has to relearn it before using it again, and these days |I'mfinding it very
hard work. The door starts shaking from sone viol ent knocki ng.

I wench it open angrily. Casax, |ocal Brotherhood boss, strides in wthout
waiting for an invitation. He | ooks round with distaste at the mess, which, if
| remenber correctly, he did last tine he was here.

"This place is getting worse.'

At least it hasn't burned to the ground.'

Casax smil es.

"W saved nost of the inportant things. Now, would you like to tell ne why ny



headquarters was set on fire? It's the sort of thing I should know. Me being
the nost inportant crime boss in the area.'

"Yeah, | can see it's bad for your inmage.'

"Very bad. So who did it?

" How woul d | know?'

Casax's eyes glint.

"Thraxas. |'masking you in a friendly manner. I'mfeeling friendly because
you had the presence of mnd to remnd that usel ess Sorcerer of mne that he
could put out the fire. Oherwise |I'd be here with a dozen nmen. If you want ne
to come back with a dozen men | will. But 1'd rather you just told me what was
going on. | hear you went down to the Spi ked Mace | ooking for some jewellery.
Next thing four guys were dead and the Guards are questioning you. They |et
you out and you conme to the Mermaid and what do you know, the Mermaid is
burni ng down and inside are three dead nmen who just happened to be selling
stolen jewellery. Wich makes ne think you're on the trail of some pretty

i mportant gens.'

Casax takes a seat.

'"Is it anything to do with the Orc girl and the @uild College?

It's unpleasant to | earn that Casax knows so nuch about ny novenents, but not
a surprise. Casax is sharp as an EIf's ear and he has a | ot of nen working for
him Few things happen in Twel ve Seas wi thout Casax |earning of it.

"No. Nothing to do with Makri. She's in a dispute over five gurans. Not enough
to interest you.'

" Probably not. Though five gurans is five gurans.'

The sounds of arguing drift in fromthe street below The vendors are still in
di spute. Casax already knows all about Makri's problens.

"One of my captains has a son at the College. Wants himto get sone
qualifications and go to the University. You think that's a good idea?'

| shrug.

' Maybe. Better than a life of crinme.'

' That depends on the criminal. Anyway, suppose the kid goes to the University
and ends up in sone post at the Pal ace or the Abode of Justice, taking bribes
from Senators? You think that's not a life of crime?

'Maybe he'll end up a professor. | believe they're still fairly free from
corruption.'

"No one is free fromcorruption in Turai. Still, you m ght be right.

Education, it's a bit of a nystery to ne. | started in the business when | was
six, running bets for a bookmaker. So | never had much tine for school. But if
my captain wants to send his son to the College, I'mnot against it.'

He pauses, tenporarily distracted by the increasing vehenence of the argunent
out si de.

"Incidentally, this son | nentioned thinks that the Orc girl didn't take the

noney

"She didn't.'

"You'll have a hard time proving it, Investigator. Up there Professor Toarius
is the only one with authority. The Consul appointed himas a favour to the
struggling citizens of Twelve Seas. | doubt he's going to pay nmuch attention
to you.'

"He mght.'

"You want that | should use a little influence? Ad Toarius will back down

qui ck enough if he finds his staff are about to withdraw their |abour. O
maybe not turning up to work at all due to sone nysterious warnings.'

The Brotherhood could certainly close the College if they wanted to. No porter
or delivery man is going to go against an instruction fromtheir guild not to
wor k, and the Brotherhood has great influence in the guilds.

"Il sort it out. Wiy would you want to hel p anyway?

Casax shrugs.

"Like | said, | don't mind doing you a favour, Investigator. Providing you
tell me about the jewel. Wo are you trying to recover it for?

' That woul d be none of your business.'



'"Not sonething | ever like to hear,' counters Casax. 'Everything in Twel ve
Seas is ny business.'

"Nothing | do is your business, Casax. You might have the local guilds in awe
of you but you don't scare me. So why don't you take a wal k?'

'"I"d say if Lisutaris hired you to find a jewel it nmust be a valuable item
Sor cerous probably’

He knows about Lisutaris. | try not to | ook surprised.

"I read the nessage on your desk, Investigator,' says Casax. | |ook foolishly
at ny desk, where Lisutaris's message to me is lying in plain view And now
Casax has read it. | can't believe |I've been so careless. He rises to |eave.
"You know, | feel sort of sorry for that Orc girl. Wrking here all day and
all night to pay for her classes. Especially as she's so good with a sword.
She ought to work for me. Let me know if you need some help at the

Coll ege. Be a |l ot easier than using your Tribune's powers. That's going to get
you into big trouble.’

Casax departs. | stare at the message on ny desk. Thraxas, nunber one chari ot
when it comes to investigating, as |'ve been known to say. But not so good at
keepi ng ny business private. | curse. Now the Brotherhood know |I' m | ooking for

some inportant itemfor Lisutaris, Mstress of the Sky, head of the Sorcerers
@Quild, there's no telling what's going to happen

Makri appears in my roomw t hout knocking. She asks how things are with the
Lisutaris inquiry. | told her nbst of the details yesterday. A few nonths ago
| realised to ny surprise that | now tell Mkri nmost of ny business. There's
no reason not to, but it breaks a long-term habit of conplete privacy.

"It's all getting worse. |'d guess that whoever set this thing in notion
hasn't been discreet about it. Either the original thief, or the person who
gave himthe information, seens to have let half the city know how i nport ant
that pendant is. Now Casax is on the trail.'

"How did he find out?

' The Brotherhood have spies everywhere.'

Makri wonders how many peopl e could know of the pendant.

"Very few, according to Lisutaris. The King, the Consul, the Deputy Consul
maybe a coupl e of senior Sorcerers. None of themliable to open their nouths,
but who knows who el se m ght've got hold of some information and passed it on
Al'l of these people have staff, and staff can be bribed. Lisutaris's secretary
knew about the jewel's powers. |'d like to question her but Lisutaris forbids
it for sone reason.'

'She's very protective towards her secretary,' says Makri.

' How do you know that ?

"She told ne at the Sorcerers Assenbl age. Wile we were sharing a thazis
stick. Sone sort of young relation, I seemto remenber. N ece or sonething.'
"You're getting very intimate with our Chief Sorcerer.'

"You know she invited me to her masked ball?' says Makri, brightly.

'Real | y?'

"What costune should | wear?

"Way woul d | want to discuss costunes with you? I'mstill angry that you've
been pl aci ng bets on nmy work.'

"I didn't start it,' says Makri. 'l just joined in after Mbxal an started
taki ng bets. Hey, when | arrived in Turai | didn't even know how to ganble.

You encour aged me.'

She has a point there.

"I didn't encourage you to ganble on things like this.'

"Didn't you tell ne that you and Gurd once put a bet on how long it would take
your commandi ng officer to die after he caught the plague?

'That was different. It was in wartine. And no one |iked that commandi ng
officer.'

"You're just annoyed because you weren't in on it fromthe beginning,' says
Makri, quite shrewdly. "If you'd thought of it first you' d have been sending
me out to nmake anonynous bets on your behal f.'

"That's not true. We're tal king about nmy work here. | have a huge



responsibility to ny clients. How do you think Lisutaris is going to feel if
she learns that the degenerates at the Avengi ng Axe are taking odds on how
many people are going to be handing in their togas before the case cl oses?
"Moxalan is offering fifty to one for the exact total,' says Makri

'"Really? Fifty to one?

And twenty to one for a guess to within three of the total'

"I amnot interested in any odds,' | say, quite sternly.

"OF course not,' agrees Makri. 'It would be quite unethical. Even though you
are a man with plenty of inside information and woul d have a huge advant age
when it comes to placing a bet at the very attractive odds of fifty to one

| shake ny head.

'"No one has ever accused nme of unethical behaviour.'

"That's just ridiculous,' says Mkri. 'People accuse you of unethica
behaviour all the time. No one in Turai gets accused of being unethical nore
often than you. Just |ast week—

"That's quite enough,' | say, interrupting before Makri can conpl ete what ever
damagi ng story she has in nmind. | change the subject and ask if Gurd and
Tanrose are showi ng any signs of making up.

"No. Still arguing.'

It's a worry. If things came to a crisis and Tanrose |left the tavern I'd m ss
her cooking desperately. I'mstill reeling fromthe blow of Mnarixa the
baker's death | ast year. Her daughter has taken over the bakery but it's never
been the same. Mnarixa really understood pastry. It was a rare gift.

Makri | ooks thoughtful

"I was chanpion gladiator. And | taught a puny young EIf to be a chanpion
fighter. And I'mtop of the class in every subject.’

' 5p?"

'"So | have natural talents. |I've never thought of applying themto other
peopl e's probl ems, but probably if I put my mind to it |I could help.'

"You do that, Makri.'

The t hought of Makri as some kind, of relationship counsellor makes ne

shudder. I'mstill shuddering as | |eave the tavern and make my way past the
arguing vendors. |f Mkri puts her mind to fixing the rift between Gurd and
Tanrose, Cod al one knows what disaster will result.

CHAPTER

SEVEN

Kushni, in the centre of the city, is one of the worst parts of town. Bad

t hi ngs happen here. As |'m stepping over the drunken bodi es on the pavenent |
wonder, as | occasionally do, how exactly | ended up being the person who
tries to fix the bad things. There are plenty of other ways of naking a
living. Dandelion sits on the beach and tal ks to dol phins. She seens to nanage
okay.

| check ny sword is loose inits sheath, allow a scow to settle on ny
features - which it does quite easily -and step into the Blind Horse, hone to
dwa deal ers, ganbl ers, robbers and nurderers. Whores with red ribbons in their
hair mingle with intoxicated sailors |ooking for an opportunity to spend the
nmoney they risked their lives to earn. At the bar two Barbarians are
armwestling while their conpani ons shout drunken encouragenment. | bunp into
a man | haven't seen for five years but used to know quite well

' Denmani us. '

' Thr axas. '
Demani us is around the same age as ne. Alot thinner, and his hair has gone
conpletely grey. Still a tough-looking character, though. W were in the arny

together. The last tinme | saw himhe was working for the Venarius

I nvestigation Agency, a very respectable

organi sation, well liked by the authorities. Wien | was in Pal ace Security
we'd often find oursel ves working al ongsi de Venarius's agents. | ask what
brings himto the Blind Horse.

"I felt like a drink," he replies, not feeling the inclination to tell ne his



busi ness.

"So did I.'

W make our way to the bar, carefully avoiding the noisy Barbarians. The air
is thick with thazis snoke and the aroma of burning dwa drifts down fromthe
rooms upstairs. You'd be surprised who you night find upstairs in a tavern
like this, partaking of illegal narcotics. Menbers of Turai's upper classes,
not wi shing to be found using the substance in their homes, are not above

vi siting dubi ous establishnments to feed their habit.

The Venarius agency has plenty of nmoney. | |et Denmanius pay for the beer
"How s life in Thamin? | ask

The agency headquarters is up close to Thamin, where the Senators live.
"Very peaceful. But they keep sending me here.'

I'"'mfeeling uneasy. So is Demanius. Meeting another |nvestigator while out on
a case is rare. Wien it happens | never know quite what to do. If Demanius is
wor ki ng on the same case as nme it won't do ne any good to have himsolve it
before nme. Bad for my reputation and bad for ny inconme. | drink ny beer

qui ckly and then tell Demanius that |'m due upstairs for a private
appoi nt ment .

As am|l,' says Demani us.

I"'mlying. | don't knowif he is. As Investigators go, | wouldn't class
Demani us as sharp as an ElIf's ear. There

again, he's not dunb as an Oc either. If he's here fishing for information
he's not getting anything fromme. W cross the room wary of each other
hardly noticing the whores who flop around the tables, or the Barbarians, who
are now throwi ng knives at a target on the wall. The stairs are dark and
narrow with a flickering torch providing insufficient light. W're al nost at
the top when a door opens and a woman emerges. She's wearing the garb of a
common mar ket trader and | ooks out of place. There's a strange expression on
her face but when she recogni ses Demani us she starts to speak

' The pendant,' she says.

| mght be getting sonmewhere at |ast. She opens her mpouth again. Then she
falls down dead. So no real progress.

Dermani us sprints up the last few stairs. | sprint after him He bends down to
exam ne the body. There's a great wound in the woman's back, still punping

bl ood. Demani us draws his sword and charges into the room she cane out of. I'm
at his heels. Inside we find a man sitting on a chair, staring into space.
Demani us starts barking out questions. | hold up ny hand.

'"He's trying to speak.'

The man's voice conmes slowy, froma | ong way away.

"I"'mKing of Turai,' he says. Then he slunps forward. It's an odd thing to

say. Whoever he is, he isn't the King. | feel for the pulse on his neck. There
isn't one. He's dead. There are no wounds on his body. Really he | ooks

tol erably healthy. But he's still dead.

' m becom ng very famliar with this scene. Mdrre deaths and the pendant stil

m ssing. Demanius, lither

than me, hauls hinself out of the wi ndow and drops into the alley bel ow I
don't follow him Woever is responsible for this [atest outrage is probably
| ong gone. Besides, with my weight | don't fancy the drop. A man doesn't want
to break his ankle in this place.

| stare at the body still slunmped on the chair, trying to figure out the cause
of death. | don't believe it was fromnatural causes. Doesn't |ook like
poison. Is there sorcery in the air? | look around, trying to sense it. Wth
my own sorcerous background | can usually tell if magic has been used

recently, but | can't say for sure. Maybe, faintly.

Qutside, a few custoners have gathered to | ook at the dead woman, whose bl ood
still seeps on to the fl oorboards. They don't appear too interested and no one
protests as | quickly search the pocket on her market worker's apron. | find
nothing, but | notice a tattoo on her arm Two clasped hands. The mark of the
Society of Friends. The Society is a crimnal gang, based in the north of the
city. They're bitter rivals with the Brotherhood. Last year there was a



mur derous war over territory and the feud is still snoul dering. Woever this
worman is, | doubt she's the market worker she pretends to be. O pretended to
be.

Soneone has finally sumoned the |landlord. He puffs his way up the stairs with
a coupl e of henchnmen, conpl ai ning about the inconveni ence of always having to
carry bodi es out of his tavern

"You coul d open an establishnent in a better part of town,' | suggest. 'But
you' d probably m ss the excitenent. You know who this woman is?

'Never seen her before. Wo are you?'

' Thraxas. Investigator.'

The landl ord spits on the fl oor

"That's what | think of Investigators.'

H s henchmen get ready to run ne off the prem ses. | save themthe trouble by
| eaving. There's not a lot of point in sticking around. No one in this place
is going to answer questions. |I'mnot certain | could nmuster any questions. A
peculiar feeling of gloomis settling over nme. It's starting to seemlike I'm
never going to find this pendant. Every tine | get close all |I find is nore
dead bodies. A man can only take so many dead bodi es, even a man who's used to
t hem

Wal ki ng back through Kushni, | try to review the situation, but | have no rea
i dea what's going on. I'mparticularly troubled by the death of the man in the
chair. Sword wounds are one thing but a death you can't explain always spells
trouble. When | reach Moon and Stars Boul evard |I'muncertain even which way to
turn. Should | go back to the Avengi ng Axe? Possibly | should head north to
Truth is Beauty Lane, home of the Sorcerers, and report to Lisutaris. But

what's the point? She'll only send ne out to sonme other godforsaken tavern
where 1'll find a pile of dead bodies.

It's hot as Ocish hell. 1've been in cooler deserts. My head hurts. Muybe a
beer will help. It often does. | |ook around for a tavern, sonmewhere where
there's unlikely to be anyone being nurdered, at |east not until |'ve had a
drink. 1've just spotted a reasonabl e-1ooking establishnent across the road

when a carriage pulls up in front of me. An official carriage, with a driver
in uniformand the livery of the Inperial Palace. The door opens and a
toga-clad figure | eans out.

Thraxas. How fortunate. | was on ny way to visit you.'

It's Hansius, assistant to Deputy Consul Cicerius. He's a snmart, handsone
young man, son of a Senator, on his way up the ladder in public life. So far
he's doing well. Hasn't been involved in anything scandal ous and even stayed
sober at the Sorcerers Assenbl age, an event notable for its drunkenness and
degener acy.

"Cicerius wants you to visit himright away'

I"mstill looking at the inviting tavern across the road.

"Tell himI'm busy

"It's an official sumons.'

"I"'mstill busy.'

' Doi ng what ?'

My head hurts nore.

"Do | accost you in the street and ask you your business? |I'm busy. Tel
Ccerius I'll cone later.'

"If you require beer I am sure the Deputy Consul can provide it,"' says

Hansi us, which is perceptive of him

' The Deputy Consul serves wine, as | recall. And he's miserly with it.'
Hansi us | ooks stern

"Official sumons.'

| clinmb into the carriage. W ride slowy north towards the Pal ace. Qur

of ficial vehicle has right of way but the streets are so crowded it's still a
sl ow journey. Since our King' s diplomcy opened up the southern trade routes a
few years ago, conmerce in Turai has mushrooned and trade wagons roll in al

day. At the corner of the street that leads to Truth is Beauty Lane we're held
up for a long tine by a huge wagon that's trying to manoeuvre its way round a



corner it wasn't
designed to turn. The driver curses, and shouts at his four horses.

'"Big delivery.'

"On its way to Lisutaris's villa, | believe,' Hansius informs nme. 'They're
building a theatre in the grounds for the perforners to use at the ball."’
This worsens ny nood. | ask Hansius if he's going. He is, of course.

"I acconpany the Deputy Consul to all such events.'

Having learned to be tactful as a young man in public service, Hansius doesn't
ask nme if I'minvited. He knows very well that since being sacked fromny job
at the Palace I'mnot on the guest list for smart parties. To hell with them
Who wants to go to a nmasked ball anyway? | can just imagi ne Deputy Consul
Cicerius prancing round in a costune. It's unbecoming. | wouldn't offend ny
dignity.

At the Pal ace grounds |I'm searched for weapons, and before entering the
outlying building that houses Cicerius's offices |I'm exam ned by a government
Sorcerer, checking to see if | mght be carrying any dangerous spells or
aggressi ve sorcerous itens.

"You can't see the Deputy Consul while carrying a sleep spell.’

| turn to Hansius to protest.

' You expect ne to give up ny spells? | didn't ask to visit.'

There's no use protesting. Palace Security is very sensitive about anyone who
isn't a nmenber of the Sorcerers Quild bringing usable spells anywhere near the
King. The official Sorcerer holds out a nmagically charged crystal which I
unwi I lingly take hold of. |I feel the sleep spell draining away through ny
fingers.

"It takes a lot of work to |learn these things, you know. |Is anyone going to
conpensate me for ny wasted effort?

Hansi us | eads ne through the marble corridors towards G cerius's office.
Everything here is elegant -pale yellowtiled floors, Elvish tapestries on the
wal I s, each wi ndow, no matter how small, decorated with artfully stained gl ass
- and | get a pang of regret for the fine office in a fine building | used to
i nhabit when | was an investigating Sorcerer at the Palace. The King's
residence is one of the finest buildings in the west, full of artwork to rival
that of many larger states, and the buildings of his senior officials are

i kewise well appointed. Wiile |'mnot a man who's too concerned with works of
art, | can't help feeling a twinge of grief as |I realise that everywhere

| ook there's a bust or statue that would cost nore than I'll earn in a year
Even the clerks' desks are nade of dark wood inported fromthe El vish Isles.
Possibly | shouldn't have got so drunk at nmy boss Rittius's wedding that | was
i Mmediately fired for outraging public decency. But Rittius hated ne anyway.
He was just | ooking for an excuse.

My visit to the Deputy Consul's office follows a | ong-established pattern
Cicerius roundly condermms ne for ny behaviour and | try vainly to defend
nmyself. Any time |'ve worked for Cicerius there's conme a point when he's felt
the need to point out that I'ma disgrace to the fair city of Turai. After a
little preparatory sarcasm he starts laying in with the criticismeven

t hough, as | point out, I'mnot working for his office at the nmoment.

"But it was this office which gave you the post of Tribune. On the strict
under st andi ng that you were not to go around abusi ng your powers.'

"I wouldn't say |I'd been abusing them Anyway, Professor Toarius abused his
first. I had to do sonething."'

Cicerius points a bony finger at ne.

Any use of your Tribunate powers is an abuse. It was nmerely a device to let
you enter the Sorcerers Assenbl age. Look what happened when you forbade
Praetor Capatius to evict these tenants during the winter.'

"You don't have to remnd nme. The Praetor tried to have nme killed."'

Cicerius rattles on. As Turai's forenost public orator, he has no trouble

i nventing new terns of abuse. The Deputy Consul is of the opinion that the
prospect of a common nan from Twel ve Seas getting involved in the politics of
our city state is just a step away from conpl ete anarchy.



"Who can say what will happen now?'

I"'mnot here to argue civil politics with Gcerius, | just want himto get to
the point so | can get on with ny investigation

"It was never a good idea that Tribunes could hold up public affairs. Their
power of referring matters to the Senate was an anomaly. That is why the post
was abolished last century. | nust insist that you drop your investigation.'
As | suspected fromthe start, Cicerius shows no sign of providing ne with
beer. Wth the heat, ny aching head and the intol erable sound of Ci cerius

lecturing ne, |I'mcomng close to breaking point, a point at which | shal
roundly abuse the Deputy, march out of the house and thereby do great danage
to ny career. | interrupt the flowto tell himthat nuch as | didn't want to
use

my Tribunate powers, | couldn't see a ready alternative

"And as | recall, Deputy Consul, you ran for the election largely on an
honesty ticket. Cicerius never takes a bribe and he never prosecutes an

i nnocent man, so they say. Everyone's still inpressed by the way you' ve

def ended people in court because you believed themto be innocent, even when
it meant goi ng agai nst your party'

This gets his attention. Cicerius never mnds hearing good things said about
hi nmsel f.

'So consider things fromny point of view O, nore to the point, from
Makri's. She's conpletely innocent of the theft. You shouldn't find that too
hard to believe because you've nmet her and you know what she's |ike. Denented
but honest. And you al so know how hard she works for these exam nations. Al
the while slaving away as a barmaid to support herself and pay for her

cl asses, which don't cone cheap. | thought that would inpress you in

particul ar.'’

Cicerius purses his thin lips. He takes my neaning. Though born into the
aristocratic class, Cicerius wasn't born rich. Hi s father died when he was an
infant, leaving a famly in poverty because he'd invested all his noney in a
fleet of trading ships which went down in a storm There was a di spute over
the insurance and Cicerius's nother, outsnmarted by her |ate husband' s business
partners, ended up in penury. This neant that Cicerius hinmself had to work
extremely hard to make his way through university and up the ranks of
government. Though he's a rich nman now, his younger years were one | ong
struggl e.

The reason | know all this, the reason everyone knows

all this, is that Cicerius hinmself has not been above bringing his background
up on any occasion he needs to remnd the Senate that he's a sel f-nmade man,
and proud of it.

"Are you going to let a citizen of Turai —

"Makri is not a citizen of Turai. Makri is an alien with O cish bl ood."'

"Who did a good job for you when you needed sonmeone to | ook after that Orcish
charioteer |last year. Are you going to |l et a hard-working young wonan be
deni ed her chance to sit her exam nation because Professor Toarius has taken
an irrational dislike to her? And please don't tell nme that Consul Kalius has
done the poor a great favour by appointing Toarius as head of the CGuild
Col | ege. "’

' Consul Kalius has done the poor a great favour by appointing Toarius as head
of the Guild College,' says G cerius.

"I don't care. He's not stopping Makri fromtaking the exam nation. |'ve
forbi dden her expulsion. It can't go ahead before it's been discussed by a
Senate conmmittee, and by that time I'Il have evidence to prove her innocence.
And not hing you can say can change ny nind. |I'moffended that a chanpion of
justice like yourself should be ranged agai nst ne.'

Cicerius is alnost at a loss for words. |'ve nmanaged to flumox the great
orator, if only because he's honest at heart. An appeal to justice wouldn't
have gotten nme very far with any other official in this city. The Deputy
Consul fixes me with a piercing |awer's stare.



'You seem extrenely concerned for the welfare of this young woman. |s there
some arrangenent between you?'

|'m staggered that the Deputy Consul could suggest such a thing.

"If I prove her innocence she won't slaughter everyone at the College. | guess
you could call that an arrangenent.'’

Cicerius isn't happy but really he's in an inpossible situation. He can't
bring hinself to connive in a blatant injustice, and even if he could, there
is no legal way to rescind my Tribune's decree. Only | can do that, and |'ve
made it clear |I'mnot going to.

"Very well,' he says. 'You may continue with your investigation. And when the
matter comes to the Senate conmittee | will ensure that it is |ooked into

t horoughly. But | warn you, if there are any political repercussions of your
actions, if Senator Lodius and his opposition party again nanage to nake you

their tool in an action against the government, | will personally rescind your
Investigator's licence. Wth your past record, it will be quite in order for
me to do so.'

Havi ng nothing nore to say, | nmake to | eave.

'One monent,' says Cicerius. "Wy did Lisutaris, Mstress of the Sky, visit
you?'

"Way do you ask?

"Lisutaris is head of the Sorcerers Guild and an inportant person in the
interests of this city state. If she is in any sort of trouble | would
naturally wish to know

"If she was in any trouble and she'd consulted ne, | doubt 1'd tell you. I
respect nmy clients' privacy. But she didn't come to see ne, she cane to see
Makri .

'Real | y?'

'Yes. She was inviting her to her ball.’

Cicerius is surprised. Twenty years ago, a wonan |ike

Makri woul d never have been allowed to attend such an event.

'So be careful who you bunp into on the night. If it's a crazy-Ilooking wonman
with an axe, don't ask her about college.’

| depart, leaving G cerius displeased with the laxity of manners in nodern-day

Turai. As a Sorcerer nmutters a spell to let nme out of the building, I'm
wonderi ng what sort of costume our Deputy Consul will be sporting at the ball.
| just can't inmagine himin fancy dress.

CHAPTER

El GHT

Back in Twel ve Seas, | take the short cut through St Romi nius's Lane, not
caring if the dark alley mght be filled with dwa dealers. |If they bother ne
they'Il regret it. | don't see any dwa dealers but | do see a unicorn. | stand

and stare in amazenent. You don't find unicorns in Turai. You find them mainly
in the magi c space, which can only be visited by sorcery. As for the rea
worl d, unicorns only appear in a very few places, each of these places being
of some mystical significance. The fairy glade, for instance, deep in the
forests that separate Turai fromthe wastel ands, has its share of the
one-horned animals, and there's reputed to be a colony way out in the furthest
west. Other than that, you'd have to go to some of the renoter Elvish Isles to
see one. \Werever you mght expect to find a unicorn, it wouldn't be in a

noi sy, busy, dirty city like Turai. Absolute anathema to the refined breed.

Yet here it is, snowy-white, golden-horned, standing in a griny little

all eyway looking at ne like it hasn't a care in the world. Faced with the
fabul ous creature, the thought quickly flashes across nmy mind that if | could
capture it, | mght be able to sell it for a healthy profit to the King' s zoo.
He's been short of fabul ous creatures since his dragon was chopped up a year
or two back.

"Nice unicorn,' | say, holding out nmy hand in a reassuring manner and stepping
forward carefully. As soon as | nove, the unicorn turns and bolts round the
corner. | fly after it but it's vanished.

"Stupid beast,' | nmutter, and hurry on. Nowit will have plunged into



Qui ntessence Street, where it will be apprehended and sold for profit by some

person far | ess needy than nme. If | get there quickly | still mght be up for

a share.

I rush down the alley, oblivious to the heat and dust, and burst into the main
street, eagerly looking in every direction at once.

"It's mine, | sawit first, you dogs!' | cry, and brandish ny sword to
di scourage anyone fromnuscling in on the deal
Two wonen at a waternelon stall |ook at me, puzzled.

"What's yours?' they ask.

' The unicorn. Wiich way did it go?

The wonen burst out | aughing, and keep laughing for a long tinme. It is
apparently the funniest thing they've ever heard. And yet I'mright next to
the mouth of the alley. It had to have enmerged here. | confront the waternel on
sel l ers.

"Didn't a unicorn cone out of that alleyway?

They |l ook at me with what night be pity.

' Dna, ' says one.

A serious addiction,' agrees her friend.

| look round wildly. Apart froma few people staring at the mad person
shout i ng about unicorns, no one in Quintessence Street is show ng signs of
abnormal activity. It's quite obvious that no single-horned fabul ous

creature has featured here recently. So it just ran round the corner and

vani shed from si ght.

| realise that someone has been playing a trick on ne. A Sorcerer's apprentice
wi th nothing better to do, nost probably. He'll regret it if | catch hold of
hi m

"Ckay, I'll take a watermelon then,' | say to the wonen.

| eat it on the street, cooling down fromny exertion. Wiat was | thinking,
chasing after an obvious illusion? | nust be getting foolish. Flocks of stals
- unfortunately real - are perched listlessly on the roofs. These small bl ack

scavengi ng birds spend their time picking up scraps fromthe market, but in
t he deadeni ng heat even they're finding it tough to make a living. Mkri is
waiting for me in ny office. I'mnot nentioning the unicorn to her

"You know | have to stand up and talk to the whol e class?

"I believe you nentioned it.'

"I have to walk out in front of everyone and declaimin public’

'So you said.'’

"It's worse now. | have to stand up and talk to a class of people who al
think I"'ma thief! Is that fair?

When Makri is in a bad nobod her hand has a tendency to stray towards where her
sword would be, if she was wearing one. She's doing it now, but is clad only
in her chainmail bikini, wthout weapons. In the sweltering heat sweat pours
down her body. I'mgiven to believe that the | ower-class elenments in Twel ve
Seas like the effect.

' Have you proved me innocent yet? No? Wy not?

"I've been busy

'"WIl it take | ong?

"I"'minvolved in a very inportant case, Makri. Vital for the city. Wth bodies
everywhere.'

' How many bodi es?'

"N ne.'

Makri purses her lips.

"I"ve bet on fourteen. Do you think I should up it?

"Don't talk to ne about that.'

She shrugs.

"So don't | matter as nuch as this other case?

"No," | say.

"Way not ?'

' Because the other case involves a matter of national inportance!' | expl ode.

"And also |I'm being paid.'



"Fine,' retorts Makri. 'O course when | was saving your neck last winter from
that man with the magic sword I didn't stop to ask if |I was being paid or not.
| just saved your life. |I didn't wait around to check on any possible
remuneration, just weighed in there and risked my own life to save yours. But
hey, I"'monly a barbaric gladiator. Wen | was growing up | didn't learn al
the rules of civilised society. | just did what | thought was the right—
"Makri, will you shut the hell up!’

When Makri arrived inTurai | swear she wasn't capable of these sustained
bursts of withering el oquence. | blanme the rhetoric classes.

"Il sort it out for you. And neanwhile you can still take the exam nation.'
"In front of people who think I'ma thief.’

| ask Makri what she's doing in nmy office when she

shoul d be worki ng downstairs. She | ooks unconfortable.

"@Qurd andTanrose are still arguing. The atnosphere's bad.'

I"mstill curious as to why she's in ny office instead of her own room
"Dandelion's there. | said she could stay a while.'

"Way do you put up with that woman? Sling her out.'

Makri shrugs, and when | press the point she beconmes agitated. | drop it.

Makri has to return to her work anyway so | acconpany her downstairs. | should

send anot her nmessage to Lisutaris letting her know what happened at the Blind
Horse. 1'lIl do it after a beer or two.

At the bar |I'maccosted by Parax the shoemaker, who, in keeping with his
normal practice, is not nmaking shoes at this precise noment. He asks ne how ny
day has been.

' Bad.'

" Any dead bodies |ying around?

' Since when woul d you care, Parax?

"Can't a man worry about his friends?

It's news to ne that Parax is ny friend. Telling himthat he can | ook

el sewhere for his inside information, | take a beer, a bow of venison stew, a
plate of yams and a large apple pie to a table, where | read the | atest copy
of The Renowned and Truthful Chronicle of AU the Wrld' s Events, one of
Turai's news sheets, and a fertile source of information on the city's nmany
scandal ous occurrences.

There doesn't seemto be nuch scandal today apart froma report that Prince
Frisen Akan, heir to the throne, has extended his holiday at his country
retreat, which, as everybody knows, is a coded way of saying

that the King has sent himout of town in an effort to get himsober. The
Prince is degenerate even by royal standards. At one time it would have been a
better-kept secret, but these days, with Senator Lodius's opposition party
grown so powerful, fewer people are feeling it necessary to revere the royal
famly. When | was a boy no one woul d have dared speak a word agai nst the

Ki ng, but these days you can hear talk in many quarters about how we mi ght be
better off as a denocracy. Certain other menbers of the League of City States
have al ready been riven by civil war as the power of their kings waned. If
Senat or Lodius and his Popul ares party get their way, it'll happen in Tura
sooner rather than |ater

@Qurd sits down heavily beside ne.

"I can't take any nore of this,' he confides. 'That fishnmonger was here again
today and Tanrose was all over him'

'Qurd, you're exaggerating.'

"Does it take two hours to order fish for next week's menu? It's not that
popul ar an item

"I don't know. A lot of dockers like it.'

"I"d say dockers usually go for stew,' says Mkri, appearing next to our table
with a tray of drinks in her hand.

"No, | think they still prefer fish.'

" How woul d you know?' demands Makri. 'It's me that takes the orders.’

"I"man Investigator. | notice things.'

' Tanrose didn't have to— begins Gurd.



"There's definitely nore stew sold to dockers than fish,' states Makri
enphatical ly.

"I beg to differ. Fish is still the staple diet of the dockers in Twel ve

Seas.

'How can you say that, Thraxas? It's just not true. No wonder you're always
havi ng troubl e solving your cases if you can't observe a sinple thing Iike who
eat s—

" Enough of this!' yells @ird, banging his fist on the table.

'"I's Tanrose still upset at you?' asks Makri.

"Yes. No. Yes. | don't want to discuss it.'

Seeing ny old conpanion-in-arns | ooking as miserable as a Niojan whore, | w sh
there was sonething | could do to help.

"Maybe it's time for sone action,' | suggest. 'Renmenber when we spent five

days in that mountain fort waiting for the Simians to attack? And eventually
Conmander Mursius said he'd be dammed if he was going to wait any nore than
five days for a Simmian and he I ed us out and we drove the Simmians way back
over the border?

"I remenber,' says Gurd. '\Wat about it?

"Well maybe it's time you asked Tanrose to marry you.'

There's a slight pause.

"Did I mss something? says Mkri.

"I don't think so.'

"Well how did you get fromattacking the Simians to Gurd asking Tanrose to
marry hinP'

"It's obvious. There cones a tine when it's no good sheltering behind the
wal I s any longer. You have to attack. O, in this case, get married.'

Makri considers this.

"What if the Simmians had brought up reinforcenments?

"We'd have beaten themas well .’

"What if they'd made an alliance with the Ores and had sone dragons lying in
wai t ?'

"Very unlikely, Mkri. The Simians have never been friends with the Oes.'
'So you're saying | should ask Tanrose to get married? says GQurd, | ooking
quite troubled at the thought.

' Maybe. But you know |'ve al ways been usel ess with wonen.'

Makri nods her head.

"Tanrose tells ne you treated your wife really badly."'

' Tanrose shoul d keep her mouth shut.'

@urd | ooks of f ended.

About certain subjects only,' | add.

' That fishnmonger has al ways been in pursuit of Tanrose. |'m banning himfrom
the tavern from now on.'

' Mbst people prefer stew anyway,' says Makri. And Thraxas eats enough of it to
keep you in business.'

But by now Gurd has raised his brawny figure and departed, |ooking thoughtful
Makri takes his seat.

'Why have you al ways been so bad with wonen?' she asks.

| shrug.

"Don't know. Just never |earned what to do, | suppose.’

"I thought maybe it m ght be because you drink too nuch.'

"Yes, also | drink too nuch. But at least | don't take dwa.'

Four dock workers, waiting for the drinks presently marooned on Makri's tray,

call loudly for their beer. Makri ignores them

1 don't take dwa. Well, not for a while. Don't start criticising me. |'m not
the one who's usel ess at rel ationships.'

Makri is useless at relationships. She spent all last winter snivelling about
some Elf she met on Avul a because he didn't keep in touch with her. | don't

bother to point this out. The dockers call for their beer. Makri curses them
loudly and tells themto wait.
The front door opens and Lisutaris, Mstress of the Sky, strides majestically



into the tavern. This tinme, she hasn't bothered to disguise herself.

"W need to talk,' she says, and heads for the stairs.

' Thanks for the invitation,' says Mkri, but Lisutaris doesn't acknow edge
her, obviously having nore inmportant things on her nmind than social functions.
| follow Lisutaris upstairs while Makri takes her tray of beer to the thirsty
dockers. As I'mclinbing the stairs | can hear themarguing. It's a while
since Makri punched a customer but she seenms to be working up to it again.

In her full costume Lisutaris stands out strikingly in my shabby office. Her
of ficial Sorcerer's rainbow cloak positively vibrates with col our. Unusually

for her she doesn't take a seat but paces up and down nervously, l|ighted
thazis stick in hand.
"Things taken a turn for the worse?" | enquire.

' They have. Consul Kalius suspects that the pendant is mssing. He sent his
representative to ny villa this norning specifically to ask if it was stil
secure in ny hands.'

"How did the Consul learn of the affair?

Lisutaris glares at ne.

"How? | thought it mght have sonmething to do with

you barging your way all over town leaving a trail of dead bodies in your
wake. | appreciate you' re not fanous for your subtlety, but when | hired you I
wasn't expecting you to start slaughtering the city's inhabitants. It was
bound to cause comrent eventual |y’

' m astoni shed by the effrontery of the woman.

"I haven't killed anyone. The way people have been after this pendant it's no
wonder the Consul's got wind of it. | can't believe you'd blane ne.'

"You can't? Way not? You're supposed to be an Investigator. And yet on the

si mpl est of cases you have notably failed to produce any results. Tell ne,
Thraxas, on nost of your cases do you have exact information as to the

wher eabouts of the stolen iten®

" No.
"Yet | have three tines told you precisely where the pendant coul d be | ocated
and on each occasion you have failed to retrieve it. Instead, all | get is

nmessages telling nme that some brutal slaughter has occurred and the gemis

m ssing again. Don't you think it would be a good idea to arrive intime to

| ocate the item|'m paying you to find?

Lisutaris halts in the mddle of the roomand fixes me with a hostile stare.
Coming fromthe head of the Sorcerers Quild, this is quite disconcerting.
Lisutaris is one of the nost powerful magic users in the world and if she
decided it was tinme to use a little magic on an errant Investigator | wouldn't
want to be that Investigator. I'mwearing a fine spell protection necklace but
no such itemcould hold out against the might of Lisutaris for |ong.

That being said, | don't allow anyone to enter ny

room and abuse ne. | neet her gaze and informher coldly that if |I'mnot given
enough tine to do the job then the job won't get done, and besides, it would
be a help if she'd told ne the full facts of the case.

Are you inplying | have withheld informtion?

"Most clients do. You said that no one knew the power of this pendant. That's
obviously not true. Fromthe way peopl e have been killing each other to get
hold of it, I'd say its inmportance was well known to someone. Wen you first
arrived here the job | ooked sinmple and we were in a hurry so | didn't get the
full background to the case. Maybe | should have. Wo else in your inmediate
circle knew you had the pendant, for instance?

'"No one but ny secretary

' Then maybe we should have a few words with your secretary.

"You will not investigate her,' says Lisutaris, quite enphatically.

"I think I should."’

1 amnot interested in what you think. You will not speak to ny secretary and
that is final. If know edge of the pendant's true significance has sonmehow
been learned, it is unfortunate but no longer relevant. | don't care how it
cane to happen; the point is | nust have the pendant back i medi ately. Do you



realise that Consul Kalius will be at my house in two days' time? He is
suspi cious already. He's bound to ask to see the pendant.’
"Couldn't you fob himoff with an initation?

"If it were only the Consul, yes. But he will have with him Sorcerers fromthe
government, all of whom| have invited to ny masked ball. No imtation jewel |
could fabricate would fool Od Hasius the Brilliant. Hasius is

still seething with jeal ousy over my election as head of the Guild. He'd take

one |l ook at an imitation pendant and squawk so |loud they'd hear himin
Simia.’

Lisutaris finishes her thazis stick and |ights another

"This is such a mess! Damm it, | never wanted to be head of the Sorcerers
@Quild in the first place. | never asked to be placed in charge of itens vita
for the defence of the city. The Consul's going to be dowmn on ne |ike a bad
spell when he learns |I've lost the pendant. Only last nmonth he was telling ne
that some Orcish prince or other had just conquered a nei ghbouring country and
was | ooking to set hinmself up as war |eader.'

"Prince Anrag?

Lisutaris nods. Already in the west we've heard quite a few reports about this
prince. The Ores hate us as much as we hate thembut they're often nore riven
by internal warfare than we are, which prevents them from nmounting a
concentrated attack on us. But every now and then a | eader conmes al ong capabl e
of unifying the Orc nations, and when that happens it's but a short step to an
i nvasi on of the Human | ands. Prince Anrag | ooks |ike he might be the Oc to do
it, and it might not be too far in the future.

"Maybe it's time to call in someone el se.’

"What do you nean?' demands Lisutaris.

"If this is so inmportant for Turai, nmaybe Pal ace Security should be invol ved.
They could put their whole resources to searching the city.

Absol utely not,' says Lisutaris, shaking her head and Iighting another thazis
stick. Lisutaris's substantial use of thazis often sends her into a happy
dreamworld, and it's a sign of how deep the crisis is that she shows no

signs of relaxing, no matter how many sticks she snobkes.

"I cannot own up to the |l oss of the pendant. 1'd be ruined. The King would
expel me fromthe city in disgrace and I'd be shunned in every nation. My

fam |y has been in the leading tier of Turanian society for as long as the
city's been here, and | refuse to end up a nmad old hermt in the wastel ands
casting horoscopes for travellers.'

| break open a new bottle of klee. Lisutaris, not a great drinker, downs a
glass in the blink of an eye and holds out her glass for nore. | pour her

anot her gl ass and ask her if she knows of any reason why an operative fromthe
Venarius | nvestigation Agency m ght also be on the trail of the pendant.

"I"ve no idea. Surely it's not possible.'

I"mpretty certain that's what Demani us was doing in the Blind Horse. Before

t he wonman di ed she seened to recognise him and she nentioned the jewel.'
"This is a disaster,' says the Sorcerer, and starts pacing

agai n.

"It is. So far this pendant has been in the hands of various unknown thieves,

t he Brotherhood, and the Society of Friends. Both these organi sati ons have
contacts all over the city, extending right up into the governnment. Wen you
add in the fact that whoever stole it in the first place probably knew exactly
what they were getting, and probably tried to sell it to soneone who al so knew
all about it, it's pretty clear that the matter is no |longer nmuch of a secret.
In fact, we might as well assune that everyone knows about it. Are you sure

you don't want to call in sone outside hel p?

Lisutaris doesn't.

'The monent | admit the loss, |'mruined. W have two days left. You nust find
t he pendant.'

"I'"l'l do ny best. 1'll do better if you fill me in on a few mssing details.'

' Li ke what ?'

'Li ke why so many people are dying. It's not credible that they all just



happened to kill each other in a fight over the jewel. Thieves don't suddenly
kill each other. If one is dom nant the others back down after the first sign
of violence. None of these crinme scenes |ooked |like the scenes |'mused to. It
| ooked to ne |ike something had affected the people in a way that drove them

i nsane. Wi ch would be backed up by some of their dying words. One man told ne
he was on a beautiful golden ship and another one thought he was King of

Turai. Any particular reason why they m ght be thinking that?

"Yes,' says Lisutaris. 'Looking into the green jewel would drive an untrained
m nd i nsane. Four people who had all |ooked into it would be quite likely to
kill each other as their dreans took over their reality.

"You're telling me this now? Don't you think you could have mentioned it
earlier?

"I did say that it was a dangerous object,' protests Lisutaris.

"Not so dangerous that it was going to lead to such slaughter. So it's quite
likely that every time sonmeone gets hold of this pendant they'Il go mad, kil

t heir conpani ons and make off with it?

"Yes. But they won't get far. If they look into it they will probably die even
wi t hout viol ence being inflicted on them It will just break their m nds.

| could protest nore. Lisutaris really should have given ne nore infornmation

when she hired nme. There's not much point in conplaining now, though. I'm
stuck
withit.

'So we now have two problens. One, lots of people seemto know about the
jewel. Two, it's going to drive themall honmicidally insane.’

Li sutaris studies her glass.

"This klee is disgusting. My throat is burning. Where do you buy it?

It's supplied to Gurd by a nonastery in the hills. The nonks distil it in
their spare time.'

'Do they have a grudge against the city?

"I find it bracing.'

Lisutaris drains her glass and winces again as the fiery spirit trickles down
her throat.

"It's poisonous. This liquid would kill you.'

She hol ds out her gl ass.

"Gve nme nore.’

I fill her glass.

"I could ask @Gurd to send you a few bottles for your

masked bal | .'

"I don't think the Senators could take it,"' replies Lisutaris, conpletely
failing to catch ny hint that she ought to be inviting ne. Not that | really
want to go. The sight of Turai's aristocracy disporting thenselves in costune
is not one that appeals to nme. But it still rankles that Makri has an
invitation. Al she did for Lisutaris at the Assenbl age was wal k around behi nd
her pretending to be a bodyguard, neanwhile getting so wecked on thazis, dwa
and klee that | had to carry the pair of themhone in a carriage. It was ne
who did all

the hard work and her ingratitude is sinply appalling. | realise that
Lisutaris has been talking to ne for some tine.

'What were you sayi ng?'

' Have you not been |i stening?

"I was contenpl ating sone aspects of the case. Tell me again.'

"I can no longer |ocate the pendant.'

"Way not ?'

Lisutaris is frustrated at having to repeat herself. Apparently after |I failed
to find the gemin the Blind Horse she repeated her sorcerous procedure for
traci ng the pendant but was this time unsuccessful. Someone has now succeeded
in hiding the jewel from sorcerous enquiry, no nmean feat against the power of
Lisutaris. It nmight nmean that it is nowin the hands of someone capabl e of
provi di ng some heavywei ght sorcerous protection thensel ves.

'There aren't too many rogue Sorcerers around who could do that. There's



@ ixius Dragon Killer of course, he m ght have the power. | haven't seen him
for a while but he's been on ny mnd ever since | saw that woman's Soci ety of
Friends tattoo. He used to work with them

Anot her possibility is that whoever now has the jewel has wapped it in red
El vish cloth, which would have the effect of casting an inpenetrable shield
over the object. No sorcerous enquiry can penetrate the cloth. However, red
El vish cloth is fabul ously expensive and very hard to conme by. It's illegal
for anyone but the King and his mnisters to own it.

"Which isn't to say that sonmeone else in the city nmight have got their hands
on some. Another possibility is that

t he pendant night have left the city. It mght be on its way east right now'
Lisuta' ris | ooks al arned.

"Surely no one would be so base as to sell such an itemto the Orcs?

"You' d be surprised how base sone people in this city

can be.’

" "You may be right. But not much tine el apsed between when the pendant | ast
went mssing and the tinme of ny enquiry. | think I'd have picked up the traces
were it close to the city. | think it nost likely that it is still in Turai
conceal ed in sone nmanner. \Were do you suggest we | ook?

I've no idea. It could be anywhere. If you can't locate it with sorcery, |I'm
stuck. "’

"I thought you were an Investigator,' says Lisutaris,

drily.

"Nurber one chariot in the field of investigation. But we don't know who took
it and Turai's a large city. 1'll start making enquiries but it'll take tine.'

Lisutaris clenches her fists.

"l have no tine.'

There's a knocking at the door. | open it. Sarin the Merciless is standing
outside. Sarin is one of the deadliest killers I've ever net. She has a | oaded
crossbow in her hand. She points it at ny heart.

'"Gve nme the pendant or 1'Il kill you.'

CHAPTER

NI NE

Y

ou keep getting in my way,' says Sarin.

Sarin the Merciless is as cold as an Oc's heart. Not a wonan you can take
lightly. She learned her fighting skills fromwarrior nmonks and is as ruthless
a killer as I've cone across in all ny years of investigating.

"You know it's illegal to carry a weapon like that inside the city walls?

"I's that so?

It is. But don't get the inpression |I'mnot pleased you visited, Sarin. There
are enough warrants out for you for nurder and robbery to nake a man weal t hy'
"Only if he was alive to collect the reward.’

Sarin is rather tall. She wears a man's tunic - unusual enough - and, uniquely
for a womman in this city, has her hair cut very short. This is next door to
taboo and quite unheard of in civilised society. For sone reason |'ve never
been able to fathom she wears an extraordi nary nunber of earrings, an odd

i ndul gence for a woman whose image is otherw se so severe. She's added a few

since | last saw her and the piercings now travel the full semcircle of each
ear.
She | ooks at Lisutaris, meanwhile keeping the crossbow pointed at ny chest. A
bolt at this range would pin ne to the wall. Sarin once shot Makri and it took
t he

power of a mmgical healing stone to save her life. Round about the sane tine
she killed Tas of the Eastern Lighting, one of Turai's nobst powerful
Sorcerers.

"Who are you?' she denmands.

"Lisutaris, Mstress of the Sky,' replies the Sorcerer coldly. 'Put that

cr ossbow down. '

Showi ng no wi sh to put the crossbow down, Sarin points it instead at



Lisutaris, which is a nistake. Lisutaris makes a slight novenment of her hand
and the weapon flies from Sarin's grasp to clatter on the floor, ending up
under the sink. If Sarin is perturbed she doesn't showit. She steps forward
so her face is only a few inches fromthat of Lisutaris.

| don't like Sorcerers,' she says.

| don't like you,' counters Lisutaris.

Lisutaris is not a woman you can intimdate easily. She fought heroically in
the I ast war against the Ores, bringing down war dragons fromthe sky and

bl asting Orcish squadrons with powerful destructive spells. Wen her

consi derabl e supply of sorcery eventually ran out, she picked up a sword and
hewed at the O cish invaders as their heads appeared over the city walls.
know because | was beside her at the tine.

"You mght believe that the spell protection charm| sense on your person wil
protect you against me. You are nistaken. Renove your face frommne or | wil
engul f you in flames.'

"WIl you?' says Sarin, not renoving her face. 'Before

you wore down ny protection spell 1'd break your neck.'

As a sporting man, | wouldn't mnd seeing Sarin and

Li sutaris squaring off against each other, but it would

probably mean my roonms getting wecked, and when

t hat happens Qurd is never happy about it. So | interrupt.

'"Did you come here just to pick fights with ny guests? That's something | can
usual ly do nyself.'

Sarin draws back a few inches.

'No, Thraxas, | came here looking for a pendant. | thought you m ght have it.
Not an unreasonabl e assunption, given that you were seen at the green jewel's
| ast known | ocation. Do you have it?

"I don't know what you're tal king about.'

' The pendant. For far-seeing. Lisutaris hired you to retrieve it for her. Just
as | hired nmen to retrieve it for ne. My nmen ended up dead. | see you fared
better.'

"I"'ma hard man to kill."’

An expression of withering contenpt flickers over Sarin's features. Not

fei gned contenpt, but real

"Hard to kill? I've passed by you drunk in the gutter, Thraxas. | could have
gutted you had I wi shed.’

"When was this exactly?

"On one of the nmany occasions |'ve been in this city, undetected. There are

pl enty of unsolved crinmes which could be laid at nmy door, Investigator. Sone
of theminvestigated by you, without result. The few successes you brag about
are as nothing conpared to your multitudinous failures.'

| don't believe her. Sarin is just angry at me because |'ve thwarted her in
the past. But | notice Lisutaris is looking at me with a new | ack of respect.
No client likes to hear their Investigator being nocked by a crimnal

"Me lying drunk in the gutter notw thstanding, Lisutaris hasn't |ost any
pendants that | know about. The Mstress of the Sky nmerely called in to invite
ne to

a masked ball she's holding in a couple of days. And |I'mvery gratified to
receive the invitation, Lisutaris. | shall be delighted to attend.’

"Stop this buffoonery,' says Sarin, |loudly. She studies ny face.

"You don't have the pendant,' she says.

She turns her head to Lisutaris and regards her for a few seconds.

And neither do you.'

'"So you can read mnds?" | ask, intending it to be sarcastic.

'"Not exactly,' replies Sarin, taking ny statenent at face value. 'But |
trained with warrior nonks. | can read enotions.'

She pi cks up her crossbow

A puzzle,' she says, softly. 'I knew that the pendant had been intercepted by
the Society of Friends. | intended to take it fromtheir operative at the

Bl i nd Horse. But soneone beat ne to it. | thought it m ght have been you but



apparently I was wong. No matter. | do not doubt that |I can find it again. If
you get in ny way I'Il kill you.'

Sarin the Mercil ess departs, closing the door quietly behind her.

At |east we're not the only ones who don't know where the pendant is.
"That is little confort,' says Lisutaris. 'Wwo was that wonan?'
"Sarin the Merciless. Ruthless killer. She alnost killed Makri and she did
kill Tas of the Eastern Lighting though it coul d never be proved agai nst her.
She once bl ackmail ed the Consul's office and nade off with

enough gold to last her a lifetime, but it hasn't induced her to retire from
crime. | get the inpression she enjoys it. O course, she's nentally unwell.
That whol e part about seeing me lying drunk in the gutter was obviously a

hal | uci nation."'

' Cbvi ously. Who are her associ ates?

'She has no fixed alliances. Did work with @ixius Dragon Killer and the
Society of Friends one tinme, but they fell out, as | recall. She was all set
to rob the Society but soneone beat her to it.'

"M ght we use her as a neans of finding the pendant?

' Perhaps. Can you foll ow her?

T can,' says Lisutaris. 'I will trace her nmovenents round the city and keep
you i nformed. Meanwhile |I rnust urge you to spare no effort in your own search.
| rmust depart now. |I'mdue at a neeting of Turai's mnisters of state.'

| speak sonme words of caution to Lisutaris.

"Sarin is a very dangerous woman. If she can't find the pendant herself she
m ght just decide to search for it at your villa. Perhaps |I really should cone
to the ball.’

"Do not trouble yourself,' says Lisutaris. 'l have adequate security.'

She departs. | march straight downstairs for a beer.

' Good neeting? asks Makri, at the bar.

"Stop talking and give nme a beer.'

'So what are you as miserable as a N oj an whore about ?'

' Not hi ng. "

" Not hi ng?'

"That's right, nothing. Also, Sarin the Merciless just paid a visit.'

Makri is agitated. Sarin once put a crossbow bolt in

her chest and Makri would like the opportunity to return the favour.

1 think Sarin nmust be the only person ever to wound me that | haven't killed
inreturn.’

I tell Makri she'll probably get her chance.

"Sarin has a way of appearing when she's not wanted.'

'Does this mean you can't investigate at the Guild

Col | ege?"

"It mght have to wait a while.'

It can't wait,' insists Makri. If you don't find the thief soon I'mgoing to
have to do the exam nation with everyone thinking |"'ma crimninal.'

"Well you'll just have to nake the best of it.'

' Moke the best of it?" says Mkri, flushing. 'Make the best of it? Is that
your advice? | didn't ask you to get involved in the first place. | was quite
happy to go up there and kill Professor Toarius. You persuaded me not to and
now you're saying | just have to make the best of it?

Seeing Makri getting angry, the drinkers around us draw back nervously.
"That's right, you'll just have to make the best of it. Just because Lisutaris

invited you to her smart party doesn't nmean the whole city has to start
j unpi ng around for your convenience.'

Aha!' yells Makri. 'So that's why you' ve been acting like a troll with
t oot hache. You're jeal ous because you can't go to the ball.’

"I amnot jealous.'

"Just like the Elvish princess in the story,' says Makri.

"What story?'

'"The Elvish Princess Wio Couldn't Go to the Ball".'

"There's no such story.'



"Yes there is. | translated it |last year.'

| glare at Makri with | oathing.

"Fascinating, Makri. I'mgratified to learn that while I'm struggling round
the streets fighting crimnals you're safe in a classroomtranslating Elvish
fairy stories.'

Makri takes her sword from behind the bar

"I"'moff to kill Professor Toarius,' she nutters.

I move swiftly to cut off her exit.

"Fine. I'lIl go investigate at the College.’

| grab a bag of food from Tanrose and eat on the hoof. Possibly Mkri was
right. | should be paying nore attention to her problem It's just that with
bodi es everywhere, Lisutaris's case was hard to ignore. Till the Sorcerer
sends ne anot her |ead, however, |'ve got a little tine to investigate the
theft. I can't help resenting all the work I'm having to do over a lousy five
gur ans.

| still have sonme students left to visit, people who were close to the scene
of the crinme on the day in question. | set about tracking themdown. It takes
a lot of trudging round the streets and a | ot of knocking at doors where no
one is pleased to see me. | work ny way northwards through the city, and as

t he houses beconme smarter the replies get briefer. Several families flatly
refuse to let me in and succunb eventually only to the threat of a court order
fromthe Tribune's Ofice. There isn't actually a Tribune's Ofice, but
they're not to know that.

"When | heard that the Deputy Consul had reinstated the post of Tribune | did
not realise it would lead to the

harassment of honest people going about their work,' says one angry master

gl assmaker, upset at me interrupting the famly dinner to question his son
"Just a few questions and I'lIl be on ny way'

This is the eighth house I've visited, so far with no results. For students
who are supposed to be learning, the young nen at the Quild Coll ege seem
peculiarly unobservant. | can understand that, | suppose. | studied as a
Sorcerer's apprentice for alnost a year, and at the end of it all I could
renmenber was the way to the nearest tavern

I'"'mshown into an el egant front roomwhich is sufficiently well furnished to
make ne think that a naster glassmaker can't be that bad a thing to be. | wait
along tine, and no one offers ne a drink; bad nanners towards a guest. Even
the Consul would offer me wine, and he's never pleased to see nme. Eventually
t he gl assnaker's son, Ossinax, appears. He's around nineteen, small for his
age, with long hair tied back in a ponytail |ike nmost of the |ower-class sons
of the city. My own hair has never been cut and has trail ed down ny back since
| was young. These days | notice some grey streaks.

"I"'mglad you' ve come,' he says, taking ne by surprise.

"You are?

He lowers his voice as if fearful that his father might be |istening outside.
1 really don't think Makri stole that noney'

"Way not ?'

' Because once | asked her to | ook after a quarter-guran for me and she gave it
ri ght back when | asked.’

"Why did you need her to | ook after a quarter-guran?

T didn't. It was a bet with sone other students. To see how | ong she'd keep it
wi thout stealing it. But then she didn't steal it at all. W were surprised.’
"I see.'

1 like her,' says Ossinax.

He | ooks a little downcast.

' Though she did punch nme after she | earned about the bet. But | never told
anyone. | didn't want to get her into trouble.'

Fromthe tone of Ossinax's voice, | get the inpression that he m ght be

har bouring nmore than some friendly feelings towards Makri. Wuldn't be too
strange, really, if only because in a city where wonen are al nost al ways wel |
wr apped up, Makri never seens to wear enough clothes. She's been sent hone



fromthe Coll ege because of it on nore than one occasion

'So who el se nmight have taken the noney?

"I don't know. There were a few people around.'

Everyone he can renenber is on nmy list, and |I've checked themall out.

Are you sure there was no ot her student around?

"Not that | can remenber.’

"No menbers of staff?

"Way woul d a nenber of staff steal five gurans?

" You never know who m ght need nobney urgently’

Gssi nax doesn't renmenber seeing any nenbers of staff anywhere near the roomin
guesti on.

' Professor Toarius was there earlier, but he often wal ks round the building."'
' How nuch earlier?

Around an hour. It was before ny phil osophy class. He wal ked al ong the
corridor with Barius.'

' Barius?

" Prof essor Toarius's son.'

'What was he doing there?

"I don't know. He's a student at the Inperial University. | only saw hi monce
before, when he canme down to visit his father. But I'msure it was him'

No one has nentioned anythi ng about the Professor's son before. That's
probably not suspicious. After all, this was nore than an hour before the
theft. But |'mcurious anyway. The Professor didn't say that his son had been
there earlier in the day. There again, the Professor didn't nention nuch
before he stormed out of the room | ask Gssinax if he can tell ne anything
nore about Barius but he can't. He's surprised |I'minterested.

"The family is rich. Barius wouldn't have any need to steal five gurans.'

"l suppose not.'

I let himhave ny address and tell himto get in touch if he thinks of
anything el se that mght interest ne.

' The Avengi ng Axe? |s that where Makri works?'

"It is.’

'"Is it a dangerous place?

Any pl ace Makri works is a dangerous place.’

'"Did she really slaughter an Oc lord and all his fam |y when she escaped from
the gl adi ator pits?

"She did.'

"Did she really fight a dragon in the arena?'

| see that Makri has not been above doing a little bragging at the Coll ege.
"Yes, she did," | tell him And she hel ped nme fight another one, rnuch bigger,"
| add, not wi shing young Ossinax to get the inpression that Makri's the only
one

capabl e of epic feats in battle. W didn't kill the dragon but we defeated the
O cish forces that acconpanied it. Makri dealt the fatal blow by hew ng her
way through their ranks to kill their commander

| leave Gssinax |ooking thoughtful. A servant shows ne out under the watchful
eye of his father. Qutside | can hear the sound of hamrering coming fromthe

wor kshop at the rear. | gaze at the front of the house. 'Nice wi ndows. You
make them all yoursel f?' The gl assmaker shuts the door. It's hot as Ocish
hell. | take a drink froma fountain and | ook around for someone to sell nme a
waternel on. | have an urge to visit Barius, son of Professor Toarius. After
eating two large waternelons, | still have the urge, so | wave down a | andus
and tell the driver to take ne to Thanlin.

CHAPTER

TEN

It's surprisingly difficult to find Barius. He's not at the Inperial
University and no one there has seen himfor several days. | traipse

unconfortably around the huge marbl e halls, asking questions of students and
menbers of staff, but the young man's friends haven't seen himand the tutors
and professors aren't keen to give information to an outsider, Tribune or not.



When | find nyself being lectured at length on the historical duties of the
Tri bunate by a Professor of Theology. | realise it's tine to | eave the
University. So nmuch learning is nmaking me feel ignorant. The sight of ranks of
wel | -dressed and attentive students sitting in vast |ecture halls makes ne

wonder what they'll make of Makri if she ever nmanages to force her way into
the place. Deputy Consul Cicerius did once hint that he might help her, if
circunstances all owed, but he needed a favour fromher at the time. | doubt
he'd conme through with any real assistance if it cane down to it.

Barius still lives in the famly hone, so that should be ny next destination,
t hough 1'm not | ooking forward to another encounter w th Professor Toarius.
The Professor will be down on ne like a bad spell if | start bothering his

househol d. Toarius belongs to an inportant famly and has a |l ot of influential
friends. Being a professor

doesn't by itself give a man high status, but Toarius's famly own a | ot of

| and outside the city and have been wealthy for |onger than anyone can

renenber. Too bad, | nuse, as | head towards his villa. During nmy career as an
I nvestigator, |'ve already offended nost inportant people in the city, so

anot her one probably doesn't nmatter that much.

Whi ch reminds ne. |'ve been neaning to make sone enquiries about Lisutaris's
secretary. I'mcurious as to why the Sorcerer is so protective towards her. |
break off ny mission to call in on a tavern owner | know who used to be

enpl oyed as head of stables by Tas of the Eastern Lightning. Wen that
Sorcerer handed in his toga a year or so back, the stableman found hi nsel f out
of a job and ended up putting his savings into a tavern, which suits himwell
enough. | once got his son off a charge of assault after a street fracas and
he's hel ped me once or twice before with his knowl edge of the staff and
servants of our city's Sorcerers

"Lisutaris's secretary? Sure | renenber her. Avenaris. Nervous little thing.
Daughter of Lisutaris's older brother. Wen he was killed in the war,
Lisutaris took her in. Looked after her ever since. Wat's she been up to?
"Not hing that | know of. \What does she have to be nervous about?

"Wio knows?'

He can't tell nme any nore. Avenaris has never been in trouble and is a | oyal

enpl oyee. No scandal, no boyfriends. Just nervous. | thank him [|eave him
enough noney for a few drinks, and get back to ny quest.
Prof essor Toarius lives in Thanmlin. |'m amazed as

al ways at how neat and cl ean everything is. No rubbish on the streets, no
beggars on the corners, no stray dogs |ooking hungrily for food. The pavenents
are covered in the pale yellow and green tiles that are a distinctive feature
of Turai's wealthy areas, and every |large house is set well back fromthe
road, fronted by extensive gardens. The streets are quiet, with well-behaved
servants carrying provisions hone to their enployers, and a visible presence
of Civil Guards, here to keep out undesirables.

When an official-looking carriage pulls up alongside nme, ny first thought is
that |'ve been deened undesirable. 1'm astoni shed when the curtains of the
carriage open and the Consul hinself beckons to nme. I've met Consul Kalius
before but | wouldn't expect Turai's highest official to be searching the
streets for ne.

"Cet in," instructs Kalius.

| get in.

"\Where are we goi ng?'

"W're not going anywhere.'

Kal i us rmust be sixty years old. His toga is lined with gold as befits his
rank, and he wears it with pride. As Turanian Consuls go, he's noderately well
regarded. If he's not exactly as sharp as an EIf's ear, then neither is he the
nost foolish we've had, and while he |lacks Cicerius's reputation for fierce
incorruptibility, at |least he hasn't been flagrant in taking bribes, and he's
a lot nore charismatic than his deputy.

"I wish to talk with you. Here will do as well as anywhere.'

I'"mpuzzled by the neeting. | ask the Consul if he just happened to be riding



by.

"I was searching for you. My Sorcerer |ocated you and | rode quickly to

i ntercept you.'

If the Consul has actually used a Sorcerer to locate me, | have to be in
troubl e over something. The authorities generally don't use their Sorcerers
for trivial matters

"What task are you performing for Lisutaris, Mstress of the Sky?

I"mnot sure what to say. | can't possibly reveal Lisutaris's reason for
hiring me. It strikes me fully for the first time that Lisutaris is

wi t hhol di ng sonme tremendously inportant information fromthe state,

i nformation that really should not have been withheld, and I'mnnow fully
inplicated. If disaster strikes Turai because the errant Sorcerer has | ost the
pendant and |'m held to have been responsible for its non-recovery, |I'Il be
lucky to avoid spending the rest of nmy life on a slave galley.

| consider denying that Lisutaris has hired me but reject it as too risky,
given the Consul's many sources of information. It's tine to lie, something
pride myself on ny talent for

'She hired nme to find sone personal papers.'

"\What sort of papers?

"Her diary.'

Kalius regards me coolly for sonme nmonents.

"Her diary?

'"Yes. She lost it at the chariot races. Naturally it's a sensitive matter. No
i mportant Sorcerer wants details of her daily thoughts placed before the
public. You know how cruel people can be. And the Renowned and Trut hful
Chroni cl e woul d probably publish the whole thing if it fell into their hands.'
Kalius isn't |ooking convinced.

"Lisutaris hired you to find her diary? | find that hard to believe.'

'"Diaries are sensitive objects, Consul. | believe hers nmay contain severa

| ove poens. Naturally she's anxious that no one should see them'

"Are you telling ne that Turai's nost inportant Sorcerer has been wasting her
time witing | ove poens?

| raise ny palns towards the sky.

Are | ove poenms a waste of time? Wo can say? In the tavern where | live there
are various persons deeply enneshed in affairs of the—

"I amnot interested in the squalid affairs that may go on in the Avengi ng
Axe,' says Kalius, acidly.

It's gratifying to realise that the Consul actually renenbers where | live. He
did come there one tinme, to harangue nme, but | thought he'd probably have
forgotten. | struggle on with ny story.

"Lisutaris needed a man of discretion to work on her behalf. |I'msure you
understand. Really | shouldn't be telling you this and nust ask you to make
sure the information goes no further.'

"I have been informed by our Civil Guard that you have been involved in a
great many deaths in recent days. Are you aware that earlier today six nen
were found hacked to death near to the pl easure gardens?

"I wasn't. Does it concern ne?

"It concerns Lisutaris. | have information that an | nvestigator naned Denmani us
was quickly on the scene and | have further information that Demanius is

i nvol ved in some matter concerning Lisutaris.'

' Demani us? The name is vaguely famliar. Wo hired hin?

Kalius won't tell me who has hired Demanius, and nor will he tell me how he
knows that Demanius is working on anything that concerns Lisutaris, but | take
his information as reliable. The Consul's office has its own efficient
intelligence services. It is distressing to |learn that another six nmen have

di ed. More distressing that Demani us was on the scene and | knew not hi ng about
it.

"It seens unlikely that so many murders woul d have occurred during the pursuit
of a diary, no matter how many poens it may contain,' says the Consul

"I haven't been involved in these deaths, Consul. They just happened while



was there. Following up |leads on the diary naturally led nme into severa

i nsal ubrious venues. Not the sort of place I1'd normally wish to visit, but an
Investigator has little choice. | believe there may have been sone viol ence
but it was nothing to do with nme. O Lisutaris.'

Kalius wears a small gold ring on his right hand, an official seal, one of the
enbl ems of his office as chief representative of the King. He fingers it and

| ooks t hought f ul

"If I learn that you are lying to ne, Investigator, you will be punished."’
| assure himl'mnot lying. |I'meager to be on ny way but Kalius hasn't
finished with ne.

"When Cicerius nade you a Tribune, | understand he made it clear that the
appoi nt nent was honorary.'

'"He did.'

And yet you are using the historical powers of the Tribunate against the
express will of the governnent.'

There's no point lying on this one.

"I felt it was justified,' | say.

"Last time you foolishly used these powers was there not an attenpt to
assassi nate you?

" There was.'

"I woul d have thought that woul d have been sufficient discouragenment,' says
Kalius. '"Politics inthis city is not to be entered by the |likes of you. Be

war ned. Your powers are purely notional. If you find yourself in trouble
because of your actions, the governnent will not support you.'

Kal i us dismisses me fromhis carriage. Hs driver takes up the reins and
canters off. | wonder what sort of punishnment Kalius has in mnd. | wonder if
| should just pack a bag and |l eave the city. | wonder why they don't build
taverns in Thamin. | really need a beer

| can't find a landus for hire anywhere so | have to walk a | ong way back
towards the centre of the city. Here the streets are unpaved and |'m soon
choking on the dust and cursing the heat. Hal fway al ong Moon and Stars

Boul evard another carriage pulls up. It's a big day for finding Thraxas in
your carriage. Lisutaris opens the door and beckons me in. Her conveyance is
| uxuriously furnished but snells strongly of thazis.

"Find me with a spell?

She nods.
"I think I have located the pendant.'
"Just as well. The Consul suspects you've lost it.'

| describe ny recent encounter. Lisutaris is greatly disturbed, not |east by
nmy informng the Consul that she's been witing | ove poetry. Her el egant
features take on a rather piqued air.

"Coul dn't you think of anything nore convincing?

T didn't have time to think. Anyway, it's not that unbelievable. Sorcerers are
occasionally poetic. And you' ve never married. Wo knows if you m ght be

pi ni ng for someone?

'"I"'mstarting to believe that Harmon Half Elf was right about you.'

" Harnon? What's he been sayi ng?

'"That you're an inbecile.'

Lisutaris looks |like she has a great deal nore to say on the subject, but at
this moment the call for afternoon prayers rings out over the city. It's a

| egal requirenent for all Turanian citizens to pray three times a day, and
while the last thing | want to do right nowis get down on ny knees, | don't
have a choice. It's illegal even to remain in a carriage, so, nuffling our
frustration, Lisutaris and | both clanber out into the street to join those
ot hers al so unfortunate enough not to be indoors. Lisutaris frowns at the
prospect of kneeling in the dust and getting her gown dirty.

"But perhaps | could do with sone divine help,' she nutters, shooting ne a
gl ance which may inply that she no | onger has total confidence in ne as an
Investigator. We pray in silence. O rather pretend to pray. |'mtoo busy
seething with resentnment over Harnon Half Elf calling ne an inbecile. He m ght



be a very powerful Sorcerer, but |'ve never considered himthat intelligent.
The call goes up for prayers to end.

"I"mgoing to have sonmething to say to Harnon Half Elf,' | say, hauling nyself
to ny feet.

"You woul d be unwi se to of fend Harnon,' replies Lisutaris.

"Unwi se? You think |I'd worry about of fending that

poi nty-eared charlatan? He woul dn't be the first Sorcerer |I've punched in the
face before they had tine to utter a spell.’

Lisutaris starts hunting in her bag for some thazis.

"If I'd realised you were so unstable |I'd never have hired you.'

"I"mnot unstable. | just don't like Sorcerers calling ne a noron.'

' The word was inbecile.'

'O inbecile.’

W set off at a fast pace through the city. Lisutaris tells nme that though she
is still unable to | ocate the pendant directly, she has tracked Sarin to a

war ehouse at the docks.

And |'ve also traced a powerful user of nagic heading there. | believe it mnust

be connected to the pendant.'’

' Probably. Any idea who the powerful user of nmagic is?

Li sutaris shakes her head.

An aura | amnot familiar with.'

W' re nmaki ng good progress down the boul evard, and cross the river at a brisk
pace. Lisutaris's driver is an experienced hand and wends his way through the
crush of delivery wagons with a skill | can adnire

'Does Kalius really think I've |ost the pendant?

"I"mnot certain. He suspects you're in sone deep trouble. He may know not hi ng
nore. But that would be enough to worry the governnent, wi th you being head of
the Sorcerers Guild.'

"He's bound to ask to see the pendant at ny ball,' mpans the Sorcerer

"Perhaps if | was there | could divert himin some manner?

"I doubt it,' says Lisutaris, and lights another thazis stick

| sit in silence for the rest of the journey. Lisutaris idly w pes the dust
fromher gown. Like her rainbow cloak, it's of the highest quality. The
Mstress of the Sky is an extrenely weal thy woman. She inherited a vast
fortune fromher father, a prosperous |andowner who greatly increased his
fortune after he entered the Senate, as Senators tend to do. It's unusual for
Turai's Sorcerers to come fromthe very highest stratum of society - sorcery,
like trade, is generally thought to be beneath their dignity - but Lisutaris,
as the youngest child in the famly, was left free to choose her own path
whil e her two ol der brothers were grooned for their roles in society. Her
father may not have been overly pl eased when she began to show an aptitude for
sorcery, but with two nale siblings already growi ng up respectably he didn't
forbid her to carry on with her studies.

In normal circunstances, Lisutaris would have ended up as a working Sorcerer
with a nodest income, but both her brothers were unfortunately killed in the
last Orc war, leaving her as sole heir to the huge famly fortune. Since then
she's carried on her dual role as menber of the aristocracy and powerful
Sorcerer wi thout causing too much scandal in a city which frowns on the
unusual . Her fine record during the war still protects her fromcriticism
even though her enornous appetite for thazis nmust be w dely known to her
peers. The Renowned and Truthful Chronicle of Al the Wrld' s Events has
occasi onal ly made sone snide references to her remaining unmarried, but even
that is not regarded as too outlandish for a Sorcerer. Sorcerers are allowed a
degree of eccentricity, particularly a Sorcerer who hurled back regi nents of
Oc warriors with her powerful spells. Furthernore, her recent election to
head of the Sorcerers @uild, an organisation covering nost of the Sorcerers in
the west, has brought great honour to Turai, and a degree of security.

Qur carriage pulls up alongside a tall warehouse not far fromthe harbour
"Sarin is inside,' says Lisutaris.

I don't ask her how she knows. Lisutaris has powers of seeing | could never



aspire to even if 1'd studied all ny life.

"Fine," | say. 'How do we get past the centaurs?

' Cent aurs?'

Three centaurs are currently wal king round the corner, these being half man,
hal f horse, and absolutely never seen in Turai. They're even rarer than

unicorns. | met sone in the fairy glade, but apart fromthat |I'mnot sure they
exi st anywhere in the world. We stare at them nore or |ess open-nouthed in
surprise

' They just cannot be here,' says Lisutaris. A centaur would never visit this
city.'

And if they did they wouldn't come to Twel ve Seas.'

' The human environnment is anathema to them'

As we watch the centaurs pause in front of the warehouse, | wonder if | should
draw my sword. Centaurs can be tough creatures when they're roused. | know,
I've seen them fight. However, they pay us no attention but carry on round the
war ehouse, di sappearing around the far corner, human heads hel d hi gh, horse
tails flappi ng behind them

W wal k cautiously to the corner of the warehouse

and peer round. No centaurs are in sight.

'They can't have disappeared,' nutters Lisutaris. 'l should alert the
authorities.'

"No footprints.'

' What ?'

"No footprints. Real centaurs would have left plenty of marks in the dust. It
was sone sort of apparition. |Is there sorcery being used here?

"Yes,' replies Lisutaris. "But |I'mnot sure what type, or by who.'

Three nysterious centaurs are interesting enough, but we have business to
attend to. | suggest we check out the warehouse before Sarin al so di sappears.
Inside it's dark. Lisutaris draws a short staff fromher cloak and nutters a
word of power, and light floods to the furthest corner of the building. Al
around are crates and boxes.

"Upstairs,' says Lisutaris.

| follow her up the wooden stairs, all the time keeping a sharp | ook-out for
Sarin the Merciless.

'She's deadly with a crossbow,' | whisper.

"Il protect you,' says Lisutaris.

I'd meant it nore as a warning than a plea for protection but |I don't argue.
' m concerned about the powerful user of magic that Lisutaris detected headi ng
our way. You never know who m ght just be carrying the one spell that will

pi erce your protection.

W clinb up a long way. Inside the warehouse it's hot as Orcish hell, and by
the third flight of stairs sweat is pouring down the inside of nmy tunic. My
intuition, already buzzing after the centaurs, starts going into overdrive.

Danger is close. Lisutaris dinms her illum nated staff and steps carefully
t hrough the doorway that |eads
off on to the top floor. Suddenly there's a huming sound in the air. | duck

instinctively but Lisutaris remains upright, hand in the air. A crossbow bolt
bounces off her magical energy field and clatters harm essly on the fl oor
Lisutaris boosts her illum nated staff to full power again, and there in the
far corner | see Sarin urgently |oading another bolt into her weapon. | raise
my sword and charge at her with the intention of removing her head from her
shoul ders before she can fire again. Wiich I'mconfident of doing. | might not
be able to magically deflect a crossbow bolt, but when it comes to street
fighting Thraxas is nunber one chariot. | aima blow at Sarin's neck and
swear ny sword is no nore than two i nches away from decapitating her when |I'm
suddenly picked up bodily as if by an invisible hand and flung across the

war ehouse, where | land in a breathless heap, bruised and confused. As | haul
nmyself to ny feet, two things catch nmy eye. One, Sarin has now rel oaded her
crossbow. Two, dixius Dragon Killer has ascended the stairs behind us.
Gixius is areally powerful Sorcerer, the nost powerful crimnal Sorcerer



|'ve ever encountered, at |east of the Human variety. He notions with his hand
and Lisutaris goes flying through the air.

Trusting that Lisutaris can | ook after herself, | throw nyself sword first at
Sarin just as she's pulling the trigger of her crossbow. M blade connects
with the tip of her weapon, sending the bolt upwards into the ceiling but in

t he process wrenching ny blade fromny hands. Sarin i medi ately drops the
crossbow and kicks nme in the face and | get a painful rem nder that the | ast
tinme

| encountered her she proved to be a form dable opponent in hand-to-hand

conbat. | can feel blood spurting fromny nose. | ignore it and step forward
with ny fists raised. 1've nothing fancy in mnd, just use ny bulk to
overwhel m her. Sarin kicks me again and | eaps backwards but | keep on going
till she's up against the wall, and then |I connect with a punch whi ch drops

her like a drunken EIf falling froma tree.

| pick up nmy sword, and gaze down at her prostrate formw th sone
satisfaction. | owed her that. |I'mjust wondering if it would be appropriate
to give her a few hefty kicks when the invisible hand again pi cks nme up, and
hurls me backwards through a wi ndow, |eaving ne, sone boxes and a great dea
of broken glass plumeting to earth froma height of nore than a hundred feet.
CHAPTER

ELEVEN

Fifty feet fromthe ground, I'mnot feeling confident. There's a paved road
out si de the warehouse and |I'm plumeting towards it at an ungodly rate. |
curse Gixius, Sarin, Lisutaris and the hostile fates who've had it in for ne

since the day | was born. This takes nme down to about ten feet. | close ny
eyes. | cone to a gentle halt. Benevol ent sorcery, presumably from Lisutaris,
has rescued nme. | land lightly on ny feet, sword still in hand, and

i medi ately charge back into the warehouse, ready to show Qi xius Dragon
Killer that 1'mnot a man you can toss out of a high w ndow wi thout suffering
t he consequences.

Inside the situation is confused. Mirre people have entered the buil ding.
There's a full-scale battle going on all up the wooden staircase. | recognise
several |ocal Brotherhood nmen struggling with opponents whom | guess to be
fromthe Society of Friends. Approaching fast are five or six uniforned nmen
from Pal ace Security, the King's own intelligence service

'"Quite a comotion, Thraxas?' says a voice from behind ne.

It's Demanius, fromthe Venarius |Investigation Agency.

'What are you doing here?" | demand.

'Same as you,' replies Demani us.

"I'"'mnot doing anything.'

"Then neither aml.'

Above our heads the fight intensifies. Some of the struggling figures are
forced off the staircase on to the floors that |ead off to either side, and
make an effort to fight ny way through. My client is upstairs, currently in
conbat with Aixius Dragon Killer and Sarin the Merciless. | should be at her
si de.

When four men fromthe Society of Friends appear before me, swords raised,

get the fleeting feeling that | wi sh Makri was here to lend her strength to
m ne. Though if she was, she'd probably end up killing the nen from Pal ace
Security as well as ny opponents and things would only get worse. Makri has no
sel f-control once she gets her axe out.

As it turns out, |I'mnot alone. Demanius arrives at ny side and we confront
our foes together. The Society of Friends nen are far fromtheir hone
territory. It's dangerous for themto venture south of the river where the

Br ot her hood hold sway, and |'d guess these thugs, seeing their mission go
wrong, are keen to depart as swiftly as possible. 1'mabout to offer themthe
opportunity to do just that, thereby avoiding a nmessy conflict, when from
behi nd me comes the sound of a Gvil Guard's whistle. | risk a swift glance
backwards. Twenty or so Guards, led by Captain Rallee, are now streaming into
t he war ehouse.



Intent on not being captured by the Guards, the Society of Friends nen |ose

interest in me. They turn and flee up the stairs. | follow themw th Demani us
at my heels.

Wth the warehouse now full of the Brotherhood, the Society of Friends, Palace
Security, Cvil Quards, plus assorted I nvesti gators, Sorcerers and

nmur der ous

adventurers, |1'd say that 1've finally blown it as far as keeping Lisutaris's

probl em a secret goes. When | reach the second floor and find Harnmon Hal f Elf
floating in through an open w ndow, rainbow cloak billowing in the breeze, it
strikes me that Lisutaris, Mstress of the Sky, might be in for sonme tough
qgquestioning fromthe Sorcerers Guild if she ever finishes her session with
Pal ace Security. Al this being dependent on Lisutaris remaining alive, of
course. | ignore the struggling masses and keep heading up the stairs.
I"mjust beneath the top floor when there's a flash and a shattering expl osi on
ri ps through the building. Wod and stone rain down on ny head. The
floorboards cry in protest as nystical forces start to rip the place apart.
Al'l around voices are raised in panic as the warehouse starts to sway.

'CGet out of here!' yells Denmanius.

| keep on going. | have to rescue ny client. Her sor-cerous conflict with
@ ixius Dragon Killer has brought about the destruction of the warehouse, and
for all | know she m ght be lying unconscious with Sarin the Mercil ess

standi ng over her, crossbow in hand.

The walls are now starting to buckle. Strips of wood fall around ny shoul ders
as | rush into the roomat the very top of the warehouse. Fire has broken out
and smoke is now pouring fromthe walls, quickly taking hold. As | reach the
final roomthe roof starts caving in and |I'm knocked off ny feet by a great
beam which pins ne to the floor. | struggle to free myself, vainly.

' Thr axas?'

Lisutaris is standing over ne, |ooking cal mand untroubl ed.

'l gave you a safe |anding. Wiy did you conme back?

'To rescue you.'

I think Lisutaris snmles. In the ever-thickening snmoke, it's hard to tell

' Thank you,' she says.

The Sorceress waves her hand. The beam flies off ne. | haul nyself to ny feet,
with some difficulty.
"W have to get out,' | gasp. 'Building's comng apart.’

There's a blast that sounds |ike a squadron of war dragons crashing to earth
and the warehouse caves in. For the second tine in the space of a few mnutes
I find nyself one hundred feet off the ground with nothing in the way to break
nmy fall.

Lisutaris is beside me in md-air. W're both hovering gently. It's quite a
pl easant sensation

"Did you really cone back to rescue ne?

"Yes.'

"But the building was collapsing. It was foolish.'

"I have a duty towards ny clients.'

The breeze bl ows snoke fromthe weckage around our faces. Fromthis el evation
| have a really good view of Twelve Seas. It doesn't | ook any better.

W start to sink, very gently.

Are those Civil CGuards? asks Lisutaris.

"I"'mafraid so. Palace Security is here as well. And Harnmon Half Elf.'

'What does he want?

' Maybe the Sorcerers @uild is getting curious.'

Lisutaris frowns. Her long hair flutters in the w nd.

Are you saying my secret is out?

' They have their suspicions. Wat happened to Qi xius and Sarin?

Li sutaris doesn't know. She didn't find it difficult to defeat Aixius in a
contest of sorcerous strength but she was unable to prevent himfrom bringing
down the building with a blasting spell which allowed himto escape.

As for Sarin, | don't know.'



Wth any luck she'll have perished horribly. By this tine we're al nost at
ground level. A lot of people are waiting for us to |and.
"What am | going to say?' asks Lisutaris.

' Say not hing.'
"Not hi ng? That's hardly going to convince anyone.'
"You outrank all these people. Till the Consul hinmself has you under oath in a

courtroom deny everything. Let ne do the talking.'

The corners of Lisutaris's nouth turn downwards.

"I fear 1'm dooned. But thank you again for your rescue attenpt.'

W | and a short distance away fromthe burning warehouse and are i nmedi ately
surrounded. Everyone is asking questions at once. Captain Rallee is
particularly insistent. This is his patch and he doesn't |ike having it

di sturbed by arned gangs burni ng down war ehouses.

"Or did you destroy the warehouse with sorcery?" he says, directing his gaze
towards Lisutaris.

Harnon Half EIf stands to one side, waiting his turn. As far as | know,
Turai's senior Sorcerers have no power to officially censure the | eader of
their guild, but it's going to destroy Lisutaris's reputation if they turn
agai nst her. A nan who seens to be in charge of the operatives from Pal ace
Security - which is headed, unfortunately, by Rittius, a great eneny of mne -
adds

his voice to the others. Everyone |ooks to Lisutaris, waiting for an

expl anati on. Desperate neasures being called for, | step to the fore and hold
up ny hand.

"Official Tribune's business,' | state, loudly. 'Lisutaris is here at ny
request, helping me with an inquiry. As such, | forbid her to talk of today's
events. A full report will be presented to the Consul in good tine.'

There's somet hing of a stunned silence. Cvil Guards and Pal ace Security don't
expect to be given orders by Private Investigators. However, for sonme reason
which it would take a historian to explain, the Tribune's powers were very
great, and could only be overruled by a full neeting of the Senate. It's
little wonder that the authorities eventually let the institution fall into
di suse. Their powers were never |legally rescinded, however, which neans that
as long as |'ma Tribune they're stuck with it. Captain Rallee knows enough

about the law not to argue, but as | lead Lisutaris away fromthe scene he
draws nme to one side

"You're digging yourself a pretty big hole, Thraxas. | don't exactly know
what's going on, but if you' re covering up for Lisutaris, the governnent is
going to come down on you like a bad spell. And don't expect her to stick up
for you when you're being indicted before a Senate committee.'

"I won't.'

' You know anyt hi ng about any centaurs? W got a report from some crazy person
that three of them were wandering around.'’

'They were. | saw them briefly.'

The captain doesn't like this at all

'Yesterday it was unicorns, nowit's centaurs. At first

| thought it was the dwa tal king, but now |'mnot so sure.'

He turns to Lisutaris.

" You know of any reason why strange magical creatures m ght be suddenly
appearing all over the city?

"I have no idea,' responds Lisutaris, which ends the matter. A Guards captain
can't get tough with the head of the Sorcerers Guild. Lisutaris turns to go
and | follow her. Captain Rallee calls after us.

"I made a quick body count in the warehouse. Six men dead. How nmany nore
before it ends?

T have no idea,' | call back, unconfortably.
"I"ve got a bet down on twenty, how s that | ooking?
Declining to reply, | usher Lisutaris up the paved road on to which | al nost

pl unged froma great height. Behind us the fire wagons have arrived and are
doi ng good work putting out the blaze. They train their horses not to fear



fire. It's a marvellous institution. The Cvil Guards are arresting every
remai ni ng gang nenber, and Harnmon Half EIf stares after us. Let himstare. |
haven't forgiven himfor calling me an inbecile. W |eave the scene in
Lisutaris's carriage.

"I believe that there is no extradition treaty between Turai and Abel esi,’
says Lisutaris.

P

"I"mjust wondering where the best place to flee mght be.'

'Fl ee? Put the thought out of your mind. W're not beaten yet.'

"W have |l ess than two days to retrieve an item which has so far eluded al
our efforts. And even if we do find it, I'mstill ruined. There's no way of
keeping it secret now'

Lisutaris draws a thazis stick froma | arge pocket inside her gown.

"Don't despair. | don't give up easily. Besides, none of these people really
know what's going on. Till you admt you've |ost the pendant, everything is
runour and supposition, and the head of the Sorcerers Guild doesn't have to
answer to runour. Just keep denying everything.'

And what if soneone else retrieves the pendant ?'

"Then I'Il be joining you in Abelesi. But it's not going to happen. I'Il find
it.'

Lisutaris isn't convinced. Neither aml, but |'m stubborn

Any theories regarding the centaurs?

"No. | can't explain their appearance, \Wat did Captain Rallee nean when he
asked you about how many bodi es?'

"I expect he was just seeking information for his report. You know t hese
Guards, always like to get their figures correct.'

Lisutaris turns her gaze fully upon ne.

"I am head of the Sorcerers Guild,' she says.

Meani ng, | think, that you can't fob her off with a lie.

"Wrd got out that | was on a big case,' | admt. It was the fault of this
wei rd wonman cal |l ed Dandel i on who tal ks to dol phins. She read in the stars that
| was about to be involved in a bl oodbath, and ever since then the regulars at

t he Avengi ng Axe have been taking bets on how nany bodies there will be before
it ends.’
Lisutaris's eyes widen. | get ready to leap fromthe carriage. Unexpectedly,

she starts to | augh

' They' re pl aci ng bets?

She seens to find this funny.

"Here we are, trying to keep the news fromthe Consul, and down in the
Avengi ng Axe they're placing bets.'

"l have strongly advised themto desist.'

"Why? How nuch has Makri gone in for?

' Fourteen bodies."'

"Too few, | fear,' says Lisutaris.

"It is. | think we're up to twenty-one now.'

"What odds are being offered?

"Fifty to one for the exact total, twenty to one if you get within three.'
"You still have the nobney | gave you to retrieve the pendant? Then put ne down
for thirty-five,' she says.

Are you sure?

'"OF course. After ny recent |osses at the chariot races, why should | pass up
this opportunity?

' Because the whole thing is unethical.’

A bet is a bet,' says Lisutaris.

| feel a great weight [ifting off me. | realise why |I've been so angry about
the whole thing. It's because |I've felt unable to place a bet. Here am |,
Thraxas, nunber one chariot anong Twel ve Seas ganbl ers, caught up in a fine
sporting contest yet unable, for reasons of ethics, to participate. No wonder
| felt bad. Now, with the sanction of ny client, I'mfree tojoinin. It's a
great relief



"Fine. But do you really think we'll reach thirty-five?

At least,' says Lisutaris. 'l can feel it.'

As the carriage trundles along, | get down to sone serious calculations as to
where I'mgoing to place my own bet. |I'Il show these scum at the Avengi ng Axe
what a real ganbler is capable of. Young Moxalan will regret

ever entering the bookmaki ng business by the tine 1've cl eaned hi m out.
Lisutaris drops ne off at Quintessence Street. The woman who sells fish and
the man who's set up a stall for sharpening blades are arguing again. |'ve
nore to worry about than bad-tenpered vendors. Like Makri, for instance, who
once nmore is sheltering in my office.

Are you going to spend every break in here till that freak Dandelion | eaves?
"I maght.'

'You see, that's one of your problens, Mkri. You tolerate these weird sort of
peopl e and where does it get you? They take advantage. In a city like Turai it
doesn't pay to tolerate people. You have to be tough.'

T am t ough."

"Wth a sword, yes. Wth down-and-outs, not nearly tough enough."’

'Doesn't your religion say you should be kind to the poor?" counters Makri
"Probably. | never |earned much about it.'

'What about your three prayers a day? Wiat are you praying for?

' Sel f -advancenent, sane as everyone el se.’

I"'mglad | don't have a religion,' says Makri.

'That's because you're a Barbarian who grew up without the benefit of a proper
education."'

"I"m educat ed enough not to continue with this conversation, you fat
hypocrite,' says Makri.

She produces two thazis sticks which she's stolen from behind the bar. W

I ight one each and snoke themin silence. Relaxed fromthe effects of the
thazis, | describe today's events.

Al in all, another disaster.'

' How many dead does that make?' asks Makri.

' Twenty-one. But there's every indication that there's nore to cone. So
figure we should place a few bets sonewhere around the thirty mark, and maybe
take a punt at forty, just in case things really get rough.'

' Pardon?' says Makri .

'"OF course, you'll have to put the bet on for nme. Moxalan isn't going to
accept a wager fromne, he'd disqualify me for having too nuch inside
information.'

Makri is | ooking baffled.

"I"'mgetting the feeling I've m ssed sonething again. You' ve spent the |ast
two days berating nme for ganbling on your investigation, and now you're
telling me | have to place a bet on your behal f? What changed?

' Not hi ng. "

'What about the ethical problens?

"I leave ethics to the philosophers. Lisutaris wants to put noney on, you'd
better do that as well.'

'Ckay. As long as | can hide in your roonms from Dandelion.'

"If you must. | may need to borrow a little noney'

"What about all the noney Lisutaris gave you?

"I used it to pay the rent and buy a case of klee.'

"I don't have any noney to spare,' clains Mkri

"Yes you do. You've been putting away your tips to pay for your exam nations
and | happen to know you've nore than a hundred gurans secreted in your room
for that purpose.’

' How dare you—

| hold up ny hand.

'Before you launch into a diatribe, I mght remnd you
that it wasn't too long ago | found you trying to steal the emergency
fifty-guran coin | was keepi ng under my couch. Furthernmore, |'ve hel ped you

out with noney on nunerous occasions, not to nmention steering you in the right



direction when it cane to placing several astute wagers, so get off your nora
hi gh horse and nmake with the noney. Wth ny inside information and your cash

we're on to a certainty, and you'll w n enough noney to pay for your
exam nations this year and next year and probably buy a new axe as well.’
"Well, all right,' says Makri, 'but don't ever |lecture ne about anything
again."'

"I wouldn't dreamof it.'

Are you any closer to actually recovering the pendant?

"No. It's frustrating. | thought it was going to be easy. Sorcerers. You can't
trust them'

The heat nakes nme drowsy. When Makri goes back to work | don't fight the urge
to go to sleep. | waken hungry and head downstairs to fill up with Tanrose's
stew. | hope she's patched things up with Gurd. | depend so conpletely on her
cooking that | dread her |eaving the tavern. Mxalan is in the bar and Mkri
gives me a discreet nod, indicating that she's placed our bet.

Despite the usual hubbub fromthe early-evening customers, something seens to

be missing. No friendly aroma of stew. No snell of food at all. A strange
sensati on washes over ne and | find nyself trenbling, sonmething that's never
happened even in the face of the nost deadly opponent. | fear the worst.

"Where's Tanrose? Wiere's the food?

"She left,' says Gurd, and draws a pint with such

vi ci ousness that the beer punmp nearly disintegrates in his hand.
"What about the food?

'Tanrose left,' repeats @urd, slamng the tankard down in front of an al arned
cust oner.

'"Did she | eave any food?

'"No. She just left.'

' \Why 2

"Makri told her to.'

' What ?'

"I did not tell her to | eave,' says Makri.

My trenbling is getting worse

' Sorreone tell me what happened!' | yell. '\Were has Tanrose gone?'
'Back to her mother,' says Gurd, flatly. 'Mkri told her to.'
"This is a really inaccurate description of events,' protests Makri. "I nerely

suggested that she take a little time to sort out her feelings for Gurd and
then speak to himfrankly."'

GQurd sags like a man with a fatal wound. | get the urge to bury my face in ny
hands.

'What happened t hen?

"She told nme she was fed up with working for a nan who was too nean-spirited
to appreciate the things she did for him' groans Gurd. 'Then she packed her
bags and left."’

Makri studies the floor around her feet.

"It wasn't the result | was expecting,' she says.

"Way couldn't you leave well alone? | yell at her. 'Now | ook what you've
done! Tanrose has gone!'

Makri | ooks exasper at ed.

"I was only trying to help. Like you suggested.’

' Thraxas suggested it?' says CGurd.

"I did no such thing. Makri, you vile Orcish wench, do you realise what you' ve
done?'

Makri's nouth opens wi de in shock

"Did you just call me a vile O cish wench?

"I did. And of all the ridicul ous things you' ve done since you arrived here to
pl ague us, this is the worst. Now Gurd will be as miserable as a N ojan whore
for the rest of his Ilife and I'll starve to death.’

"Way couldn't you | eave things al one?" cries Gurd.

After my Ocish slur Makri's first impulse was to reach for her sword, but
faced with fresh criticismfrom Gurd she's confused.



"I was just trying to—

Dandel i on suddenly arrives and throws herself into the conversation
"Thraxas, | have terrible news.'

"I'"ve already heard,' | say. 'W have to bring her back.'

" Who?'

' Tanr ose, of course.’

'Has she left?' says Dandelion

"Of course. It's terrible news.'

'y 2"

"What do you nean, why? This wonman cooks the best stewin Turai.'
Dandel i on sniffs.

"I do not partake of the flesh of aninals,' she says.

| raise ny fist.

"Don't you dare punch Dandelion,' says Mkri, getting in between us.
' Maybe | shoul d punch you.'

"Just try it.’

Makri rai ses her hands and sinks into her defensive posture.

"I can't live without Tanrose,' says @ird. |'ve never heard hi msounding so

di stressed. | once pulled three arrows out of his ribs and he never so nuch as

conpl ai ned.

"You're not listening to ny news,' says Dandelion

"If it's something to do with the stars, I'mnot interested.’

"But the stars are sacred!’

"I"'mnot interested.’

There's no putting the wonan of f. Dandelion is practically junping up and down
in her frenzied eagerness to tell nme sonething.

' The nmost serious of warnings! Last night there were flashes in the sky the

i ke of which |I've never seen!’

' 5p?"

"It was as if the skies above the beach were on firel!l'

"WIl you stop giving me warnings? They've al ready caused enough trouble.’
Dandel i on | ooks hurt. She fingers her necklace - a ridiculous affair made of
seashell s - and munbl es sonet hing about only trying to hel p. Voices are raised
everywhere as people now seek to give their opinions on the various topics on
of fer. Gurd, Makri and nyself all find ourselves bonbarded w th suggestions.
Most people seemto think that Gurd should go and propose marriage to Tanrose
i medi ately, but there's a vocal faction who want to know if it's true that

Lisutaris has promsed to kill anyone who gets in the way of her illicit Iove
affair.
"Lisutaris is not having an illicit love affair."’

' Then why has she hired you to retrieve her diary? Wrd is it's full of
incrimnating poetry

' How many people are likely to get in her way?' asks Parax. Are we tal king
three figures?

"If she's been spurned,' muses a docker, 'she might get very violent. You know
what wonen are |ike when they' re spurned.'

@urd abandons all hope and sits down heavily behind the bar, unwilling or
unable to even draw a jar of ale. Mkri, remenbering that | called her a vile
Orcish wench, is nowthreatening to kill me. | informher 1'll be happy to

send her head back to her nother, if she has a nother, which | doubt. It would
seem that things could hardly get worse when a young government official in a
crisp white toga strides into the bar. Ignoring nmy drawn sword, he hands ne a
docunent .

"What's this?

"Citation of cowardice.'

' What ?'

'You' ve been called before a conmttee of the Senate to account for your
behavi our at the Battle of Sanasa.'

My head swins. The Battle of Sanasa was all of seventeen years ago

"What are you tal ki ng about ?



"It is alleged that you discarded your shield and fled the field."'
There's a gasp fromthe assenbled drinkers in the tavern. Discardi ng one's
shield on the field of battle is one of the nbost serious charges that can be

faced by a Turanian citizen. Never did | imagine that | could be accused of
such a thing. The world has truly gone insane.

CHAPTER

TVELVE

| erupt in a volcanic fury. 'Discarded ny shield? Me? | practically won the
Battl e of Sanasa singl e-handed, you young dog. If it wasn't for nme you

woul dn't be wal king round this city in a toga. You wouldn't have a city to
wal k around. Who nakes this allegation?

'Vadi nex, also a participant in the battle,' answers the official

"We'l|l see about that,' | roar, and head for the door, sword still in hand. |
wave it for extra effect. No one accuses nme of cowardice. Gurd brings ne to a
halt by placing his arms around ne and wedgi ng his foot against a table.
"\Where are you goi ng?" he demands.

"To kill Vadinex, of course. No one accuses me of discarding ny shield."’
"Killing Vadi nex won't help.'
"OF course it will help. Now get your arms off ne. | have sonme killing to do.'

'They' Il hang you.'

| try to break free from@ird' s mghty grip. Mkri is |ooking on, anused.
"Not that | mnd you being hanged for murder, Thraxas, what with you calling
me a vile Orcish wench and being intolerably rude, but isn't this simlar to
when

you told nme not to kill Professor Toarius?

"It's not the same at all. Vadi nex has inmpugned my honour.'

" Toari us inpugned mne.'

"I don't care!' | roar, and renew ny struggle with Gurd.

"You'll be arrested and then you won't be able to help lisutaris.'

| cease struggling. In truth, I"'mfinding it hard to break free of Gurd's

grasp. He always was an unusually strong man, and he's kept hinmself in better
shape than me. He starts hauling ne back towards the bar

"Wuld they really hang Thraxas if he killed Vadi nex?" asks Makri

"Yes,' replies Gurd.

"Then it sounds |ike a good plan. Let himgo."'

@Qurd shoots a very fierce and barbaric scow in Makri's direction.

"W don't need any nore advice fromyou. Go and serve custoners.'

Thr oughout all this the governnent official has remained calmy waiting for an
opportunity to speak, and when he does so the tavern falls silent. There's
still something about a man in a toga that induces respect.

"I must tell you that a man facing such a charge can no | onger participate in
any official duty. So you are forbidden by law to use the office of Tribune.
Furt hernore, your Investigator's licence, being granted by the Consul's office
on behalf of the King, is tenporarily revoked until such time as you be either
cleared, in which case it shall be renewed, or convicted, in which case it
will be revoked.'

"Are you saying | can't investigate?

"That is correct.'

"How [ ong for?

He doesn't know. Until mny case is heard by the Senate committee. This could
take nmonths. Possibly years. Unless you're a man with influence in this city,
| egal cases can take a very long tine to cone to court.

The official departs, leaving ne to contenplate the terrible baseness of the
accusations. Gurd directs Makri to | ook after the bar and leads ne into the
back room where he pours ne a hefty glass of klee. | drink it in one and he
refills the gl ass.

' Thanks, Gurd. For stopping ne going to kill Vadinex. It would have been
foolish. Though | still want to do it."'

"OfF course,' says @ird. 'That's what 1'd want to do if anyone accused nme of
cowardi ce. Back in the north I'd have killed himalready. But things are



different here.’

| look at Gurd with sone surprise.

"When did you becone the responsible citizen?

"When | bought this tavern and started paying taxes.'

I've known Gurd for so long. | always think of himw th his axe in his hand,
hewi ng at the eneny. Sonehow it hadn't quite struck me how nmuch he's changed.
Mat ured, | suppose. Not that he's a man who'd avoid a fight if it came al ong,
as he's denonstrated various tines on ny behalf in the past few years. CGurd
senses ny thoughts.

"Don't worry. |If you can't clear your name by the law, I'Il help you kil

Vadi nex and we can flee the city together.'

| take another glass of klee. The way things are going we mght find ourselves
headi ng south with Lisutaris. She'd be a good conpanion for an outlaw. No
problemlighting canpfires in the wilderness. @rd asks ne if |

know what's behind this unfortunate turn of events.

"I used my Tribune's powers to protect Lisutaris. It nmeant putting a bl ock on
the Cvil Guards and Pal ace Security. | should have known | couldn't mneddl e

wi th powerful people like that. Someone's out for revenge. Probably Rittius.
head of Pal ace Security. He's had it in for me for years. It was bound to
happen. '

Qurd attenpts to reassure ne. 'No one who knows you woul d ever believe you

t hrew away your shield and fled the battlefield.'

'What about people that don't know me? This will be all over the city. Somne
people will believe it.'

In a place like Turai where every man is glad to hear sonething bad about his
nei ghbour, accusations of this sort tend to stick. A nman's nane can be ruined,
even if the case never comes to court. Just the association with cowardice in
war is a terrible taboo. Throwi ng away your shield is punishable by I aw but
the stigma is worse. It's so grave an accusation that it's rarely levelled
agai nst any of the hapless and unwilling types of nen who m ght actually be
guilty of it. Mst tinmes the conmander of a cohort, faced with a soldier's
cowardi ce, would sinply beat the soldier, make sure he was full of drink when
t he enemy next approached, and send himback into the field. Actually taking a
man to court for cowardice is the sort of thing normally reserved for
politicians whose enenies are seeking a neans of ruining them Either that, or
a rich man whose relatives are looking for a way to part himfromhis fortune.
Once it's proved agai nst you, you lose all rights as a citizen

"Why Vadi nex?' wonders Qurd.

W bot h know Vadi nex. A huge, brutal man. An

effective soldier, but dumb as an Orc; vicious and bad, even in peacetine.

"I crossed himlast winter," | say. 'He'd willingly play along if Rittius

of fered hi m enough."

I"mcertainly not giving up my investigation on behalf of Lisutaris. Not even
the King can prevent a citizen of the city wal king around aski ng questions,
though it could lead nme into difficulties. I no longer have any |egal status
to protect ny clients and could be forced by the CGvil Guard to tell them
everything | knew about any case | was working on. In theory anyway. In
practice, the Guard can go to hell.

'Everyone can go to hell. If | run into Vadinex | still mght kill him

O herwise it's business as usual. |I'mgoing to rescue Lisutaris. And |I'm going
to clear Makri. Even if | have to kill her afterwards, which | night.'

"What will | do about Tanrose?

'"Go and visit her. Take flowers. Apologise for criticising her bookkeepi ng.
And make sure Makri doesn't interfere. She's not qualified to advise normal
peopl e about how to run their lives.'

"Do you think | should ask her to marry ne?

My own marriage was such a disaster, I'mloath to answer this.

"@urd, you know |I'm about as much use as a one-| egged gl adi ator when it cones
to rel ati onships.'

Unfortunately Gurd is unwilling to let me off the hook. He demands to know



what | think. | seemto owe hima proper answer.

"Yes. CGet married. After all, you' re paying taxes. It's probably the next
step.'

@Qurd pours hinmself a glass of klee. Probably he's

thi nking that the prospect of nmarriage is nore frightening than facing an
eneny force who out nunber you twenty to one. Wich we've done, of course. Mire
t han once.

GQurd realises that he's left Makri to |l ook after a busy tavern and goes off to
assist her. Mkri's coping well with the situation, aided by Dandelion, who's
decided to help and is currently funbling with a beer tap, wondering how it
wor ks. Several recently arrived regulars are |ooking puzzled at the sight of
the bar at the Avengi ng Axe being run by the odd pairing of Mkri and
Dandel i on. As a respectabl e | ocal drinking establishment, the Avengi ng Axe
doesn't generally go in for novelty attractions.

Is this something to do with it raining frogs outside? asks a docker, a
regul ar custoner not noted for drunkenness.

" Rai ning frogs?'

W all troop outside to look. It is indeed raining frogs. They bounce on the
dusty road then hop off sharply. After a minute or so it stops, and the frogs
di sappear .

"I'"ve never seen that before,' says another dock worker.

"Yesterday | saw a unicorn,' says his conpanion. 'But | didn't like to tel
anyone.'

No one can explain the downpour of frogs. The general consensus is that it's a
bad sign and the city is doomed, which makes for a swift rush to the bar and a

| ot of purchases of beer and klee. | shake ny head. Unicorns, centaurs, frogs.
Let someone else sort it out. I"'mstill livid about the accusation of
cowardice. | head up to nmy office, ready to nmake someone suffer for the

i ndi gnity which has been inflicted upon ne. You can't

expect to accuse a man |ike Thraxas of deserting the battlefield and not
suffer sone consequences. The next person who gives ne so nmuch as an
unfriendly ook is going to find hinmself at the wong end of a hefty beating,
and maybe worse.

Unfortunately, the next person | encounter is Honn the Dead, and he's not a
man to whom you can just hand out a beating. He is in fact one of the npst

mal evol ent and powerful Sorcerers in the world, an insane half-Ore fromthe
wast el ands who al nost destroyed the entire city a year ago. He's strong, he's
evil, he hates Turai and he hates ne. It's a surprise to find himsitting in
nmy office.

' Make yoursel f confortable, why don't you? | grow at him

Powerful Sorcerer or not, |I'Il have a good attenpt at plunging my sword into
his ribs before he can utter a spell. | demand to know what he's doi ng here.
Hormthe Dead is a Sorcerer of striking appearance. Bl ack cl othes, pale skin,
| ong dark hair, high cheekbones, eagle feathers in his hair and a fistful of
silver rings, nost of them bearing inpressions of skulls. H's |ong black cloak
trails over the chair like a great pair of bat's wi ngs.

Are you always so uncivil to your guests? he asks, and | aughs. Hi s |augh
sounds like it cones from sonmewhere on the other side of the grave. The | ast
time | heard it he was riding a dragon over the city, having just intoned a
spel |l which drove the entire popul ation insane. Turai would have consuned
itself in a bloody orgy of fire and violence had Lisutaris, Mstress of the
Sky, not managed to neutralise the spell at the very | ast nonent. Even so, the
destructi on was w despread, severe enough to nake Horm an eternal eneny of
Tur ai .

"I"'mfanpus for my incivility. Now get out of ny office.
Horm i gnores the suggestion
"I amnot inpressed with this city,' he says.



"W're not inmpressed with you.'

"I really thought ny eight-mile destruction spell would wi pe you out. | was
terribly disappointed when it didn't.'

'So you decided to bonbard us with frogs?

' Frogs? The unusual downpour? Nothing to do with ne.’

Despite being half O cish, Horm speaks very el egant Turanian. Coupled with his
| angui d mal evol ence, it has an unsettling effect. As there seens to be no
prospect of banishing himfromny office w thout using violence, | ask him
again why he's here.

"I thought | mght hire you, Investigator. Perhaps to find a certain pendant
for me?

"I"'mbusy," | reply curtly, and don't let it showthat |'mperturbed. Wth
Horm the Dead now in Turai |ooking for the pendant, the stakes have noved up a
notch, and they were already far too high.

"You know that Prince Anrag will destroy you soon?' says Horm
I"mthrown by the sudden change of subject.
"He will?

'Ch yes. The young Prince is proving to be a surprisingly powerful |eader
He's uniting the Ocish |ands. No doubt your city is already aware of this. |

i magi ne that before too long he will be in a position to lead an arny fromthe
east.'

'"Then there will be a lot of dead Ores for burning.'

Hor m shr ugs.

'No doubt. But he'll w pe you off the map, and every other Human nation

You're not as strong as you used to be, and neither are the El ves. How strange
that they should now be starting to suffer fromthe ravages of dwa.'

Horm seens to have sone very up-to-date information. It's not too many nonths
ago that | was far down south on the Elvish Isles. It's true that dwa had
found a foothold anmong the Elves, but | would not have thought that news of
this could have travelled to the Wastel ands. Unl ess Horm had sonething to do
with dwa reaching the Elves in the first place. He's a user and purveyor of
the drug hinmsel f, and makes noney by supplying it to the Human | ands,
including Turai. W're all conspiring in our owmn downfall and seem unable to
do anyt hi ng about it.

"Turai has few allies. There is very little cohesion left in the League of

City States. And the larger countries will look to protect their own borders.
No one will help Turai when the Ores next attack.'

"Did you just come here to lecture me on politics? Because |I'm a busy man.'

"OfF course,' continues Horm 'I| amnot under the sway of Prince Anrag. MWy

ki ngdom i n the Wastel ands has never been subject to rule by any of the eastern
Orcish nations, and so it shall remain. But | will add ny might to their
forces. One gets so bored sonetimes. In truth, 1've been | ooking forward to

t he emergence of a new warlord.’

He sits forward in his chair.

"But | digress. Turai still has a year or so left. And it al so has sonet hi ng
want, nanely the pendant.’

'"So you can hand it over to Prince Anrag? If you think I'd help you with that,
you' re madder than you | ook.'

Hor m | eans forward.

"Perhaps | should just kill you now.'

' Perhaps you shoul d just bounce a spell off ny fine protection charmwhile
stick ny sword in your guts.'

Horm sits back, perfectly rel axed.

"You're really not scared of me, are you? It's foolish, but admirable in a
way. Tell me, why do you wish to protect this city?

"I live here.’

"You could live anywhere. Turai doesn't like you. | was conceal ed downstairs
when that unpl easant official arrived carrying the allegation that you had
once fled fromthe field of battle. An allegation | would judge unlikely to be
true. In ny kingdom | would not allow such an accusation to be made. O



course, such things are commonpl ace in these |l ands you call civilised. A true
warrior will always be brought down by his cowardly enenies.'

Not liking the way Hormthe Dead is starting to make sense, | ask himdirectly
about the pendant.

"What's your invol verent ?

"It was offered to nme for sale.’

"By Sarin the Mercil ess?

"I ndeed. "’

"I seemto remenber you fell out last time you worked together.'’

Hor m waves hi s hand rather grandly.

"W may have argued. However, that was not the last time we worked together
Merely the last time you are

aware of. Since then we have col |l aborated on various pieces of profitable
busi ness. "’

Horm smi | es.

"I see that this perturbs you, Investigator. But did you really think that
everyt hing that happens around this city is known to you?

"I know that Sarin doesn't have the pendant.’

"Unfortunately she does not. Having gone to sone trouble to visit this

m serable city - | amof course obliged to use a variety of disguising spells
-1 find that the item has gone m ssing. The transacti on was disturbed by
@ixius Dragon Killer, who | | ook forward to renoving fromthis world. Really,

Thraxas, it has been farcical. The pendant travelling this way and that around
your city, pursued here and there by either Sarin or dixius's men, none of
whom were able to resist staring into the jewel, which, of course, drove them
insane. Now it is mssing and whoever has the pendant seenms to have hidden it
very successfully. And | do so want it. As a tool for far-seeing it is quite
uni que, unmatched in the east or the west. Only the Elvish glass of Ruyana can
conpare, and the Elvish glass is, for the nonent, beyond ny reach.'

"How did Sarin learn of its existence?

"I have no idea,' says Horm sounding bored. 'Wen she offered it to ne for
sale, | did not trouble nyself with the petty details.’

'Carel ess of you, Horm If you'd paid attention to details you m ght have the

pendant .’

"I mght. But | was not to know that dixius Dragon Killer would becone

i nvol ved. | watched that rather ridicul ous nelee at the warehouse. The pendant
was

taken swiftly fromthe scene by a man I did not recogni se. However, | traced

hi m by sorcery and woul d have intercepted himlast night had dixius not
interfered. By the tine | had driven off Qixius, the pendant was agai n gone.
For sonme reason it cannot now be | ocated by sorcery. | amsure you will know
this already'

"I"d heard. So you expect ne to find it for you?

"Wy not? | will pay you a good deal nore than Lisutaris, Mstress of the
Sky. '

Hor m sneers as he pronounces her nane.

"I laughed when | heard that she had been el ected as head of the Sorcerers
@uild. But | understand you had a hand in it. | msjudged you when we first
met. You are a man of considerabl e conpetence, Thraxas.'

| can't explain it, but there's something persuasive about Hormis deathly
conpliments. | have to throw himout before he starts w nning ne over.

' Perhaps,' continues Horm 'you could bring me the pendant?

"Bring it to you?

"I would pay you very well. And though your own city seems to place no val ue
on your talents, ny kingdom could offer you a very confortable horme ..."

| wonder what that would be Iike. Thraxas, Chief Investigator of the

Wastel ands. It doesn't sound too bad.

' Though many of my subjects are regrettably primtive, | have a splendid

pal ace in the mountains. Quite unassail able, and considerably better appointed
than this—



He struggles to find the right word.

'"—this place you call hone.'

I look round at ny office. It's very unpleasant. No place for a man to live
really.

"Is it not true that the upper classes in Turai have conspired to crush you,
Thraxas? Frustrated you at every turn, used their malign influence to keep you
down when in reality a man of your talents should be in a position of

aut hority hi gh above those fool s?'

"It's true.'

"Not content with that, they are now assaulting the very core of your being
with this outrageous accusati on of cowardice. Over the years you have served

this city better than any man, but will your |eaders now conme to your aid?
' They won't.'
There's a |l ot of sense in what Hormsays. | slamny fist angrily on the table,

rai sing dust.

' The Turanian aristocracy are a foul, perfidious bunch of cowards who've been
conniving at my downfall fromthe nonent | was born. Well, |'ve had enough!'’
The i nner door opens and Makri wal ks in. At the sight of Hormthe Dead, she
halts and takes out the knife she keeps conceal ed in her boot.

'"No need to armyourself, Mkri," | say. 'Hormhas cone to offer me a job.'
' What ?'

"He's on our side. W nust help himto find the pendant.'

Are you crazy? Last tinme we met this guy he tried to kill us.'

A m sunderstanding. The King is our real eneny'

Makri puts the knife back in her boot, marches straight up to ne and slaps ne
in the face. 'Slap' doesn't entirely do the blow justice. It's the sort of
open-handed strike she used in the gladiatorial arena to knock the

head off a troll. So fierce and unexpected is the assault that even with ny
consi derable bulk I sag to nmy knees, ny ears ringing and ny head full of
shooting stars. | 1ook up, surprised, just in time to see Makri |and another

m ghty bl ow on the other side of ny face, |eaving nme sore, confused and
general ly dissatisfied with events.

' Thraxas!' yells Mkri, and starts shaking nme. 'Don't you recogni se a

per suasi on spell when you encounter it? You' re nmeant to know about sorcery,
for God's sake. Stop making up to this half-Ore madman and get back to being
your usual oafish self.’

Faced with Makri's fury, my head starts to clear. | realise that Horm was

i ndeed using a spell of persuasion on me, one powerful enough to slowy seep
past ny protection charm It's unbelievably stupid of me not to have noti ced.
| haul myself to ny feet.

"Don't worry,' | tell Makri. "I'mfine. Alesser man may have succunbed.'

| turn to Hormand order himout of my office. Hormis no | onger paying any
attention to me. Rather he is transfixed by Makri. So transfixed that he rises
fromhis chair, treads softly across the roomthen kisses her hand, something
you don't often see in Twel ve Seas.

'You are magnificent,' he says, and stares at her

"Don't try your persuasion spell on nme,' retorts Makri.

"I never imagined to neet such a woman in the west.'

Makri abruptly strikes Hormin the face. So fast is her novement that Hormis
lying in a heap on the floor before he knows what's happeni ng.

I look down at him | wish I'd done that.

CHAPTER

TH RTEEN

Now | have a really powerful Sorcerer |lying dazed on the floor of the office.
In a few seconds he'll wake up and start destroying everything in sight.

"W have to kill him Were's your axe?

"I didn't bring it," says Makri.

"Way not ?'

"What do you mean, why not? You're al ways conpl ai ni ng about ne bringing nmy axe
pl aces."



"That's only when you bring it at inappropriate tines. Like when |I'm having a

qui et beer. Right now we need it.'

Makri is not satisfied with this.

'That's what you say now. But next time | walk in here with ny axe | guarantee

you'll start conpl aining again. You can't just pick and choose when a wonman

carries an axe, Thraxas. Either she does or she doesn't.'’

"I"d have thought that anyone who studi ed phil osophy woul d be able to work out

when was and when was not an appropriate tine to be carrying heavy weapons.'

Makri | ooks pai ned.

"You really shouldn't try to argue from phil osophy, Thraxas. You're no good at

it at all. You haven't even got a grasp of the basics. |'d say the problem

lies nore in the real ns of your inconsistency, which, |I've noticed, does tend

to go up and down with your drinking.'

"How did ny drinking get dragged into this?" Hormthe Dead rises to his feet.
'Pl ease stop this argunment,' he says. 'It's making ny head ache.'

| point ny sword at himand Makri raises her knife. Hormnotions with his hand

and the roomcools slightly as a spell takes effect.

"Very careless of me to neglect my personal protection spell,' he says, alnost

apol ogetically. '"But | was not expecting to neet such a fierce warrior in this

tavern. You really are nmagnificent.'

'Stop saying that,' says Mkri, and shifts unconfortably under his gaze. Makri

is clad in her chainmail bikini, one of the snallest garnents ever seen in the

civilised world. It seens to be having an effect on Horm 'And stop staring,’

says Makri. 'Forgive ne.'

Horm regards her for a few noments nore. As a skilled practitioner of sorcery,

he can |l earn nuch fromthe study of a person's aura.

'"Orc, EIf and Human? A very rare mxture indeed. |Inpossible, according to sone

authorities. It accounts, | suppose, for your unusual rapidity of action

Though not necessarily your beauty. How can it be | have never heard of you

bef or e?

"W did nmeet,' answers Makri. 'In the fairy glade. You were on a dragon and
killed the conmander of your troops. |I'd have killed you too but you flew
away

'That was you? In the heat of battle, I'mafraid | failed to register you
properly. | believed you to be one of the magical characters who inhabit the
gl ade.' He bows formally.

Allow ne to introduce nyself. | am Hormthe Dead, Lord of the Kingdom of Yall.

And you are—=2" ' Makri.'

Horm rai ses his eyebrows. 'Makri? The chanpion gl adiator?' 'Yes.'

Horm | aughs, quite heartily by his standards. 'But this is splendid. The tale
of the carnage you w eaked when you escaped the slave pits is known all over
the east. You killed an Orc Lord and his entire entourage in a savage fury

t hat has becone | egendary. Only last month | heard a minstrel sing of it. And
of course your exploits in the arena were already | egendary. | am honoured to
nmeet you.'

Makri | ooks confused. Horm hinsel f | ooks puzzled. 'How can it be that such a
worman as yourself is reduced to working in a tavern?

Not having a good answer to hand Makri remains silent, regarding Hormw th
suspi cion, wondering if he's still trying to baffle her with a persuasion
spell. As far as | can tell Hormis no | onger using nagic and has switched to
standard flattery, sonmething | woul dn't have guessed himto be so proficient
at .

A strange city indeed,' continues Horm 'That nmakes the greatest swordsman it
has ever seen work in a tavern.' '"It's my choice."'

"Come with me to nmy kingdom 1'll nake you a general.'

Makri shakes her head. 'Captain of all my arnmies.'

I'd better interrupt before he offers her the position of Queen

"W're not hel ping you find the pendant, Horm You'd best be on your way.
Sarin the Merciless is probably m ssing you.'

"Sarin. Another interesting woman. Were | in the nmood for bragging | could



tell you nuch of value that she has brought to me from Turai and other cities,
al | unsuspected by your authorities.

"But,' he continues, drawing his cloak around him 'I amnot in the nmood for
bragging. | amin the nmood for finding the pendant which Lisutaris, Mstress
of the Sky—

He breaks off.

"Not that she deserves such a title. Lisutaris has no great nastery over the
sky. Personally | count nyself as a far greater practitioner of the flying
arts.'

Sorcerers are always jeal ous of each other. |I once heard Harnon Half Elf going
on at length about the injustice of Tirini Snake Smiter claimng such a title
when she'd never snmited a snake in her life, or at the nost one snake, and
only a small harm ess specinmen at that. But Tirini is very beautiful and she'd
just rejected Harnon's advances, so that probably accounts for it.

T have a | ow opinion of Lisutaris,' continues Horm 'Her dependence on thazis
sickens me. A very poor drug for a Sorcerer.'’

Horm t he Dead presunably regards dwa as an acceptable drug for a Sorcerer. He
woul dn't be the only one.

"I have no doubt that her nasked ball will be a dreary affair.’

"I"msure she hasn't invited you.'

"True,' adnmits Horm ' She has neglected to send nme an invitation. But as | am
already in Turai, and so adept

at disguises, | amintending to attend the function. In the WAstel ands, one
ra.ely finds the opportunity to dance. | regret that you, Thraxas, are not
anong those deened worthy to attend.'

| don't catch any flicker of enotion on Makri's face but Horm does.

'You are going? Excellent. Perhaps we may converse nore regarding ny offer of
enpl oynent.' He turns to ne.

'l see that you have nothing to tell me regarding the pendant, so | wll now
depart. | had intended to kill you, because |I've always resented the role you
played in the failure of nmy spell to destroy this city. | worked | ong and hard
on that incantation. But | have now changed ny mnd. | do not wish to do

anyt hi ng that may upset your conpanion Makri, who | judge to be the finest
flower in all of Turai.'

He studies her for a while nore. 'Your hair. So extremely |uxurious yet not
sorcerously enhanced. | have never seen its |ike. W, may | ask, were your
par ent s?'

Makri's face sets into an expression of malign hostility and she raises her
knife a fraction.

"Forgive ne,' says Horm 'l did not nean to intrude. Thraxas, we shall no
doubt rneet again. Till then
farewel | .

Horm steps lightly towards the outside door, but he hasn't finished yet. He
pauses and turns his head, causing his long dark hair to sway quite
dramatically. He may have worked on the effect.

"Your trouble at the Coll ege. Have you | ooked into the role of Barius?
"Barius. Professor Toarius's son. | was about to ook for himbefore I was
i nterrupted by Consul Kalius. Wat about hin?

A dwa addict. So | understand from ny business contacts.'

Horm makes a formal little bow, then slips quietly out of the door

' That was unexpected,' says Makri.

"It was. At least he didn't destroy nmy roomthis tine.'

"Shouldn't we follow hinf' asks Makri, eager for action

"I can't believe he's going to Lisutaris's ball. Everyone is going except ne.'
"Stop conpl ai ni ng about the ball, Thraxas. W have to get busy.'

I hunt around for a beer

"It's just so annoying. Horm s going. Cicerius is going. You re going.'

| stare at Makri balefully.

"I mean, what did you really do for Lisutaris? Al right, you were her
bodyguard, but who did all the work? Me. She woul d never have been el ected



head of the Sorcerers Guild w thout ne.'

| take a heavy slug of beer. Mkri is regarding ne with a curious expression

' Thraxas. Every tinme | think |I've discovered the true shall owness of your
character, you nanage to surprise ne with sone further outrageous |ack of
depth. Have you forgotten what's going on around you? Lisutaris is mssing one
i mportant pendant and nost of the bad guys in the world are after it at this
nmonent, including several powerful Sorcerers and a killer who once put a
crossbow bolt through nmy chest. Not only is this bad for Turai, it's also bad
for your client, because Kalius will be down on her |ike a bad spell when he
gets proof of the loss, if he doesn't have that already. Apart fromthis, 1've
been expelled fromcoll ege and you' ve sworn to put that right, and apart from
that, you've been accused of cowardice at a battle that took place seventeen
years ago and are consequently no longer allowed to investigate pending a

Senate inquiry. Also, it's raining frogs.' 'I amaware of these matters.'
' Then stop whining on about Lisutaris's masked ball |ike a spoiled young
princess and do sone investigating.' |I sit down at ny desk and drag a new

bottle of beer fromthe drawer.

"I thought 1'd just drink sone beer instead. You investigate. Finest flower in
Turai indeed. After you've investigated you can go and be Captain of Horms
arm es. Have a good tinme.'

"It couldn't be worse than listening to you.' 'Maybe not. But if he tries to
make you his bride, watch out. You might have to be dead first.' 'Wat do you
mean?' says Makri, curiously. "Hormthe Dead is runoured to actually have been
dead. Died by his own hand then returned fromthe grave in sonme evil ritua

known only to hinmself.' "Wy would anyone do that?' wonders Mkri. 'Presumably
the death-ritual gave himunearthly powers. | don't knowif any of it's really
true. He might just be pretending to have been dead to inpress people.' 'He

does | ook very pale,' says Makri. '"Not too pale to clutter up ny office and go

around ki ssing people's hands."

' Thraxas, that barely makes sense.'’

"Not too pale to go to Lisutaris's ball and spend the night dancing with a
bunch of senators who've never done an honest day's work in their lives.'

Makri wonders out loud at my intransigence and stupidity. | continue to drink
beer. After a while she departs.

It's hot as Ocish hell in here. | detest this city and everyone in it. It's

i ntensely annoyi ng the way everyone is always playing up to Makri. The finest
flower in Turai! It's ridiculous. An Ocish savage in a ludicrous bikini nore

like. Unable to find any nore beer in my desk, | go through to ny only ot her
room and hunt under the bed for ny emergency supply.

CHAPTER

FOURTEEN

The city is full of nythical creatures and dead Humans. Reports fromall sides
i ndi cate an unexpl ai ned out break of unicorns, centaurs, naiads, dryads and
mermai ds. No harmis caused by these creatures -they tend to vani sh when
pursued - but it rmakes the popul ati on edgy. The thought of O cish invasion is
never far bel ow the conscious thoughts of the citizenry, and anything strange
or unexpl ained tends to be thought of as an evil portent.

|'ve been chasing round the city | ooking for a powerful sorcerous item
Strange sorcerous events are now happening. It doesn't take a genius to think
they m ght be connected, but if they are, no one knows why, not even
Lisutaris. Furthernore, there seemto be too many of these occurrences for
themall to be Iinked to one mssing green jewel, even if the green jewel
coul d produce these events, which it can't.

As for the dead Humans, it's another epidenic. Everywhere the authorities

| ook, they find another group of corpses. Sonme with wounds, some just dead for
no apparent reason. Again, it's hard to link this exactly to the m ssing
pendant. At the exact sane tine as three market workers are found dead in the
centre of town, four aqueduct maintenance nen are found sl aughtered

in Pashish. Lisutaris's pendant can't be causing it all, and in a city where
death is a common occurrence, it's inpossible to work out which of the



fatalities mght be linked to the pendant.

After waking with a headache, and visiting the public baths to cl eanse nysel f
of the accurul ated filth of several days' activity in hot weather, | go to see
Cicerius at the Abode of Justice. He's already aware of the charge which has
been | ai d agai nst ne.

"I don't synpathise in the slightest,' he says.

' Thanks for your support.'

"You were clearly warned that trouble would arise fromyour use of the

Tri bunat e powers.'

"But | did it anyway. And now |'min trouble.’

"You are, though personally |I do not believe the charge of throwi ng away your
shield and fleeing the battlefield,' says Ccerius. 'l studied your record
quite carefully before | first hired you to work for me. As | recall, you were
an insubordi nate sol dier but your val our was never questioned. But | cannot
have the charge dropped. The matter nust go before a Senate conmittee, and
until then your Tribune's powers are revoked, as is your investigating

i cence.’

'Can't you use your influence? My accuser is Vadi nex and he works for Praetor
Capati us."'

Cicerius knows Capatius very well. Not only is the Praetor the richest nman in
the city, he's a senior nmenber of the Traditionals, C cerius's party.

'Last year | got in Capatius's way and now he's getting his revenge. Can't you
get himoff ny back?

The Deputy Consul is unenthusiastic, though he knows |'m speaking the truth
when | claimhe owes nme a favour

"Were you with Vadinex at the Battle of Sanasa?

"W were in the sanme reginent. | don't renmenber ever being close to himon the
battlefield. But | was with plenty of other nmen who are still alive today
who'll testify on ny behal f.'

'So you hope, Thraxas. My experience as a | awyer has taught ne that nen's
menories can be strangely affected by the passage of seventeen years. And they
can be affected a good deal nore by bribery. A charge of this sort, brought
after so many years, will not be easy to defend in court if your opponents
have planned it well.'

Cicerius nmuses for a while.

"I really doubt that Capatius is behind this charge.’

'"He has to be. Vadinex is his man.'

'"Even so, | doubt it. It is true that you inconveni enced Praetor Capatius | ast
year, but the inconvenience was mnor by his standards. A nmere blip in his
consi derabl e incone. | have seen the Praetor many tinmes since then and he has

never given me the inpression that he holds any strong grudge agai nst you.

am aware that you do not trust him but | believe himto be far nore honest
than you give himcredit for. Like many rich nmen, he has suffered at the hands
of the Popul ares, who are always keen to accuse any worthy supporter of the
Ki ng of corruption. Capatius hinmself fought bravely in the war, with a cohort
he rai sed and equi pped at his own expense. In nmy experience, it is rare for a
man who fought in that canpaign to raise a fal se charge agai nst anot her who

al so fought. It would go against his sense of military honour.'

" mnot convinced. Capatius is obscenely wealthy. | can't believe anyone could
get to be so rich and still have a sense of honour

" You of fended many peopl e when you prevented a full investigation of
Lisutaris's actions at the warehouse,' points out the Deputy Consul. 'Far nore

likely that one of them would now wi sh to see you punished. Rittius, for

i nstance. The head of Pal ace Security has |ong disliked you.'

"Yes, it's possible it's Rittius. But ny instinct tells me that Capatius has
put Vadinex up to it. So | appeal to you to nmake efforts on ny behal f. Because
as you will understand, Deputy Consul, if |I'm dragged before a Senate
conmittee on a charge of cowardice, I'lIl be obliged to kill my accuser and
flee the city.'

Cicerius | ooks shocked.



"You will obey the |aw of Turai
Absol utely.'

"While you are here,' says Cicerius, '"would you care to tell ne the precise
nature of the difficulties that Lisutaris finds herself in?

"No real difficulties, Deputy Consul. A mnor matter of a m ssing diary'

| intimate that | amunable to say nore due to Investigator-client privilege.
' You have no such privileges. Your |licence has been suspended.'

"Then |'ve suffered a sudden | oss of nenory'

' Yesterday a unicorn wandered through the Senate while | was speaking,' says
G ceri us.

' That rust have |ivened things up.'

"My speech did not need to be livened up. It was already quite lively enough
Do you have any idea why these creatures should suddenly be infesting the
city?

"None at all.’

"Nothing to do with our powerful Sorceress Lisutaris?

"Not as far as | know.'

Cicerius dismsses ne. I'mfairly satisfied with the nmeeting. He m ght help.
If nothing else, |I've ascended the social |adder a fraction in the |ast year
Not too long ago |I'd never have been granted perm ssion to see the Deputy
Consul, never mind ask himfor a favour

Hal f way between G cerius's office and the outskirts of Thamin, | encounter a
figure wal king briskly up the road in a cloak and hood whi ch hi des her
features.

" Makri ? What are you doi ng here?

Makri pulls back her hood a little.

"I"'min disguise.'

"I can see that. Wy?

"I"'mgoing to kill Vadinex."'

"What ? Why?'

Makri shrugs.

"I thought 1'd help you.'

' How were you going to find hinf

"Call in at Praetor Capatius's nmansion and find out from someone there where
he was likely to be.'

And then go and kill hin®

"That's right. If he was dead, there wouldn't be a charge agai nst you, would
there?

' m al nost touched by Makri's concern.

"It's not a bad plan. But |'ve just asked the Deputy Consul to intervene on ny
behal f and | don't want to offend himby killing Vadi nex before it's

absol utely necessary.'

Makri shrugs. She hasn't asked nme a single question about the Battle of Sanasa
because, | know, she does not regard it as possible that | fled the field.
remenber that

I"'mfriends with Makri and feel bad about giving her a hard tine.

"I"mabout to hunt through some taverns in Kushni for Barius, Professor
Toarius's son. | think that if we apply some pressure we mght get to the
bottomof this theft at the college.’

Makri wants to conme along, so we set off towards the centre of the city.

'"Was it a really bad disguise? asks Mkri

"Not too bad. But | recognised your wal k.'

"I didn't really need a disguise at all, but | thought if | killed Vadi nex it
woul d be better if people didn't know it was nme that did it. You know, with us
living in the same tavern. It mght have cast suspicion on you.'

"I appreciate you nmaking the effort. I"'msorry |I noaned at you.'

"It was nmore than nmoaning. It was vilification and character assassination.'
"Surely not.'

"You called ne a vile Ocish wench.'

"Then | apol ogise for any offence. As always, | nmeant it in a positive sense.'

he inforns me sternly.



The heat is stifling. Makri renoves her cloak as we wal k through the dusty
streets.

"I did ness things up with Tanrose. Wen | suggested she take some tine to
t hi nk about her feelings, | wasn't expecting her to | eave the tavern.'
"It's not really your fault, Makri. The problemis with Gurd. He's been a
bachel or so long, he's scared to acknow edge any sort of affection for her
That's why he started criticising her bookkeeping.'

"To disguise his affection?

"Yes.'

Makri nods.

"I have encountered this sort of thing in the plays of the Elvish bard
Las-ar-Heth. Not concerning bookkeepi ng, but simlar. The great Elvish lord
Avenath-ir-Yill once made his queen cry by accusing her of infidelity with a
unicorn, but really he was just upset because she no | onger played the harp to
himat bedtime. The reason for this was that her hands were sore fromplaiting
the unicorn's nmane, which she had to do to keep her son alive, but of course
she couldn't explain this to her husband wi thout |etting himknow about the
curse whi ch hung over her famly.'

My head is starting to spin.

"This is simlar to Gurd and Tanrose?

"Very. A frank exchange of views would have resol ved the problem but they
both had secrets they didn't want to reveal. Eventually, of course, it led to
the great schism between the tribes of Yill and Evena, which, | understand, is
not fully resolved even now. '

"You read all this in a play?

Makri nods. She is apparently a great enthusiast for the plays of the Elvish
bard Las-ar - Het h.

"Quite an unconventional rhyne scheme, and rather archaic in tone, but very
stirring.'

"I"l'l read some at the first opportunity,' | say, which makes Makri | augh

whi ch she doesn't do that often.

"Is that a nermaid in that fountain?

W stare across the road at the large fountain. Sitting at the feet of the
statue of St Quatinius there is indeed a nernmaid. Children |augh, and point.
The nermaid sniles seductively, then fades away.

"Turai is becoming a very interesting place. Are we all going nmad?

T don't know. At least it's only friendly creatures who' ve been appeari ng.
It's not going to be much fun if dragons start roamng the streets.'

"I liked the frogs,' says Makri.

By this time we're passing through the royal market, just north of Kushni, one
of Turai's main concentrations of goods for sale. The shops here sell clothes,
jewel l ery, w ne, weapons, expensive goods mainly. The market stalls sel
foodstuffs but are very different fromthe cheap markets of Twel ve Seas. Here
the servants of the rich come to order househol d provisions fromnmarket trades
whose stalls are full of the highest-quality fare, often inported fromthe
nations to the west, or even the Elvish Isles.

Makri stares through the wi ndow of a jeweller's shop

"Who earns enough to buy these things? she wonders out | oud.

A young worman energes fromthe shop, followed by two servants. Wen she sees
Makri she gives her the slightest of nods before passing by. | ask Mkri who

t he young wonman was.

Avenaris. Lisutaris's secretary.'

I"'malready in pursuit. |'ve been forbidden to question this young woman.

Al ways makes an Investigator suspicious. | cut her off with ny bul k. She
regards ne rather nervously. | introduce nyself but she already knows who

am

"I was wondering if you could help ne with a few questions.'

"Lisutaris would not wish nme to tal k about her

busi ness with anyone,' says Avenaris. 'Even an Investigator she hired. Excuse



ne.
She tries to walk past. | get in the way. She's |ooking very, very nervous.
More nervous than she should be. I'mnot that frightening, not in daylight
anyway. Not frightening enough to nake a person develop a facial tic within
seconds of neeting ne, yet Avenaris's eyelid is starting to trenmble violently.
' Maybe you could just tell me a little about what happened that day at the

st adi um—

"What is going on here?

It's Lisutaris, Mstress of the Sky.

"Did I not specifically tell you to |l eave ny secretary

al one?

'"He stood in my way,' says Avenaris, making it sound like a major crine. She's
now cl ose to tears

"I"'msorry,' says Lisutaris, attenpting to pacify her. 'He really had no

busi ness bothering you. Go hone now, |I'll nmake sure he doesn't trouble you
again."'
Avenaris wal ks off swiftly, still attended by the servants. The Sorceress

regards ne with fury.

' How dare you harass ny staff!’

'Save the lecture, Lisutaris. What's the matter with her? | asked her a polite
guestion and she practically broke down in tears.'

'She is a young wonman of nervous disposition. Far too delicate to be

confronted by the |ikes of you. | nust

i nsi st—

"You should ve let nme talk to her. | get the strong inpression she knows
somet hi ng."'

"Do | have to remind you that Avenaris is ny niece? | did not hire you to
harass ny famly. For the |ast
time, stay away frommy secretary

Lisutaris | ooks genuinely threatening. | drop the subject, for now anyway.
["lI'l pursue it later, no matter what Lisutaris says.

' Encount ered any unicorns?' | ask

"No. But there were two nmermaids in ny fish ponds, albeit briefly. I'm

baffl ed. They're obviously sorcerous apparitions but | can't trace their
source. '

"Did you get ny nessage about Hormthe Dead?'

Li sutaris nods, and frowns.

"Hormthe Dead is a very dangerous individual. Consul Kalius should be

i Mmediately informed that he is in the city.'

And has he been?

"No,' admits Lisutaris. "I'mstill trying to keep things quiet.'

In the past few days Lisutaris has been subjected to rmuch questioning from
fell ow Sorcerers and government officials. So far it has remai ned infornal
"Deputy Consul Cicerius visited to ask ne about sone aqueduct renovations. |
wasn't aware that he valued my opinion on the city's water supply. Harnon Half
El f happened to find hinmself in the vicinity and dropped in to share an
anusi ng story about some El vish Sorcerers.’

G ven Lisutaris's status, it's difficult for anyone to conme right out and
demand to know what's going on, though it's perfectly obvious that sonething

i s. However, having noved heaven, earth and the three moons to get her el ected
as head of the Sorcerers Guild, no one in Turai wants her to be plunged into
di sgrace only a few nonths later. Turai would be severely damaged in the eves
of all nations.

'They' re hovering round the subject. |'ve been keeping quiet |ike you
suggested, but | can't hold out for ever. Tilupasis was sniffing round for
i nformati on and you know what a cunning operator she is. | was reduced to

telling her that | really had to ask her to | eave because | needed sone
privacy to snmoke ny thazis pipe, so there goes ny reputati on anong Turai's
aristocratic matrons. Now it'll be all over Thamlin that Lisutaris can't grant
you nore than a hal f-hour audi ence before she has to snoke thazis.'



"Didn't everyone know that already? asks Makri, who has not yet |earned how
to be tactful

"I amnot reliant on thazis,' says Lisutaris, coldly.

"Ch,' says Makri. "Sorry. | thought you were. | renenber when you col |l apsed at
the Sorcerers Assenblage and | had to carry you to your pipe and you were
gaspi ng about how you needed thazis, so | just naturally assuned—

"Coul d we discuss this another time? says Lisutaris, shooting her an angry
gl ance. She turns the angry glance in mmy direction.

"Not that | had much reputation left after word got around that 1'd hired you
to buy back ny diary which | was desperate to retrieve due to its being ful

of extremely intimte |ove poens. | understand that guessing the identity of
nmy secret lover is now a popul ar gane at dinner parties.'

"I'"mshocked, Lisutaris. When | told Kalius about your diary, | thought he'd
keep it a secret.'

"Who is it? asks Makri.

"Wio i s who?

' The person you're in |love with?

"I"'mnot in love with anyone. Thraxas made it up.'

Makri | ooks puzzl ed.

" \Why 2
"I needed a cover story. It was all | could think of.'
Makri is of the opinion that | could have done better
After all, many people say you' re one of the finest liars in the city.

Lisutaris is certain that the Consul is going to ask to see the pendant when
he comes to the ball.
"Kalius mght not be sharp as an EIf's ear, but even he must know by now I've

| ost the pendant. Damm it, | wish | hadn't chosen this nmoment to hold a soci al
function.'

' Tal ki ng of your social function,' | say, 'Hormthe Dead nentioned that he

m ght be paying a visit.'

'Real | y?'

'Yes. And as you say, Hormis a very dangerous individual. | think it would be

wi se for you to have sonme extra personal protection at the ball.’

"You may be right,' says Lisutaris.

| wait for ny invitation. Lisutaris turns to Makri.

"Wul d you mind being ny bodyguard agai n?'

"I'"d be delighted,' answers Makri .

| stare norosely at the jeweller's window Lisutaris is a disgrace to the
city. Her abuse of thazis is a public scandal. She deserves to be exil ed.
"What do you suggest we do now, Investigator?

"lI'"ve no idea.’

"I can't really blanme you for that,' sighs Lisutaris. 'l have no idea what to
do either.’

|'ve started to believe that there is no point investigating. Either someone
is deliberately |eading us on and

nmocki ng us at every turn, or the situation has beconme so chaotic that there is
no point in doing anything. Either way, |'m beaten

"If no one has any plans for saving the city, how about going to see Barius?
suggests Makri, brightly.

"Who is Barius? asks Lisutaris.

'Professor Toarius's son. | think he mght be able to shed sone Iight on
Makri's expul sion.'

Lisutaris offers to take us there in her carriage, which is waiting nearby.
She doesn't feel l|ike going home, fearing that she will once nore be
confronted by an inquisitive Sorcerer or curious governnent official

"Six more deaths in the city today,' | say. 'Brings the total to twenty-seven,
near as | can count. For that many unexpl ai ned deat hs the Abode of Justice
will call in a Sorcerer. Od Hasius the Brilliant will |earn every detail of
the affair.’

"Not for a long tinme,' says Lisutaris. 'The noons are way out of conjunction.'



For a Sorcerer to look back in time, it's necessary for the three noons to be
in a particular alignnent. According to Lisutaris, we're in the niddle of one

of the | ongest blank periods of the decade. |I'd have known that if | wasn't so
| ousy at sorcery.
"It'"ll be nonths before Sorcerers can | ook back in tine. If that wasn't the

case |'d have been | ooking back myself.' The carriage takes us towards Kushni
The driver shouts at some revellers who are bl ocking the street. They | ook
like they m ght be inclined to argue over right of way, but when they
recogni se Lisutaris's rainbow livery on the side of the carriage, they hastily
nmove, not wi shing to be blasted by a spell

'"Do you think we should revise our bet? asks Makri. 'The three of us have
ended up placing a bet on thirty-five deaths. But with the count now at
twenty-seven this may not be high enough.’

Li sutaris manages a gri ml augh

"True. And if the Consul freezes ny assets before bringing me to trial, | may
be in need of sone noney to pay for a |lawer. Wat's the cut-off point for
thi s wager ?'

Makri |ooks a little unconfortable.

"Well, you know, when the case comes to an end ..
And when woul d that be?

"When Thraxas solves it. O gets killed. Or you get arrested.'

Lisutaris is shocked.

' The Turani an masses are ganbling on ne being arrested?

"Only tangentially,' says Makri.

'Have they no respect for the head of the Sorcerers CGuild?

"Don't conplain," | tell the Sorcerer. 'It's not as bad as betting on ne

dyi ng."

"I think Lisutaris dying also brings the betting to an end,' says Makri

hel pfully. "But no one is really expecting that to happen. Apart from Parax

t he shoemaker; | think he wagered a little on Lisutaris's death. And nmaybe one
or two others. Captain Rallee as well. But not nmany. It's definitely not as
popul ar an option as Thraxas handing in his toga. Do you have any thazis?'

W snoke Lisutaris's thazis sticks as we nmake our way through the busy
streets. Even in the tense situation | appreciate the high quality of her
narcoti c.

"Grown in your own gardens?' 'Yes. O rather, in the glasshouse | built |ast
year.' 'You have a gl asshouse?

" A special construction,' explains the Sorcerer. 'For protecting plants from
the el ements and maxim sing the sunlight that feeds them They were first used
in SSmia. | believe mine is the first in Turai.'

|'ve never heard of such a thing, and once nore marvel at Lisutaris's

dedi cation to her favourite substance. Thazis is inported into Turai fromthe
sout heast, where it's extensively cultivated. Though |I've known people to
occasional ly produce their own plants, | don't think anyone else in the city
is capable of growing it in volune. A glasshouse. |I would hardly have believed
it was possible. It rmust have been extrenely expensive.

' Fabul ously expensive,' agrees Lisutaris. 'But with the ambunt of rain we have
in Turai, nothing else will do.' Lisutaris turns sharply to Makri. 'Wy has
Captain Rallee placed a bet on ne dying? she demands. 'Has he sone inside

i nformati on?'

Makri doesn't think so, but Lisutaris is troubled. Maybe it's the thazis.

Overuse can lead to feelings of paranoia. | ask Makri casually if many people
are betting nmoney on ne dying.
"Hundr eds of people,' answers Makri. It's a strong favourite. The nonent the

Br ot her hood got involved, noney started pouring in;

'"I"'mdammed if I"mgoing to die just to win noney for a | ot of degenerates in
t he Avengi ng Axe. You think the Brotherhood worries ne? Anyway, | thought this
betting was just on the body count?

Makri shrugs.

"It sort of grew Moxalan was getting so many enquiries he had to take on an



assi stant and wi den his range."'

The carriage pulls up and we clinb out into the dusty street. Lisutaris is
clad in her rainbow cl oak. Possibly fatalistic by now, she makes no attenpt to
di sgui se herself as we stride into the Ranpant Unicorn, a tavern on the
outskirts of Kushni where, I'mtold, Barius is often to be found. It's yet
anot her appalling den of iniquity, and at the sight of the head of the
Sorcerers @uild striding through the doors, the place goes quiet. Severa
customers, presumng that Lisutaris nust be here on official business, and
what ever this business is it can't be good for them scurry for cover as the
M stress of the Sky heads towards the bar.

"I am |l ooking for a young man by the nane of Barius,' she says.

"He's upstairs,' blurts the barman, quaking as he imagi nes the effect a spel
froma disgruntled Sorcerer m ght have on him

"This way,' says Lisutaris, |eading nyself and Makri up the stairs. She's

| ooki ng pl eased with herself.

"I have never investigated anything before. It does not seemto be overly
difficult.'

| stifle a sarcastic response, and follow Lisutaris to one of four doors that
| ead off the upstairs corridor. Lisutaris tries the first door. Finding it

| ocked, she mutters a minor word of power and it springs open. Inside the
private roomwe find a stout man in a toga in the enbrace of a woman who's
young enough to be his granddaughter, but probably isn't a relation

"I beg your pardon, Senator Al esius,' says Lisutaris grandly, and |eads us
back into the corridor

"Well, that spoiled his afternoon's entertainment,' | say. 'The thing about

i nvestigating, you don't just barge through the first door you cone to.'
"And how did you expect nme to choose?

'"It's a matter of experience and intuition,' | explain. 'You develop it after
a few years in the business.'
"Very well,' says Lisutaris, motioning to the three remaining doors. 'Wich do

you recomend?

| select the door on the left. Lisutaris again nmutters a word of power and it
springs open. Inside we find a well-dressed mi ddl e-aged woman with pl enty of
jewel s and a younger nan, naked, who | ooks Iike he might be a professiona
athlete, both of themvery busy with a pipe full of dwa.

"I beg your pardon, Marwi ni,' says Lisutaris, and withdraws fromthe room
quite elegantly. Mkri and | stumble out after her, rather enbarrassed at the
whol e t hi ng.

"Who was that?

"Praetor Capatius's wife,' says Lisutaris. 'Really, | had no idea. One al ways

understood that they were a contented couple. Only | ast week she informed ne
over a glass of wine that she had never felt happier with her husband.'

' Probably because he's coming hone |ess.'

"I's this sort of behaviour standard all over Kushni?

'"Pretty standard,' | reply. 'Though they m ght have to find a new place to

m sbehave if you keep using spells to open doors.'

"I want to pick the next room' says Makri.

Inside the next roomwe find Barius. He's |lying semniconscious on a couch. The
room stinks of dwa. Fromthe overpowering arona and general squalidness of the
situation, |'d say he'd been lying here for a few days.

"I picked the right room' says Mkri, happily.

"You only had two doors to choose from

"That's not the point. You were wong and | was right.'

"It's completely the point. The odds were entirely different.'

'"Do you two never stop bickering? says Lisutaris. Here is your suspect. What
do you do now?'

"Waken himup, if that's possible.’

There's a pitcher of stale water beside the couch. | take a | esada | eaf from
the small bag on ny belt and try getting Barius to swallowit. It's a
difficult process and |I'mcareful in case Barius chooses this nmoment to vonit.



Finally I succeed in making himswall ow the | eaf.

"Now we wait. Lisutaris, please |ock the door again.'

El vish | esada | eaves are extrenely efficient in cleansing the system of any
noxi ous substances. They're hard to get hold of in the Human | ands and
normally 1'd be reluctant to waste one on a dwa addict who's only going to
fill himself full of dwa again at the first opportunity, but | don't have tine
to wait for Barius to come round naturally. A few mnutes after he's swall owed
the leaf, the colour is returning to his skin and his pupils are reverting to
their normal size. He coughs, and struggles to rise. | give himnore water.
'Who are you?

' Thraxas. Investigator.'

"Investigator . . . fromVe . . . Vee . ' he gasps.

"No. Not fromthe Venarius Agency. |'mindependent and | can help you.'

"What do you want ?

"I want to ask you a few questions.

Possibly the | esada | eaf has done its job too well. Barius has regai ned sone
yout hful vi gour and defi ance.

"Go to hell," he says, and struggles to rise fromthe couch. | place nmy armon
hi s shoul der and hold hi mdown. Mkri is by nmy side. | can sense her

i npatience. If Barius has any information that can help to clear her nane,
she's not going to let himleave the roomw thout inparting it. lisutaris

meanwhi | e | ooks bored, and in the sordid, foul-snelling room less |ike she's
havi ng a good ti ne.

| ask Barius if he knew about the theft of the noney at the @uild College. He
gi ves an inpression of a young nman too confused by dwa addiction to know much
about anything. |1'm about to nmake sone threats about telling his father and
all his snooty relatives just what he gets up to in his spare tinme when
Makri's patience snaps.

Makri has two swords with her, one Elvish and gl eam ng and one O cish and

dar k. She brought the Orcish blade fromthe gladiator pits and received the
El vish sword as a gift fromthe Elves on Avula. Both fine weapons, as fine as
any held by anyone in Turai. Either one would fetch enough at auction to pay
for Makri's classes for a year or more, but Makri will never sell a weapon.
She draws both of her swords. The light fromthe torch on the wall reflects
brightly off the Elvish blade, but the Orcish sword seens to absorb |ight.
It's a vile weapon, and caused great offence to the El ves when Makri took it
to their islands. Makri deftly positions the black Orcish sword under Barius's
chin.

"Tell us about the noney or I'Il kill you right now,' she says.
Barius realises she's serious. He looks at ne fearfully, waiting for nme to
protect him | look up at the ceiling. Mkri pushes her sword forward. A

trickle of blood appears on Barius's throat. Barius cringes backwards, then
tries to shrug as if unconcerned.

"So | took five gurans froma |ocker. Wio cares?

"l do, you cusux,' says Makri, raising her sword. 'For the price of a shot of
dwa, you'd ruin ny life?

| raise ny hand to block Makri's arm

"It's okay, we've got what we cane for. W can go.'

'Have you got what you cane for?' enquires Lisutaris. 'WII such a confession
under duress stand up in court?

"There isn't going to be any court case. Professor Toarius is going to quietly
reinstate Makri when | tell himthat his son stole the noney for dwa and

have wi tnesses to that effect. The Professor is of course very keen to protect
the famly name, which is no doubt why he was so quick to pin the rap on Mkri
inthe first place.’

Barius is shaking. | place ny armround himand | ower himback on to the
couch. He can sleep it off. Then he should go home, but | doubt he will. It's
not my problem 1'mconcerned to learn that the Venarius |nvestigation Agency
has already got to him 1 still don't know who hired them Qutside the Ranpant
Uni corn, Lisutaris shudders, rather delicately.



"What a disgusting place. | am astoni shed that Marwi ni should choose to have
an assignation in such a location. W on earth was that naked young nman?
'"One of the King's athletes, | think. On his way up in

the world. Or down, naybe, if Praetor Capatius catches him'

"It's all rather enbarrassing,' says Lisutaris. 'Marwini is one of my guests
at the ball tonmorrow. As is Senator Alesius. | amnot so surprised to find him
here, of course. His behaviour is well known in certain circles.'

"So can | do ny exam nation now?' says Makri .

"Il see Toarius tomorrow. It'll be fine.'

"When is this exam nation? asks Lisutaris.

'The day after tomorrow. '

'So soon? WII you still be able to attend nmy ball as ny bodyguard?

"OfF course,' says Makri. |'ve already conmpleted my studies. But did | tell you
| have to stand up and speak to the whole class? It's really stressful.’

Makri is still conmplaining as we clinmb into Lisutaris's carriage. One probl em

solved, nore or less. Now we only have the matter of an inportant pendant to
find, followed by Thraxas being haul ed before a Senate comittee on an

al l egation of cowardice. Somehow | can't concentrate. It's just so annoying
the way Lisutaris, the so-called Mstress of the Sky, flatly refuses to invite
me to her nmasked ball. | suppose it's only to be expected. The upper classes
of Turai are notorious for their degeneracy and ingratitude. Adultery. Dwa.
Corruption. Al manner of disgusting behaviour. An honest working nman |ike
nmyself is far better off not associating with them

CHAPTER

FI FTEEN

At the Avenging Axe there's a sunmons waiting ordering me to report to the
Consul , and anot her nessage, from Harnon Half Elf, requesting a neeting. |

t hrow both nessages in the bin and head downstairs for a beer. There | fnd
Dandel i on behind the bar being irritating, Gurd still |ooking as m serable as
a Niojan whore, no food on offer, and a great cluster of dock workers all keen
to know i f there have been any nore deaths recently. The front door opens. A
government official in a toga walks in, swiftly followed by another official
in a toga, and they each beat a path towards ne, bearing scrolls.

The togas are hitting the Avengi ng Axe thick and fast these days. It's a while
since I've worn one. | used to when | worked at the Pal ace, for official
duties. They're expensive garnents. Quite awkward to wear, but it lets
everyone know you're not the sort of person who wastes his tinme doing manua

| abour.

"Rittius, head of Palace Security, comrands that you visit himinmrediately,'
says the first official. 'To discuss inportant nmatters of state.'

'The senate licensing committee, finding you in violation of an order

prohi biting you frominvestigating, requires you to attend a—

Til be right there,' | say, finishing ny beer in one swift gulp. 'l just have
to change ny boots.'

| only have one pair of boots. They're not to know that. Once in ny office
head straight for the door and down the outside stairs, pausing only to nutter
the minor incantation | use for a |ocking spell.

The two rival vendors have now cone to blows. | use ny body weight to send
themflying in opposite directions and start wal king swiftly, heading for
anywhere that is free of sumonses, enquiries and any other oppressive state

i nstruments.

The situation is now di sastrous. | have abandoned all hope of successfully
bringing matters to a conclusion. Cearly Lisutaris is going to be unmasked at
her own masked ball, revealed to the world as a usel ess inconpetent who's | ost
t he pendant, thereby severely endangering Turai. This will swiftly be foll owed
by a general round-up of all guilty parties, which will certainly include ne.
I'"mgoing to be charged with failing to report a crine, obstructing the
authorities, lying to the Consul, going against the wi shes of the Senate and
God knows what el se. Even the claimof Investigator-client
confidentiality-dubious at best in matters of national security - won't do ne



any good, because |'ve been stripped of nmy |licence and can no longer claimto
be an Investigator in the | egal sense of the word. My nost |ikely destination
is a prison ship. Maybe even a sl ave galley.

| strain to think of some way out of the dire situation. A golden tree erupts
fromthe road in front of me and stands there | ooking pretty. This is now
becom ng seriously disconcerting. There's a time and a place for sorcery and
it'"s not in the mddle of Quintessence Street

while I"'mtrying to concentrate. Attractive as the tree is, no one is pleased
to see it. Onlookers nmutter alarmng conments about portents for the
destruction of the city and the nore nervous anong them start wailing and
kneeling down to pray.

I have some experience of this sort of thing. In the magi c space, a kind of
sorcerous di nension to which only those with nmagi cal powers have access,

t hi ngs appear and di sappear all the tine. Wien it's flowers and unicorns it's
fine, but last tine | was there a volcano erupted and | was |lucky to escape
with ny life. If the magi c space is sonehow breaking through into Turai -
which is inmpossible, but I can't think of any other explanation - then it

m ght well mean the destruction of the city. Now | think about it, it mght
mean t he destruction of everything. The tree di sappears as swiftly as it
arrived. Trusting that the Sorcerers @iild is currently working on the strange
apparitions, | get back to my own problens.

| could go to Kalius and tell himeverything I know, but it mght be too late
for that. Once Kalius learns |'ve known about the mssing jewel for a week,
he'll be down on nme like a bad spell. 1'Il be turned over to Palace Security
and Rittius will positively dance with glee as he's locking ne up. So telling
the truth seens to be out of the question. Unfortunately, keeping silent
doesn't hold out nuch hope either. Everything is going to cone out at the bal
t orror r ow.

| wonder if it might profit me to actually find out how the pendant went
mssing in the first place. Lisutaris has consistently prevented nme from
properly investigating this, claimng that only the recovery of the pendant is
i mportant. Maybe if | actually turned up at the Consul's

office with full details of who took the pendant and why, | mght be able to
bargain for a | esser sentence. It goes against the grain, though. |I'd be
acting against ny client's wishes. | keep this in reserve, though it's a weak
pl an at best.

The only thing which would really help would be if | found the pendant right
now and returned it to Lisutaris. She could present it to Consul Kalius and
then just clamup about everything. Conpletely deny that it had ever been

m ssing. Who could prove her wong? It mght still get us off the hook

It strikes ne that | may have been m staken in following Lisutaris's so-called
| eads all around the city. Naturally, when a man is |ooking for a |ost pendant
and the head of the Sorcerers Quild arrives in a hurry and tells him she has
| ocated said pendant, the man goes along with it. But where has it got ne?
Preci sely nowhere. A lot of dead bodi es and a headache from rushing around in
the heat. For all | know the jewel m ght never have even been in any of these
| ocati ons. Soneone coul d have been | eading Lisutaris on. Just because
Lisutaris is extrenely powerful it doesn't nean she's always right. Maybe if
I'"d just stuck to my own nethods of investigation | mght have nmade better

progress. |'ve solved a ot of crines by trudging round the city asking
guesti ons.
By this time |'ve wal ked clear down to the southern wall of the city. | pass

through a small gate that | eads on to the shore, a rocky stretch of coastline
some way fromthe harbour. Further along the coast there are some stretches of
gol den sands, but this close to the city the sea washes up agai nst a barren
patch of rocky pools.

The area stinks fromthe sewage which flows out of Turai, making it a place
whi ch few people visit. Even the fishermen who take crabs fromthe pools tend
to stay clear of this polluted part of the |andscape, particularly in the heat
of sumrer. The offensive odour nakes nme winkle my nose. | wonder why |'ve



wal ked here. | should have nade for the harbour and checked out the shi ps.
m ght have found a trirene heading south and asked for passage.

| spot a figure in the distance, half hidden behind a tall spur of rock. I'm
about to | eave when sonet hing about his novenents strikes ne as fanmiliar, MWy
curiosity piqued, | stroll over, taking care not to slip on the sline that

clings to the rocks. Wien | reach the spur | find Hormthe Dead scrabbling
around in a snmall pool

' Looki ng for crabs?

He | ooks up, surprised at the interruption

"I sent the pendant here for safekeeping after |I took it fromdixius,' he
announces. 'But it's gone.'

Before | can deny any invol venent, Horm states that he already knows | haven't
taken it.

"I"ve long since stopped worrying about your investigative powers. It is part
of your fate to always be too late. But who can have found the pendant here?
Horm wi t hdraws his hand fromthe water, shaking off the dark liquid with sone
di sgust .

"It really is too bad,' he proclains. 'I amnow heartily sick of this whole
affair.’

'Everyone is sick of it.'

And yet | rmnust have the pendant.’

"Way not give it up? | suggest. 'You probably don't really need it.’

‘"I amafraid | do,' says Horm Unexpectedly he smles. '|I have promsed it to
Prince Anrag. Rash perhaps, but true. Qur new O cish warlord seens to have
taken offence at sone coments | nade that were reported to himby his spies.
Comments whi ch were taken out of context, of course . . . Still... | really
nmust have the pendant.’

' You mean your neck is in danger if you don't deliver the goods?

"I would not go as far as that,' says Horm 'But it will certainly help to
snoot h out the m sunderstanding."'

I"mgathering fromthis that Hormthe Dead has nmanaged to get hinself quite
seriously on the wong side of Prince Anrag. A sorcerous lord |ike Horm
doesn't go around di pping his hands into polluted pools of water unless he has
a |l ot of snoothing-over to do.

"Yes, Horm it's a problem You offend soneone in authority and they make your
life hell. Happens to ne all the tine.'
"Prince Amrag has no authority over ne.
"True. But he's soon going to have the biggest arny in the east.'

W wal k up the beach together. By his standards Hormthe Dead is being
positively convivial, and he's not even using a spell of persuasion. He sinply
regards ne as so little threat he is unconcerned about how nuch I know of his
affairs. In fact he seens eager to discuss them

"I presume, as you are still wandering vacantly around the city, that
Lisutaris has not recovered the pendant?

"Not to nmy know edge.'

And @ ixius Dragon Killer certainly does not have it.

As for the criminal gangs of Turai, | feel that neither of themhas it either
| have enough contacts in your Turani an underworld to have | earned by now if
they had. Do you think your Turanian Sorcerers Quild mght have recovered the
green jewel ?

| shrug. 1've no idea.

"I find this all very unsatisfactory,' conplains the Sorcerer. 'In a nmatter
such as this | would have expected a little discretion. In some ways it is
anusi ng that so many people know of the theft, but it's hardly convenient.'

"I thought it m ght have been you that spread the word, Horm You nust be

enj oyi ng seeing Lisutaris heading for a fall."'

"I amindeed. But it was not me that spread word throughout the city that she
had | ost the pendant.'

Sone mel odi ous singing interrupts our conversation. C ose to the shore,
nmermai ds are form ng a chorus.



Are you responsible for this? 1 ask

Again Hormthe Dead denies it.

"OF course | amnot responsible. Wiy would | waste my tinme on such matters?
Yesterday | was al nost knocked over by a centaur. | presumed it was sonme sort
of Turanian customtill sone children started screaming in alarm | suspect

t he magi ¢ space may be breaking through into the real world."'

"I thought the sanme. Any idea how that m ght be happeni ng?

' None whatsoever. If it happens, it will certainly hasten your destruction.'
"If it keeps spreading it might hasten yours.'

The nermai ds di sappear. |'mnot entirely certain

where nermaids live, or if they really live anywhere. Unlike unicorns,
centaurs, dryads and nai ads, |'ve never actually net any.

Hor m f r owns.
"This should all have been sinple. Sarin the Merciless receives the pendant

and passes it to ne. | leave the city bearing a mighty gift for Prince Anrag.
I"'mstill not certain what went wong. Qixius, possibly. He knows Sarin the
Mercil ess. He may have learned of the affair earlier than | imagined."’

'Possibly Sarin thought she m ght get nore nmoney from dixius.'

"Possibly. She is an efficient woman, but | have had occasion to criticise her
for her venality.'

"Who was Sarin neant to receive the pendant fronf?'

"That, | imagine, is the crux of your investigation,' says Horm 'So | would
not wish to spoil it for you by telling.'

W' ve now wal ked back to the outskirts of the city, to the snall gate in the
wal I s, which is manned by a bored-I| ooki ng guard.

'People are dying all over Turai, | believe,' nmuses Horm 'Wich is also
puzzling. Wen | learned of the first deaths |I presunmed that they were
connected to the pendant. It would certainly have that effect on the untrained
m nd. Yet the deaths are now so w despread that the jewel cannot be causing
themall. It may be a sorcerous itembut it can't be in nore than one place at
the sane tine.'

"Yes, Horm it's a nystery. And you saying you know nothing of the matter
doesn't convince ne.’

Horm rai ses his eyebrows, just the slightest bit per-

turbed by me inplying he may be |ying.

"Tell me, Investigator, if you had by any chance stunbl ed across the jewel,
what makes you think it would not have driven you nmad?

"Strong will power.'
"You think so? | had not noticed. Sarin's description of you rolling around
drunk in the gutter would not seemto fit a man of strong will power.'

"Sarinis aliar.’

Horm st ares back down towards the sea. He points over to sone rocks further
al ong the coast.

Anot her three bodies.'

'Real | y?'

"Fromthe Society of Friends, | believe. Probably followed Qi xius and ended
up killing each other.

"dixius Dragon Killer,' muses Horm 'Three tinmes | have defeated himin
conbat, yet he seens undeterred. | suppose one should admire that, but really
| find it tedious. Next time we neet | will certainly have to kill him'
"You're fond of promising to kill people, Horm'

Horm | ooks surprised. At the foot of the city walls a slight breeze makes his
cloak wave in the air. I'"'msweating in the heat but the half-Oe Sorcerer

seens unaffected.

Am | 7? Who else have | threatened to kill?

"Me, for one.'

"I hardly think that likely,' says Horm "Wy would | threaten to kill you?
There is not, and has never been, the slightest chance of you preventing ne
fromcarrying out my plans. You are beneath ne, Thraxas, beneath ne by a

di stance you cannot conprehend, |nvestigator who failed his sorcerous



apprenticeship.’

Horm smiles his nmalevolent snile

' Pl ease give nmy regards to your fair conpanion Makri. If | amobliged to | eave
Turai wi thout encountering her again, kindly informher that when Prince Anrag
sweeps this city away, | will try to save her.’

Horm t he Dead makes a formal bow and wal ks off along the foot of the city
wall's. | go through the gate and am i medi ately assaulted by the bustle of

Twel ve Seas.

An informative conversation. And polite. Wien Horm di sm ssed me as not worth
bot heri ng about he used only the nost reasonabl e | anguage. |I'mthoughtful as I
wal k back towards the Avenging Axe. For all his superior power, Horm has no

i dea where the pendant is. And he can't find it by sorcery. Wich gives ne
just as good a chance as him,

Better, in fact. |I'man Investigator. Nunber one chariot when you need

somet hing i nvestigated. He's just a hugely powerful Sorcerer who happens to
rule his own ki ngdom And m ght have strange powers after coming back fromthe
grave. | wonder again about the runours of Horm having been dead. | should
have asked himabout it. Difficult to work into the conversation, | suppose. |
noti ce he nentioned Makri again. He was obviously quite taken by her. Probably
it's along time since a woman punched himin the face. M ght be the very sort
of thing he's looking for in a relationship. | get the sudden unpl easant
feeling that Horm s idea of an ideal woman mi ght be one that he's brought back
fromthe dead, in which case | can see Makri having some strong objections. M
too. Makri is aggravating as hell but | haven't quite reached the stage of

wi shi ng her dead.

Whet her Hormis living, not living, or sonewhere in-between, |I'Il find the
pendant just to spite his arrogant face.

As | reach the hot, choking stretch of dirt that is Quintessence Street,
renenber what Dandelion told ne yesterday. She'd seen flashes of |ight over

t he beach. | wonder if she m ght have had anything else of interest to inpart
before I shut her up. | seek her out in the tavern and learn that she's
upstairs in Makri's room

I knock on the door, with no results, so | walk in and find Dandelion sitting
on the floor, dangling a pendant in her hand. Hanging fromthe pendant is a
green jewel, and the young woman is staring at it, transfixed.

"Gve ne that!' 1 yell
She's lost in some other reality and shakes her head and blinks her eyes as |
grab the pendant fromher and cramit in nmy bag. | get ready to slug her in

case she wakes up insane, not that it's going to be easy to tell

"Pretty colours.’

'"Yes. Very pretty.'

Dandelion snmiles and lies down on the floor to sleep. She doesn't |ook |ike
she's going to do anything violent. |I'm puzzled. Everyone el se who's | ooked
through this jewel turned into a violent lunatic. Maybe you have to be that
way inclined. Perhaps the jewel doesn't nmake you mad if you're the sort of
person who |ikes flowers and dol phins.

Leavi ng Dandelion to sleep it off, | take the pendant along to ny room and
wonder what to do with it. | have an al nost overpowering urge to risk a

gl ance, just to see what it's like. Wth sonme difficulty |I overcone the urge
and cramit in ny desk drawer.

|'ve recovered the pendant. Smart work, though |I say it nyself. A huge stroke
of luck, in reality, though I"'mnot going to admt that to anyone. Trust
Dandel i on to wander down to the polluted part of the beach and pick up the

pendant from under the nose of Hormthe Dead. | wonder what to do now. The
pendant can't stay here. It's too nuch of a risk. I'd best just get it back to
Lisutaris as quickly as possible. | risk a quick trip downstairs to pick up a

beer and | ask Gurd to look in on Dandelion to check she's okay. 'Trouble?
' Probably not. She | ooked at sonething she shouldn't but | don't think it's
done her any harm Were's Makri?'

"Hunting for noney.' 'Huh?



' She's getting anot her bet down with Mxalan.' Good point. Wth the three
recent deaths | make the total thirty, and the case will end when |I get the
pendant back to Lisutaris. W ought to get sone nobney on quickly. Suddenly
life | ooks brighter. |I can save Lisutaris, conpleting my case satisfactorily,
and then make a healthy profit from Moxal an. Providing the city does not then
di sappear under a flood of unicorns and centaurs, it could be a good sunmer.
go back upstairs to | ook for

Makr i

I find her in ny room standing next to ny desk. She has the pendant in one
hand, her black Ocish sword in the other, and a glazed | ook in her eyes.

"I am Makri, captain of armies,' she says.

'Put the pendant down, Makri.'

"Prepare to die,' snarls Makri, and rai ses her sword

CHAPTER

S| XTEEN

About twenty years ago, | won the great swordfight-ing contest in far-off
Sansarina. Every year this competition attracts the best fighters and

gl adiators fromall over the world. | had to defeat a |ot of good nen. The

savagery of the conpetition was | egendary but | took on the best and beat
them O course | was a |lot younger then; a lot |leaner, a lot hungrier. Even
so, in the intervening years |'ve rarely net a person who could best nme in

cl ose conmbat. But |I'mthinking that Makri probably can. 1've seen her fight
too often to think otherw se.

Makri's under the influence of the jewel. It might slow her down. If so,

m ght defeat her, but a dead Makri doesn't seemlike a great outcone either. |
could try fleeing the room but Mkri would probably have a knife in nmy back
before | made it through the door. So | just raise ny sword to defend mysel f,
curse the heavens, and hope the effect of the jewel wears off quickly.

Wth my sword in ny right hand and a knife in ny left, I'"'mbetter arned than
Makri. She's only carrying one sword, which is fortunate for me, as her own
twin sword technique is something between a hurricane and a scything machi ne.
Even so she quickly forces ne back against the wall

"Stop fighting, it's the jewel!' | scream to no effect. Mkri continues her
relentl ess attack. Fromthe blank | ook in her eyes and a certain unfamliarity
about her novenents, |I'mpretty sure she's fighting bel ow her usual capacity,

but even so I'mvery hard pressed to hold her off. There's a fraction of a
second where | see an opening, but | pull back froma |lethal stroke and after
that 1'm pressed further and further back. Mkri takes my bl ade on her own and
with one smooth nmovenment runs her sword down it. Such is the force of her

bl ack sword that the finger guard on ny weapon is sliced off. Blood pours from
my hand. |'m scream ng at Makri to regain her senses but nothing is getting

t hrough. Dam this worman. | al ways knew she'd end up killing nme sonehow.
Desperati on makes me forget my scruples and | fight with nmy full intensity,
deciding that a dead Makri is better than a dead Thraxas, but she still forces
me back till I've retreated the full length of the wall and am trapped agai nst
nmy desk. |'m about to nmake a desperate attenpt at throw ng nmy dagger into her
unprotected torso when, with a novenent | don't really see, Makri takes ny
dagger on the point of her sword and sends it spinning across the room In
anot her blindi ng novenent she sl ashes downwards. | attenpt to bl ock the bl ow
and ny sword shatters into a thousand pieces.

She rai ses her weapon.

"It's time for your examination,' | say.
Makri hesitates, confused.
' What ?'

" Your exam nation. You have to get up and talk to the class. Right now It's
very inportant.'

Makri's sword armdrops a few inches.

"I don't want to stand up in front of the class,' she says. 'It's scary’

"Well you have to do it. R ght now'

Makri | owers her sword. She slouches across the roomand sits down heavily on



t he couch.

"I won't do it,' she says. 'It's not fair.'

I"mpanting for breath. |I feel like I'mabout to die for lack of air. 1've
never been so hot. | pick up ny water ewer and take a great draught. It's
stale and warm | offer some to Makri. She drinks it awkwardly.

"Did | pass the exam nation?' she asks.

Sone of her natural expression has returned to her face. Abruptly she shakes
her head and | ooks alert.

'What happened?’

| pick up the pendant fromthe floor

"You | ooked into the jewel.'

An expression of huge di sappoi ntnent settles on her features.

Am | not really captain of the arm es?

"I"'mafraid not.'

"Ch. | thought | was. It was good. W destroyed everything.'

Makri drinks some nore water and pours the last of it over her face.

"Did | pass the exani nation?'

"You haven't taken it yet. You' ve been confused fromthe jewel.'

"l haven't taken it?

Makri's shoul ders droop. She | ooks al nost comically glum

'No exam nation pass. No captain of the armes. O

course. I'mjust a waitress. What a | ousy day.'

By now |'mbusy putting a little lotion on ny cut fingers, a preparation nade
by Chiaraxi the local healer which is very good on wounds.

'"Did | do that? asks Makri.

"Yes. But | wasn't really fighting properly. | was just letting you burn
yourself out. Naturally I didn't want to take advantage of your weakened
state.'

"I think I have an accurate nenory of our conbat,' says Makri. Al over the
floor are the shards of mnmy broken sword. | change the subject.

"Way were you | ooking in the drawer?'

"For noney,' says Makri.

'"OfF course. | should have known. Feel free to regard ny nmoney as your own.'
"I was putting on a bet for both of us,' says Makri, but she doesn't seem
inclined to engage in our nornmal bickering. Instead she hauls herself to her
feet, heavily, worn out fromthe effect of the jewel. Sweat has danpened her
huge mane of hair and her pointed ears show t hrough

' Thanks for not killing me anyway' she says. Then she kisses nme lightly on the
cheek and slips out of the room
"You're welcone," | say, to the door

The pendant is dangling in ny hand. It's a pretty thing, Elvish silverwrk and
a green gem of noderate size, well cut and sparkling in the few rays of
sunlight that penetrate the drawn blinds of ny office. This jewel is deadly.
Anyt hi ng ot her than a quick glance can suck you in. I'mtenpted, but | don't
succunmb. | tear a scrap of cloth off an old tunic that serves as a towel, wap
it

round the jewel then put it in nmy bag. It's time to take it to Lisutaris
before it does any nore harm

As the rush of excitenent brought on by conbat fades, | find nyself feeling
wel | satisfied. You hire Thraxas to frmd a m ssing pendant and what happens? He
finds your mssing pendant. VWil st mal evol ent Sorcerers, evil killers,
gangsters by the score and a whol e arny of government |ackeys waste their

energy in a fruitless search, |, Thraxas, have |located the pendant w thout the
hel p of sorcery or the assistance of a well-staffed intelligence service. Just
solid, professional investigating and the willingness to do an honest day's

wor k. There was sonething inevitable about it. It was nore or less bound to
happen. You have a problen? Call on Thraxas. This man delivers. In all of
Turai, | doubt there's another person who could have retrieved the pendant.
There's a knock on ny door. Avenaris, Lisutaris's secretary, walks into ny
of fice.



"Lisutaris has retrieved the pendant,' she says.
| raise ny eyebrows a fraction

'Real | y?'

'Yes. This norning. She sent nme to tell you to stop |ooking. And to pay you.'
Avenaris | ays sone noney on ny desk. As always, behind her small, neasured
nmoverments | can sense tension. She wants to get out of here as quickly as
possi bl e.

"How did Lisutaris |ocate the pendant?

"She didn't tell ne.’

"Weren't you curious?

"l should | eave now. Be sure not to nention anything of this affair to
anyone.'

"Sure. W wouldn't want to raise any suspicions anong the few people who don't
know all about it already.'

As ever, |'mcurious about this nervous young wonan whom Lisutaris is
extrenmely keen to protect.

" You know anyt hi ng about how the pendant went missing in the first place?
dermand.

" What ?'

"You heard me. One minute you're |looking after Lisutaris's bag, the next the
pendant's gone m ssing. That always struck ne as odd.'

1 don't know why Lisutaris hired such a man as you,"' blurts Avenaris.
'Because |'m good at noticing things. | notice when people are nore nervous
than they should be. Wiy is Lisutaris so keen to protect you? Do you need
protecting?

" No.
"Lisutaris treat you well?

"Lisutaris has always been very kind to nme. | have to go now.'

The tic on her face has started up again. | notice how skinny she is. Skinnier

than Makri even. Not a young woman who enjoys her food. Not a worman who enjoys
anyt hi ng much, fromthe | ook of her. A nenory floats into ny nmind. Young
Barius, lying on the couch, gasping.

Anyone ever call you Vee, Avenaris? | say, abruptly.

The tic goes into overdrive. Avenaris puts her hand to her face to cover it.
For a second | think she's going to faint.

"No!' she says. 'Stop questioning ne! Lisutaris told you not to.'

Wth that she runs fromny office. I'mstill weighing up the inplications of
our encounter when Sarin breezes in, this tine not pointing a crossbhow at ne.
"I'"'mdisappointed,’ | say.

At what ?'

T hoped you' d di ed when the warehouse col |l apsed.’
T didn't,' says Sarin. She's not one for banter
"What do you want ?

"I have a pendant to sell.’

A pendant ?'
"Belonging to Lisutaris. | have recovered it. | had planned to sell it to
Horm Circunstances have now changed and | am prepared to sell it to either

Lisutaris or the government, using you as an agent.'

Lisutaris has the pendant. Now Sarin also has the pendant. Cbviously they're
both |ying because | have the pendant. | spin Sarin along a little, trying to
find out what she's up to.

' Gircunst ances have changed? Let me guess. Hormthe Dead suspects you of
doubl e-crossing himand of fering the pendant to Gixius Dragon Killer. Now
you're worried you nmight find yourself on the wong end of a heart attack
spel | .’

No reaction from Sarin.

"What makes you think |I'd act as your go-between?

"You did before,' says Sarin, which is true, though circunmstances were
different.

Sarin's price is five thousand gurans.



"Worth it to Lisutaris, to save her skin.

' Maybe, Sarin. But one day you're going to cone to grief, neddling with the
affairs of Sorcerers. They're not all going to fall for you like Tas of the
East ern Li ghtni ng.

What did you do to hinf? A sinple stab in the back?

"Something like that,' replies Sarin the Merciless. 'Lisutaris has til
tomorrow to cone up with the noney. Wich she'd better do. My next approach
will be to the Palace itself. They'|ll pay well to keep the pendant fromthe
Oes.'

"It doesn't worry you, selling state secrets to the eneny?

"Not at all’

"If the Oes invade the west, | doubt they'll spare you.'

Sarin looks at ne quite blankly, and | get the sudden odd inpression that
she'd wel cone death. Unwilling to engage in further conversation, she slips
quietly frommy office, leaving me to mull over her offer. | find nyself
adm ring her nerve. She doesn't even have the pendant, yet here she is, stil
trying to profit fromthe affair.

| need beer. | head downstairs to get nyself around a Happy Quil dsman
junbo-si zed tankard. Gurd is still as miserable as a N ojan whore, and Makri
is resting upstairs, leaving the inconpetent Dandelion to struggle with the
task of pulling the ale. By the time she finally plants my Happy CGuildsnman in
front of me, | could have wal ked to the next tavern and downed a few.

"You' re | ooking thoughtful,' says Dandelion, who, | think, has |earned from
Qurd that the clientele often enjoy a word with the bartender.

' Too many pendants.'

' What ?'
| shake ny head. If | ever reach the stage of discussing ny work with
Dandelion, it'll be tine to retire.

"What did you see when you | ooked in the jewel ?

"Lots of nice colours. And sone flowers.'

It didn't do her any harm Everyone else it drove nmad. Dandelion just saw sone
pretty colours. Maybe there's sonething to be said for wal king around in bare
feet. | warn her not to relate her experience to anyone, and tell her I'd |like
anot her tankard as soon as she's finished struggling with the large order from
three sail makers who are shouting for drinks fromthe far end of the counter
They' ve just conpleted the re-sailing of a trireme and they have a | ot of
noney to spend. More sail makers arrive and start demandi ng al e and braggi ng
about the work they've done and the noney they' ve earned. It's not a bad life
being a sailmaker if the city's nerchant trade is healthy, which it is. Plenty
of ships, plenty of work.

| secure another beer and |eave themto it. |I'munsure of what to do now
Visit Lisutaris, | suppose. She clains to have the pendant. But she can't have
it. I've got it. And why send me the nessage? | can understand why she mi ght

be faking something for the benefit of the Consul, but there's no point |ying
to ne.

Casax, the local Brotherhood boss, appears before | have time to sit down.
It's surprising how busy nmy office can be at tinmes. You'd think I'd earn nore.
"You want to buy this pendant everyone's been | ooking for?' he asks.

"Way do you want to know?'

'Because | have it,' says Casax. 'One of nmy nen found it in Kushni. But I'ma
patriotic guy. I'mnot going to let it fall into the hands of one of these
outsiders. I'Il let it go back where it belongs, so long as there's a profit
init for ne.’

"I know not hi ng of any m ssing pendant.’

"I know you know not hing of any m ssing pendant. But if you did know anyt hi ng
about a m ssing pendant, a pendant which contains a jewel which will give our
top Sorcerer some advance warni ng about when the Ores m ght attack, would you
want to buy it back?

"When you put it like that, maybe. Wiat's your price?

' Three thousand gurans. In gold."'



"That's a lot of gold for a patriotic guy.'

"I have to make a living.'

| ask to see the pendant.

"It's in a safe place,' says Casax.

He expects ne to trust him Wich | probably would, normally, in a matter |ike
this. The Brotherhood boss would not waste his tine trying to sell ne an item
he didn't have. So why is he trying to do it now? I can't figure it out. The
pendant is in my bag. | knowit is. | checked just a nonment ago. Are these
people all trying to work some scam or is this some effect of the sorcer-ous
madness that's been breaking out all over? Maybe Casax really thinks he does
have t he pendant. Mybe he thinks he can talk to the unicorns.

"There was a centaur in my tavern last night,' he says, which makes ne think
that nmy guess mght not be so far off.

'Real | y?'

'Yeah. | never seen one before. You think it would be strange, being half nman
and hal f horse, but the centaur didn't seemto nmind.'

'\What happened to it?

"It drank sone beer then disappeared. Is all this stuff going to end now the
pendant's been found? It's bad for business, strange things happening all over
the city.

Makes nmy men forget what they should be doing. | sent two guys out |ast night
to pick up a debt and they came back spouting sonme stuff about nmermaids in

fountains. I'd have killed themon the spot if the centaur hadn't showed up,
which did give their story sonme credibility. Bad for business, though.'
| admit to Casax that | don't know if the strangeness will end. | don't know

if it's really connected to the pendant.

'The Sorcerers Guild should sort it out. Normal people shouldn't be coping
with this sort of thing.'

| tell Casax I'Il put his offer to Lisutaris. | wonder what Lisutaris will say
when | do. | don't know why they're all lying. | can't think straight. At

| east | know why | can't think straight. It's because | haven't had a decent

pie or portion of venison stew for days. Since Tanrose left, | haven't eaten
one thing that truly satisfied ne. A man can't be expected to do his best work
in these circunmstances. | decide to visit Tanrose. Possibly | mght be able to

persuade her to cone back to the Avenging Axe. Failing that, she m ght offer
me di nner.

| disturb Makri's rest.

"I have to go out. Stake some noney on forty. It's still going up.'

" kay. '

I'"mgoing to see Tanrose. You want | should bring you back a pie?

Makri shakes her head. She has little enthusiasmfor food.

CHAPTER

SEVENTEEN

Tanrose is living with her nother on the top floor of a dark stone tenenent
bet ween Twel ve Seas and Pashish. Five flights up, with a stairway that could
use some cleaning and a few nore torches to light the way. As | arrive,
Tanrose is laying dinner out on the table, one of the few strokes of good
fortune I've had all sumrer. Not wishing to be inpolite, | accept her offer of
a neal. Once at the table, |I lose all self-control and take second, third and
fourth hel pings of everything. Tanrose is anused, as is her nother, an elderly
worman with white hair who already knows ny appetite by reputation

"I like to see a man eat well,' she says, and brings me another pie fromthe
larder. | hesitate. Wth Tanrose no |longer bringing in her wages fromthe
Avengi ng Axe, there m ght not be much noney to go around. There again, | don't
want to appear inpolite. | eat the pie.

' Tanrose, you have to come back to the Avengi ng Axe. The popul ati on of Twel ve
Seas is starving to death. There's misery everywhere, particularly in ny
roons.'

Tanrose asks if Gurd sent ne.

" No.



'So he's too useless even to send a nessage,' says Tanrose, which is true,

suppose. | try to excuse him
"He spent his life fighting. There was no finer conpanion for killing N ojans.
It's not easy for a warrior to settle down. | know he | oves you. He just

doesn't want to say it.'
'He doesn't have any trouble in saying he doesn't |ike ny bookkeeping.'
| contrive to | ook hopeless. A few mnutes of this sort of conversation is al

| can ever nanage. |'ve no idea how to bring together sundered coupl es.
don't remenber ever caring about a sundered coupl e before.
"What will it take to bring you back? An apol ogy? A marriage proposal? O

woul d a bunch of flowers do it?

"I't would help.'

"I'"m al ways surprised how nuch you like flowers, Tanrose.'

Tanrose smil es.

"It's the thought behind them

'"Is it such a great thought?

"It worked with Makri, didn't it?

On several previous occasi ons when Makri had taken of fence at some of ny
wi | der outbursts of invective -criticismof her norals or her ears or her

cl othes, or maybe a few other things -1 had managed to cal mthe troubl ed
waters with flowers, not sonething | would ever have thought of nyself unless
prompted by Tanrose. Naturally this entire process was greatly humliating to
a man such as nyself, involving much mrth fromthe flower sellers, Gurd, and
t he assenbl ed drunks at the Avenging Axe, but it seened preferable to the
terrible atnosphere caused by Makri storming round in a bad nood for weeks on
end, which she's quite capable of.

"It did work. But only because Makri was too naive to realise | was faking
it.'

'Faking it?

"Sure. | don't care if the woman is upset or not. It just nakes it difficult
getting a quiet beer. Have you noticed how nmuch nore annoyi ng she's got
recently?

"No, | don't think so.'

"There's definitely something different,' | say.

'Maybe the difference is with you,' suggests Tanrose.

| look at her suspiciously.

"What do you nean by that?

'Ever since |ast year when Makri had her first romantic encounter with that

ElIf on Avul a you've been in a bad nmood. And | notice you're really giving her
a hard time as well .’

" 507"

"So I'"'mbeginning to think the gossips mght be right.'

I"mnot liking the way this conversation is going.

'Ri ght about what?' | denmand.

' Maybe you wouldn't mnd ending up with a young conpanion to keep you warmin
winter.'

| practically choke on ny pie.

' Tanrose! Have you | ost your m nd?

| rise to ny feet.

"I came here to try and snooth things out between you and Gurd, and now you're
maki ng crazy insinuations. O course | give Makri a hard tine. She's an insane
hal f-Ore nmenace to society who'll probably get nme killed one of these days.

Ki ndly never insinuate anything again.'

Tanrose i s | aughing.

"l apol ogi se, Thraxas. Sit down and finish your pie.

You know | can't just arrive back in the Avenging Axe. M ght as well send Gurd
a nmessage saying he's welconme to walk all over ne. He has to make the first
nove. '

"What if Gurd thinks you have to make the first nove?

There doesn't seem any ready answer to this. It's the sort of insoluble



problemthat led to nmy marriage falling apart a long time ago. |'m grateful
for the food, but even a brief conversation about Tanrose and CGurd's

rel ati onship has nmade nme feel very uneasy. Heave after expressing nmy own
pr of oundest wi shes that Tanrose hurry back to the Avengi ng Axe where she

bel ongs.
Ri ght outside the tenenent, sone magical silver doves are fluttering around
gaily. | bat themout of the way, not being in the nmood for magical silver

doves. Further down the street | cone across a detachnent of G vil Guards and
at the next corner a squadron of the King's troops. The city is becom ng
nervous. Alarmis spreading at the w despread reports of mysterious
apparitions and unexpl ai ned deaths. Personally I'mnore alarmed at Tanrose
maki ng a j oke about nme desiring Makri to keep me warmon a winter's night. It
was in very poor taste. | hurry into a tavern to wash away the bad taste with
copi ous amounts of beer

Inside the tavern | pick up a copy of the Renowned and Truthful Chronicle,
freshly printed. One side of the single sheet is entirely taken up with
reports of sightings of magical creatures, golden trees and such like, and the
other details the surprising nunber of deaths there have been in the city in
t he past few days. Even by Turai's standards, the population is decreasing at
an alarmng rate.

Who is responsible for this? thunders the Chronicle. And

why has no attenpt been nade to arrest the renegade Tribune Thraxas?

What ? | shake ny head, barely able to believe what I'mreading. | find nmyself
shrinking in ny seat, hoping no one recognises nme as | hurriedly scan the rest
of the article.

Al'l signs indicate that Thraxas - a so called Investigator in Twelve Seas of
whom we have had reason to conplain before - is heavily involved in the
affair. Qur enquiries show that in the space of three days this man has been
at the scene of a great many unexpl ai ned deaths. Several |andlords, for

i nstance, report that Thraxas - a huge man of bestial appetites - visited
their taverns only mnutes before a series of savage murders were conmitted,
leaving swiftly after searching the bodies for val uabl es.

Furt hernore, Thraxas, a known associ ate of several renegade Sorcerers, has
been repeatedly questioned by the Consul and his deputy after an attenpt was
made to blackmail Lisutaris, Mstress of the Sky. Wile we have no absol ute
proof that Thraxas was behind this attenpt, he has reportedly been trying to
sell various personal itens belonging to the Sorcerer, including a diary and
sonme items of jewellery. Reports fromother sources indicate that guards at
the @Guild College were forced to eject himafter he nenaced Professor Toarius
over a sumof five gurans.

Al t hough it cannot yet be proved that Thraxas is responsible for the
nmyst eri ous apparitions that

have been troubling the city, he is known to have dabbled in the sorcerous
arts, and may be in possession of several devastating Ocish spells (he is
fluent in the O cish |anguage, and is runoured to have various O cish
associates). It has recently cone to light that he once threw down his shield
and fled the field of battle, an offence for which he will shortly face
charges in court. Why is this man still at liberty? And why, we would like to
know, was he ever granted the office of Tribune? Even in a city as corrupt as
Turai, surely a man of such reputation should not be able to bribe his way
into lucrative governnent positions

It goes on for a while in a simlar manner. |'m devastated. |'ve been
denounced by the Chronicle before, but never so damagi ngly. Reading the
remar ks about throwi ng down ny shield, | feel a rage swelling up inside ne the
like of which | can rarely renenber, and | wonder why the hell | haven't
killed Vadinex yet. Kill him then pay a visit to the Chronicle and beat the
editor. Damm these people, no one says things like that about me and gets away
with it. | throw back ny beer and stormout of the tavern, intent on doing
some viol ence to someone, and quickly.

I"mintercepted by Makri in Quintessence Street.



' Thraxas, |'ve been | ooking for you.'

'"Did you see the article?

'Everyone saw it. You can't come back to the Avengi ng Axe. The G vil QGuards
are waiting to arrest you. They have a warrant.'’

' The Guards? Damm them Every tine the Chronicle

criticises themthey think they have to do sonething about it. Wien | get hold
of that editor I'mgoing to—

'\What about the pendant?' asks Makri .

"I"ve still got it.'

"Then why did three nen die in the next street just an hour ago for no good
reason? | thought the strange deaths were all related to the pendant, but it's
been with you. They can't have | ooked at it.'

| admit |'m baffled.

"I thought it was all pendant-related too. Maybe it's some madness unl eashed
by Hormthe Dead. Anyway, | have to get the pendant back to Lisutaris. Once
that's done, she can get back to | ooking after the sorcerous requirenents of
the city. She can sort out the unicorns and all the rest.’

'How are you going to get it back to Lisutaris? It's not safe for you to
travel around the city.'

Four Civil Guards are heading in our direction. | withdraw into the cover of a
shop doorway as they pass. In the dimevening |light they don't pay much
attention to ne.

["I'l just have to make nmy way there by the back streets.'’

Makri points out that it's not going to be easy for nme to even approach

Li sutaris's house.

' They' re bound to be watching. Everyone knows there's something going on with
Lisutaris. If you turn up at her door, they'll just haul you away.'

"You're right.'

| try to think.

'Do you have any idea what sort of costume | should wear?' asks Makri

' What ?'

'For the masked ball tonorrow. Lisutaris says | have to go in a costunme. |I'm
not famliar with this concept. | was going to look it up in the Inperial
Library but | didn't have time, what with everything that's being going on.'
"This is no tinme to be discussing costunes.'

"But | don't know what to wear,' says Makri, sounding unhappy. 'I don't want
everyone to |laugh at ne.’

It's really too nuch. A man can only stand so nuch harassnent in his own city.
| firmMy resolve to slip out of the city under cover of darkness and never
come back.

Al the rich people will have really fancy costunes, | expect,' continues
Makri. 'How am | neant to conpete with that?
"Wear your arnour,' | suggest.

"My arnour?'

Makri brought a fine suit of light body armour with her fromthe O c gl adi at or
pit. Made of chainmail and black leather, it's an arresting sight, and the
Orcish net-alwork is not sonmething you see in Turai every day.

"Way not? You're neant to be going there as Lisutaris's bodyguard, so it would
be appropriate."’

"But am | neant to be appropriate? says Makri. 'Don't Senators go dressed as
pirates and things |ike that?

"l believe so.'

"So if I"'mreally there as a bodyguard, shouldn't | be dressed as maybe a

phi | osopher ?

Night is closing in. | should probably flee the city soon. | explain to Mkri
that while it is customary for people to attend these masked ball in costunes
whi ch may bear no relation to their normal station in life, it's not something
that is governed by rules.

"I doubt if G cerius is going to dress up as a pirate. Probably he'll go as

t he Deputy Consul, but wear sone discreet little nask. Only the nore extrovert



sort of Senator will turn up in outlandish garb.'
Makri nods her head.
'l see. So really, any costume is fine?

"l expect so.'
"l suppose a person m ght gain sone social status by turning up in an
especially fine costune. It would get noticed, | inmagine.'

"Yes, Makri, you seemto be getting the hang of it. Could we stop discussing
it now? | seemto have sonme other pressing matters to attend to.'

' Ckay,' says Makri. 'l just wanted to get it clear. Fromwhat you say, ny
bodyguard costune should do fine. And after all, how nmany people will be there
ina full set of light Orcish arnour? Not nmany, |I'msure. And | don't often

get the chance to wear the hel met. Thanks, Thraxas.'
Makri now | ooks happy. Obviously the costune probl emwas preying on her mnd

Despite ny nunerous problenms, | still nmanage to get annoyed that |'m not
invited. Until it strikes ne that the masked ball does present an excell ent
opportunity for getting myself unnoticed into Lisutaris's house.

"OF course,' | exclaim 1'lIl dress up as sonmething and just waltz in tonorrow
evening. | give the pendant back to Lisutaris, she shows it to the Consul and
t he main probl em di sappears. Once the threat to national security is out of
the way, | can start proving | haven't been going round killing or

bl ackmai | i ng people. Lisutaris will speak up for me once |'ve solved her

probl em'

Makri purses her lips.
"But you're not invited.'

"So what? I'lIl forge an invitation.'
"You just can't stand it that 1'mgoing to the ball and you're not invited,'
says Makri .

'That has nothing to do with it.'

"Very likely. Admit it, Thraxas, you' ve been plotting to go to Lisutaris's
ball fromthe nmonment you learned | was going. It's really not mature
behavi our .

"WIl you stop this? | don't give a damcmm that you're going to sone party. |
have no wish to attend and ammerely planning to do so in order to bring the
case to a conclusion.'

"You don't fool me for a nonment,' says Makri, and | ooks cross. 'Wiat if you're

found out? People will think I let you in.'

"Who's going to think that?

' Everyone.'

"Well so what? Since when did you care what Turai's aristocracy thought of
you?'

"I just don't want to be humiliated at ny first major social function.'

I clutch my hand to my brow, sonmething | don't do that often

"I can't believe we're having this conversation. Are you still dazed from
staring into the jewel ? | have inportant business to take care of.'

Makri remains convinced that | wish nerely to attend the ball

"You had better not enmbarrass ne.'

'Me enmbarrass you? Wio was it got so wasted at the Sorcerers Assenbl age that
had to pick her up and carry

her out of the hall? Who threw up in front of the Deputy Consul ?'

'That was different. The Sorcerers Assenbl age was full of people getting drunk
and throwi ng up. Al nost every Sorcerer, fromwhat | remenber.’

In the next street a huge rmushroom of flanme suddenly spurts fromthe rooftops.
Whi st es sound and CGuards appear fromevery direction. | shrink further back
in the doorway. The flames turn green then di sappear

Anot her apparition. They're getting worse.'

"More unicorns in Twelve Seas today,' agrees Makri.

"I have to get going now |'mgoing to hide down by the docks. | have the
pendant safe with ne. Providing Hormor dixius don't find nme, I'll neet you
at Lisutaris's house tonorrow. See what you can find out about the secretary.
' What ?'



Avenaris. | have strong suspicions about her. | think she had sone invol verment
with Barius.'

] W]y?l
"Investigator's intuition. One other thing. The body count is way out of
control. People are dying everywhere. | don't exactly know how Mxal an is

going to prove which deaths are connected to nme, but in case it turns out they
all are, get the last of the nobney and put a bet on sixty.

' Sixty?

"That's right. See you tonorrow. '

'What are you going to do for a costune?

' Good question. You'll have to find something for ne.
"Just fit on a pair of tusks and go as an el ephant,’

suggests Makri, who's still showing signs of resentrment at ny plan to attend
the ball. | ignore her jibe.

"Bring ne ny toga.'

' You have a toga?

"Yes, fromny days at the Palace. It's under the bed. And sone sort of nask.
You can find one in the market.'

"It won't be as good as ny bodyguard costune,' says Mkri. 'Were will | find
you?'

'"I"'mgoing to hide in the stock pens at the harbour. There's a warehouse there
waiting for sone horses to be shipped in, it'll be enpty for a day or two.'
Makri agrees to bring nme nmy toga there tonorrow. | steal away al ong

Qui ntessence Street, heading off down the first alley | cone to. Wth ny
excel | ent know edge of Twelve Sea's back roads and al |l eyways, | should be able
to make nmy way to the harbour undetected by the Cvil Guards. It's lucky I

went to see Tanrose. Wthout her food inside me, 1'd never nmake it through the
ni ght .

CHAPTER

El GHTEEN

| spend a not too unconfortable night on a pile of hay in a warehouse and
remain there as the sun clinbs into the sky. The warehouse has various stalls
and troughs and is used as a pen for animals brought into the city by sea.

Fortunately the owner is still waiting for his inported horses to arrive, so
have the place to nyself. Apart fromthe strong snmell of livestock, it doesn't
conpare too badly with the Avenging Axe for confort. | find some bread and

dried meat in an unattended office which keeps ne going. A watchman | ooks in
every few hours, which has nme diving under the hay. but other than that |'m
undi sturbed. |I'mreasonably certain that the Cvil Guards won't | ook for ne
here, but I'mhalf expecting Hormor dixius to track me down. No one arrives,
however, and | spend the day |lounging in the hay, eating dried neat, and
mul i ng things over.

It's the first quiet day |I've had for a long tinme. After nine or ten hours
lounging in the hay ny head is clearer and I'mfeeling rested. Maybe it's not
so bad being a horse. In the early evening Makri wanders into the warehouse,
whistling softly. | emerge fromthe hay to greet her

"Did you bring nmy toga?'

' Toga, sandals and a nask. And beer.'

Makri enpties the contents of her bag. |I'minmensely
grateful for the beer. | drink it while | get the toga out. It could be
cleaner but it'll do.

"They're difficult to wear, you know. You have to drape it just right. Any
sudden movenent and it's liable to fall off. That's why you never see Senators
running around, it's too risky. Wat sort of nask did you bring?

Makri has purchased a cheap mask fromthe market. It's a com c representation
of Deputy Consul Cicerius.

"It was the only one they had.'

Makri wonders why | don't give her the pendant to return. | point out that
it's already driven her mad once.

"You'd be tenpted to | ook again.'



"You're right,' says Makri. 'It was so good being captain of the armes.'
"\What have you done to your hair? | ask, suddenly noticing that her already
vol um nous nmane is | ooking even fuller than usual

"I washed it in a lotion of pixlas herbs.'

' What ?'

"They sell it at the market. It adds volune. And conditioning. Hey, |'m not
turning up at Lisutaris's ball looking like a tranp. It will be full of
Senators' w ves. | have to go now'

'To do your make-up?'

" Possibly.'

Around the tinme of the Sorcerers Assenbl age, Makri encountered Copro, one of
the city's finest beauticians. She was later forced to kill himafter he

turned out to be a rather deadly eneny, but even so, it had an effect.

Previ ously disnissive of upper-class frippery, Mkri can now be found painting
her nails.

' How are things out there?

"Hell,' replies Makri. 'Unicorns, centaurs, fire, death, delusions. The city's
in chaos. | really wish | could afford to go to the beautician. Lisutaris has

a team of them booked for the entire day. Maybe if | turn up early she'll |et

me share.’

Makri departs. N ght is approaching and | struggle into ny toga and put the
mask in nmy bag. | try my best to hide my hair down the back of nmy toga. Then

hopi ng that | |1 ook sonething |ike a Senator who's on his way to a masked ball,
| energe on to the streets of Twelve Seas to be immediately ridiculed by sone
smal | children who wonder out loud if I'ma sorcerous apparition. | chase them

off with some | anguage they're not expecting to hear from a Senator

"That's no way to talk to children.'

Captain Rallee is looking at me with sone anmusenent. Behind himare three
Gvil Guards.

"You're under arrest, Senator Thraxas.'

I"mcarrying one spell. | mutter the correct arcane words and the Captain and
hi s companions fall to the ground. The sleep spell is very effective, one of
the few !l can still use with authority. Unfortunately |I've now run out of
magi ¢ conpletely and won't be able to |l oad any nore into nmy menory till |
consult my grimoire. | had been hoping to save that one spell for the masked
ball in case | run into trouble there.

O course, having used a spell on a Guards captain |I'malready in big trouble.
Resisting arrest by use of sorcery is a very serious crine. | hurry off and
wave down the first |landus | see.

' The hone of Lisutaris, Mstress of the Sky. At great speed.’

| squirmaround a little, trying not to sit on nmy sword, which is conceal ed
under my toga. Only a few nonths ago | saw a group of travelling actors
perform ng a sketch at the Pleasure Gardens in which a bunbling Senator's toga
fell off just as the princess walked into the room | wouldn't bet against

t hat happening tonight. | wonder if Lisutaris has invited any princesses.
Quite probably. The young Princess Du-Akai is a keen socialite. Al so a forner
client of mine, in a confidential matter. 1'd best try to keep out of her way.
| keep ny head down all the way through town. When we join the throng of
vehicles making their way into Truth is Beauty Lane, | risk a glance. Al
around ne are splendid carriages filled with people in el aborate costunes.
Sitting in a hired landus with an old toga and an uni npressive nask, | already
feel cheap. | still figure | can carry it off. I won't be the only one in
attendance w thout two gurans to rub together. You don't have to | ook too far
anong Turai's upper classes to find nen so far in debt they're never com ng
out .

| toss some noney at the driver, |eap out of the I andus and | ose nyself in a
crowmd of giggling young | adi es who're swaying up the driveway dressed as
dancers. Unless they really are dancers. Assuning the air of a benevol ent
patriarch shepherding his flock, | stride confidently through the doors, take
a glass of wine froma servant and | ook for the party.



Mostly the party is outside, and I'mdirected by a series of servants through
to the extensive grounds in the back where nmusic is com ng fromevery corner
and a great throng of people, all elegantly costuned and masked, are wal ki ng
in and out of a series of large marquees. It

strikes me for the first time that it may not be easy to imrediately | ocate
Lisutaris. 1'd hoped she m ght be wel com ng guests at the door, but she's
obviously in the mdst of the throng, unless she's still getting dressed.
Havi ng worked for the wonman | ast year, |'ve had experience of the staggering
amount of tine she can take to get ready. Still, I'mguessing that as a matter
of pride Lisutaris will be wearing the fanciest costune on view, so | | ook
around for anyone who | ooks particularly fabulous. Unfortunately there are a
ot to choose from The gardens contain all manner of masked guests, from nen
who, like nyself, are nerely clad in their formal togas with the addition of a
mask, to others who've spent weeks preparing the nost el aborate of outfits.
Pirates, soldiers, Elves, famous historical figures, snow pixies, angels,

Bar bari ans, all manner of masks and costunmes. | approach a fantastic-1ooking
figure clad in a rather graceful eagle's mask, hoping that it mght be

Li sutaris, but am di sappointed to hear the figure conmplaining bitterly to her
conpani on about the price of nmerchandise in the market these days. Lisutaris
woul d regard it as beneath her to complain of such a thing.

| wonder where Makri is. She mght be upstairs sharing a beautician wth
Lisutaris. More to the point, sharing a thazis pipe, which neans they m ght
not appear for hours. |'m becom ng unconfortabl e carrying the pendant around.
| keep fearing that the |latent power it contains mght |eak out sonmehow and
affect ne. Already |'ve seen a wood nynph that seened alarningly real.

shoul d return the pendant as swiftly as possible. There's no telling when

Consul Kalius wll take it into his head to confront Lisutaris and demand to
see
it. And if Hormthe Dead really does plan to pay us a visit, I'd rather the

jewel was with Lisutaris than me. Let her deal with his sorcerous mal evol ence.
I rmust waste no time in hunting for Lisutaris.

| need beer. The only unnmasked people in the gardens are the waiters.

"I don't suppose there's any beer on offer? | ask one of them eyeing his
tray of wine with dissatisfaction

"I believe they have beer in the blue marquee, for the nusicians,' he inforns
ne.

Still not wasting any time in hunting for Lisutaris, | nake a swift detour to
t he bl ue marquee, where couples dance to the stately nusic played by a small
orchestra. It's a good steer by the waiter. No professional nusicians are
going to play the whole night fuelled only by vintage wine. Beer is avail able
and | avail nyself of it, raising a tankard to the band in appreciation. |

wat ch the dancers while | wait for nore beer. They're performng the sl ow,
formal and rather intricate court dances as taught by Turai's dancing nasters
and perfornmed in the best houses. | did actually learn something of the sort
whil e working at the Palace, though it wasn't an art | was ever confortable
with. A nman dressed as sonme sort of jester guides a wonan in a nun's costumne
round, |eading off the next part of the dance, and a great troop of pirates
and Barbarians follow themround the floor. Fromthe nunber of dancers in the

mar quee and the anount of civilised revellers outside, |'d say that
Lisutaris's masked ball was a success. | should find her. The night being
exceedingly warm | take in some nore beer, just to be on the safe side, then
set off, intending to try the house. Qutside the narquee | nmeet the waiter
agai n.

'Have you seen Lisutaris? | ask. 'Do you know what costume she's wearing?

He | ooks down his nose at ne.

"Please!' he exclains. Are you unaware of the etiquette of the nasked ball?'
"Whi ch piece of etiquette would that be?

' One must never enquire who anyone is,' he says, haughtily. '"It's the height
of bad manners.'



| head for the house, rather abashed. Coming towards me is the Deputy Consul
Cicerius, though masked, is wearing his official toga, easily recognisable. If
he catches me here wearing nmy cheap G cerius nask, trouble will follow | |eap
into the bushes to hide. There | find nmyself face to face with a | arge man

i ncongruously garbed as a snhow pi xi e.

"I"'mthe richest man in the world,' he says.

"Well good for you.'

H s knees sag and he tunbles to the ground. | kneel over him He's dead.

Anot her victimof the jewel? He can't be. The jewel is safe in my bag. | take
off the man's mask but it's no one | recognise. Just a Senator who al ways
dreaned of being the richest man in the world. | feel something hard beneath
my knee. It's a famliar-1ooking pendant. The mi ssing pendant, in fact. | open
the small bag |'ve strapped under my toga. It also contains the mssing
pendant. | now have two nissing pendants. There's only nmeant to be one.
Everyone was clear on that. | scoop the new pendant into ny bag and make for

the house. As |I'mnearing the back door, a unicorn trots across ny path.
Peopl e appl aud, thinking it to be part of the entertai nment.

I ndoors the staff are directing guests through the

hal | ways into the gardens, not allow ng anyone to clinb the stairs to the

Sorcerer's private apartments. | wait for a quiet noment before slipping a few
gurans to a boy in a smart red tunic.

"Private business,' | say. 'Look the other way'

He | ooks the other way and | hurry up the staircase. I'mfamliar with this
house and know that if Lisutaris has not yet nade her entrance she'll be in

the suite of roons at the far end, doing her hair, or snoking thazis. Mkri
appears in the corridor, striding along confidently in her dark O cish arnmour.
" Makri—

She wal ks past, conpletely ignoring ne.

"To hell with you,' | call after her. She nust still be upset that |'ve
gatecrashed the ball. | find Lisutaris's main salon and dive through the door
"Lisutaris, we have big problens.

Lisutaris is sitting in front of a mrror, with a stylist beside her doing her
hair. Consul Kalius is sitting nearby on a couch. He's dressed as a pirate but
has di scarded his mask. Makri is standing by the w ndow

The Consul ri ses.

'What probl ems?’

' The musi ci ans are runni ng out of beer.’

The Consul |aughs, and conplinments ne on ny anusing C cerius mask. Mkri - who
can't be here because she just wal ked down the corridor - |ooks surprised to
see ne. Lisutaris is annoyed.

"Who are you?' she denmands.

| can't identify myself in front of Kalius before |'ve cleared things up
"Etiquette prevents me fromsaying,' | reply.

"Well get the hell out of ny rooms before | have ny staff toss you out into
the street,' says Lisutaris.

She's wearing a magni ficent wi nged costume, the Angel of the Southern
Hurricane, | believe.

' The musicians really need beer. And Deputy Consul Cicerius is |ooking for the
Consul on a matter of great urgency'

Li sutaris now recogni ses nmy voice and | ooks alarmed. She turns to the Consul

' Perhaps you shoul d—

Kalius smles. He's |looking quite jovial. Not |ike a man who's just denounced
the head of the Sorcerers @iild for betraying the city.

"I will sort things out,' he says, affably. 'You nmustn't be disturbed while
you' re maki ng ready for your grand entrance. The nusicians need beer, you say?
I"msure | can rectify that. And Ci cerius wi shes to see ne? No doubt on sone
affair of state. The Deputy Consul can never bring himself to fully relax on

t hese occasions.'

He rises, bows formally to Lisutaris and departs. | take off ny mask.

' The Consul's | ooki ng happy'



"What are you doi ng here?" denmands Lisutaris.

'"He couldn't stand not being invited,' says Makri. 'It's conpletely childish.
Just like the Elvish princess in the story'
"What story?'

' "The Elvish Princess Who Was Conpl etely Childish".'

Not for the first time | glare at Makri with | oathing.

"There is no such story.'

"Yes there is. | translated it |last year.'

"I's this true?" demands Lisutaris. 'You have invaded ny house in a fit of
pi que?

"Afit of pique!'" | roar. 'Have you forgotten you hired me to do a job? To
retrieve the fantastically inportant jewel ? Wll 1've done it."'

"But 1've already done that,' protests Lisutaris. 'l retrieved the jewel
nmysel f. | have just been showing it to the Consul. Didn't you notice how
cheerful he was?

"Well this mght make everybody | ess cheerful,' | say, and produce the two

pendants from ny bag.

' Cbvi ous fakes,' says Lisutaris.

'Ch yes? There's a dead man in the bushes who doesn't agree. Take a | ook.'
Lisutaris takes one of the pendants and stares deeply into it. She frowns. She
studies the other jewel. She places it on her bureau and opens a drawer,
producing a third jewel.

'They are all real

"You didn't nention there were three of them' | say.

"There aren't three of theml There's only one. But these are all the rea
one.'

"Wll that's a nystery,' | say, sitting down on the couch. 'But it does
expl ai n why peopl e have been being tranpled by unicorns all over Turai even
when | recovered the jewel. The place is awash with sorcerous pendants.'
'"You say there is a dead man in ny garden?

"Yes. But well hidden in the bushes. W m ght expect worse. Apparitions are

still going on, and | know of several other people who claimto have the
pendant. Which they m ght have. God knows how many of these things there are
out there, each of thempotentially lethal. If

they all turn up in the same place |'mguessing we're in for a nenorable
party.'

There's a discreet knock on the door and a naid enters.

"Centaurs are destroying the green marquee, mss,' she says, politely.
Lisutaris | ooks to Makri.

"Il deal with it,' says Makri, and puts on her hel net before hurrying off.
"You feel the need to stay?' says Lisutaris.

' There are some things we should discuss. Like how there are suddenly a | ot of
pendants. And what we're going to do about it.'

"I really cannot be doing with this sort of thing at ny ball,' protests the
Sorcerer. 'It's tine for my entrance.’

"Don't you realise what's about to happen out there? If centaurs are eating
your marquee it neans they're being produced by nore of these jewels. Anyone
in the gardens is quite likely to die because they find one and stare into it.
O else there will be a panic when a marquee appears to catch fire. O naybe
really catches fire. And don't forget Hormthe Dead has pronmised to pay you a
visit. Which mght nean anot her appearance from dixius Dragon Killer. Al so
Sarin the Merciless is still trying to sell a pendant. I'd say this ball m ght
be renenbered as the social occasion when everybody died.'

"You really know how to spoil a party, don't you?' says Lisutaris, angrily,
like it's all ny fault.

'Do you have any idea how t he pendant might have nysteriously multiplied
itself? Is there a spell which could do that?

Lisutaris is still fussing with her hair in the mrror

It's the | argest, nost perfectly made dressing mirror |'ve ever seen. Buying a
pi ece of glass like that nmust have been prohibitively expensive. | doubt if



there's a better one at the Inperial Palace.
"It mght possibly be done by a very experienced practitioner,' nutters

Lisutaris. 'Though it would take an i mense amount of skill. But who would do
such a thing?
| shrug.

'Look at the people who've been involved. Horm dixius. There's no telling
what their notives nmight be. Horm has been keen to discredit you fromthe
start. Maybe he thought he could take the pendant back for Prince Anrag and
still make you | ook foolish by | eaving sone counterfeits behind. Mybe he
cunningly planned it so they'd all end up here and destroy your guests. Good
way to get rid of Turai's |eaders. \Woever's behind it we have to do
somet hi ng. You ought to know better than ne that having this many sorcerous
items together is highly dangerous. What if the copies are unstable? Either
the magi c space is going to invade your gardens or there's going to be an

al m ghty expl osion.'

Last century, for reasons which were never clear, the great Simmian Sorcerer
Bal ani us the Myst Powerful nade a duplicate of himself. By all accounts it was
a perfect copy, but when he shook hands with hinself there was an expl osion
which flattened his city. You can still see the crater in Simmia.

Lisutaris drags herself away fromthe mrror

"W don't know that there are any nore in the vicinity. There might be only
these three. | can contain them'

'l feel that there are others.'

" How?"

"Intuition.’

Lisutaris is dubious about ny intuition. She crosses to the wi ndow and gazes
out at the gardens for a nonent or two.

"You're right, unfortunately. | can sense nore of the pendants. |'m not sure
how many. You may al so be correct about their instability. Copying a sorcerous
item of such power is alnobst inpossible to get right.'

Lisutaris wal ks over to a painting on her wall. She speaks to it and the
painting shifts to one side. Behind the painting there's a safe. She nutters a
rather long series of ancient words and it opens. Fromthe safe she w t hdraws
a bag.

"This is made of red Elvish cloth. If you put the pendants in here it should
danpen the effect. But be careful not to |l et anyone see what you're doing.
It's illegal for any private citizen, even ne, to own this cloth. The King
will be down on ne |like a bad spell if he knows | have it.'

| notice that Lisutaris seens to be tal king about me doing the dirty work.
"You want ne to gather up an unknown nunber of dangerous sorcerous pendants?
|'ve been nervous enough carrying round one. Can't you hel p?

"I have a ball to host. What will people say if |I'mscurrying round with a bag
rather than mingling with ny guests? And is this not what | hired you for? To
protect ny reputation? Do not |et Consul Kalius discover what you're doing.
I'"ve just managed to convince himl didn't |ose the original. Having fake gens
turn up isn't going to nake ne | ook good. Take this.'

Li sutaris hands me a copper bracelet.

"This will glow when in the vicinity of any sorcerous item

"It's glowing right now'

'That's because nmy roons are full of sorcerous itens. It will help you to
search in the gardens. | hope Makri nmanaged to di sperse the centaurs before

they did nuch damage. If you find any nore bodi es, have nmy staff renove them
di screetly."’

"I really don't like this.'

"W have no choice. | will do nmy best to control any apparitions. | have to
go. I'mdue to lead off a dance with Prince Frisen Akan.'

' Take care he doesn't tread on your toes.'

1 expect he will.'

| step out into the corridor. |I'mheading for the gardens but | hesitate.
Avenaris's private roons are on the next floor. Wth no one around to observe



me, | hurry upstairs to check themout. Lisutaris will fume if she catches ne,
but what is she going to do? She needs nme to do her dirty work outside. |
renenmber | forgot to ask about the other person in O cish armour who | thought
was Makri. Maybe it's nothing. No, it's sonmething bad, | knowit. Mght it be
Sarin? I'll deal with it later.

Avenaris's roomis locked. I try a mnor word of power, to no effect. | put ny
wei ght agai nst the door and push. It gives slowy. It takes a good door to
resist ny bulk. Inside | find a suite of roons decorated in a restrai ned and
tasteful style. Nothing too bright or harsh on the eye. | get to work.
CHAPTER

NI NETEEN

The gardens are a scene of great revelry. Apart fromthe nusic, dancing,
costumes and fine provisions on offer, there are spectacular lighting effects
and frequent appearances of otherworldly creatures. The genteel crowds,
thinking these to be part of Lisutaris's sorcer-ous entertainnment, are
enchant ed.

It seens that only Makri and | realise the danger. Makri tries to prevent the
creatures from doing too nuch damage, which | eads to the odd sight of a wonan
in Ocish armour wal ki ng round the gardens being followed by a long line of
centaurs and unicorns. Centaurs, |ascivious creatures at the best of tines,
can't help being attracted to Makri -1 saw it happen in the fairy glade -and
whi | e Makri does her best to shoo them away, they continue to foll ow her unti
t he magi ¢ whi ch has produced them becones unstable and they fade into space.
As for the unicorns, | don't know why they should take to her. It's not like
she's pure of heart.

"I"ve never seen anything like it,' says a wealthy-looking pirate to his
conpani on as a rather harassed Makri jogs past with a long line of nythica
beasts in close pursuit. 'Lisutaris has really laid on the entertai nment.'

A bolt of blue lightning cracks the sky overhead.

'She's the best Sorcerer in the city!' enthuses the pirate.

Meanwhile |'mlooking for pendants. This is not so easy because Lisutaris's
bracel et keeps lighting up any tinme a naiad or nmermaid appears. Wth so nany
false alarns it's difficult to concentrate. When | notice two Makris at
opposite ends of the gardens, one with unicorns and one w thout, | sprint
towards the lone figure. | have a feeling that Makri's imtator has something
to do with all this. Seeing ny approach, the figure flees into the bushes and
| follow Inmediately |I step into the undergrowth nmy bracelet lights up
There's a man in a bishop's costune bending down in the shadows to pick
something up. | leap for himand westle the object out of his hands.

"That's mne!' says the bishop

| shove the pendant into nmy bag. He lets go with sone | anguage very unsuitable
for a man of the cloth.

"You'll thank me later,' | say, and hurry on. Sonme success at least. | find
anot her pendant in a fountain full of mermaids and another in the hands of a
Pal ace official who, while talking wildly about the coup he is planning to
stage, is at least not yet dead. | retrieve the pendant and | eave himto sleep
of f his dreans of power. | now have three pendants, but fromthe way a comet
is currently hovering over the gardens, |1'd say there were still nore to be
col | ect ed.

"Way did they all end up here? | say out |oud, angry and puzzl ed.

'"I"mpartly responsible,' says an el egant voice at ny shoulder. It's Hormthe
Dead, dressed as a nythical King of the Depths, conplete with trident.

"I figured you would be.'’

"It wasn't ny original plan,' confesses Horm 'When

| finally got ny hands on the pendant | intended to | eave the city.
Unfortunately | then located a second pendant and realised that soneone had
been duplicating them In the past day |'ve conme across rather a lot of them'
'So you sent themall to Lisutaris's ball?

"It seened like the helpful thing to do.'

Hor m | aughs.



"I have al ways wi shed to see what woul d happen when so nany unsuitabl e
sorcerous el ements were brought together. Wth luck we may all di sappear in an

expl osion which will flatten the entire city. Look above. The stars are
multiplying in the sky.'
They do seemto be. Amllion extra points of light. The points grow | arger

resolving into a vast shower of conets heading our way. They start raining
down on the garden, each one tiny and brightly col oured. The guests appl aud
wildly.

"This is splendid,' enthuses Horm 'Everyone is about to die and they are al
appl audi ng. And you have the task of gathering pendants in a bag! Really, 1've
never seen anything so funny.'

There's a novenent in the bushes and Makri appears. O rather, a woman in
Orcish armour. | can tell imediately it's not Makri. My senses go into
overdrive as the worman pulls a pendant from her pocket and holds it towards
ne.

"Not so fast, Sarin!' | cry, and strike her so she falls heavily to the
ground. | grab the pendant from her hands and thrust it in my bag.

"You think you can just wave a pendant in ny face. do you?' | rip off her nask
and stick ny face close to

hers. Unfortunately it is not Sarin. It's Princess Du-Akai, the

hi ghest -ranki ng woman in all of Turai, third in line to the throne.

' Excuse me, Princess Du-Akai. There has been a m sunderstandi ng."'

There's no way |I'mtalking my way out of this one. You can't strike a royal
princess and get away with it. |'mheading for a prison galley.

T was swinming with the dol phins,' munbles the Princess, and | ooks confused.

O course. She's been | ooking at the pendant. She doesn't realise what's
happeni ng. Thank God for that. Unless she dies. That won't be so good. | put
her down gently. Hormthe Dead is |aughing so much he can hardly catch his
breath. Not wishing to | eave the Princess close to the mal evol ent Sorcerer,
cram her hel net back on her head, hoist her over ny shoul der and march towards
t he house.

"Look after this woman,' | instruct a group of household servants. 'She's been
drinking too nmuch and needs to sleep it off.’'

I am now conpletely fed up with everything. There seens to be no end in sight
to this madness. There might be forty of these pendants scattered around here
for all I know. | notice that some of the guests are now | ooki ng nervous as a
new fl ock of centaurs stanpede through a marquee and show | ess willingness to
de-materialise, even when Makri threatens themw th her swords. Lisutaris
appears to quickly banish themby sorcery but it's clear things are getting
out of hand.

"It bit me!" conplains a woman |loudly to Lisutaris.

| need to know how many pendants there are. It's

tinme to threaten soneone. | | ook around for the nost senior household servant
| can find.

"I have to find Lisutaris's secretary right now. What costume is she wearing?
' That would be a breach of etiquette, |I'mafraid—

| offer hima bribe. He | ooks uninterested. | take himby the neck and push

hi m agai nst the wall, ignoring the consternation this causes anmong his fell ow
servants.

"Spill it.'

' She's wearing a wood nynmph's costunme with yellow fl owers!'

Now |'ve assaulted a princess and threatened Lisutaris's staff. Not forgetting
the spell | worked on Captain Rallee. The courts nay have to invent sone new
sort of punishnent to deal with ny vast catal ogue of crine.

| start hunting the gardens for a wood nynmph with yellow fl owers. Mkri spots
me and hurries to mny side.

'Have you got all the jewels yet? No? You'd better hurry, things are getting
out of hand. There are centaurs everywhere and they keep trying to chew ny

cl othes off.'

"Centaurs are like that. Any deaths?'



' Maybe one or two. You want me to keep count for our bet?

"No, i was just wondering how things were going. But now you nention it, keep
a count anyway. |'m|looking for Avenaris. | figure she can tell nme how many
jewels there are.'

"Lisutaris will be down on you like a bad spell if you bother her secretary.
"I already searched her roons.'

"You di d?'

"l did. And found various Barius-related itens. She's

been snuggling up with Professor Toarius's son. And no doubt funding his dwa
habit after his father cut himoff.'

| tell Makri about Princess Du-Akai. Mkri is annoyed to hear that a royal
princess has been masqueradi ng as an Orci sh gl adi at or

"I"'minsulted."’

"That's not the point. The point is | hit the Princess. If she remenbers |'l|
be executed.'

"W could fight our way out.'

"W m ght have to. Now help me | ook for Avenaris.'

By now t he nasked ball has beconme a fantastic affair of flashing illumnations
and ranpagi ng sorcerous beasts. It's fabulous entertainnent. 1'd stop to enjoy
it if I didn't know the city was going to explode any mnute. It's difficult
wor ki ng our way through the crowmds. Even anong the garishly dressed revellers
Makri's unusual costume draws attention. My funny Cicerius mask gets a few
snmles too, though not from Cicerius hinself when | bunmp into himoutside the
green marquee. He stares balefully at me and | can see himtrying to work out
where he's seen this large figure before.

"Whod nynmph with yellow flowers over there,' yells Mkri, and we set off in
pursuit.

W catch up with Avenaris near the orchard.

"Don't be too harsh with her,' suggests Makri.

A great blast overhead signals the arrival of another shower of small neteors,
whi ch thud into the ground around us.

"No time to be nice," | grunt. | grab Avenaris, shove her into the darkness
beneath the trees and rip nmy mask of f.

"I need sone answers and | need themright now'

Avenaris shrinks back

'Go away,' she pl eads.

| point to the lights in the sky.

"You see all this? It's getting out of control and it's going to end in

di saster unless | recover every duplicate pendant. So tell me how many there
are.'

The secretary starts crying. Tears pour from under her mask. | take out ny
swor d.
' There are dead people here already. Tell ne what | want to know or "Il Kkill

you right now'
"Help me!' wails Avenaris to Makri.
Makri draws her black O cish sword

"Sorry,' she says. 'It's time to talk.'

Avenaris slides down the trunk of a tree till she's sitting with her back to
it, looking like a child. She sniffs, and takes off her nask.

"I didn't know all this was going to happen. | gave Barius the jewel. He

needed noney

"I know. For dwa. Bad choice for a boyfriend.'

"He said he would give it back. He was going to copy it and sell the copy.
didn't know he woul d nake so nany.'

'How di d he make the copies?'

"I stole a spell,' sniffs Avenaris. 'Fromlisutaris's private library. Barius
took it to a Sorcerer's apprentice he knows.'

"You realise the danger you've put everyone in?

Avenaris | ooks miserable, but whether it's due to the trouble she's caused I'm
not sure. She might just be sad about her boyfriend s problens.



"It was very disloyal to Lisutaris,' says Mkri, disapprovingly.

Avenaris raises her head. A strange expression flickers across her face.

can't read it exactly, but for a nmoment she | ooks al nost defiant.

"l shoul d have been the rich one,' she says. 'My father was head of the
famly.'

She | owers her head and | ooks pathetic again.

' How many pendants did he nake?

"Fifteen. Then the spell wouldn't work any nore.'

1 have nine pendants in ny bag. Lisutaris has three. That's twelve. Four nore
to collect.’

'Three nore,' says Makri, and takes one from her purse.

"You found one? And didn't stare into it?

T have will power.'

W hurry off, |eaving Avenaris crying under the trees. Three pendants to find,
whi ch qui ckly becomes two as we stunbl e across the body of a young nan who's
still clutching one between his fingers. | scoop it into ny bag. | hope that
the red Elvish cloth will contain themas effectively as Lisutaris clains.
"WIl the city really be flattened?' asks Makri

"It's possible.’

"But 1've got an exam nation tonorrow. And | really studied hard for it.'

A unicorn trots out fromthe trees. They're pleasant aninmals. | never thought
I'd get so sick of seeing them It approaches Makri and starts nuzzling her
face.

"I just don't see why these unicorns like you so much. It's not like you're a
virgin.'

'"I's that an insult? says Mkri, suspiciously.

"No, just a statenment of fact.'

"I"msure that virginity has nothing to do with it anyway,' says Makri
patting the unicorn. 'It's ny sunny personality. O maybe it's the Elvish
blood. Is this actually a real unicorn?

"I don't know. It doesn't show any sign of disappearing.

Nei t her does that mermaid who's hypnotising the man in a sailor's costune.
Cone on, we have two pendants to find.'

My bracelet starts glowing. | clinb into the fountain, bat the mermaid out of
the way and scoop up another pendant. Only one nore to go.

Lisutaris, in her splendid angel costune, arrives in the conpany of soneone
who mi ght be Prince Frisen Akan. His costune is rich enough for a prince, and
he's drunk, so it could be. On seeing us Lisutaris sends himagently on his way
and asks about our progress.

"One nore to go.'

"Are you sure only one is m ssing?

"Yes.'

"Then we are finished,' proclains the Sorcerer. 'l have it. | found it with
two Senators who'd taken it off a unicorn. They were about to fight.
Fortunately | interrupted thembefore their venal dreans could drive them nmad
or kill them

Lisutaris breathes a great sigh of relief.

‘"I"'mglad that's all over. Thing were beconing hectic. | had to banish a troop

of mountain trolls who were eating all the food, and the Consul got tangled up
with an angry dryad. Unless that was just an angry citizen, it's been hard to

tell.'

W wit hdraw under the privacy of a clunp of trees. It's a hot night and sweat

is running down ny face beneath ny mask. Makri renoves her helmet to w pe her

brow. Lisutaris takes the bag of pendants, adds the jewels to the contents she
al ready has, then rummages around inside. After a few nonments she draws out a
jewel .

"This is the real one.'

' How can you tel | ?

"I''"'mhead of the Sorcerers Cuild."'

"You were fooled by an initation before.'



"I didn't have the rest to compare then. Besides, | had to show the Consul
somet hi ng."'

| take the pendant in ny hand. It seems the sane as all the others. But you
have to trust Lisutaris on nmatters like this. She's nunber one chariot in al

matters of sorcery. | hand it back

'Congratul ations,' conmes a famliar voice. It's Hormthe Dead, still in

cost une.

Lisutaris greets himcoldly.

‘"I do not believe I invited you.'

"I did not wish to miss such a glittering occasion. O the chance of neeting
Makri again.'

He bows to Makri, who | ooks unconfortable, and may be blushing. In the shadow
of the trees it's hard to tell. Horm | ooks at the pendant in Lisutaris's hand.
"You know, | went to sone trouble to send these all to your ball. Some I
retrieved by sorcery . . . Casax for instance seemed unwilling to hand his
over to me - sone | bought, which involved rather [arge paynents to Sarin -
some | acquired frompeople I... renoved.'

" Tough luck,' | say. 'Your plan failed."’

"My plan?

'To cause such sorcerous instability that a disaster happened.'

'Yes,' agrees Horm 'That woul d have been excellent. But that was not exactly
my plan. Merely an entertaining lie. | still intend to take the pendant back
to Prince Anmag. Till they were all gathered together, | could not be certain
whi ch was the original. And since you, Lisutaris, had already nmanaged to
retrieve one of the

pendants, | felt that here woul d be as good a place as any to bring them al
toget her. And now you have picked out the real one for ne.'

" Your power does not equal mine, Hormthe Dead.'’

"You are mistaken. It does. But we do not have to battle each other now You
will sinmply hand over the original pendant to ne and | will not drop this
handf ul of powder on your bag.'

' What ?'

"My own preparation. It will rot the red Elvish cloth in a matter of seconds.
Unprotected by the magical barrier provided by the cloth, the fifteen pendants
in close proximty to each other will, | believe, cause a sorcerous event of
such magni tude that few of your guests will survive.'

Horm turns his head towards ne.

'Pl ease do not try any sudden novenent. | amquite prepared for it, and you
will die. Lisutaris, the pendant.’

W seemto be stuck. It's the sort of noment a man needs to think of a quick
plan. | don't conme up with anything. Hormlets a little dust trickle fromhis
fingers. The Elvish cloth starts to decay before our eyes.

"You will still have a fake jewel for fooling the Consul,' says Horm and

hol ds out his hand. Lisutaris has no choice. Every one here will die. She
hands over the original. Hormtucks the pendant into the folds of his costune
and then, unexpectedly, he rempves his nask. He noves a step closer to Mkri
and | eans towards her, quite slowy. He kisses her lightly on her |ips. Makri
doesn't move at all. Horm steps back

"You will one day visit my Kingdom' he says, before turning on his heel and
hurrying off, |eaving Makri | ooking enbarrassed.

Horm doesn't get far. A nasked figure steps swiftly out frombehind a tree
with a short club in his hand and slugs Horm on the back of the head. Horm
crunples to the ground. It's nice work. Moving swiftly, the figure reaches
down to wench the pendant from Horm s grasp

' God work, Demanius,' | say.

The masked figure | ooks over in surprise.

"I recogni sed the clubbing action. Now give the pendant to Lisutaris and we'll
get rid of Horm'

The I nvestigator draws his mask up, revealing his features.

"Can't do that, Thraxas. I"'mworking for Rittius at the Pal ace. The pendant



goes to him'

"That's ridicul ous.'

"I"'mnot paid to argue.’

It's intolerable. W go through all this and the pendant still isn't com ng
hone. I'mstill trying to work through the ram fications of Demani us returning
the pendant to Rittius at Pal ace Security when the Investigator makes to

| eave.

"Stop him' cries Lisutaris.

Demani us, al nost at the edge of the trees, jerks backwards. For a nonment |
think that Lisutaris has halted himwith a spell. Then, as his body spins and
falls, | notice a crossbow bolt sticking fromhis chest. Another nasked
figure, tall and slender, darts frombehind the tree. She grabs the pendant
and | eaps into the crowd, disappearing i mediately anong the throng. Sarin the
Merciless. | wondered where she'd got to.

CHAPTER.

TVENTY

Y

rou didn't find her?

Makri arrives in lisutaris's private chanbers sone time after the death of
Demani us. She shakes her head.

"She's a slippery wonan, Sarin. Probably clinbed the outside wall while you
were still searching the marquees.'

"I didn't see you rushing to help,' conplains Makri, and sits down heavily on
a gilded couch.

"I"ve done enough rushing around.'

Lisutaris herself is sitting dejectedly on another couch

"You still have a lot of fakes,' says Makri.

"They'l|l spot it at the Palace. | can't believe we |ost the pendant after we
went to so much trouble.’

|'msorry about Demani us. He was a good man. Hi s body has been renoved

di screetly by Lisutaris's staff and nowlies in a cellar, along w th another
two unfortunate souls who nmet their end as a result of the pendants. Two dead
guests. Not as bad as it could have been. Lisutaris can probably explain it
away as natural causes. The way sone of these elderly Senators have been
drinki ng and danci ng, you'd expect a few fatalities.

| take a bottle of wine fromunder ny toga.

"Hel p yourself to ny supplies,' says Lisutaris.

"I figure | earned it.'

I"'mtenpted to demand an explanation for my not being invited to the ball. It
still rankles. | swallow it back. No need to hear Lisutaris explain in detai
that 1'mjust not the right class of person

"You know that this whole thing was started off by your secretary?

'So you say.'

"I don't just say. | know. | searched her roonms. You'd be surprised what |
found there. Letters to Barius. A diary full of some interesting observations
about you. And a few itenms she's probably stolen fromyou over the years.
Didn't you suspect her at all?

"I told you to | eave her out of this.'

" You know she resents you for inheriting the famly fortune? It woul dn't
surprise ne if she blanes you for her father's death.'

Lisutaris glares at ne.

' Thraxas. Do you think that this is unknown to ne? Do you seriously believe it
has never crossed ny mind that nmy brother's daughter may be jeal ous of ny
position? That she may have acted unw sely out of resentnent at ne inheriting
the bulk of the famly's wealth?

"Well shouldn't you be doi ng somet hi ng—

The Sorceress raises her hand.

"I am doing sonmething. |'mprotecting her. | have a duty to ny famly, You
will not mention her part in this to anyone and you will not raise the subject
with nme again. Count yourself fortunate that | do not punish you for searching



her room'

| shrug. If Lisutaris wants to wake up one day with a knife in her ribs,
courtesy of her disgruntled niece, that's her problem

"You hired me to get the pendant. So | did what | had to do. It's ny job.'
"You failed.'

Poor Lisutaris. Downstairs her ball is a raging success and here she is,
sl unped on a couch snoking thazis and | ooking as niserable as a N oj an whore.
It's a tough life as head of the Sorcerers CGuild.

"Fail ed? Me? Failure is an alien concept to Thraxas the Investigator.'

| take the real pendant out of ny bag.

" Nunmber one chariot at investigating, as is comonly said."'

Lisutaris leaps off the couch to grab the pendant.

"How did you get this?

"I palmed it, of course, when you were showing it off. | made a switch right
under your nose. It's the sort of thing | do well.’
" But why?'

"Why? You think I was going to |l et you keep the pendant when the gardens were
full of people Iike Hormand Sarin? It was asking for trouble.’

'"Coul dn't you have told me that before I went chasing after Sarin?' says
Makr i

"You ran off too quickly. You're inpetuous, Mkri, |I've nmentioned it before.
Anyway, you wanted to kill her and | wasn't going to stand in your way. Don't
worry, you'll get another chance.'’

Lisutaris, no longer as mserable as a N ojan whore, congratul ates ne.

"I have the pendant. | have all the fakes. The one Sarin took will destabilise
and di sappear soon. I'min the clear!’

"You are indeed. Unfortunately, I"'mnot. I'min trouble

for not answering a sumons from Pal ace Security.
"I can have that rescinded,' says Lisutaris.

"I put a Guards captain to sleep with a spell.’

"I can probably smooth that over,' says Lisutaris.
"I hit Princess Du-Akai.'

"You're in big trouble,' says Lisutaris. 'l could act as character w tness.'
The sorcerer offers nme sone thazis and | accept it gratefully. As | inhale the
pungent snoke | can feel my body rel axing.

And what,' asks Lisutaris, turning to Makri, 'is the idea of kissing Hormthe
Dead?

"I didn't kiss him He kissed ne.'

"I didn't see you putting up nuch of a struggle.'

Makri | ooks enbarrassed again.

'He took me by surprise.’

Lisutaris fails to | ook convinced.

"I was expecting you to punch him'

"I tried that already,' says Makri. 'It didn't seemto put himoff.'
Lisutaris frowns.

"I can see he's quite good | ooking in a pale, high cheek-boned sort of way,
Makri, but really you ought to be careful. You don't want to go around getting
i nvol ved with soneone |ike Horm You know it's rumoured he's al ready been
dead?'

' Thraxas nentioned it,' mutters Makri, and starts inhaling deeply fromthe
wat er pipe, not wishing to discuss it any further

"Well, he's gone now,' continues Lisutaris. 'l scanned the gardens. |If he
cones back | recomend staying well clear of him'

'"He offered Makri a position as captain of his armes,' | tell her
'Real | y?'

"Could we just stop tal king about this now?' says Makri crossly.

W let the matter drop. | suppose if some insane sorcerer takes a shine to

Makri it's not really her fault, though it m ght not happen if she could learn
to dress properly. A man like Horm living out in the wastel ands, he's bound
to be affected when he hits the city and the first thing he runs into is Mkri



in her chainmail bikini

| leave Makri and Lisutaris fuelling up with thazis before they go off to
enjoy the rest of the ball. I've had enough excitenent and decide to head
hone. In the hallway of the house |I run into Deputy Consul Cicerius.

"You are Thraxas, | believe,' he says acidly.

"I am But about the mask, it was the only one I could find in a hurry—-

"I am not concerned with your grotesque |ikeness of me. | am concerned with
your treatment of Princess Du-Akai.'

Here it comes. Thraxas heads for prison ship.

"She tells me that she was assailed in the gardens by a unicorn and you
rescued her. Is this true?

The Princess is suffering fromsone very garbl ed nenories.

"Yes, it's true. But | don't want to make too much of it. It was very

danger ous but anyone woul d have done the sane.'’

"Nonetheless, it was a spirited action. Sone of lisutaris's entertai nnents
have been far too adventurous. | amfurious that our royal princess was
endangered. "'

The Deputy Consul is one of the city's strongest supporters of the royal
famly. He's really grateful to ne.

"Do you think I could have nmy Investigator's |icence back? | ask.

"Yes,' says Cicerius. 'I will arrange it.'

'Can you have the charge of throwi ng away ny shield dropped?

"Unfortunately not. That must go through its due process. You were m staken
about Praetor Capatius. It was not he who initiated the charge. It was

Prof essor Toarius. He was endeavouring to prevent you frominvestigating his
son. '

"That figures. You know his son's a dwa addi ct who's heading for trouble?
Cicerius declines to conment. As | |leave himhe's [ooking on with distaste at
some dancing girls who are probably Senator's daughters, but aren't behaving
appropriately. O maybe they are behaving appropriately. Senators' daughters
are notoriously corrupt.

Next afternoon |I'msitting downstairs in the Avenging Axe. Gurd is beside ne
at the table, laboriously witing a letter to Tanrose. He's finding it
difficult.

"I've never witten a letter before.’

"It'"ll be fine. Put in nore conplinents. Tell her that Thraxas is getting
thin.'

'She won't believe that.'

| encourage Gurd to get on with repairing his relationship with the cook
Nei t her of us can carry on without her

I"'mfairly satisfied with events. Mst things worked out well enough. | did
good service, for which Lisutaris

is grateful, and the Deputy Consul is back on my side. The only bad thing is
that 1'mstill faced with a charge of cowardice dating back seventeen years. |
wonder if Professor Toarius will pursue it, now his son has been exposed. He
wanted to prevent nme frominvestigating, but now that the truth has cone out
about his son's behavi our anyway, perhaps he'll drop it. | sigh. Dwa addicts.
They lose all responsibility. Prepared to steal five gurans froma | ocker or
one of the nost valuable itens in the city. It nakes no difference to them
' m keeping an eye on the next table, where young Moxal an, surrounded by

onl ookers, is working things out on sheets of paper. Cal cul ati ng how nany
deaths actually occurred as a result of the case of the m ssing pendant is a
tricky business. There were fatalities all over the city, many of which could
be ascribed, directly or indirectly, to the pendants.

The front door flies open and Makri strides dramatically into the room She
flings her bag on the floor, drags her tunic over her head and throws it at
the wall, then starts parading round in her chainmail bikini, arnms aloft, a
| ook of triunmph on her face. |'ve never seen her behave quite like this. It
nmust be sonething she learned to do in the gladiator pits after slaughtering
her eneni es.



Makri marches round the room arns still in the air, grinning arrogantly, so
t hat people start applauding even though they don't know what for

"Makri!' she says eventually. 'Number one chariot at exam nations!'
' You passed?'
' Passed? "Passed" doesn't do ny performance justice. | set new standards.

Never has a cl ass been decl ai ned
to in such an authoritative manner. The students were awestruck. Wen
finished ny speech they stood up and cheered."

@Qurd grins. Dandelion, still in residence, brings Makri a beer to cel ebrate.
congratul ate her warmy.

"Well done. | knew you'd pass.'

"It was a triunmph,' she enthuses. 'Not even Professor Toarius could say a word
against it. I tell you, | was great. And all this on no sleep. You know I

spent the whole night dancing at the ball? It was the social event of the
season. Lisutaris has been widely conplinmented. | wal ked fromher house to
college this morning and did my examination. I'mnow sailing into ny fina

year as top student. Incidentally, word got round about Barius. No one now
thinks I'"'ma thief.’

A good day all round. And it mght get better. Moxalan is ready to nmake his
announcement .

'"Wth the help of ny fell ow adjudicators,' he announces, 'I| proclaimthat the
final death total in the case of Thraxas and the m ssing pendant is
sixty-three.'

There are groans fromall round the room No one seens to have picked this
total. Moxalan's eye glints greedily.

"No wi nners at sixty-three? Then we nove on to the reduced-odds w nner for
cl osest bet. Anyone with sixty-two? No? Sixty-one? Sixty?

"Me!' yells Makri, leaping to her feet once nore. '|I have sixty.' She
retrieves her bag fromthe floor and hunts for her ticket.

"I"mnot happy at this,' conplains Parax the shoemaker. 'She had inside
information.'

Many suspi cious eyes are turned on ne. | splutter in protest.

"Makri had no inside information fromnme. | have remmined al oof fromthe
entire contest, thinking it to be in the poorest of taste. | amdisgusted with
all of you and will now retire upstairs to forget | ever nmet any of you.'

| leave with dignity, and beer

A while |ater Makri appears upstairs, still on a high after her exam nation

triunph. She starts counting out her bag of noney, splitting it three ways for
hersel f, Lisutaris and ne.

'"Twenty to one, not bad. W lost a |lot of stake nmoney on our first bets but
we've still got a good profit. This will get me started at coll ege next year.
That was a good wager, Thraxas. You picked sixty, it was well worked out.'
"I"'msharp as an Elf's ear. Incidentally, did you tell Lisutaris |ast week
that she shouldn't invite me to her ball because |I really didn't |ike that
sort of thing?

'"No,"' says Makri, sharply. 'Why would you think that?

"Investigator's intuition.'

"Well your intuition is quite mstaken. It's not all you nmake it out to be,
you know. Here, take this pile of nmoney. It'll make you feel better.'



