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PART ONE

Thi ef

CHAPTER 1

The house was magnificent, its dozen gables high and ornate, the cornerposts

el aborately carved and pai nted, the many panes of the broad wi ndows neatly
bevel ed and arranged in intricate patterns. Some of the wi ndow gl ass was
colored, but nmost was clear and of the highest quality; through the

crystalline casements Tabaea could see only tightly drawn curtains and drapes—
draperies of velvet and silk and other fine fabrics, no sinple cotton shades

or wooden shutters here.

The house faced onto both Grand Street and Wzard Street, its front door at
the corner, angled to face northeast into the intersection. Small shrines were
carved into the stone archway on either side of this door, each shrine

equi pped with both a fountain and an eternal flame. The substance of the door
itself was unidentifiable under its thick coat of glossy black enanel, but it
was bound and trimred with polished brass, with gleanm ng bolt heads formng a
conpl ex spiral pattern

Despite its prominent |ocation, there were no shop w ndows, no signboards—t
was obviously a residence, rather than a business. Curious, that anyone woul d
build so fine a house here in the G andgate district, Tabaea thought—-and

wort hy of further investigation. She had wal ked past it many times, of course,
but had never paid nuch attention before.

She admired the shrines, then wandered on down Grand Street as if she were
just another ordinary young citizen out for a late stroll on a sumer evening,
or perhaps an apprentice returning froman errand. She paused at the rear
corner of the house and gl anced back, as if trying to remenber sonething; what
she was actually doi ng, however, was studying the street to see whether anyone
was wat chi ng her.

About a dozen people were scattered along the four |ong bl ocks between herself
and Grandgate Market, but none of them seenmed to be |ooking in her direction
or paying any attention to her. No one was |eaning out any of the w ndows or
shop doors. The market itself was crowded, but at this distance that hardly
mattered; even in the bright torchlight, the people there were little nore
than facel ess bl obs. None of them would be able to identify her later

Thus reassured, she turned and ducked into the narrow all ey behind the great
house.

Grand Street was reasonably well lit, thanks to the torches and | anterns
illumnating the various shops and taverns, but there were no torches in the
alley, and no light came fromeither the house on her left or the shuttered
tea house on her right.

That nmeant that the only light in the alley came fromthe cold and di stant
gl eam of the stars overhead, and the firelight of Grand Street behind her
Such limted illum nation was not enough; the alley appeared utterly black

She hesitated, hoping her eyes would adjust, but the I onger she lingered this
close to Gand Street, the nore likely, even with the tea house cl osed, that
she woul d be spotted and questioned. She crept forward into the darkness,
nmovi ng by feel, as if blind.



The wall of the house felt solid and snooth and unbroken, and as she advanced
into the darkness she began to worry that she might have made a mi stake. There
m ght not be any entrance back here.

She set her jaw. The whol e point of an alley, she rem nded herself, was to |et
people in the back of a house. And even if this particular alley wasn't here
to let people into the back of the big coner house, there must be

wi ndows—houses need ventilation, and the |arger the house the nore wi ndows it
woul d need.

O course, her pessimstic side reninded her, those wi ndows needn't be within
reach of the ground, especially for a girl her size.

Maybe she shoul d have planned this out nore carefully, she thought, taken a
| ook at the house by daylight, maybe found out whose house it was, instead of
just yielding to a whimlike this.

But she was here now, and it would be cowardly to turn back.

Al the same, she thought, if she didn't find an entrance soon she m ght do
best to just head home and try agai n another day.

Then, finally, her hand struck a doorframe, and a smile crept unseen across
her face.

She stood and waited, and at |ast her vision began to adjust.

Yes, it was a door, though she could just barely make out the outline and
could see no details at all. She tried the handl e.

It was | ocked, naturally.

She grinned, drew her belt knife, and fished the | ockpick fromher hair. The
darkness didn't matter for this; picking a lock was all done by feel anyway.
This was her chance to put her lessons with old Cluros and all her practice at
horme to the test.

Five mnutes |later she had the door open and had slipped carefully inside,
nmoving as quietly as she could. The | ock had been a sinple one; only

i nexperi ence, the weight of the bolt, and Tabaea's natural caution had kept
her fromspringing it wthin seconds. Wioever owned this house had not wasted
nmoney on fancy | ocks and bars.

That was not necessarily a good thing, of course; sonetimes a sinple |ock
meant ot her precautions had been taken—spells, guards, any nunber of
possibilities existed.

Tabaea saw no sign of any of them O course, she wasn't at all sure what to
| ook for to spot protective spells; nobody had taught her any of that yet.
Still, she didn't see anything unusual

In truth, she didn't see much of anything at all. The nudroom behi nd the door
was even darker than the alley. She felt her way across the little room
al nost tripping over a boot scraper, and found an inner door

That was unl ocked, and the chanber beyond just as dark as the rmudroom
Rel uctantly, Tabaea decided it was tinme to risk a little light.

She had tinder and flint and steel in her pouch, but it was dark and she was



wary of making too nuch sound—+the house m ght be deserted, or it mght not. It
took several tries before she had a good steady |ight.

When she had the tinder burning, she | ooked around by its flickering Iight for
somet hing nore permanent, and spotted a candle by the alley door. She lit
that, then blew out the tinder and tucked it away.

Candl e in hand, she | ooked around the nudroom

As one mght expect, there was nothing of any interest. Half a dozen assorted
pairs of boots were ranged agai nst one wall; below there was a |line of hooks,
about half of which held cloaks or jackets; at the other end of the roomthree
heavy wooden chests took up nost of the avail able space, but a quick glance in
each showed that they held only scarves, gloves, and other appurtenances.

She was not di sappointed; this was just the nudroom and there was plenty nore
house to explore. Besides, there were plenty of people in Ethshar of the Sands
who couldn't afford gl oves and scarves and coats. In any case, it wasn't as if
the winters here were so long or cold, as they were said to be in Sardiron or
the other Ethshars, that they were truly necessary. A house so rich in w nter
wear would surely be rich in nore marketable goods, as well.

Cautiously, noving as stealthily as she could, Tabaea opened the interior door
and peered through, candle in hand.

A snile spread across her face as she saw what |ay beyond. This was nore |ike
it.

The next roomwas a dining salon, and the Iight of her candl e sparkled from
brass and gold and crystal and fine polished woods. Catlike and silent, she
sl i pped around the door and into the room

The tabl e was heavy and dark, gleam ng alnost black in the candlelight, its
edges carved with intertw ned serpents and the corners with songbirds, w ngs
spread; above it hung an ornate brass and crystal chandelier. The six
surroundi ng chairs were of the sane dark wood, carved with serpents and

eagl es, seats and backs uphol stered in wi ne velvet.

Cherry wood cabinets stood against every wall, and the i mage of Tabaea's
candl e was refl ected back at her by a hundred panes of |eaded glass set in the
cabi net doors. Behind the glass panels glittered cut-crystal goblets and fine
bone chi na.

Sonet hi ng noved in the corner of her vision, and for a nonment Tabaea froze.
Then she realized that the novenent came frominside one of the cabinets.
Warily, she crept closer, and peered through the glass of the cabinet door

The cabi net held an el aborate silver tea service, and the teapot was noving,
wal ki ng about on three long, birdlike legs. Tiny netal toes tapped gently on
the shelf as it strolled. Then, as Tabaea watched, it sank down, folding its
| egs beneath it, and settled into notionl essness.

Tabaea smiled and tugged at the enpty sack under her belt, but did not yet
renove it fromconceal ment. A magic animated teapot was a very pretty prize

i ndeed; such things cost a fortune. Unfortunately, since they were so rare and
expensi ve, and each was a uni que piece, they were al npost inpossible to fence.

The crystal would be worth plenty—but this was nerely the begi nning. There was
plenty nmore of the house yet to explore.

Three other doors opened into the dining salon, one on each side. For no



particul ar reason, Tabaea chose the door on the left, heading nore or |ess
toward the front of the house—as nuch as this curiously angled corner house
had a front, at any rate.

This brought her into a parlor or drawing room just as dark and deserted as
the dining salon; the fireplace was enpty even of ash, the wi ndows at the far
end shuttered and heavily curtained. Chairs and settees stood here and there;
a potted pal mwas waving in the breeze.

Except, Tabaea realized, there was no breeze. She froze again, watching.

The pal m continued to wave, swaying steadily back and forth; Tabaea noticed
that it seenmed to be fanning a particular arnchair.

Wl |, of course—+t was fanning the arnchair! Mre magic, clearly—a little
something to help stay cool on a hot sumrer day, that was all. Another w zard-
or sorcerer-created donestic anmenity, |ike the teapot.

Whoever owned this house was clearly very, very rich, to owm two such ani nated
househol d obj ects, both devoted to ordinary tasks. Tabaea lifted her candle
and | ooked around agai n.

Sonet hi ng on the mantel pi ece was staring at her.

She stared back for a second, startled, and then realized it was probably a
smal | idol of some sort. It was vaguely human-oid, vaguely froglike, roughly
the size of a small cat, greenish brown, with great big pointed ears. She
crept toward it for a closer | ook—raybe it had jewels or gold on it sonewhere.

It squeal ed, bounded to its feet, sprang to the floor, and ran off, squeaking
noi ses that m ght have been words.

Tabaea al nost yel ped in surprise, then caught herself and | ooked around
guiltily.

That was how Tell eth the Housebreaker had gotten hinmsel f caught, flogged, and
exiled fromthe city | ast year, she renmenbered; he had dropped a statuette on
his foot and sworn at it, and soneone asleep upstairs had heard and awoken and
cone to investigate, with a sword in hand. She knew better than that.

Wl |, she had caught herself, she hadn't nade a sound beyond a sort of
strangl ed gasp. Now, if only that weird little creature didn't raise the alarm
What was that thing, anyway? She frowned.

It nust be sone sort of mmgical creature, she decided. Tabaea gl anced at the
waving palm Well, this house had nore than its share of magic, certainly.

She wouldn't mind having a little nagic. Like every child in Ethshar, she'd
dreaned sonetinmes of becoming a wizard or warlock, wearing fancy robes, and
havi ng peopl e step out of her way in the streets.

It hadn't happened, of course.

Maybe soneday, if she got rich enough, she would buy herself magical things,
t he way whoever owned this house had.

She decided to take a | ook at the next room and stepped through an arch into
a broad hallway, paneled in dark rich wods. Stairs led to the upper



fl oors—the house was an ostentatious three stories in all, though she
suspected the uppernost mght be a nere attic—but she was not yet ready to
ascend; if anyone was home, he or she was nost |ikely asleep upstairs, and
poki ng around up there was best left until [|ast.

As she stood at the foot of the stairs, a door to her right caught her eye; it
was hal f-cl osed, whereas the others were all either w de open or tightly shut.
That was intriguing; shading the candle with her other hand, she crept over
and peered in.

The di ning salon and the parlor and the hallway were spaci ous and el egant,
richly furnished, uncluttered, and, so far as she could see by candlelight,
spotl essly clean; the room behind the hal f-closed door was the utter opposite.
It was | arge enough, but it was jamed to overflow ng with books, papers,
boxes, jars, bottles, and paraphernalia of every kind. The walls were al npst
conpl etely hidden by shelves and drawers and pi nned-up charts. Spills and
stains, old and new, adorned the floor and various other surfaces.

Sonebody' s wor kroom clearly—this would be where the househol d accounts were
kept, and all the little things that go into runni ng whatever business the
house's owner was in. Those jars were probably old preserves, spare pins, and
ot her such things.

There was sawdust, or sonme ot her powder, on the floor, she noticed, and tiny
web-toed footprints making a beeline through it. That was probably where that
creature had gone when she startled it. She raised the candl e higher, to see
if the little beast mght be |urking somewhere anmid the clutter

For the first tine she noticed what hung fromthe ceiling and paused to stare
at it in wonder.

Why woul d soneone have a dried bat hanging in his workroon?

She | ooked a bit nore closely at the contents of the room and saw an
assortment of bones on one shelf, fromtiny little bits that could have been
froma mouse or shrew, up to what was surely the jawbone of a good-sized
dragon. A large jar nearby, she now realized, held not pickles or preserves,
but mummi fied spiders the size of her hand. The red stuff that she had taken
for jellies and janms was an assortment of bl ood—she could read the |abels. The
bi ggest jar was dragon's bl ood, the next one was virgin's blood ..

She shuddered in sudden realization. No wonder this place had that magica
teapot, and the waving palm and the little web-toed creature.

She was in a w zard' s house.

CHAPTER 2

Tabaea crept silently toward the door at the far end of the workshop

The sensible thing to do would be to flee, of course. Messing with magicians
was dangerous. Everyone knew that, and Tabaea was no exception. A tenpting but
slightly riskier alternative would be to snatch a few nonnmagi cal treasures,
and then flee.

But she was unable to resist. She was not going to be sensible at all.

W zardry had al ways fascinated her, and here she was in a w zard's house. She

couldn 't | eave w thout exploring further

She woul d never have dared enter if she had known it was a w zard's house.



Si nce she had noticed the house on her way to and from Grandgate Market, where
she had gone in hopes of picking up a few val uabl es, she had thought of the
house as being on G and Street, and had forgotten that it was al so on another
maj or thoroughfare-Wzard Street. Ordinary people didn't antagonize magici ans;
that was very probably why there weren't better |ocks and ot her safeguards.
Shops and houses on Wzard Street didn't need them

She woul d never have broken in if she had known—but now t hat she was i nside,
she just had to see nore.

There was |ight coming from beneath that door—ot very much, just a little—and
she wanted to see what was causing it. Very slowy, very carefully, very
silently, she knelt and | owered her eye to the crack

Behi nd the door were stairs going down, stone stairs between gray stone walls.
She blinked and | ooked agai n.

Stairs goi ng down?

Most buildings in Ethshar of the Sands did not have cellars; the sands on
which the city was built, and for which it was naned, nade digging difficult.
Excavations had a tendency to fall in on thenselves. That was al so why
structures were al nost never nore than three stories in height: anything
taller than that tended to sink or fall over. Some people had cellars dug for
cold storage—+oot cellars, wine cellars, and the |ike—but such extravagances
were generally small, and reached by | adders rather than by stairs.

Tabaea had heard about cellars and basements all her life, in tales of faraway
pl aces, but had never been in one, unless you counted craw spaces or the gaps
bet ween pilings. The whole idea of cellars tended to put her in nind of the
overl ord's dungeons—she had heard about those all her life, too, or at any
rate as long as she could renmenber—and of secrets and exotic places. She
stared at the stone step and wi shed she could see nore; from her vantage point
at floor level she could see the iron rail, the walls, the sloping roof, but
not hi ng bel ow t he topnost stair.

However, she could, she realized abruptly, hear sonething.

She held her breath and listened intently, trying to i gnore her own heartbeat.
An ol der man's voi ce, speaddng quietly and intently-she couldn't nake out the
wor ds.

Could it be the wizard in whose workshop she was?
O course; who else would it be?

Could he be working a spell? Was that an incantation she heard, the invocation
of some spirit, the sumoni ng of some supernatural being? She could only hear
t he one person, no answering voice, but he seened to be addressing soneone,

not just muttering to hinself.

A shiver of excitement ran through her.

He had to be doing sonmething secret, down there in the cellars. He couldn't
just be fetching a bottle; he wouldn't be talking like that, and she'd be able
to hear himnoving around. Hi s voice was steady, as if he were standing or
sitting in one place. And he wouldn't be doing his regular work, or just
passing the time, in the cellars—ellars were for secrets and mysteries, for
conceal nent, and protection.



Sonet hing rustled, and she | eaped away fromthe door, sprang to her feet, the
candl e in her hand al nost, but not quite, blown out by her sudden notion

That little greenish creature was watching her fromatop a stack of papers. It
squeaked and scurried away into the darkness, scattering papers as it went.

She watched it go in the di Mmess and made no attenpt to follow Al around
her, the shadows were flaring and wavering crazily as her candle flickered;
she feared that if she noved anywhere she might trip over sonething unseen, or
bunp into something, in that tangle of black and shifting shapes.

Wrse, her candle mght go out, and the wi zard energe fromthe cellars before
she could relight it. She stood by the cellar door, shielding the candle with
her hand, until the flanme was strong and steady once nore, and the animal, or
i mp, or whatever it was, was |ong gone.

At | ast she turned back to the door, intending to listen again, and caught her
br eat h.

The Iine of light across the bottom had becone an L She had bunped the door
when she sprang up, and it wasn't latched; it had come open, very slightly.

She knew she shouldn't touch it. She knew she should just go, get out of the
house while she coul d-but a chance to watch a wi zard at work was too nuch to
gi ve up.

Who knows, she thought. Maybe if things had gone a little differently for her
she mi ght have been a wi zard. She m ght have had the talent for it; who could
say?

Wl |, she supposed a master wi zard could say, but she'd never had the chance
to ask one.

O maybe she'd just never had the nerve to ask one.

She snorted, very slightly, at that. She was Tabaea the Thief, she'd taken the
cognomen for herself just last year, she was a proni sing young cutpurse
bur gl ar, and housebr eaker, and she was here in a wi zard' s house planning to
rob him but she'd never had the nerve to talk to one.

O course, it was too late now, anyway. She was fifteen, and nobody woul d take
on an apprentice who was past her thirteenth birthday.

If her famly had been willing to hel p out when she was twelve, if her
stepfather had offered to talk to soneone for her

But he hadn't. And when she'd asked he was al ways too busy, or too drunk. He
prom sed a dozen tinmes that he'd get around to it later, that he'd do
something to set her up, but he never had. And her nother hadn't been any
better, always busy with the twins, and on those rare and precious occasions
when both the babi es had been asl eep she'd been too tired to go anywhere or do
anything, and it wasn't an energency, Tabaea was a big girl and coul d take
care of herself. She could help Tabaea's sisters and half-brothers with their
readi ng and numbers, but she couldn't |eave the house, what if the tw ns woke
up?

And then Tabaea's thirteenth birthday had come and it was too late, and old
Cluros was the only one who'd been interested in her, and maybe it wasn't an
of ficial apprenticeship, maybe there wasn't any guild for burglars and

| ockbreakers, but it was better than not hing.



And better than a bed in the brothels in Sol di ertown.

Besi des, she wasn't sure she even had the | ooks or personality for a brothel
she was al ways nervous around ot her people. She m ght have wound up wal ki ng
the streets instead and sleeping in the Wall Street Field when she couldn't
find a custoner who woul d keep her for the night. Maybe she should have run
away, |ike her big brother Tand, but she never had.

So now she was a sneak thief. Which suited her just fine; she was good at not
bei ng noticed. She'd had plenty of practice, all those years staying out of
her mother's way and avoi ding her stepfather's tenper when he was drinking.

At | east she hadn't disappeared conpletely, like land, or their father. And
her thieving had kept her fed when her stepfather wouldn't anynore. Thennis
had taken to begging in Grandgate Market, and Tessa was spendi ng a suspici ous
amount of tine in Sol di ertown, but Tabaea was taking care of herself just
fine. Being a wi zard or something el se respectable and exciting would have
been nuch better, certainly, but Tabaea wasn't going to conplain. Her career
in burglary had gotten her plenty of nice little things over the past two
years.

For one thing, it had gotten her here, with a chance to spy on a w zard at
some secret business in his cellar. Carefully, inch by inch, holding the knob
so the hinges wouldn't creak, she opened the door

Yes, there were stone steps goi ng down, between gray stone walls. The gl ow of
a distant lanp spilled in through an archway at the bottom and threw Tabaea's
shadow down the full Iength of the room behind her

Cautiously, she descended the stairs, pausing on each step, watching and
listening. The man's voi ce—the wi zard's voice, she was sure—grew |l ouder with
each advance, droning on and on. And with each step she could see a little
nore of what |ay beyond that arch

There was a small square of stone floor and then steps to either side and a
black iron railing strai ght ahead—the cellar went down even further into the
gr ound!

At the bottom she hesitated. Straight ahead she could see through the archway
into an i mense chanber, lit by a great three-tiered chandelier. That
chandelier was directly ahead of her, beyond the archway and the | andi ng and
the iron railing. She couldn't really see much of the space bel ow.

But if she advanced any farther, out onto the | anding, she would be terribly
exposed.

She paused, listening, and realized she could make out words now.

it's a part of you," the wizard was saying. "A part of your soul, your
essence. It's not just sone random energy, sonething mat anybody coul d
provide, or that you could get from sonewhere else."

For the first tine Tabaea heard a second voice answering, a higher-pitched
voi ce, a worman or a child. She didn't catch the words.

That was sinply too fascinating to mss. She crept forward, crouching |ower
with each step. By the tinme she passed through the arch she was on her knees,
and by the time she peered through the railing she was lying flat on her
belly, hands braced to either side, ready to spring up if she was spotted.



The cellar, or crypt, or whatever it was lay before her, a single huge space.
The stone-ribbed ceiling arched a dozen feet above her, and the floor twenty
feet bel owshe realized that that floor nust be thirty feet bel ow ground, and
marvel ed that the sea had not flooded it.

But then, the walls were massive stone barriers, sloped and buttressed to hold
back the sand and water. Those great braced

wal I s encl osed a square thirty or forty feet on a side—+the roomwas al nost a
cube, she decided. In the center of the far wall was a broad slate hearth

bel ow a fine snmooth stone chimey; there were, of course, no wi ndows. Heavy
trestle tabl es were pushed against the walls, four of themin all.

The floor was nore stone, and in the center a thick carpet was spread, and
seated cross-1egged on that carpet, facing each other, were two peopl e—a nman
perhaps half a century in age, and a girl two or three years younger than
Tabaea herself. The man wore a red silk robe and held a silver dagger; another
dagger and a | eather sheath lay on the carpet by his knee, and several other
smal |l objects were in a clutter to one side. The girl wore a sinple white robe
and sat with her hands enpty, listening intently; the man was speaki ng.

"The edge will never dull, as long as you renmain whole and strong," he said.
"And the finish will stay bright as long as your spirits do." The girl nodded.

Tabaea stared. This was a w zard, beyond questi on—and his apprentice.

"I'f you can so nuch as touch it, it will cut any bonds put upon you, even
heavy chains," the w zard continued. "Physi cal bonds, at any rate-while it can
di spel a mnor geas, or ward off many spells, there are many others it will
not affect."”

Tabaea | et the nmuscles of her arns ease a little. The two were intent on their
conversation and would only notice her if she were to somehow draw their
attention.

"Those are just side effects, of course,” the wizard said. "Incidentals. I'm
sure, after these past four nonths, you understand that."
"Yes," the girl said, in a hushed voice. "So, if you understand what an athane
is, and why a true w zard nust have one, it's tine you | earned how to nake
yours, is it not?"

The girl | ooked up at the wizard's face and said again,"Yes." "It will take
several days to teach you, but we can at |east nake a start tonight."

The apprentice nodded. Tabaea fol ded her hands beneat h her

chin and settled down to listen, her heart fluttering in her chest.

She had never heard that word the wi zard used, but if it was

somet hing every wi zard needed—el |, she had never heard of

such a thing. It nust be one of the secrets of the Wzards' Guild, sonething
only wi zards were pernmitted to know—probably one of the nost inportant of
their secrets.

Knowi ng such a secret could be very, very useful. Blackmailing a wi zard woul d

be i mpossibly risky, but it mght be possible to sell the information
sonewher e



O just possibly, if she could learn the trick, she could nake one of these
things for herself.

Per haps she coul d even becone a wi zard herself, without a master, w thout
anyone knowing it. If she could I earn howto work nmagic ..

She listened intently.
CHAPTER 3
Sarai, a little nervous, |ooked around the justice chamnber.

She was seated at her father's left hand, just off the dais, a foot or two in
front of the red velvet drapery that bore the overlord' s seal worked into it
in thick gold braid. The chanmber was | ong and narrow, deliberately built with
a slight slope to the floor, so that prisoners and petitioners would be

| ooking up at the Mnister of Justice as if froma pit, or as if they dared to
| ook up at a god descending fromthe heavens—but woul d probably not
consciously notice the slope at all

The overlord's palace was full of tricks like that. The Great Council Chanber,
under the overlord' s Geat Hall, was arranged so that all the doors were
partially hidden, to nake it easier for people to believe that what they said
there was secret, when in fact there were spy-holes in several places; the
Great Hall itself was open to the huge central dome to overawe petitioners;
there were any nunber of clever constructs. The justice chanber hadn't been
singl ed out.

What the architects had never considered, however, was that this slope left
the mnister, her father—and herself, at the nonment—-+ooking down. O perhaps
they considered it and dismissed it as uninmportant, or thought it would
enhance the nminister's self-confidence

She couldn't speak for her father, but the effect on her was to be constantly
worried about falling. She felt as if at any nmonment she mght slip from her
chair and tunble down that hard gray marble floor into that notley collection
of brigands, thieves, and scoundrels waiting at the far end of the room She
clutched the gilded arms of her seat a little harder. This was the first tinme
she had ever been allowed in here when her father was working, and she didn't
want to do or say anything that would enbarrass himor interfere in any way,
and, she told herself, that was why she was nervous. She knew that she was
being silly, that the slope was really insignificant, that she was in no

danger of falling fromher chair. After all, she had been in this room dozens
of times when it was enpty, starting when she was a very little girl, little
nore than a toddl er, and she had never so nuch as stunbled on that subtle

sl ope—but still, the nervousness persisted.

Maybe, she thought, if she paid nore attention to what was going on in the
room and less to the roomitself, she'd forget about such foolishness.

" and really, Lord Kalthon, how you can take the word of this . . . this
peasant, over the word of your own third cousin, is utterly beyond ne!" said
Bardec, the younger son of Bellren, Lord of the Ganmes, in a fairly good
imtation of injured dignity. "It is not, however, beyond ne," Lord Kalthon
replied dryly, "since | have the word of our theurgist that you did exactly
what this good wonan accuses you of."

Bardec threw a quick, angry | ook at old Okko; the mmgician stared
expressionl essly back, his long forefinger tracing a slowcircle on the



evi dence table beside him H s white velvet robe hung | oosely on him his
forearmwas thin and bony, but dkko sonehow | ooked far nore dangerous sitting
there at Lord Kalthon's right hand than the young and brawny Bardec did
standi ng before them

"I take it," Sarai's father said, "that you do not choose to plead any
mtigating circunstances? You do not ask for the overlord' s mercy?"

"No, Lord Kalthon, | npst certainly do not, because | amnot guilty!" Bardec
persisted. "I amconpletely innocent and can only assume that sone enemny of

m ne has somehow cozened this wonman into making this absurd charge and that
some sort of malign magic has fool ed our esteened Lord Okko into believing it.

"I amno lord," ko said, cutting Bardec off with a voice |ike inmm nent
deat h.

"I wish | could say the sane for our young friend," Lord Kalthon said |oudly.
"He is, alas, a true noble of the city, born of our overlord' s chosen
representatives. He is also a fool, compounding his original crine with
perjury and fal se accusations. Stupid ones, at that." He sighed, and gl anced
at his daughter. She was watching the proceedi ngs cl osely, saying nothing.

Wl |, he had wanted her to see how the job was done.

"Very well, then,"” he said. "Since you show no renorse, or even conprehension
| hereby require, in the overlord' s nane, that this wonan's | osses be restored
threefold fromyour own possessions and estates—that would be. . ." He lifted
the notes dangling fromhis left hand to where he could read them and
continued, "Three sound hens, three dozen eggs of the first quality, three
oxcarts, and six oxen, or the equivalent value in silver. |I further comrand
that you receive ten lashes froma guardsnman's whip, as a rem nder that the
nobility of the city are not, as you seemto think, the rulers of the people
but only the servants of our beloved overlord, and that by insisting on
bringing this case this far you have wasted the tine of everyone in this room
In the nane of Ederd the Fourth, Overlord of Ethshar of the Sands, Triunvir of
t he Hegenony of the Three Ethshars, Commander of the Holy Arm es, and Def ender
of the Gods, let it be done."

Bardec began to protest, but the guardsmen at either side did not let that
interfere as they dragged hi m away, kicking and struggling.

"Young idiot," Lord Kalthon nuttered, |leaning toward Sarai. "If he'd had the
sense to pass it off as a boyish prank, he'd have got off with sinple
restitution and a small fine."

She gl anced up at her father, startled.

"But that isn't fair—that neans the worman's benefiting from Bardec's stupidity
" Sarai whispered.

"True enough—but that's not what's inportant. This isn't the place; we'll
discuss it later." He sat up straight and called, "Next case."

The next case was a property dispute; such things were generally handled by a
| ocal magistrate or a guard captain, but in
this case one of the parties was a guard captain, so the affair had

been ki cked up the hierarchy to the Mnister of Justice.



Nobody questioned the facts of the case, so no magician had been called in,
t hough old Ckko remained in his place at the minister's right; Lord Kalthon
was called upon to determ ne not what was true, but what was just.

Sarai listened to the tedious details, involving an unclear will, a broken
busi ness partnership, a drunken surveyor, and a tenporarily dry well, wth
hal f an ear or so, while thinking about other concerns.

Bardec was suffering for his stupidity, and that was fair and just. If he had
the wit to leamfromhis mstake, to change his attitudes, this mght be the
| esson he needed. If he had not, then at |east this punishment m ght

di scourage himfromagallivanting off with soneone else's cart from G andgate
Mar ket next time he got drunk. The noney was nothing to him or at least to
his famly, but a flogging would regi ster on anybody.

But the woman with the cart was com ng out ahead. Perhaps she deserved sone
conpensation for the inconveni ence—but why should it be higher when Bardec
behaved stupidly in court than if he had been contrite?

Wll, it was undoubtedly nore annoying for the victimto have Bardec calling
her a liar—and perhaps the greater satisfaction was therefore just.

But just the flogging woul d have been equally satisfying, Sarai was sure.

She listened as the explanation of the property di spute wound up, and her
fat her began aski ng questions.

It seened to her that the basic uncertainty in the case derived fromthe | ost
contract between the | ong-dead partners, but Lord Kalthon was not asking about
that, nor was he asking Okko to use his magic to determ ne the contents of the
contract; instead he was | ooking at the diagramone party had provi ded and
asking, "Your famly has used the well these past twenty years, then?"

The guard captain nodded. "Yes, sir," he said, standing stiffly

at attention.
"And you never had any doubt of your right to it?"
"No, sir."

"But the new survey—do you doubt its accuracy?"

Unhappily, the soldier said, "No, sir.

The nerchant began to smile; Lord Kalthon turned to himand demanded, "Did you
ever object to Captain Aldran claining the well before this year?"

The smile vanished. "No, ny lord. But ny father's wll.

"Yes, | know. " Lord Kalthon waved that away and | ooked at the di agram agai n.
"Ckko, lend me a pen, would you?"

Sarai watched as her father drew a line on the diagram and showed it to the
two claimants. "As Mnister of Justice to the city's overlord, | hereby claim
this parcel here . He pointed with the borrowed quill. " .as city
property, to be conpensated for according to | aw and custom at the val ue of
its last transfer of ownership, which | hereby determne to be five rounds of
silver, payable in full fromthe city's treasury. | also hereby direct that
the city shall sell this property to Captain Aldran, in compensation for his



years of faithful service to his overlord, at a price of five rounds of
silver, to be paid by deduction fromhis salary. Al interest and carrying
charges are hereby waived, by order of the Mnister of Justice.”

"But that well's worth nore than that!" the nerchant objected.
Lord Kalthon asked himwearily, "And the rest of that land isn't?"
“th, . "

"I'n the nanme of Ederd the Fourth, Overlord of Ethshar of the Sands, Triunvir
of the Hegenony of the Three Ethshars, Comander of the Holy Arm es, and
Def ender of the Gods," Lord Kalthon said, "let it be done."

Sarai adm red the decision

If she had been in her father's place, she would have had Okko determ ne the
contents of that original contract; then either the captain or the merchant
woul d presumably have won outright. Either the captain's famly would be left
wi t hout the water source they had relied on for decades, or the merchant woul d
be deprived of the inheritance he had depended upon and had borrowed noney
agai nst. One man woul d have had nmore than he needed, the other nothing.

And maeking a conprom se—el |, neither man had been particularly interested in
a conprom se, surely, or the question wouldn't have reached her father. By

i nvoki ng his power as the overlord' s agent he had renoved any possibility of
arguing with the results or renegotiating the agreenent later. Quite possibly
neit her man was happy—the nerchant had | ess than he hoped, and the sol dier
woul d be paying for what he had thought he al ready owned—but the natter was
settled, and both had come away with what they needed, if not what they

want ed.

It wasn't necessarily exactly what the | aw demanded, but it settled the
matter.

And, it occurred to her, Bardec's case had done the sane thing. Gving the
worman the extra noney had helped to settle the matter. It mght, perhaps, have
been fairer if the overlord' s court had taken the additional paynent as a fine
and kept it, since in fact it was a penalty for perjury and for accusing the
court, in the person of kko, of inconpetence—but that m ght have | ooked

gr eedy.

The inmportant thing, Sarai saw, was to settle the question, one way or

anot her, and wi t hout | eaving anyone any nmore angry about it than necessary. If
Bardec's nmoney had gone to the city treasury, he could have accused Lord
Kal t hon of greed, of being nore concerned with noney than with justice; if the
mer chant had sinply been required to sell the well to the captain, there could
have been any nunber of del ays and conplications, arguments about price and
interest, and so forth. Her father was avoiding all that.

She remenbered sonething that had been said at the dinner table once, when
they had had Lord Torrut, conmander of the city guard, as their guest. Her
father had joked about how Lord Torrut mght as well be called the Mnister of
War, since that's what soldiers do, they nake war—but nen everyone woul d want
to get rid of him since there hadn't been a war for two hundred years. Lord
Torrut had countered that perhaps Kalthon should be called Mnister of Peace,
since his job was to nmake peace—but there hadn't been all that much peace in
the past two hundred years, either

Bot h nen had | aughed, and Lord Kalthon had said, "W both keep the peace,



Torrut, and well you knowit."

It was true, Sarai saw-they both kept the peace. The city guard was the whip

to threaten the horse, and the city courts the apple to reward it. People had
to be reasonably satisfied with the results, when they took their disputes to
the overlord' s courts; they didn't really care what the laws said, only

whet her the disputes went away and the results | ooked fair.

Looked fair.
That was sonething she really hadn't thought about before.

And she'd conpletely forgotten about the sloping floor until she | ooked down
at the next pair, defendant and plaintiff.

Her mouth fell open in a way nost unbecom ng a young nobl ewoman as the case
was described. Kallia of the Broken Hand, a denonol ogi st, accused Herenon the
Mage of stealing certain esoteric substances from her workshop; Herenon deni ed
t he charge.

A wi zard, accused of theft? And no nere apprentice, but a nmage?

"Very well, Ckko," Lord Kalthon said, turning to his the-urgist, "what
actual Iy happened here?"

kko frowned, and his nervous fingers finally stopped nmoving.
"My lord," he said, "I have no idea."
Lord Kalthon stared at the theurgist.

"I"'msorry, Lord Kalthon," Okko said, "but the differing magical auras
surrounding the alleged crime are sufficient to confuse even the gods.
cannot get a plain and trustwrthy answer to even the sinplest question.”

"I hate these cases," Kalthon muttered; Sarai didn't think anyone heard him
save herself and perhaps Ckko. Then he sat up straighter and announced, "Let
the accuser stand forth."

Kallia of the Broken Hand strode up the long room her |ong black cloak
swirling behind her, her face hidden by a deep hood and her hands conceal ed in
bl ack suede gl oves. She stopped, gathered her cloak, and stood before the

M nister of Justice.

"Show your face in the overlord' s pal ace, magician," Kalthon said, irritation
in his tone.

Kallia flung back the hood; her face was thin and pale, her straight hair was
bl ack and worn | ong and unadorned. The three vivid red scratches that ran down
one side of her face, fromtenple to jaw, stood out in shocking contrast to
her colorless features. She glared defiantly at Lord Kalthon.

"Speak," Kalthon told her

"What woul d you have nme say?" Kallia denmanded. "'I've told ny story and been
called a liar. | know what you people all think of denmpnol ogists, and it's
true we deal with creatures even worse than humans, but that doesn't make us
all nurderers and thieves."

"Nobody here said it did," Kalthon said miIdly. "If the overlords of the



Hegenmony bel i eved denonol ogy to be inherently evil they would have outl awed
it. W accept that your occupation does not condemm you—and at any rate,
you're here as the accuser. |'ve been given a summary of your claim but 1'd
like to hear it all fromyour own nmouth."

"It's sinmple enough,” Kallia said, slightly nollified. "Her-enon robbed ny
shop—+ woke up when | heard the noise, and | | ooked down the stairs and saw
himleaving with his arnms full. He didn't see me, and | didn't say anything,
because | was unarned and defensel ess, and he's a powerful w zard. Wen | cane
downstairs | found that several of my bel ongi ngs were m ssing."

"What sort of bel ongi ngs?"
Kallia hesitated, and Kalthon allowed his expression to grow i npatient.

"Blood," Kallia said, "jars of different kinds of blood. And gold, and a few
smal | gems, and some snmall animal s—a ferret, sone mice, certain rare insects.”

"These are things you need in your, um in your business?" Kalthon asked,
stroki ng his beard.

"Does it matter?" Kallia asked wearily. "It mght."

Kallia frowned. "Then yes, | need themin ny work. Denons often demand payment
for their services—blood, or gold, or lives, usually." She turned and shout ed
at the observers at the room s | ower end, "Not always human |ives!"

Sarai, perversely, found herself grinning at the worman's defi ance and forced
hersel f to stop.

Kal t hon nodded. "And you believe the thief to have been this Herenon the
Mage?"

"I know it was he, ny lord!" Kallia insisted. "I saw his face plainly and his
robe, the same one he wears now | see himal nbst every day; there could be no
m st ake. And who but a wi zard would want things like virgin's bl ood?"

"Anyone who thought to sell them" Kalthon said calmy. "Particularly when
there's gold, as well. So you know Her enon?"

"OfF course! Qur shops are across the street from one another, on Wzard Street
in Eastside."”

Kal t hon stroked his beard again. "And you are rivals, perhaps?"

Kal l'ia | ooked perplexed. "I had not thought so, Lord Kalthon, but why else
woul d he choose to rob ne?"

Sarai watched as the interrogation continued. The question of how the thief
had gotten into the shop cane up; the door had

been broken. Kallia was asked why she had had no magi cal protections for her
gold and gens, and she explained that she did have protection: a mnor denon,
a naneless inp, really, served as her nightwatch. The creature had been found
dead—further proof, if any beyond the sight of Kallia's own eyes was needed,
that the thief was a magician of some power.

Several of the observers were grow ng visibly bored; nost trials were mnmuch
briefer, with Okko settling matters of fact in short order, allow ng Lord
Kalthon to get directly to the matter of setting the penalty. This case, on
the heel s of the boundary di spute over the soldier's well, was dragging things



out unbearably.

The next area of questioning was a little nore delicate. Gven that Kallia was
a denonol ogist, with many of the resources of Hell at her beck and call, why
had she resorted to the courts for justice, instead of sinply sending a denon
after Herenon?

It took some coaxing before she would admit that she was afraid. Herenon was
not some nere apprentice; he was a nmage and was reputed to be high in the

| ocal hierarchy of the Wzards' @Quild, a Quildmaster perhaps—though of course,
no outsider could ever know for sure anything that went on in that Guild.
Kallia feared that if she took personal vengeance upon Herenon, the Guild
woul d retaliate—f, indeed, whatever denon she sent succeeded in the first

pl ace; there was no telling what magi cal defenses the mage ni ght have,
particularly since he would surely be expecting sone sort of reaction

She had not cared to risk the enmity of the Wzards' @uild. People who angered
i ndi vi dual wi zards mght |ive; people who angered the Wzards' Guild did not.
So she had resorted to the overlord' s governnent and appealed to the Lord

Magi strate of Eastside, who had passed the whole affair on to the pal ace.

And here she was, and what was Lord Kalthon going to do about it?

Lord Kal thon sighed, thanked her for her testinony, and dism ssed her. Herenon
t he Mage was call ed forward.

"My lord,"” he said, "I amat a loss to explain this. Kallia is ny nei ghbor
and | had thought that we were friends, after a fashion, and there can be no
doubt that her shop was robbed, for | saw the broken door and the dead denon
nmysel f, but why she should accuse ne | cannot guess. | swear, by all the gods
and unseen powers, that | have never set foot in her shop w thout her
invitation and that | did not break her door, nor slay the denon, nor take
anyt hi ng from her shop."

"Yet she says she saw you there,"” Kalthon pointed out. "She lies," Herenon
said. "What else can it be?" The questioning continued, but nothing el se of
any use cane out. Herenon woul d not speak of the Wzards' Guild, insisting
that he had sworn an oath to reveal nothing about it and that it was not
rel evant.

Lord Kal thon sighed again, nore deeply this tine, and waved the wi zard away.
When the participants were out of earshot he |eaned over and asked Okko, "Wo
l'ied?"

The theurgi st | ooked up at himand turned up an enpty palm "My lord," he

said, "I don't know. By ny divinations, the wi zard spoke nothi ng but truth—but
there are spells that would conceal lies fromne, sinple spells that even an
apprentice mght use, and that a mage of Heremon's ability . . ."He didn't

bot her finishing the sentence.

"What of the woman?" the M nister of Justice asked. Ckko shook his head. "Lord
Kal t hon, she is so tainted with denon scent that the gods |I confer with wll
not admit she exists at all, and can say not hi ng about whether she lies."

"Dam." He considered. "kko, you know sonet hi ng about the other schools of
magi ¢, don't you?"

Okko eyed the minister warily and hesitated before replying, "Alittle."

"Who can tell if a denmpnol ogist is lying? Wo can't a w zard fool ?"



ko thought that over very carefully, then shrugged. "I would guess," he
said, "that one denonol ogist could tell if another were engaged in trickery.
And |'m sure that one w zard, properly trained, can detect another's spells."

"Then can you find nme a denonol ogi st we can trust? One who has no prior
connection with this Kallia? And we'll need a wi zard, one who's not in the
Wzards' Guild ..."

ko held up a hand. "No, ny lord," he said. "All w zards are nmenbers of the
@uild. For anyone not in the @Quild, to practice wizardry is to comit
suicide." "Well... do your best, then." "As you wi sh." Ckko bowed his head.
Lord Kalthon straightened in his chair and announced, "This case cannot be
deci ded today. All parties hereto will return here tomorrow at this sane tine.
Failure to appear will be accounted an adm ssion of guilt and a crine agai nst
t he Hegernony, punishable at the overlord' s pleasure; if there is anyone who
has a problemw th that, tell my clerk. Next case."

Sarai sat, only half listening, as the next case, a local nmagistrate's son
accused of rape, was presented. She was thinking over the two magici ans
st at ement s.

I f Herenon was |ying, then why had he robbed Kallia? A successful w zard
didn't need to resort to theft, not for the sort of things taken fromKalli a.
Even dragon's bl ood was not so rare or precious as all that. There were
supposed to be substances w zards used that woul d be al nbst inpossible to
obtain, but they weren't anything a denonol ogi st woul d have.

But then, if Herenmon had not robbed Kallia, why would she say that he had?
What coul d she hope to gain by making fal se accusations? Coul d she perhaps
have sonme use for Heremon? M ght she need a wi zard's soul to appease sone

denon?

Sarai shook her head. Nobody knew what denonol ogi sts ni ght need except ot her
denonol ogi sts. That m ght be the expl anation, but she wasn't going to figure
it out; she didn't know enough about the so-called black arts.

Coul d there perhaps be sonething el se at work?

The case before her father inpinged slightly upon her thoughts, and she
considered the fact that Kallia, while not young and of no remarkabl e beauty,
was a reasonably attractive woman, while Herenmon was a dignified and
personable man of late mddle age. Could there be sonme sort of romantic, or at
any rate sexual, situation involved here? Nobody had nentioned spouses on

ei ther side of the dispute.

But both Kallia and Herenon had plenty of resources at their disposal; why
woul d either of themresort to robbery, or false accusations of robbery?

If Herenmon were, in fact, the thief, why did he break in through the front
door and generally make such a ness of the job? He might not have any
experience at burglary, but he wasn't stupid, to have attained his present
status—the title "mage" was only given to a wi zard of proven ability, one who
had trai ned apprentices and who had denonstrated mastery of many spells.

And if Herenon was not the thief, who was? Had Kallia broken her own door and
killed her own denon, to fake the theft? Killing a denon did not seemlike a
trivial matter, especially not for a demonol ogi st, who woul d need to deal wth
ot her demons on a fairly regul ar basis.



Sarai mulled the whole thing over carefully.

When court was finally adjourned, she and her father returned to their
apartments for a late supper. Kalthon the Younger and his nurse had waited for
them so the nmeal was hurried, and afterward Lord Kalthon settled at little
Kalthon's side to tell hima bedtime story.

Sarai mght ordinarily have stayed to |listen—she |oved a good story, and her
father's were soneti nes excell ent—but toni ght she had ot her plans. |nstead,
she put on her traveling cloak and headed for the door

Her father |ooked up, startled. "Were are you goi ng?"
"I just want to check on sonething," she said.

Kal t hon the Younger coughed; he was a sickly child, always down with one
illness or another, while Sarai was a healthy young woman, able to take care
of herself. "All right," Lord Kalthon said, "be careful." He turned back to
his son and continued, "So Val der the king's son took the enchanted sword ..."
Sarai closed the door quietly on her way out, and a few m nutes | ater she was
riding one of the overlord' s horses down Snallgate Street toward Eastside,
toward Wzard Street.

CHAPTER 4

Lord Kalthon drumed his fingers on the armof his chair.

"Let's go through it once nore,
happened here?"

he said angrily. "You, the denonol ogi st —ahat

"Rander of Southbeach, ny lord," the denonol ogist said, with a tight little
bow and a twitch of the bl ack-enbroidered skirts of his black robes.

"I didn't ask your bloody nane" Lord Kalthon shouted. "I asked what happened!
Did Herenon the Mage rob Kallia of the Broken Hand or not?"

Rander's attenpt at an ingratiating smle vanished. He gl anced hesitantly at
the others, then said, "My lord, ny arts show that Kallia has spoken the truth
as she knows it."

Lord Kalthon glared at him "And?" he said.

"And so has Herenon the Mage," the denpnol ogi st adnmitted reluctantly.
"And you can't resolve this contradiction?"

"No. "

Lord Kalthon snorted and turned to the plunp worman in the green robe. "I know
you; you've testified before me before. Mereth of the Gol den Door, isn't it?"
"Yes, ny lord." She bobbed politely. "Well?"

"My lord,"” she said, in a pleasant contralto that Sarai envied, "like the
denonol ogi st, mnmy spells have achi eved confusing and contradictory results. 1|,
too, find that both Kallia and Herenon speak the truth as they know it.
Further, | can detect no distortion of menory in either of them | used a
scrying spell to see the crine with ny own eyes, and | saw what Kallia

descri bed—Herenon taking the gold and ot her things; but when | used anot her
divination, | was told that Heremon did not. | fear that some very powerful



magi c i s responsible." Kalthon turned to Okko and said, "Now what?" Okko

hesi tated, and | ooked very unhappy indeed. "Perhaps a witch ..." he began
Sarai cl eared her throat.

Kal t hon turned an inquisitive eye toward his daughter. "Sarai," he asked, "was
t here something you wanted to say?" "My lord," she said, secretly enjoying her
father's startled reaction to this formal address from his daughter, "I have
undertaken a little study of ny own involving this case, and perhaps | can
save everyone sone tinme and further aggravation by explaining just what |
bel i eve to have happened.”

Lord Kalthon stared at her, smiling slightly. "Speak, then," he said.

"Really, it's not as difficult as all that," Sarai said, stalling for tinme as
her nerve suddenly failed her for a noment. What if she was wong? Her
father's smile had vani shed, she saw, replaced with a puzzled frown.

She took a deep breath and continued. "Kallia swears that she saw Herenon
conmit the crime, and every indication is that she speaks the truth, that
that's exactly what she saw. Furthernore, Herenon swears that he did not
commt the crinme, and

chanmber, and then ran for it. One of the warlocks burst his heart." He gl anced
at Kal thon the Younger, who was listening intently, and then added, "I told
her to."

"What happened to the denmon?" little Kalthon asked. "The one he conjured in

t he chanber."

"The guards killed it," the Mnister of Justice replied. "Cut it to pieces
with their swords, and eventually it stopped struggling." He sighed. "I'm
afraid that Irith isn't very happy about it."

"Who's Irith?" Sarai asked.

"She's the servant who cleans the justice chanber every night," Lord Kalthon
explained. "I told her that if she couldn't get the stain out, not to worry,
we'd hire a magician to do it."

"WIl you really?"

"Maybe, " Kalthon said. "W've certainly used plenty of nagic already on this
case." He sighed. "Mdxre than | |like. There are too damm many magicians in this
city."

Sarai nodded.

"And that rem nds nme, Sarai," her father said, picking up the last drunstick.
"Have you been dabbling in magic, perhaps?"

Sarai blinked, astonished. "No, sir," she said. "Of course

not .

"So you really figured out that it was this Katherian all by yourself, then?
Just using your own good sense?"

Sarai nodded. "Yes, Father," she said.

Kalthon bit into the drunstick, chewed thoughtfully, and swallowed. "That was
good thinking, then," he said at last. "Very good."



"Thank you," Sarai said, |ooking down at her plate.

"You know, " her father continued, "we use Ckko and the other nmagicians to

sol ve nost of the puzzles we get. | nean, the cases where it's a question of
what the facts are, rather than just settling an argument where the facts are
known. "

"Yes, sir," Sarai said, "l'd noticed that."

"Every so often, though, we do get cases like this one, with Kallia and

Her emon and Kat herian, and sometinmes they're real tangles. They usually seem
to invol ve magi ci ans, which doesn't hel p any—such as the one where a man who'd
been turned to stone a hundred years ago was brought back to life, and we had
to find out who enchanted him and then deci de who owned his old house, and
whet her he coul d prosecute the heirs of the wizard who enchanted him and for
that matter we couldn't be sure the wizard hinself was really dead . . ."He
shook his head. "Or all the ness after the Ni ght of Madness, before you were
bom~your grandfather handl ed nost of that, but | helped out." He gestured at
Kal t hon the Younger. "Yjur brother will probably be the next M nister of
Justice, you know—+t's traditional for the heir to be the el dest son, skipping
daughters, and | don't think Ederd' s going to change that. But | think we
could use you—after today, | think it would be a shame not to use wits like
yours."

"Use me how?" Sarai asked warily.
"As an investigator," her father said. "Sonmeone who goes out and finds out
what's going on in the difficult cases. Sonmeone who knows about different

ki nds of magic, but isn't a magician herself. 1'd like to ask the overlord to
nane you as the first Lord—er rather, the first Lady of Investigation for

Et hshar of the Sands. Wth a salary and an office here in the pal ace."

Sarai thought it over for a noment, then asked, "But what would | actually
do?"

"Usual ly, nothing," the Mnister of Justice replied. "Like the Lord
Executioner. But if there's ever anything that needs to be studied and
expl ai ned, something where we can't just ask Ckko or sone other mmgician, it
woul d be your job to study it and then explain it to the rest of us."

Sarai frowned. "But | can't know everything," she said.
"OfF course not," her father agreed. "But you can |earn as nuch as you can. The
overlord doesn't expect his officers to be perfect.™

Sarai, renenbering what she had heard of Ederd IV, overlord of Ethshar of the
Sands, wasn't any too sure of that. "Wat would I do when I can't..."

"You woul d do the best you can," her father interrupted. "Like any of the
city's officials.” "I'd need help sonetines,"” Sarai said. "You d be given the
authority to call on the guard for help—I'Il ask Lord Torrut to assign you a
regul ar assistant. And you could hire others."

"Father, if we need sonmeone to figure out these things, why hasn't anyone
al ready been given the job?"

Lord Kalthon sniled wyly. "Because we never thought of it. W' ve al ways
i nprovi sed, done it all new every tine."



"Have you tal ked to the overlord yet?"

"No," Lord Kalthon admtted. "I wanted to see whether you wanted the job
first."”

"l don't know," Sarai admtted.

There they left the matter for a sixnight; then one evening Lord Kalthon
nmentioned, "l spoke to the overlord today."

"Ch?" Sarai asked, nervously.

Her father nodded. "He wants you to be his investigator, as | suggested. And
think he'd like the job to include nore than | originally intended—he was
tal ki ng about gathering information fromother [ands, as well, to help him
keep up with events. He doesn't |ike surprises, you know, he wasn't at al
happy that he had no warni ng about the rise of the Enpire of Vond, in the
Smal | Ki ngdons, two years ago."

"But | don't know anything about..." Sarai began

"You could learn,"” Kalthon replied.

"l don't know," Sarai said. "I don't like it. | need time to think about it."
"So think about it," her father answered.

In truth, she found the idea of being paid to study foreign | ands

fascinati ng—but the responsibilities and the fact that she would be reporting
to the overlord hinself were frightening.

Still, a sixnight later, she agreed to take the job.
CHAPTER 5
"We'll go on to the next step tomorrow,” the w zard said, putting the dagger

asi de. The apprentice nodded, and Tabaea, watching fromthe |anding, got
quickly and silently to her feet and padded swiftly up the stairs. Her candle
had gone out, and she dared not |ight another, so she noved by feel and
menory. She knew she had to be out of the house before the two came upstairs
and found her, so she wasted no tine in the thefts she had originally planned.
Her sack still hung enpty at her belt as she made her way back through the
wor kshop, the hal lway, and the parl or

It was in the parlor that she stunbl ed over sonething in the dark and al nost
fell. Light glinted fromthe hallway; the wizard and his apprentice were in

t he workroom Frightened, Tabaea dropped to her knees and crept on all fours

t hrough the dining salon, and finally out to the nudroom There she got to her
feet and escaped into the darkness of the alley beyond.

It was later than she had realized; nmost of the torches and | anterns over the
doors had been allowed to burn out for the night, and Grandgate Market's gl ow
and murnur had faded to al nbst nothing. Grand Street was enpty.

She hesitated. She had cone down to G andgate Market in unfulfilled hopes of
filching a few choice itens fromthe buyers and sellers there; the wzard's
house had caught her eye as she passed on her way to the square, and she had
turned down the alley on her way home. All she should do now was to go on the
rest of the way, north and west, back to her famly's house in Northangle.



But it was so very dark in that direction, and the streets of Ethshar weren't
safe at night. There were robbers and slavers and, she thought with a gl ance
eastward at Wzard Street, quite possibly other, |ess natural, dangers. But
what choice did she have?

Life didn't give her very many choices, she thought bitterly. It was no nore
than a mle to her honme, and nost of it would be al ong two maj or avenues,
Grand Street and Mdway Street; it would only be the last two bl ocks that
woul d take her into the real depths of the city. One of those bl ocks was al ong
Wall Street, beside Wall Street Field, where all the thieves and beggars
lived. That was not safe at night. But what choice did she have?

She shuddered and set out on her way, thinking as she wal ked how pl easant it
woul d be to be a wizard, and to be able to go fearl essly wherever one pl eased,
al ways knowi ng that magic protected one. O to be rich or powerful and have
guards—but that had its drawbacks, of course; the guards would find out your
secrets, would always know where you had been, and when

No, magic was better. If she were a wizard, |ike the one whose house she had
been in ...

She frowned. Wul d he know sonmeone had been in the house? She hadn't taken
anyt hi ng, hadn't even broken anything—the lock on the alley door had a few
scratches, and a few things nmight be out of place, but she hadn't taken

anyt hing, and really,

it had been that weird little green creature that had di sturbed the papers and
so forth.

Even if the w zard knew she had been there, he probably wouldn't bother to do
anyt hi ng about it.

As long, that is, as he didn't realize she'd been spying on himwhile he
taught his apprentice about the athane thing. That was obviously a deep, dark
W zards' Cuild secret; if anyone found out she had heard so nuch about it she
was probably as good as dead.

Whi ch neant that so far, no one had found out. And even with his nagic, how
could the wizard find out? She hadn't left any evidence, and he woul dn't know
what questions to ask.

She wi shed she had heard even nore, of course; she had heard a little about
what an athame could do and the instructions for preparing to performthe
ritual to work the spell to create an athane, but not much nore than that. It
was obviously a long, conplicated procedure to nmake an athane, and she didn't
real ly know just what one was.

It had to be a magic knife of sone kind, obviously a powerful and inportant
one, but beyond that she really wasn't very clear on what it was for. The
wi zard had described several side effects, little extras, but she'd cone in
too late to hear the nore basic parts.

If she had one with her, though, she was sure she would feel much, nuch safer
on Wal|l Street. It was a shane she hadn't heard all of the instructions for
maki ng one. She had only heard the beginning. To get the rest she would have
to go back the next night.

She stopped abruptly and stood notionless for a | ong nonent, there in the
m ddl e of Grand Street, about four blocks west of Wzard Street. The newrisen
| esser nmoon gl owed pi nk above her, tinting the shadows, while a few late
torches and Iit windows spilled a brighter light across her path, but nothing



noved, and the night was eerily silent.
If she went back the next night, she could hear the rest.

And if she | earned the procedure, or cerenony, or spell, or whatever it was,
she coul d nake herself an at hane.

And why not go back?

Oh, certainly there was sone risk involved; she mght be spotted at any tine.
But the reward would be worth the risk, wouldn't it?

She threw a gl ance back over her shoul der, then started running onward, back
t oward hone.

She nade it wi thout incident, other than dodgi ng around drunkards and cri ppl es
on Wall Street and briefly glinpsing a party of slavers in the distance, their
nets held | oose and ready.

She got hone safely. And all the way, she was pl anning.

And the next night, when darkness had fallen, she again crept into the alley
behi nd the wi zard's house, listening intently, waiting for her eyes to adjust
to the darkness. This time, though, she carried a small shuttered | antern that
she had appropriated froma nei ghbor in Northangle. Entering on a whimwas al
very well, but it was better to be prepared.

If she found any sign at all that her earlier visit had been detected, she
prom sed herself that she would turn and fl ee.

The [ ock was just as she renmenbered; she opened one | antern-shutter enough to
get a look at it and saw no scratches or other nmarks from her previous entry.
Unl ocking it again took only a nmonent.

The nmudr oom beyond was just as she renenbered, and, as she glanced around, she
realized that she had, in fact, stolen sonething—the candl e she had burned for
light. In a household as rich as this, though, she was reasonably confi dent
that the loss of a single candle would go unnoti ced.

The di ni ng sal on was al so undi sturbed; when she shined her |antern about,
however, the teapot raided in its cabinet and turned away in annoyance.

The plant in the parlor was still waving; the nantel where the little creature
had sat was enpty.

A few t hings had been noved around in the workroom but she assuned that was
just a result of normal use. Nothing seened to be any nore seriously
di sarrayed than before.

At the entrance to the cellars she encountered her first real obstacle: the
door was | ocked.

She put her ear to it and listened intently and heard the w zard's voice. He
was beginning the night's | esson-his voice had that droning, |lecturing tone to
it.

Frantically, she set to work on the | ock, and discovered, to her relief, that
it was no better than the one on the alley door. Really, it was disgraceful
the way the wi zard was so carel ess about these things! If she ever becane a
rich and powerful w zard, she would rmake sure that she had better |ocks than



these. Relying entirely on magic couldn't be w se.

And she hadn't even seen any sign of magic; really, the wi zard appeared to be
relying entirely on his reputation, and that was just plain foolish.

The door swung open, and she slipped through, closing it carefully behind her
maki ng sure it neither |atched nor | ocked. Wth the lantern shuttered tight
she crept down, step by step, to the | anding.

And just as the night before, there sat the wizard and his apprentice, facing
each other across the center of that rug. The w zard was holding a silver
dagger and discussing the qualities inportant in a knife—not magica

qualities, but basics like bal ance, sharpening, and what nmetals would hold an
edge. Tabaea placed her lantern to one side and settled down, stretched out on
her belly with her chin on her hands, to listen.

It was scarcely ten minutes later that the wi zard finished his disquisition on
bl ades and began explaining the purification rituals that would prepare a

kni fe for athamezation. Tabaea watched, fascinated. N ght after night, she
crept in and watched. Until finally, there came the night, after studying this
one ritual, this one spell, for over a nonth, when the apprenti ce—her nane,
Tabaea had | earned, was Lirrin—at last attenpted to performit herself.

Tabaea returned for the conclusion of the cerenony, the grand finale in which
the apprentice would trap a part of her own soul in the enchanted dagger that
the wi zards called an at hame. She settled down, once again, on her belly and
lay on the stone |landing, staring down at the two figures bel ow

Lirrin had been at it for nore than twenty-three hours, Tabaea knew, w thout
food or rest. Her master, Seremthe Wse, had sat by her side, watching and
cal ling what advice he could the entire tine.

Tabaea, the uninvited observer, had not done anything of the sort. She had

wat ched the begi nning of the spell, then slipped away and gone about her

busi ness. Throughout the day she had soneti nmes paused and thought, "Now she's
rai sing the bl ade over her head for the long chant,” or "It nmust be time for
the third ritual cleaning," but she had not let it distract her fromthe nore
urgent matter of finding food and appropriating any noney left sufficiently
unguarded. When she at l|last returned, the silver knife was glittering white,
and Tabaea really didn't think it was just a trick of the light. The spell was
doi ng sonet hing, certainly.

She coul d hear fatigue in the master's voice as he murmured encouragenent; the
apprentice was far too busy concentrating on the spell to say anything, but
surely she, too, nust be exhausted.

Perhaps it was the certainty that the objects of her scrutiny were tired, or
fascination with this clinmax, or just overconfi-dence acquired in her many
undetected visits, but Tabaea had crept further forward than ever before, her
face pressed right against the iron railing. The black nmetal was cool against
her cheek as she stared.

Lirrin finished her chant and placed her bl oody hands on the shining dagger's
hilt; blood was sneared on her face, as well, her own bl ood nmixed with ash and
sweat and other things. It seened to Tabaea that the girl had to force her
hands down, as if sonmething were trying to push them back, away fromthe
weapon.

Then Lirrin's hands closed on the | eather-wapped grip, and her entire body
spasned suddenly. She nade a thick grunting noise; the dagger |eaped up, not



as if she were lifting it, but as if it were pulling her hands upward.

Sonet hi ng fl ashed; Tabaea could not say what it was, or just where, or what
color it was. She was not sure it was actually light at all, but "flash" was
the only word that seened to fit. For an instant she couldn't see.

She blinked. Her vision cleared, and she saw Lirrin rising to her feet, the
new made athane in her right hand, any unnatural gl ow vani shed. The dagger

| ooked li ke an ordinary belt knife—of better quality than nost, perhaps, but
not hi ng unreasonable. The girl's face was still snmeared with bl ack and red,
her hair was a tangled ness, her apprentice's robe was winkled, stained, and
dusty, but she was no longer transfigured or trenbling; she was just a dirty
young girl holding a knife. She | ooked up, straight at Tabaea. Tabaea froze.

"Master,"” Lirrin said, tired and puzzled, "who's that?" She pointed.
Seremturned to | ook, startled.

When the wi zard's eyes nmet her own, Tabaea unfroze. She |eaped to her feet and
spun on her heel, then dashed up the short flight of steps. She ran out

t hrough the w zard's workroom as fast as she could and careened out into the
utter darkness of the hallway. Myving by feel, no | onger worryi ng about naking
noi se or knocki ng things over, she charged down the hall, through the parlor
and di ning sal on, banging a shin against the animated fanning plant's pot in
the parlor, sending one of the ornately carved dining chairs to the floor

The door to the nmudroom was open; she tunbled through it, tripping over
somebody' s boots, and groped for the door to the alley before she even
regai ned her feet.

Then she was out and stunbling along the hard-packed dirt toward the |ight of
Grand Street. She was breathing too hard to seriously listen for pursuit, but
at any rate she heard no shouting, no threats, none of the unnatural sounds

t hat acconpani ed sonme spells.

At the comer she hesitated not an instant in turning toward G andgate Market,
even though that neant passing in front of the house. The narketpl ace crowds
wer e unquestionably the best place to | ose herself. She hoped that Serem and
Lirrin hadn't gotten a good | ook at her and that Serem had no nagic that could
ferret her out once she was |ost.

By the time she had gone three bl ocks she felt she could risk a | ook back over
her shoul der. She saw no sign of Seremor Lirrin and slowed to a wal k.

If they spotted her now, she would just plead innocent, claimthey had
m st aken her for sonmeone el se.

O course, if they insisted on taking her anyway, and if they had sone nmagical
means of discovering the truth, or if they had none thensel ves but took her to
the overlord' s Mnister of Justice, who reportedly kept several mmgicians

around for just such matters . . . well, if anything |ike that happened, she
woul d just have to throw herself on sonebody's nmercy and hope that the penalty
wasn't too harsh. After all, she hadn't actually stol en anything.

She gl anced back again and saw lights in the wi ndows of Serem s house; the
shutters had been opened, and |light was pouring out into the streets.

Maybe t hey thought she was still inside somewhere—but that was silly. She
hadn't even taken the tine to close the all eyway door behind her



Vel |, whatever they thought, they weren't conming after her, as far as she
could see. She let out a small gasp of relief. And the market square—wahi ch was
called that even though it was six-sided and not square at all—was just ahead.
In only seconds she woul d be safe.

Then the arched door at the corner of G and and Wzard opened, spilling light,
and even from four bl ocks away Tabaea coul d see that Serem stood sil houetted
against it, peering out. Tabaea shuddered and forced herself not to run, and
then she was in Grandgate Market, in the mlling crowds.

Even so, even after she had seen Serem march out into the street, glare in al
directions, and then go back inside, it was hours before she felt at all safe.
It was two days before she dared go hone, and two sixnights before she dared
pass within a bl ock of Serem s house.

CHAPTER 6

During the days following Lirrin's athamezati on, Tabaea reviewed the ritua
repeatedly, both silently and al oud. Tessa and Thennis heard her munbling the
i ncant ati ons and nocked her when she refused to expl ai n—but that was nornal
enough.

The whol e question of how to use what she had | earned was a baffling one. The
secret of the athame was clearly one of the nost inportant nysteries of the
W zards' Guild, and therefore trenendously val uabl e—but how coul d she cash in
on it? There was a word that described people who crossed the Wzards' CGuild,
by stealing fromthem or attenpting to blackmail them—the word was "dead."

So she couldn't do anything at all that would bring her to the attention of
the @Guild. That left two other options: sell the secret el sewhere, or use it
hersel f.

And where el se could she sell it?

W zards and sorcerers were traditional enemies, so one afternoon in Sunmerheat
she strolled over to Magician Street, in Northside, and wandered into a
sorcerer's shop. The proprietor didn't notice her for several mnutes, which
gave her a chance to | ook around.

The place didn't |ook very magical; there were no animated plants, no strange
skull's or glowing tapestries or peculiar bottles. There were sonme tools, but
t hey | ooked as appropriate for a tinker or a jeweler as for a magician—pliers
and hammers and so forth. Assorted colored wires hung on one wall, and
crystals were displayed on another, but Tabaea, who had a conpetent thief's
wor ki ng knowl edge of precious stones and netals, quickly concluded that none
of these were particularly val uable.

The sorcerer finally realized she was there; he took in her youth and ragged
appearance in an instant, and said, "lI'mnot |ooking for an apprentice just
now, young lady." "I'mfifteen," Tabaea replied, annoyed. "M/ apol ogi es, then
What can | do for you?" Tabaea hesitated; she had thought over a dozen
possi bl e openings wi thout definitely choosing one, but now she could put it
of f no | onger.

M ght as well be direct, she thought. "I think |I night have sonething to sel
you," she said. "Oh?" The sorcerer was a black-haired man in his thirties,

wi th thick, bushy eyebrows that |ooked out of place on his rather pale and
narrow face. Those eyebrows now rose questioningly. "Wat mght that be? Have
you found an interesting artifact, perhaps? Sone relic of the Northern

Enpi re?"



"No," Tabaea said, startled. "There were never any Northerners around here."

"True enough. Then it was around here that you found whatever it is? "

"Yes. It's not an artifact—+t's a piece of information." The sorcerer frowned,
his eyebrows descending. "I amnot usually in the business of buying
i nformation," he said.

"It's about w zards,"
Voi ce.

Tabaea said, a note of desperation creeping into her

The sorcerer blinked. "I ama sorcerer, young |ady, not a w zard. You do know
the difference, don't you?"

"Yes, of course, | do!" Tabaea replied angrily. Then, cal m ng, she corrected
herself. "Or at least, | knowthere is a difference. And | know that you
people don't |ike w zards, so | thought maybe . . . well, | found out a secret
about wizards." "And you thought that it mght be of interest to sorcerers?"

Tabaea nodded. "That's right," she said.

The sorcerer studied her for a nonent, then asked, "And what price were you
asking for this secret?"

Tabaea had given that sonme thought and had deci ded that a hundred pounds of
gol d woul d be about right—-a thousand rounds, that would be, equal to eight
hundred t housand copper bits. That was nost of a million. She would be rich
she woul dn't need to ever steal again. Magicians were all rich—sell, the good
ones, anyway, nost of them surely, they could afford to pay her even so
fabul ous a sum as that.

But now she found she couldn't bring herself to speak the numbers al oud. Eight
hundred t housand bits—t was just too fantastic.

"l hadn't decided," she lied.

The sorcerer clicked his tongue synpathetically and shook his head in disnay.
"Really, child," he said, "you need to | earn nore about business. Let ne ask,
then—woul d this secret help nme in my own business? Wuld it et nme take
custoners away fromthe w zards?"

Tabaea hadn't thought about that. "I don't know, " she admitted. Attenpting a
recovery, she added, "But the w zards really don't want anyone to know about
it

The sorcerer frowned again. "lIn that case, isn't this a dangerous bit of
know edge to have? How did you conme by it?" "I can't say," Tabaea said, a
trifle desperately. "Well, all right, then," the sorcerer said. "I'mnot
usual ly one to buy a cl osed casket, but you've caught my interest." Tabaea
caught her breath.

"I"ll pay you four bits in silver for your secret," the sorcerer said.

Tabaea blinked. "Four bits?" she squeaked. "Half a round of silver," the
sorcerer confirmed. Tabaea stared for a monent, then turned and ran out of the
shop w t hout another word.

Later, when she could think about it clearly, she realized that the sorcerer
had really been maki ng a generous oifer. Tabaea had given himno hint of what
her secret was, no reason to think it would be profitable for himto know



it—and in fact, she saw now that it would probably not be profitable.

W zards and sorcerers were traditional rivals, but they weren't blood enenies.
Sorcerers weren't about to wage a full-scale war agai nst w zards—for one
thing, there were far nore wizards in the Wrld than sorcerers. And what
possi bl e use woul d know edge of athanezation be to any magi ci an who was not
prepared to use it against w zards?

Selling her information, she saw, sinply wasn't going to work. That |eft using
it herself as the only way to exploit it. And the only way to use it was to
make herself an athame. That certainly had its appeal; she would be a true

wi zard, then, according to what Seremthe Wse had said, even if she didn't
know any spells. And if she ever did |earn any spells, the athame woul d nake
them easier to use, if she had understood correctly. The knife would be able
to free her fromany bonds, if she could touch it. It would mark her as a

wi zard to other w zards, but not to anyone el se—and yet she would not be a
nmenber of the Guild.

And she had the inpression that there was far nore to it than she knew. She
hadn't heard all of Seremis teachings to Lirrin. She had | earned the entire
twenty-four-hour cerenony, but had missed a fair amount of the other

di scussi on about the athame. So, one bright day early in Summersend, two
months after Lirrin conpleted her own athane, Tabaea slipped out of a shop on
Armorer Street with a fine dagger tucked under her tunic, one that she had not
paid for.

The next problem now that she had the knife, was to find a place where she
could performthe spell. Her hone was out of the question, with her sisters
and her mnother and her stepfather around—f her stepfather had turned up
again, that is.

The people of the Wll Street Field had a reputation for m nding their own
busi ness, but there were surely Iimts, and the all-day ritual with its bl ood
and chanting and so forth would draw attenti on anywhere. And what if it

rai ned? Ri ght now the sunmer sun was pouring down |ike hot yell ow honey, but
the sumrer rains could cone up suddenly.

She needed somepl ace i ndoors and private, where she could be sure of an entire
day undi sturbed, and such places were not easy for a poor young wonman to find
in the crowded streets and squares of Ethshar of the Sands. Maybe, she

t hought, if she left the city . . . But no, that was crazy. She wasn't going
to leave the city. There wasn't anything out there but peasants and barbari ans
and wi | derness, except naybe in the other two Ethshars, and those would be
just as unhel pful as Ethshar of the Sands. There were places that nost people
never went, such as the gate towers and the Great Lighthouse and all the
towers that guarded the harbor, but those were manned by the overlord's
sol di ers.

She wandered al ong Arnorer Street, vaguely thinking of the South Beaches, but
with no very clear plan in mnd; she squinted agai nst the sun and dust as she
wal ked, not really |ooking where she was goi ng.

She heard a nman call sonething obscene, and a woman gi ggl ed. Tabaea | ooked up

She was at the corner of Whore Street, and a man in the yellow tunic and red
kilt of a soldier was shouting |l ewmd promi ses to a red-clad wonan on a bal cony.

Those two woul d have no trouble finding a few m nutes' privacy, she was
sure—though of course they'd have to pay for it.



That was a thought-—she could pay for it. She could rent a room-Aot here in
Sol di ertown, of course, but at a respectable inn somewhere. She was so
accustoned to stealing everything she needed that the idea of paying hadn't
occurred to her at first.

But she could, if she wanted. She had stashed away a goodly sum of noney in
her three years of thievery and had never spent nore than a few bits. Maybe
maki ng hersel f an at hame woul d be worth the expense.

It took two nore days before she worked up the nerve, but at |ast she found
herself in a small attic roomat the Inn of the Blue Crab, with the
proprietor's pronise not to allow anyone near for a day and a hal f.

She had tried to convince him w thout actually stating it, that she was a

wi zard's apprentice and that her master had assigned her sone spell that
required privacy; fear of wild magi c was about the only thing she could think
of that would reliably restrain the man's natural curiosity. She wasn't at al
sure it had worked.

She had laid in a good supply of candles for light, and a jug of reasonably
pure water—the inn's well, the innkeeper boasted, had a permanent purification
spell on it, but Tabaea suspected it was just not particularly polluted. She
couldn't have any food, she knew, but she was fairly sure that water was
perm ssi bl e. She had brought a change of clothing, for afterward. She had fire
and water and bl ood, and of course, she had her dagger. She had rested well
and was as ready as she knew how to be.

Still, she trenbled as she began the first chant, the dagger held out before
her .

The incantations, the gestures, the eerie little dance, she renmenbered t hem
all. She had no master or teacher in attendance urgi ng her on, nor any other
hel per to light candles for her, so parts of the spell had to be performed in
dar kness, but she continued, undaunted.

The attic room was warm and cl ose, and as the candl es burned down it grew
hotter and stuffier. When the candles died, it was alnost a relief—-but then
the sun came up, and by m dnorning the heat was worse than ever. She woul d
have opened the wi ndow, but to do so would have neant stepping outside the
pattern of the cerenmpony. The innkeeper woul d have conme up and opened the

wi ndow for an ordinary customer, if only to help cool the inn as a whole, but
she had forbi dden himentrance.

I f she had thought ahead, she realized, she would have had the w ndow open al
al ong. She hadn't, and she had to nake the best of it; she couldn't stop now

In fact, she was unsure whether it was literally possible to stop; she could
sense the magi cal energi es working around her, a strange, new, but
unm st akabl e sensation. She was afraid that the magic would turn agai nst her
i f she stopped, so she ignored her thirst, ignored the heat, ignored her
fatigue, and continued with the spell, sweating heavily.

Wrst of all, she could see her jug of water, and she had the bow of water
used in purifying the metal of the knife, but this part of the ritual did not
all ow her a chance to drink so nuch as a drop

Her voice gave out by nidday; she hoped that didn't matter. By that tine
exhaustion, dehydration, and heat had driven her into a state of dazed

sem consci ousness, and she continued with the spell nore out of inertia than
anyt hi ng el se.



Around mi daftenmoon she canme to a part that she could not do w thout conscious
effort. The spell called for her to draw her own bl ood, pricking her right
hand, her throat, and the skin over her heart with the dagger

Hands trenbling, she drew the necessary blood, and used it to paint the
required three synbols on the bl ade, marking the weapon as eternally hers.

The worst was yet to come, though; for the final section of the spell she
woul d need to slash open her forehead and use the point of the knife to snear
t he bl ood across her face, mixing it with the sweat and ash. That woul d mark
her as belonging to the knife, just as the three runes marked the knife as
bel ongi ng to her. She dreaded that part; she had an irrational fear that in
her weakness, she would | ose control and cut her own skull open

Still, she struggled on

The nonent cane; the bl ade shook as she raised the dagger to her brow, which
terrified her still nore. Even if she didn't cut too deep, what if she slipped
and cut an eye?

She cl osed her eyes as she drew the bl ade across the tight skin.

At first she thought she had somehow m ssed, and she reached up with her free
hand. It cane away red.

Qui ckly, she continued with the cerenony.

She coul d feel the magic around her—but sonehow, even in her unthinking state,
she began to sense that sonething had gone w ong.

Hadn't Lirrin's knife been glowing at this point?

Tabaea's wasn't. In fact, though it was hard to be certain in the deepening
twilight, the knife seemed to have gone dark, as if blackened by snoke. But
she hadn't managed to light a candle or other fire in hours; there was no
snoke in the room

She pl aced the knife before her, as the spell required, and it seened al npost
to di sappear in the gl oom

She had no choice but to continue, though. She had the final chant to get

t hrough, and then she would pick up the knife and the spell would be over—f
she coul d pick up the knife. She renmenbered Lirrin forcing her hands down as
i f against strong resistance.

She hurried through the chant as quickly as she could in her weakened,
frightened, and voiceless condition, thinking all the while that this had been
an incredibly stupid thing to try all on her own, that it was fantastically
dangerous, that it couldn't possibly work, that the knife nmight kill her when
she picked it up—and at the sane time, underneath her terror, she exulted in

t he know edge that she was working magic, that if she came through this she
woul d be a wi zard, that the dagger would be her athame, and she woul d be the
Wrld s only CGuildless w zard.

She spoke the final word and pressed her hands down toward the dagger. They
nmet no resistance at all

She cl osed her eyes against the flash as her fingers closed on the hilt.



There was no flash. The eerie sensation of magic at work faded quickly away,
and she was just a girl sitting cross-legged on the floor of a hot, airless
attic room holding an ordinary dagger

But that couldn't be true, she told herself, it wasn't possible. She blinked
in the darkness, trying to see the knife, but the daylight was gone, and the
light fromthe w ndow, conmpounded of |anterns and torches and the | esser
nmoon' s pink gl ow, wasn't enough

She dropped the dagger and groped for the candl es and her tinderbox. In a
nmonent she had a light going, and | ooked down at the knife that lay on the
bare pl anks.

It was bl ackened all over, a snpoth, even black; the silver blade stil
gl eaned, but with the dark shimer of volcanic gl ass.

Tabaea felt it. It wasn't glass; it was still metal

But it was bl ack.

H 1t and guard were black, as well.

The entire dagger was utterly, conpletely black, totally colorless.

That wasn't right. Tabaea didn't know nuch about w zards, but she had seen
themin the streets, she had seen the athane that Seremcarried and the athane
that Lirrin had made. Al those at hanmes were perfectly ordinary and natural in
appearance, not this unearthly black

Sonet hi ng had gone wrong.

She renenbered the tests that Serem had descri bed, but which she had not seen
Lirrin attenpt because of her need to flee. She couldn't try any of the ones

that invol ved ot her people or other athames, but..

She wrapped a | eather thong fromher belt around one arm tied it off with a
si mpl e knot, then touched the black dagger to it.

Not hi ng happened.

The cord was supposed to untie and fall away, but nothi ng happened.

She touched the bl ade of the dagger to her forehead, gently; it cane away

bl oody, but there was no glow, not so much as a flicker of color. The gash on

her brow did not heal

She hel d the dagger out by the blade, on the flat of her palm it did not
trenble, did not turnits hilt to her, did not prepare to defend her

It did nothing that an athane was supposed to do.

It was not an athane.

It was not hing.

Staring at the worthl ess black dagger, hungry, thirsty, exhausted, Tabaea felt

her eyes fill with tears. She fought back the first sob, but then gave in and
wept .



PART TWD
Killer
CHAPTER 7

Lady Sarai rubbed her tenple wearily and tried to listen to what was being
said. It had been four years since she had first sat at her father's left hand
and wat ched hi mwork; now, for the first time, she was in his throne and doi ng
his work herself. She had put it off as Iong as she could, but sonmeone had to
do it, and her father no longer had the strength.

And, she feared, she wasn't doing it very well. How had her father ever stood
up under this constant streamof venality and stupidity?

" .she told nme it was her father's—wahat am| supposed to do, call in a

soot hsayer of some kind every time | buy a trinket? How was | supposed to know
it was stol en?"

"Atrinket?" the gemis rightful owner burst out angrily. "You call that stone
a trinket? My grandfather went all the way to Taznmor to find a di anond that
size for ny grandnother! You ..."

Sarai raised her right hand while the left still massaged her forehead. At the
gesture, a guard lowered his spear in the general direction of the victim

The victim s shouting stopped abruptly.

For a long nonent, the three principals stood in uneasy silence, watching Lady
Sarai as she sat in her father's throne, trying to think

"Al'l right," she said, pointing, "you get your dianond back. Ri ght now. G ve
it to him sonebody. No further conpensation, though, because you were stupid
to let her near it in the first place. Now, get out of here.”

Anot her guard handed the robbery victimthe pendant; he took it, essayed a
qui ck, unhappy bow in Lady Sarai's direction, then fled the room the jewel
clutched tight in his hand.

The jewel er began to protest, and even before Sarai raised her hand, the
| owered spear nmoved slightly in his direction

The thief grinned; her head was down, but Sarai saw the smle all the sane. A
hot, rough knot of anger grew in her own chest at the sight.

"Straighten her up," Sarai snapped.

A sol dier grabbed the thief's Iong braid and yanked her head back; the smle
vani shed, and she glared at Sarai. Sarai could see her arns flexing, as if she
were trying to slip free of the ropes around her wists.

"Sansha of Snmllgate, you said your nanme was?" Sarai denanded.

The thief couldn't nod, with her hair pulled back; she struggled for a nonent,
then said, "That's right."

"You spent all the noney?"

"That's right, too."



"It's hard to believe you could use up that nuch that fast—eight rounds of
gold, was it?"

"I had debts," Sansha said, tilting her head in a vain attenpt to | oosen the
guard's grip.

"That's too bad," Sarai said, "because now you've got another one. You owe
this man ei ght rounds of gold." She pointed to the jeweler

"El even,"” the jeweler protested. "The stone was worth at |east el even!"

"You paid her eight," Sarai told him "The stone never belonged to you, only
t he noney you paid her."

The jewel er subsided unhappily, and Sarai turned her attention back to Sansha.
"You owe him eight rounds," she said.

Sansha didn't answer. Sarai had the inpression that she woul d have shrugged,
had her hands been free.

"I"'mgoing to buy that debt fromhim" Sarai said. "So now you owe ne eight
rounds of gold."

"I can't pay you, either," Sansha retorted.

"I know," Sarai said. "So I'll settle for the five or six bits on the piece
that 1'Il get by selling you at auction. Sonebody give himhis nmoney, and then
take her down to the dungeon until we can get a slaver to take a | ook at her."
She waved in dismssal as Sansha's expression shifted abruptly from defiance
to shock.

She watched as the jeweler was led out in the direction of the treasury, and
the thief was dragged, struggling and crying, toward the stairs |eadi ng down.
Then she let out a sigh, and | eaned over toward Okko.

"How did | do?" she asked.
He considered that for a nonent.

"I think," he said, "that your father would have |ectured the jeweler briefly
on his carel essness and mi ght have only prom sed himthe auction proceeds,
rather than the full anmount of the debt."

"You're right," Sarai admitted. "That's what | should have done." She gl anced
at the door. "It's too late now, isn't it? It wouldn't |look right."

"I"'mafraid so," Okko agreed.

"I wish my father was doing this," Sarai said. "I hate it."

kko didn't reply, but was clearly thinking that he, too, w shed Lord Kalthon
wer e there.
"I hope he'll be better soon," Sarai added.

Agai n, Okko said nothing; again, Sarai knew quite well what he was thinking.
He was thinking that Lord Kalthon wasn't going to get better

Sarai feared that Okko nmight be right. She was doi ng everything she could to



prevent it, but still, her father's illness was growing steadily worse. It
really wasn't fair.

And her brother wasn't any hel p—his sickliness was worse lately, too; he
coughed all the time, bringing up thick fluid and sonetinmes bl ood. And he was
too young to serve as Mnister of Justice anyway, even if he were healthy;
their father should have been around for another twenty years.

She wasn't supposed to be her father's heir, though; she was M nister of

I nvestigation, not Mnister of Justice! It was conpletely unfair that she
shoul d be stuck here, settling all these stupid argunents, instead of finding
some way to cure her father's illness. Wiy couldn't sone |ocal magistrate have
dealt with Sansha of Smallgate, and all the others like her? So what if the
jeweler lived in a different jurisdiction fromthe gemls owner?

Okko | ooked steadily back at her, and she realized she was staring quite
rudely at him She straightened up, then slunped back in the big chair.

For four years now, she had been learning the arts of investigation—waith very
little guidance, since there were no ol der, nore experienced investigation
specialists to aid her. Her assistant, Captain Tikri, was useful in a variety
of ways, especially in her attenpts to recruit spies, but he knew even | ess
than she did about finding crimnals or determning the facts of a puzzling
case. Her father had taught her his own nethods, but they were very
l[imted—rostly a matter of which nmagicians to talk to.

Because magic could do so rmuch in answering riddles and untangling puzzles,
she had spent nost of her tine studying magi c—+n theory, never in practice.
She knew t he nanes of a hundred spells, but had never worked a one; she knew
the nanes of a score of gods and as many denons, and had never sunmoned any of
them she knew the nature of a warlock's talents, but had not a trace of them
hersel f.

She had studied the working of the various spells of contagi on and

cl airvoyance and whatever el se had been used in the solving of crines and
nmysteries. She knew how, with the appropriate spells, the nerest traces of

bl ood or hair could be linked to their owners; she knew which questions the
gods woul d answer when sumoned, and what the souls of the dead were likely to
knowit was really rather surprising how many nurder victims had no i dea how
they had di ed. She knew how wardi ng spells worked, how | ocks both magi cal and
mundane operated, and how gens coul d be apprai sed and identified.

And with all this know edge, she couldn't do a thing for her father or
br ot her.

It was, of course, the fault of the W=zards' QGuild.

"Shall we bring in the next case, ny |lady?" Chanden, the bailiff, asked
quietly.

Sarai blinked. She hadn't even noticed hi mapproaching the throne. "The next?"

"Yes, ny lady. Tenneth Tolnor's son clainms he was cheated by the wi zard Dagon
of Al dagnor."

Cheated by w zards. Her mouth twi sted. "No," she said. "I'msorry. That's al
for today."

"My | ady?"



Sarai knew the polite question was a protest, that she was shirking her
duti es—no, shirking her father's duties, not her own—but she didn't care. She
needed to stop. She set her jaw

"Perhaps a short recess, ny |ady?"

"Al'l right," she said, giving in. "Half an hour, at least. T need that |ong. |
need it, Chanden."

"Yes, ny lady." He straightened and turned to face the little knot of people
waiting at the |lower end of the room+the crooked room Sarai realized, and a
crooked grin twisted her lip. The justice chanber itself was crooked—ahy
hadn't she realized that years ago?

It all depended on nagic, after all. They used magicians to tell who was
telling the truth and who was |lying, to determ ne what had actually happened
when clainms conflicted. But who could tell themif the magicians were |ying?
"Lady Sarai, Acting Mnister of Justice for Ederd the Fourth, Overlord of

Et hshar of the Sands, hereby declares that further judgments shall be

post poned one hal f hour," Chanden announced |loudly. "C ear the room please."

Sarai ignored the murmurs and did not wait for the roomto enpty; she slipped
out the back door as quickly as she could and headed down the passageway
toward the southeast w ng, where her famly's roons were.

It was all those wi zards, she thought, the Guild and its stupid rules. If her
father were a wealthy comoner, they could buy a healing spell—but because he
was a nenber of the nobility, because he held a post in the governnment, the
W zards' Quild forbade the use of magic to prolong his life.

And it didn't matter whether the spell was a sinple disinfectant or perfect
imortality—anything that prolonged life, in any degree, was forbidden to the
nobility, as far as w zards were concer ned.

What's nmore, the Wzards' @uild actively discouraged other magicians from
healing the nobility, as well. Sarai had had to argue to get other nagicians
even to | ook at her father

Not that it had done much good.

In fact, it was really quite startling howlittle worthwhile healing magi c was
out there. As she reached the first flight of steps up, Sarai began counting
of f the different schools of magic and how they had failed her

Dermonol ogy was inherently destructive; it was no great surprise that denons
couldn't heal. The denpnol ogi sts had all agreed on that.

The sorcerers swore that with the right artifacts, they could heal diseases,
even the sort of slow, I|ingering weakness nmat was gradually killing Lord

Kalt hon, or the illness of the lungs that was crippling his son—but the right
artifacts could no | onger be found. None existed in Ethshar of the Sands.

Sarai had paid a large fee to have a search begun throughout all the Wrld,
fromthe wastes of Kerroa to the Empire of Vond, but so far nothing had cone
of it, and she doubted anythi ng ever woul d.

The warl ocks were apol ogetic, but couldn't work on anything that small.

Pat chi ng up an opened vein, repairing a ruptured heart, wel ding a broken
bone—those warl ockry could at |east attenpt, though success was not al ways
certain. But whatever was wong with her father, they said, attacked the



i ndi vi dual nerves, operating on a scale they could not perceive, and therefore
could not affect.

Wtchcraft held out sone pronise at first; the hal f-dozen w tches Sarai had
sumoned to the palace had tried, at |least. They had fed father and son
strength, drawing it fromtheir own bodi es—but to no avail. Wen the spell was
br oken, the weakness returned within hours. Wtchcraft could, at great cost to
the witch, put the elder Kalthon back on his feet for a day or two, but could
do not hi ng per manent .

"Hi s own body has given up," the eldest, Shirith of Ethshar, explained. "W
can't heal it without its help."

But all of those Sarai had tried only when she becane desperate. She had begun
with the theurgists—after all, didn't everyone pray to the gods for good

heal th? She reached the second floor and started up the next flight. Ckko had
refused to handl e the job—al though he acknow edged that he was a top-ranked
theurgist, a high priest, in fact; his specialties were truth and infornmation
Heal i ng was not his province. He had instead reconmended her to Anna the

El der. Anna had sumoned gods, had spoken with them and had reported back to
Kal thon and Sarai .

"We know of three gods of health and healing,"” Anna had explained. "There are
the siblings Blusheld and Bl ukros and their father, Mekdor. Blusheld invol ves
herself only with the maintenance of health and thus will not concern herself
with this case—+t's too late to ask her aid. Mekdor concerns hinself wth
great wounds and cat astrophes, wi th plagues and epidenics; anything as slow as
this wasting di sease, attacking only one or two people, is beneath his notice.
Thus, this is clearly the province of Blukros."

At that point Anna had hesitated, and Lord Kalthon had tried to save himthe
enbarrassment of expl ai ning, saying that he understood.

Sarai woul d have none of it; she had demanded t hat Anna summon Bl ukros and
beseech himto heal her father

"No," Kalthon had said, "he can't. Not on ny behalf." "Wy nor?" Sarai had
demanded.

"Because seven years ago, after having sumoned himto hel p your nother, |

of fended the god Bl ukros," Kalthon had explained. "I refused hima silver coin
| had prom sed, and he forever withdrew his protection fromme, and from ny
famly." Sarai had stared at her father and demanded, "But why?" "Because

was angry-your nother had died." And so, because of her father's |ong-ago

pi que, there was no help to be had fromthe gods. Anna had tried, and he had
prom sed to attenpt to call upon Luzro, god of the dead, to see if, once dead,
Kal t hon could be restored to |life—but nothing had conme of it.

So theurgy was no help. And that left w zardry.

And the wi zards had healing spells and youth spells and strength spells; they
had transformation spells, and if all else failed they could transform Kalt hon
to sone other, healthier form

But they wouldn't.

She reached the top of the stairs and stanped down the corridor. They

woul dn't, because the Wzards' @uild forbade it, and to oppose the will of the
Quild was to die.



And the Guild forbade it because they refused to neddle in politics. It was
strictly forbidden for any wizard to be a nmenber of the nobility in his or her
own right; a century ago, they had even been forbidden to marry into the
nobility, but that rule had been rel axed. They could hold office only if the
of fice was one that required a nagici an—a post such as Ckko's, for exanple. No
wi zard could kill a king in the Small Kingdonms, or a baron in Sardiron, or an
overlord or a mnister or any other high official of the Hegenbny, save in

sel f-defense or to enforce Guild rules; the direct heirs of the nobility were
simlarly off-limts. Wzards were forbidden to use any magi cal conpul sion on
any official above the rank of lieutenant in the city guard without witten

consent fromthree Quildniasters. And anyone they could not kill, they were
forbidden to heal, as well. "That's stupid," Sarai had said.
Al garin of Longwall, her father's chief w zardry consultant, had turned up an

enpty palm "It's the Guild |law," he said. "Way?" Algarin had had no answer,
and Sarai had demanded to see a more highly placed wizard, so it was the
city's senior Guild-nmaster, Seremthe Wse, who finally explained it.
"Magic, Lady Sarai," the old man had said, "is power, but of a different sort
than the power you and your father wield."

"I can see that for nyself," Sarai had snapped in reply.

"And power," Serem had continued, untroubled by her interruption, "must be
kept in balance. If it is not, the Wrld will be plunged into chaos."

"Says who?"

"It's self-evident," Serem had replied, with mld surprise. "lmagine, if you
will, that a wi zard were to becone overlord of Ethshar of the Sands."

Sarai had gl owered at him and Serem had revi sed his suggestion. "Suppose," he
said, "that Lord Ederd the Heir had apprenticed to a wizard in his youth.
Suppose that he decided he was tired of waiting for his father to die and cast
a spell that slew the overlord."

"Then he'd be guilty of treason, and he woul d be executed," Sarai had replied.
"That's easy enough. My father would see to it."

"But how?" Serem had asked. "Suppose this evil wi zard were to use his spells
to guard hinself, and you could not appeal to the Wzards' Cuild, because
there are, in our hypothetical case, no Guild rules forbidding his actions, no
matter what other |laws he may have broken."

"There aren't any Quild rules requiring that you wi zards obey the | aws?"

Serem had hesitated before answering, his first hesitation, but then adnitted
that there were no such rules.

Sarai had insisted that a rule requiring wi zards to obey the sane | aws as

ordi nary people would serve just as well as this stupid rule about keeping out
of polities, and Serem had then tried to convince her that allow ng kings and
mnisters to live for centuries, as would inevitably happen if the rules were
changed, woul d be a bad thing.

Sarai had not accepted that.
The argurment had dragged on for days—sixnights, in fact. In the end, when

Sarai refused to be convinced, Seremhad sinply turned up a palmand said, "M
| ady, those are the Guild rules, and | have no power to change them"



They were stupid rules, Sarai thought as she opened the door of her father's
bedchamber, and she wanted t hem changed.

CHAPTER 8

The Drunken Dragon was probably not the nost dangerous tavern in the city,
Tabaea t hought as she gul ped down the watery stuff that passed for ale in that
establishment, but it was the nost dangerous she ever cared to see. Com ng
here had been a serious nmistake.

She had been making a |l ot of serious mstakes |lately.

Oh, not as bad as sone, certainly. She hadn't wound up in front of a

magi strate, or tied to a post sonewhere for a flogging, or in the hands of the
M ni ster of Justice or his crazy daughter, |ike poor Sansha. Tabaea had

wat ched the auction that norning, had seen Sansha sold to the proprietor of
one of the "specialty" brothel s—hot the ones in Sol diertown, which generally
enpl oyed free wonmen and treated themreasonably well, but one of the secretive
establishnents in Nightside that catered to the nore debauched nenbers of the
nobility.

Tabaea shuddered. She had heard stories about what went on in places |like
that. They had to use sl aves—free wonen woul dn't work there. Tabaea woul dn't
have changed pl aces with Sansha for all the gold in Ethshar

And it was all because Sansha had stolen the wong jewel, a di anmond pendant
that the owner thought was worth enough to justify hiring magicians to recover
it.

Tabaea had stolen plenty of wong jewels in the past few years—but all hers
had been wong in the other direction, had turned out to be worthl ess chunks
of glass or paste, or at best some semniprecious bauble. And even with the best
of them she'd been cheated by the fences and pawnbr okers.

M st akes, not hi ng but m st akes.

She had been making m stakes all her life, it seemed. She hadn't run away as a
child, like her brother Tand—and she had

heard a runor that Tand was a pilot on a Small Kingdons trader now, with a

wi fe and a daughter, successful and respected.

O course, the runmor might not be true; Iand night be starving somewhere in
the ll Street Field, or he mght be a slave in the dredging crews, or he
m ght be long dead in an alley brawl, or he might be al nost anywhere.

But if she had run away .

Wl |, she hadn't. She stared into the remaining ale, which was flat and
l'ifeless.

She hadn't found an apprenticeship, either. She hadn't even tried. That seened
so stupid, in retrospect.

She had never taken opportunities when they presented thensel ves. She hadn't
married Wil ran of the Gray Eyes when he offered, two years ago, and now he was
happily settled down with that silly Lara of Northside and her insipid giggle.

She hadn't signed up for the city guard when she was sixteen—though they m ght
not have taken her anyway; they took very few wonen, and she wasn't really



anywhere near big enough

She hadn't stolen nmuch of anything fromher famly, and now her drunken
st epf at her had spent everyt hing.

She hadn't stolen anything from Seremthe Wse, when she broke into his house
all those nights four years ago w thout getting caught—she had just kept
spying on himuntil he spotted her

Al she had conme away with there was the secret of athame-zation, and she
hadn't even done that right! Here she had this wonderful secret that the

W zards' Quild had guarded for centuries, and all she had to show for it was a
stupi d bl ack dagger that didn't do anything an ordinary knife wouldn't do just
as well.

She pull ed the dagger from her belt and | ooked at it. It was black, from
ponmrel to point, and it seenmed to stay sharp wi thout sharpening, but
otherwi se, as far as she could tell, it was conpletely ordinary.

She knew, had known for years, that she nmust have nade a mistake in the

at hanezation ritual —another mstake in the long list. She had no idea what the
m st ake nmi ght have been, but sonethi ng had gone wrong. And when she had tried
agai n, nothing had happened at all. The magic she had felt the first tine
wasn't there; she was just going through a bunch of meaningl ess notions.

Well, Seremhad said that a wi zard could only performthe spell once.
Apparently that applied even when the spell was bot ched.

She put the knife back in its sheath and gul ped down the |last of her ale. Then
she put the nmug down and | ooked around the taproom agai n.

The place was definitely unsavory. She had conme here because it was cheap, and
she was, as usual, down on her luck. She had hoped to find a purse to pick, or
a man she woul dn't mind going home with, but neither one had turned up. The
men here were nostly drunkards, or disgusting, or both, and none of them
seened to have fat purses—after all, why would anyone with significant anounts
of nmoney be in the Drunken Dragon? And what little cash its patrons did have

t hey wat ched careful ly.

She wasn't going to find anything useful here.

And that meant that after years of avoiding it, she was going to yield to the
i nevitable. She would spend the night in Vall Street Field.

There wasn't anywhere else left. The little stash of stolen nbney she had
accunul ated in better days was gone, down to the last iron bit. She coul dn't
go back to her nother's hone, not after that last fight, and she had exhausted
her credit at every inn in Ethshar. Sleeping in the streets or courtyards
woul d make her fair gane for slavers—and she had just seen what had happened
to Sansha, so any notion she m ght have had that slavery could be an
acceptable life was gone.

That left the Field.

She sighed and | ooked out the narrow front w ndow.

The Drunken Dragon stood on Wall Street, facing the Field; a good many of the
customers there | ooked |ike permanent inhabitants of the Field, in fact.

Tabaea guessed that when they could scrape together enough for a drink or a
nmeal , the beggars and runaways and thieves who lived in the Field would cone



here just because it was close and cheap. They wouldn't care that the drinks
were watered and the food foul, that the floors and walls were filthy, or that
t he whol e pl ace stank; they were used to that.

No one el se | ooked out the wi ndow, Tabaea had the view all to herself.

Wall Street itself was about thirty feet wide; the dismal drizzle that had
fallen all day had left the hard dirt slick with a thin layer of nud, and a
thousand feet had left their marks in that mre, but still, it was nostly
cl ear and unquestionably a street.

On the far side, though, the Field was a maze of ranshackl e shelters-huts and
| ean-tos and tents, nost of thembrown with nud. Cooking fires and the lights
fromWall Street provided patchy illumnation, but nost of the details were
lost in the gloom of night and rain.

The Vall itself provided a black backdrop, about a hundred and fifty feet away
at this particular spot. Tabaea knew that when the stone was dry and the sun
was high the Wall was a rather pleasant shade of gray, but just now it |ooked
utterly black and featurel ess and depressing, considerably darker than the

ni ght sky above. The sky, after all, was covered in cloud, and the clouds
caught sone of the city's glow. The Wall did not.

Sleeping in the Wl l's shadow was not an appeal i ng prospect, but Tabaea knew
she had to sleep sonewhere. And she didn't have so nuch as a tattered bl anket;
those inhabitants of the Field with huts and tents were the | ucky ones.

But she had nowhere el se to go.

She pull ed her | ast copper bit from her pocket and put it on the table to pay
her bill; the serving wench spotted it fromtwo tables away and hurried over
to collect it. Tabaea rose, nodded in acknow edgrment as the coin was cl ai ned,
and started toward the door

Sonet hi ng caught her attention, she wasn't sure what; had the server gestured,
per haps? She gl anced around.

A man was staring at her, a big man in a grubby brown tunic and a kilt that
had been red once. The | ook he was giving her was not one she cared to
encour age. As she | ooked back, he got ponderously to his feet; he was

obvi ously drunk

Qui ckly, she turned away and left the tavern

She didn't pause in the doorway. The rain was little nmore than m st now, and
she had sold her cloak a sixnight ago, in any case; she had no hood or collar
to raise. Besides, any hesitation m ght have been taken as an invitation by
the man in the kilt. She wal ked directly out the door and down the single

st ep.

The mud was nore slippery than she had realized; she had to reach out and
catch herself against the wall of the inn, turning half around. Above her the
si gnboard creaked; she glanced up at it, at the faded depiction of a green
dragon dancing clunmsily on its hind feet, |ong pointed tongue lolling to one
side, a goblet that had once been gold but was now al nost bl ack clutched in
one foreclaw. The torches that lit it fromeither side flickered and hissed in
the drifting mist.

At least it wasn't cold, she thought. Setting each foot carefully, she set out
across the street.



"Hoi, " soneone called when she was nearing the far side.

Tabaea turned, not sure whether the voice was addressed to her or to soneone
el se.

"Hoi, young | ady,"
for the Field?"

the voice continued, slurring the words, "are you headed

"You mean ne?" Tabaea asked, still not sure who was speaki ng.
"Yes, | mean you," the voice said, and now she | ocated the speaker. It was the
drunken man in the kilt, speaking fromthe nouth of the alley beside the bin.

"What business is it of yours?" Tabaea answered.

"Now, come on, don't be ... don't be like that." H's consonants were blurred
by liquor, but Tabaea had had | ong practice in understanding the speech of
drunkards. "A pretty thing like you can do better than the Wall Street Field!"

"Ch, really?" she demanded. " How?"

"Come with me, and I'Il show you," he said.
She turned away, her muscles tensing, her hand sliding down to the hilt of the
bl ack dagger. She took another step toward the Field.

Then she | ooked where she was goi ng and st opped.

Before her was a hut built out of an old table propped up on piles of bricks,
the sides partially boarded over with broken doors and ot her scrap, |eaving an
openi ng where the tattered remains of a sheet hung. Leaning out of this
aperture was an old worman, who was listening with interest to the conversation
bet ween Tabaea and the kilted man. The woman's hair was a rat's nest of gray;
her open nmouth displayed no nore than half a dozen teeth, and those were

bl ack. Her face was as withered and winkled as an apple in spring.

Beside the hut was a tent, nade of the remmants of a merchant's awning;

stripes that had once been red were now a pal e pink, where they weren't hidden
by greenish black m |l dew A one-eyed boy of ten or so was watchi ng Tabaea from
the open end of the tent. Hi s black hair was so greasy that it stood up in

spi kes, and Tabaea i magi ned she could see things crawling in it. In the nuddy
wast e beyond, in the flickering and scattered |ight, Tabaea coul d see a dozen
ot her faces, young and old, nale and fenmal e—and all of them hungry and tired,
none of them sniling.

She turned back toward the alley. "Wat did you have in mnd?" she asked.

The man in the kilt smled. "I have . . . have a room" he said, "but it's a
bit lonely, for just ne. Care to cone take a | ook?"

Tabaea still hesitated.

There could be little doubt what the man had in mind. If she accepted, she
woul d be whoring, really—and at a terribly low price, at that; she would be
exchangi ng her favors for a roomfor the night, wthout even a neal, |et alone
cash, to acconpany it.

But if the alternative was the Wall Street Field—aell, she could at |east take
a look at the room And maybe she coul d demand additional payment, or sinply



take it when the nan was asl eep. He was bound to sleep heavily after drinking
so nuch.

In fact, he might be too drunk to really bother her, once they got to his
room She marched back across the nuddy street, noving as quickly as she could
wi t hout sl i ppi ng.

She sl owed as she neared the alley and saw the big man's face again. There
wasn't anything she could point to that was obviously wong with it, beyond
drunkenness—he wasn't deformed or even particularly ugly, he appeared to stil
have both eyes and all his teeth—but still, there was sonethi ng about hi mthat
made her very uneasy. H's nose was very red, and his eyes very dark

She brushed at her skirt, as if trying to knock away the nmud on the hem and
her hand came away with the bl ack dagger tucked in her sleeve. One advantage
of that weapon, she rem nded herself, was that it didn't sparkle in the
torchlight.

Then, with a false snile pasted across her lips, she stepped up to the nan in
the alleyway. "Were's ms roomof yours?" she asked. "I'll be glad to get in
out of this mst."

"This way," he said, beckoning her into the alley. She smelled cheap oushka on
his breath—+ots of cheap oushka. Warily, she followed himinto the shadows.

"How far is it?" she asked.

He turned abruptly and caught her in his arns. "Right here," he said. He drew
her to his chest, breathing great clouds of al cohol and decay in her face, and
the grease on his tunic stained her owmn. H's hands slid down, trapping her

arns agai nst him

"Let me go!" she denmanded.

"Ch, pretty, now, you were . . . you were happy enough to come with nme when

you thought | could put a roof over your head," he said, in a tone that was

probably intended as wheedling. "You'll have just as good a time here in the
alley." "Let go!" she shouted.

"Ch, cone on," he said. "I live inthe Field with the others, and over there
we' d have shared ..."

She didn't wait to hear any nore. He was hol ding her arns down, so that she
couldn't reach up far enough to pull anything fromher belt, but she didn't
need to; she yanked the dagger down out of her sleeve and sl ashed.

The knife was really anmazingly sharp. She wasn't able to put any real strength
into the blow, with her arns al nost pinned, but the black blade sliced neatly
through the red kilt and into the | eg beneath, leaving a dark red |ine, al nost
as black in the shadows as the blade that had nmade it, a line no wider than a
hair across the outside of her captor's thigh

Tabaea felt an odd tingling as the knife cut flesh; her head seermed to sw m
as if the alcohol on the man's breath were suddenly affecting her, while at
the sane tine she felt a surge of strength and well - bei ng.

The excitement, she told herself. It was the excitement and fear getting to
her. She had never been in a serious fight, nor had she ever cut anyone
bef ore.



Even as she thought that, the drunk reacted instinctively, flinging his arns
wi de and stunbling backward the instant he felt the first cut; that allowed
her armnore freedom and with that odd feeling of strength floodi ng through
her, with that strange |ight-headedness giving her irrational courage, she
thrust with the dagger, plunging the blade deep into the neat of her
attacker's thigh.

He gasped, and a sensation of power overwhel med her as he fell back agai nst
the bricks of the Drunken Dragon's wall.

Then she realized she was free, and habit took over; she whirled, clutching
the knife, and ran out onto Wall Street, her feet sliding in the nuck as she
turned the corner. She caught herself with one hand and got upright again,
then headed for Grandgate Market at full speed.

Behind her, the man in the red kilt | ooked down at his leg, at his ruined
kilt; the thin line of the initial slash was slowy w dening as bl ood oozed
out, but he ignored that.

The stab wound was spilling blood as a burst barrel spills beer. He took a few
steps, out to where torchlight turned his tunic fromblack to brown, his skin
fromgray to orange, and his entire left |leg redder than his veteran's kilt.
Drunk as he was, the pain cut through the al cohol

He tried futilely to wi pe away the bl ood and only opened the gash w der; bl ood
spilled out in a thickening sheet, and the di m knowl edge that he was badly,
perhaps fatally hurt finally penetrated.

He et out a gurgling squawk and fainted, facedown in the nud.

Tabaea saw none of that as she ran, slipping and stunbling, along Wall Street.
She rounded the S-curve where the Field wapped around the north barracks
tower, and fromthere it was a straight three blocks to the market. The

torches of the gate watch gl owed before her

Wth safety in sight, she allowed herself to slow. She caught her breath and
tried to conpose herself—and to her own surprise, succeeded quite well

She was, she realized, conmpletely awake and alert—and at the sane tinme, she
felt light-headed, as if she were drunk.

But she had only had the one pint of ale. And she had been exhaust ed—why el se
woul d she have ever considered sleeping in Wall Street Field?

She wasn't exhausted now. She felt fine.

She felt better than fine; she felt strong.

Wth wonder in her eyes, she | ooked down at the bl oody knife she held.
CHAPTER 9

In the opinion of his fell ow guardsnen, Deran Wil ler's son was prone to work
too hard. He had been known deliberately to volunteer for various duties; he
kept his boots polished even when no inspections were anticipated. And when a
citizen asked for hel p—aell, any guardsnan was required to provide aid, but
Deran would do it cheerfully, w thout griping or delaying or trying to pass

the job on to someone el se.

If he hadn't been just as eager and cheerful when |osing at three-bone, or



when hel pi ng one of his mates back to barracks after a braw or a binge, or
when dodging the officer of the watch to illicitly collect a few oranges from
the groves north of the city, he would have been insufferable. And he had
never been known to betray a trust or |let down a conrade.

Thus he got along well enough, but got nore than his share of odd and
unpl easant duti es—such as escorting Lieutenant Sen-den's sister hone after she
was found drunk and naked in the Wall Street Field.

She had been safely delivered and had even showed signs of sobering up when
Deran had departed and headed back toward the north barracks tower. It was
wel | past mdnight, perhaps as nmuch as two hours past, when Deran passed the
Drunken Dragon and noticed the footprints in the nuddy surface of Wall Street.

He did not ordinarily go about staring at the ground, but the m st had turned
back to rain, and he had not bothered with a hat or helnmet or cloak, so he was
hunched forward a little, and so he noticed with mld interest the patterns of

footsteps. There were several lines that ran along the niddle of the street;
that made sense. There were lines running in and out of the Drunken
Dragon—ostly out; that, too, nade sense, as the Dragon was still open,

despite the hour. There were a few lines in and out of the Wall Street Field,
each one al one—the Field never slept, as the saying had it, but nmost of its

i nhabitants did, so traffic in and out was light and scattered at this tinme of
ni ght .

And there were steps leading in and out of the alley beside the Drunken
Dragon. The line com ng out was wi dely spaced and sneared, as if whoever nade
t hose marks had been running and sli ppi ng.

That was odd.

Most guardsnen, and virtually all citizens, would have shrugged and kept
wal ki ng. Deran, though, was Deran. He stopped and peered into the shadows of
the alley.

Sonet hing was lying on the ground in there, and it didn't ook |ike garbage.

If it was someone sl eeping there, then whoever it was was fair gane for

sl avers, and Deran shoul d either wake that person up and shoo hi macross the
street to safety, or he should go fetch a slaver and collect a finder's fee,
dependi ng on whether he wanted to be benevolent, or to be paid.

If it was anything el se

Wll, it bore further investigation, and the light in the alley was terrible.
Deran turned back a few steps to the door of the inn and took one of the
si gnboard torches fromits bracket.

Being in the city guard did have its little privileges, he thought as he
carried the hissing brand over to the nouth of the alley. If an ordinary
citizen took down a torch from an open place of business it would be theft and
good for a flogging.

Dmas it was in the danp weather, the torch made the scene in the alley nuch
clearer. Deran stared down at the man lying there in a spreading pool of

bl ood, blood that had mixed with the nuck so that it was hard to tell where

t he edge of the pool actually was.

There wasn't as much bl ood as he had first feared, actually; much of the red
was the man's kilt.



Ared kilt usually neant a soldier or a veteran; if there had been any
guestion about |eaving the man where he was—and for Deran, there really
wasn't—that put an end to it. The man in the alley was not anyone Deran
recogni zed, but soldiers |ooked out for their own.

Whoever the unconsci ous person was, he was a big man, and Deran was not |arge
for a guardsman, and it was late and he was tired and the nmud was slippery. He
si ghed and headed for the door of the Dragon, torch in hand.

A tavern crowd, Deran knew, generally had a distinctive sound of its own. It
chattered, or hummed, or buzzed, or even shouted. The patrons of the Drunken
Dragon nmuttered, a sullen, |ow pitched sound that quickly faded when a
guardsman in uniform stepped in, holding up a torch

"I need a hand here," Deran announced. "W've got a wounded man just around
the corner.”

The hal f-dozen custoners who still lingered stared silently at him Nobody
vol unt eered anyt hing, by word or notion

That didn't trouble Deran. "You," he said, pointing at the individual who

| ooked | east drunk of those present. "And you," indicating another
"Ch, now. . ."the second man said, beginning a protest. "Five m nutes, at
nost," Deran snapped, cutting himoff, "and if you don't. . . well, we don't

need to worry about what woul d happen then, do we? Because you're going to
cooperate."

Gunbling, the two men got to their feet.

Deran wasn't stupid enough to walk in front of them he had never been in the
Drunken Dragon before, but he knewits reputation. He directed the two

"vol unteers" out the door and followed them as they sl ogged around the corner
The wounded man was so much dead wei ght; he showed no sign of life at all as
the three men—ene taking his feet and the others a shoul der api ece—haul ed hi m

into the tavern and dunped himon a table.

That done, Deran disnissed his two assistants, paying themfor their trouble

by telling them "I owe you a favor—a small one. |If you ever get in trouble
with the guards—small trouble—you tell them Deran Wil ler's son will speak for
you. "

The two men grunbl ed and drifted away, |eaving Deran and his prize al one.
Deran turned his attention to the bloody figure before him

There were only two wounds that he could find, both in the fleshy part of the
man's thigh—a |ong, shallow slash and then a deep stab wound that had mi ssed
the artery, Deran judged, by no nore than an inch. Mst of the blood canme from
the stab; the slash had already started to scab over

"Are you going to leave himthere dripping all over ny floor?" demanded a
voi ce from behind Deran. The guardsnman turned and found hinsel f facing an
aproned figure a bit shorter than hinself.

It was the innkeeper, of course—er rather, Deran corrected hinself, the
i nnkeeper' s night man; Deran doubted that the broad-shoul dered fellow with the
feroci ous nmustache was actually the proprietor



"Until you find me a bandage, that's exactly what | intend," Deran answered.
"And a clean rag to wi pe the wound first would be a good idea, too."

Gunbling, the night man retreated, while Deran checked the stabbing victim
over.

There were no other recent wounds; his heartbeat was strong and regular, his
breath steady and reeki ng of oushka. He was, Deran concl uded, unconscious as a
result of his drinking, not fromthe wound. While bl oody, the injury just
wasn't that serious.

The innkeeper's man returned then with a handful of reasonably clean rags, and
Deran set about cleaning the man up a little. As he worked, he questioned the
ni ght man and t he remai ni ng cust oners.

Nobody knew the man's nane. Nobody knew what had happened to him He wasn't
exactly a regular, but he had been there before. He m ght have been seen with
a girl, a black-haired girl wearing dark cl ot hes.

And that was all anyone would tell him

When Deran pull ed the bandage tight, the drunk opened his eyes.

"Am | dead?" he asked blearily. "Am | going to die?"

"You're fine," Deran said. "You might linp for a while."

The drunk tried to raise his head fromthe table to | ook at hinsel f, but
couldn't manage it. He npaned.

"What happened?" Deran demanded. "Who stabbed you?"

"Nobody, " the wounded man nuttered. "Was an accident."

Deran shrugged. "Fine. You owe the Dragon two bits for the bandages and the
use of their table. If you change your m nd about who stabbed you, tell the
magi strate . . ."He hesitated, turning to the night man. "This is Northangl e,
ri ght?"

"Grandgate. Northangle starts at the coner."

"Al'l right, tell the magistrate for G andgate, then. And if you need ne to
testify, I"'mDeran Willer's son, Third Conpany, North Barracks." He yawned
"And that's where |I'm headed—I| need to get some sleep." He waved and

depart ed.

By the time Deran was out the door the night man was trying to get his wounded
customer off the table and back on his own feet.

At the north tower he al nbst headed straight for his bed, but his sense of
duty stopped him He checked the lieutenant's roomfirst.

Sure enough, Lieutenant Senden was waiting up for him
"I's she all right?" the |lieutenant asked anxiously.
"She's fine," Deran said. "No problemat all."

"Then what took so | ong?"



"When | was on ny way back | practically tripped over this boozer lying in an
al | eyway. "

The lieutenant grimaced. "You called the slavers?"

Deran shook his head. "No," he said. "It wasn't entirely his fault. He'd been
stabbed. So | hauled himinto the nearest tavern and got hi m bandaged up
Wasn't anything serious, just a flesh wound in the leg."

"Did he say who did it?"

"No. Mght've been a girl he was bothering."
"Al'l right. Goodnight, then, Deran—and thanks."
"My pleasure, Lieutenant."

Deran judged that he had no nore than three hours until dawn when he finally
fell into his bunk.

Senden, too, was quickly asleep

The foll owi ng day he was somewhat irritable, as a result of a late night
largely spent in worrying, and carried out his duties in perfunctory fashion
his monthly report to Captain Tikri, a recently added requirenent that Senden
did not care for, was brief and sketchy. He did note down, "CGuardsnman Deran
reports tending to stabbing victimin tavern. No accusations or arrests nade."

Late that afternoon, at the overlord' s palace, Captain Tikri had just finished
goi ng through the reports fromall the guard |ieutenants when Lady Sara
stepped into his office. The captain | eapt up and sal uted, hand on chest.

Lady Sarai waved an acknow edgnent, and Tikri relaxed somewhat. "lIs sonething
wrong, ny |ady?" he asked.

"No, no; | just wanted to get out of that roomfor a few mnutes," Sara
expl ai ned, "so | cane nyself instead of sending a nessenger. |I'mhere in both
my official roles today, Captain, as Mnister of Investigation and as Acting
M ni ster of Justice. Is there anything | should know about ?"

Captain Tikri |ooked down at the reports he had just read. He turned up a
pal m

"Not hi ng, ny lady," he said. "Nothing of any interest at all."

CHAPTER 10

Tabaea had expected the feeling of strength and power to wear off within a few
m nutes, like the excitenent after a narrow escape.

It didn't.

Instead, the strength stayed with her. The |ight-headedness faded fairly
qui ckly, but the added strength stayed. If anything, it increased, at |east at
first.

She had hi dden behind a merchant's stall in Gandgate Market, crouched down
between a splintery crate and the brick wall of a granary—not a place for |ong
conceal nent, by any neans, but she was out of sight, able to think and plan
until the nerchant arrived for the day's business. For the first severa



m nutes, she had just sat, waiting for the weird reeling to pass.

Eventual | y, though, she had realized that this was not working. She began
t hi nki ng about it.

She felt strong. Most especially, her left leg seened to be al nost bursting
with vitality. She knew she had stabbed the kilted drunk in his left leg, so
t he connecti on was obvious. Was it an illusion, though, or was she really,
truly stronger than before?

Measuring strength, especially in a |leg, was not sonething that Tabaea had any
easy met hod for doing; she tried out a few kicks at the crate beside her, and
then tried hopping, first on her alnost-normal right |eg, then on her
enpowered |l eft for conparison

It was hard to be sure; she knew, fromher work as a thief, how people could
fool themselves without meaning to. Al the sane, she concluded at |ast that
yes, the feeling of strength was genui ne; sonmehow, she had becone stronger

And it was fairly obvious howwhen she had stabbed that man in the left |eg
wi th her dagger, her left |eg had becone stronger. The connection could hardly
be coi nci dence.

The bl ack dagger, which she had known for four years to be enchanted, had
somehow gi ven her that strength because she had stabbed the drunk

This was serious magic.

Unfortunately, she didn't yet know the details. Was this added strength

per manent ? Woul d the nagi ¢ work again, or had she used it up? Were had the
strength cone from+the dagger's magic, or the drunk? Had the dagger created
it, or only transferred it? And what else did the dagger do? How danger ous was
it? Had it stolen the man's soul ? Wuld it eat her soul? She could think of
three ways to find out nore about it. One was to ask a mmgi ci an—but that was
out. How could she do that w thout revealing that she had stolen the secret of
at ha-mezation? Even if she clained to have found the dagger, many nagi ci ans
could tell lies fromtruth.

No, asking anyone was out of the question.

The second possible nmethod was to stab soneone or sonething el se and see what
happened.

She supposed she would have to do that sooner or later, but she wasn't about
to just go out and stab some stranger chosen at random

And the third way to learn nore would be to find the man she had stabbed and
see what had happened to him Had the dagger killed hin? Had it devoured his
soul ? Had sonet hing horri bl e happened to hinf?

She didn't know his name, but she knew where she had | ast seen him That was,
she deci ded, where she should start—but not until dawn. She sat back, resolved
to wait until first light.

The next thing she knew, she was waki ng up because someone was pulling her to
her feet. "Hoi!" she said, "wait a mnute!" "The sl eepi ng bl ossom awakens,
then," soneone sai d.

"You call her a blosson? An insult to flowers everywhere."



"Ch, she's not as bad as that," a third voice said. "Cl ean her up and conb
that hair, and she'd be fit conpany."

Bl i nki ng, Tabaea saw bl ue sky over the shoul der of the man who held her and
realized that it was well past first light and that she had fallen asleep
behi nd the crate and been di scovered by the merchant and hi s—er her—famly.
The man was not al one; a woman stood behind him and two boys to the side.

"I"'msorry," Tabaea said, a little blearily. "I was hiding."

The man and wonan | ooked at each other, concerned; the ol der boy, who | ooked
about fourteen, was nore direct. "Hi ding fromwhat?" he denanded.

Tabaea recogni zed the boy's voice as the one that had called her an insult to
flowers everywhere. "From a drunkard who apparently liked my |ooks better than
you do," she retorted

The woman gl anced uneasily over her shoul der

Tabaea waved her worry away. "That was hours ago," she said. "I nust have
dozed off."

"Ch." The woman's relief was pal pabl e.

Tabaea found the wonman's behavi or unreasonably annoyi ng; what was she worryi ng
about, when she had her husband and sons to protect her? But there was no
point in arguing with these people. "I'lIl go now, " Tabaea nunbl ed.

The man rel eased her, and she wal ked away across the market square. The sun
was peering over the wall to the east, its light blazing across the gate
towers, while nost of the market was still in shadow. Steam curled out from
the tower walls where hot sun hit cold, danmp stone, but otherw se the clouds
and m sts of the night had vani shed, |eaving shrinking puddl es and dryi ng nud.
Merchants and fanners were setting up for the day, and a few early custoners
were drifting in, but on a day like this, Tabaea knew, nost Ethsharites
preferred to wait until the streets had dried before venturing out.

She wi shed she coul d have done the sane.

She noticed, as she neared the northern edge of the square, that she was
linping—but it was a very peculiar linp. She was not favoring an injured |eg;
instead, the |inp came about because her left |eg was now noticeably stronger
than her sound but |ess-altered right.

If she tried, she found she could elimnate the linp, but it took an effort.

Thi s strange phenonmenon remn nded her of what she had tenporarily forgotten
whi |l e she slept; she paused, |eaning against a canopy pole at the corner of a
di spl ay of nelons, and consi dered.

She still felt strong, particularly in the left leg, but |less so, she thought,
t han when she had fallen asleep. It was really very hard to judge, but she
t hought it was | ess—er maybe she was adjusting to the change.

That feeling of added vitality was far |ess, and the |ight-headedness was gone
entirely, but she knew she was still stronger than before.

Did that mean the drunkard was dying, so that less of his strength was
reaching her? O that the magic was fading? O sonmething el se entirely?



She wouldn't find out here, she decided. She straightened up and marched on up
Wall Street toward the Drunken Dragon, fighting the tendency to linp. By the
ti me she had gone a bl ock, she had prom sed herself that if this spell could
be used again, and she ever got up her nerve to do it, she would make sure

t hat she stabbed whoever she stabbed in the center, or at |east symetrically.

She found the alley easily enough. The norning sun was al nost clear of the
city wall, but still lowin the east, and the narrow passage was stil

shadowy; even so, Tabaea had no nore trouble finding the remains of blood than
she had had finding the alley.

The man hinmsel f was gone—but what that neant, she couldn't be sure. If he was
dead, the corpse m ght have al ready been renoved by the guard, or by thieves
intent on selling the conponent parts to wi zards; if he was alive, he m ght
have | eft under his own power, or been dragged or carried.

The bl ood didn't look like enough for himto have bled to death, and Tabaea
knew t hat was the only way anyone would die of a thigh wound in a single
night; infections generally took at |east a sixnight. So he was probably
alive, in which case the nost likely place to find himwas either right next
door, in the Drunken Dragon, or across the street in the Wall Street Field.

She stood nervously in the inn door for several mnutes, |ooking over the

br eakfast patrons; she didn't dare enter, for fear of being trapped in there

i f he should show up unexpectedly. Besides, the proprietor probably woul dn't

appreci ate her presence; she had no noney to spend, and was, to at |east sone
peopl e, a known thief.

She didn't see her assail ant anywhere anong the surly and | argely hung-over
patrons; she turned away, al nost stunbling as she monmentarily forgot the
strength of her own left leg. Standing on the single step, she | ooked out at
the Wall Street Field.

By daylight it |ooked | ess threatening, but even dirtier and | ess appealing.
The tabl e-hut and the awning-tent were still there, but their occupants were
not in sight—probably asleep inside, Tabaea judged. A few ragged figures were
nmovi ng about in the nmud, and someone was tending a cooking fire.

The man who had attacked her, the one she had stabbed, was probably out there
sonewhere, in that nud and filth.

But the city wall was easily five mles |long, which nmeant that Wall Street was
just as long, and the Field ran beside it for every inch of that way. And that
strip of land, five nmles long by at |east a hundred feet w de, was al
occupi ed. Not all was as thickly settled as here in G andgate, of course—the
mar ket pl ace and the guard barracks gave this district by far the nost beggars
and thieves of any part of Ethshar of the Sands—but all of it was inhabited.

Finding one man in all that would be a |long, slow job—and an extrenely
dangerous one. Tabaea didn't care to try it.

She turned and headed back toward G andgate Market, fighting her new Iinp and
hoping to find a fat purse to steal. She would figure the dagger's nmagi c out

later; right now, she wanted to insure that she could pay for a roomfor the

ni ght .

Patrolling the top of the city wall was not really a mlitary necessity

anynore, if it ever had been; the Hegenony of the Three Ethshars had been at
peace since the destruction of the Northern Enpire and the end of the G eat
War, over two centuries earlier, and Ethshar of the Sands was forty |eagues



fromeither the nearest Small Kingdons or the Sardironese border. True, the
Pirate Towns were a nmere dozen or so | eagues to the west, but no arny could
cross that thirty-sone nmles wthout advance warni ng reaching the city.
Besides, the Pirate Towns, or any other enem es, were far nmore likely to
attack by sea than by I and.

Furt hernmore, the watchers atop the towers could see farther than a soldier on
t he ranparts.

But wal king the wall was a tradition, and it did serve a purpose both for

di scipline and for nmaintenance—+t was an active but not unpl easant duty,
useful for keeping bored soldiers busy, and those soldiers had strict orders
to report any signs of wear and damage al ong the route.

Deran hadn't been particularly bored, but he'd been assigned the duty and
accepted it without conplaint. He strolled along the wall, whistling softly,
taking his time on the long wal k out to the Beachgate tower and back. He
studi ed the stonework as he wal ked, peered out over the surroundi ng
countrysi de, and paused every so often to ook down at the city itself, at the
ragged i nhabitants of the Wall Street Field, the tawdry homes and shops on
Wall Street, and the rooftops and streets beyond.

By the time he neared the line between Northangl e and Grandgate on his return
trip, the sun was well down in the west and the shadows were |engthening
dramatically. Deran paused and | eaned on a nerlon, |ooking down at the Field.

Since it was still daylight, alnost all the huts and tents were unoccupi ed,
and the broad patches of mud where bl ankets were spread at night were bare.
Most of the people who slept in the Field were el sewhere in the city, working
or begging or doing whatever they did to sustain thensel ves.

A few peopl e |lingered, though. Four ragged young wonen were fighting over
sonmet hing; a fifth was standi ng back and shouting at the others. A line of
children was running through the maze of huts and tents, intent on sone sort
of follow ng gane. Half a dozen old people, nen and wonen, were huddl ed
toget her on a faded red bl anket, dickering over a pile of vegetables.

Of by hinself, a big man in a brown tunic was sitting on the nud, |eaning
agai nst the side of a shack, watching the others. A bandage heavily stained
with dried bl ood was w apped around his left thigh, and Deran realized that
was the man he had found in the alley the night before.

That was interesting. A chat with himabout just how he had cone to be stabbed
m ght be a pl easant diversion, Deran thought. He | ooked about for the nearest
stairway—the city wall was theoretically equipped with a stairway every two
hundred feet, either down into the interior of the wall itself or on the
inward face, down into the Field, but not all the stairs actually existed.
Deran was unsure whether this was a result of neglect, or if some had never
been built.

There was a wooden stair down to the Field not far away; Deran used it,
putting his foot through the bottom step. He shook his head; the step was
rotten right through. He would have to report that.

VWhi ch neant he woul d have to explain why he had come down fromthe wall. He
si ghed and headed for the man in the red kilt.

The man | ooked up as the soldier's shadow fell across him but said nothing.

"Hoi," Deran said, "renmenber nme?"



The man in the brown tunic frowned. "I don't think so," he said.

"I was the one who got you out of that alley last night," Deran expl ai ned.
"Ch," the man said. He glanced down at the bandage on his thigh and grudgi ngly
added, "Thank you."

"Are you a veteran?"' Deran persisted, pointing a thunb at the man's red kilt.
"What business is it of yours?"

Deran's expressi on hardened—ot because he was actually angry, but because it
was a useful trick. It worried people, nmade themnore likely to cooperate.
Deran had needed nore than a year to really get the hang of it.

"I needed to report why | was late getting back to barracks last night," he
said. "The lieutenant gave me a hard time because | didn't know your nane or
who you were."

This was not true, but that bothered Deran not a whit.
"Ch," the man said again. He hesitated.

Der an gl ower ed.
"My nanme's Tolthar of Snallgate,” the man said. "And yes, | was in the guard,
but they kicked me out for being drunk while on duty. About five years back."

That was a year or so before Deran had signed up. Were you drunk?" he asked.
"Ch, | guess | was," Tolthar admtted, "but it wasn't ny feult. W were

wal ki ng the wall, and ny buddy had a bottle with him and that's so boring,
what el se was there to do but drink?"

Der an nodded. Drunkards al ways had an excuse; he knew that. And he knew how
much weight to give it; just because the bottle was there didn't mean they had
todrink it.

And he noticed that Tolthar didn't say that his "buddy" had been kicked out of
t he guard. From what Deran knew of the guard, he doubted that anyone woul d be
expel | ed for being drunk on duty once.

But there was no point in arguing about it. Oher matters were nore
i nteresting.

"So, who stabbed you?" he asked. "Pick the wong girl, did you? O did you
make a grab for soneone's purse?”

Tolthar frowned. "I don't want to say," he said. "I'll take care of it
nmysel f."

Deran frowned back. "You better not mean that the way it sounds,” he warned.
"We don't like it when citizens stab each other."

"I won't stab anyone," Tolthar nunbled. "That's not what | nmeant." H s rather
feeble wits recovered bel atedly, and he added, "At least, | won't stab anyone
with a blade."”

"Ch, it is agirl, then?" Deran's frown turned to a wy smle. "Just make sure



she says yes first, and nmeans it."
Tol thar rmumnbl ed somet hing Deran didn't catch

They tal ked a few nmonents | onger, saying nothing of any consequence; then
Deran turned back to the stairs.

At the barracks he reported to the |lieutenant on duty, and gave a warning
about the rotten step. As he had expected, the |ieutenant wanted to know why
he had used the stairs.

Der an expl ained, not trying to quote the entire conversation, but sinply
descri bing the incident the night before and reporting Tblthar's name and that
he refused to say who had stabbed him

"He woul dn't say?"

"No. "

"Way in Hell not?" the |ieutenant demanded.

Deran turned up an enpty palm

"You think he's planning to anbush whoever it was?"

Deran shook his head. "No," he said, "Tolthar wasn't going to hurt anyone. He
just didn't want to say who it was."

"Do you think there's anything odd going on?"
"No. "

The lieutenant frowned, then shrugged. "Well, to Hell with him then. "Il put
it in the report and if anyone higher up cares, they can worry about it." He
pul l ed a sheet of parchnent fromthe box and began witing out his report.

CHAPTER 11

Tabaea watched the man in the red kilt with interest as he downed the ale
someone had bought him She had been sure he would return to the tavern
eventual ly, and here he was, just two days |ater

He hadn't seen her, she was sure; she was wearing her working clothes, which
is to say she had turned her black tunic and black skirt inside out, so the
gold and red enbroidery didn't show. Her feet were bare, for better traction

The man she watched, on the other hand, wore heavy boots—badly worn boot s—and
t he sane greasy brown tunic and old red kilt he had worn when he attacked her

He was wal ki ng better now-and so was she. His left leg | ooked stiff; hers felt
| oose and |inber, nmore so than usual

She understood it now, at least partially. As the drunk got his strength back
she | ost hers.

At least, that was how it appeared. She was still stronger than normal, but
| ess than she had been, and the decline in her vitality seemed to correl ate
with the healing process of the man's wounded | eg.

So what woul d have happened if she had killed hinf? The dead never got their



strength back.

And what if she killed sonmeone new? Was the dagger's magic still potent, or
had she wasted it on that minor flesh wound?

She was not about to go out and kill soneone in cold blood to test out her
kni fe; she had never killed anyone and didn't particularly care to start. But
she might kill sonething. She thought that over carefully as she peered around

the doorframe at the man she had stabbed.

That feeling of increased strength had been pleasant, while it lasted. She
wanted it back.

She slipped away fromthe door of the Drunken Dragon and headed northwest on
Wall Street, into Northangl e.

Probably the easiest nonhuman creature to find—ether than bugs or worns, which
she didn't count—aould be a rat, and she certainly wouldn't nmind killing rats,
but for one, they were hard to catch, and two, they were vicious, and three, a
rat's strength added to her own woul dn't anount to very nuch—f that was, in
fact, what the dagger's magic did. She m ght not even be able to tell anything
had happened upon killing a rat.

She needed sonet hi ng bigger than that—a pig would do, or a goat, or a dog.
A dog ...

Dogs were not particularly comon in Ethshar, but Tabaea had net a few
wat chdogs were an occupati onal hazard for burglars. Killing sonebody's
wat chdog woul d be a pl easure

O course, she couldn't do it legally, but she even knew whi ch dog she want ed
to kill—a big black one that guarded a house in Mm ngside that she had once
tried to rob, one night a year or so back when she had been feeling unusually
anmbi ti ous. The dammabl e beast had waited until she was inside, then had

stal ked her through the house and al nbst cornered her, all in utter silence.
It was only when she turned and fled that it had started barki ng and awakened
its nmaster.

This time, she would be ready for it, and it wouldn't get a chance to bark
She sm | ed unpleasantly to herself and stroked the hilt of the black dagger

However, she was going in the wong direction to reach Mni ngside. The
district took its nane fromits |ocation, just east of the overlord s pal ace,
near the center of the city, while Northangle was against the city wall.
Tabaea turned |l eft at the next corner and headed sout h.

When she reached Mom ngside she found her way into the quiet residential
nei ghbor hood she sought, where fine houses lined either side of the street.
Lintel s and cornerposts were carved and painted; polished brass fittings

gl eaned on doors, shutters, and wi ndows; walls were brick or stone, not

pl aster.

But there were still alleyways to the courtyards in the rear. Gates cl osed off
the alleys, but Tabaea could sonetinmes clinb gates, or squeeze between the
bars.

Thi s one, she renenbered, was one she could clinb.

The wal k fromthe Drunken Dragon had taken al nost an hour, getting through the



gate and onto the roof of the kitchen took five m nutes.

Tabaea knew that she had to hurry with this part; she was exposed as |long as
she was on the roof, and despite her black tunic and skirt, anyone staying up
| ate who came out to the courtyard and glanced in the right direction m ght
see her. She scanpered up the slope, her bare toes hooking over the joints
between tiles to keep her from slipping.

At the top she worked her way carefully along the wall, checking each of the
three wi ndows. All three were shuttered for the night; in the first, faint
gol den |ight shone between the slats, while the other two were dark

Peering through the glass of the third wi ndow, she was pl eased to discover
that she could see cobwebs in the corners—the shutters had not been opened
recently.

That was good. This was how she had entered previously, so she knewit to be a
l[ittle-used storeroom the cobwebs indicated that the occupants had not
rearranged the household, or taken to checking the room Quite probably, they
didn't even know that a burglar had broken in before.

The wi ndow was | ocked, but she had brought her shun; she had the latch open in
seconds. The hinges were stiff, and they creaked, but she swing the casenent
wi de, ignoring the sound.

The latch on the shutters was even easier than the one on the casenent; she
flipped it up effortlessly and slid into the darkness of the house's interior

The storeroomwas just as she renmenbered it—inens and bl ankets stacked on

pai nted shelves, a row of closed trunks along the wall on either side. The
trunks were | ocked, but she had picked one when she was here before and found
not hi ng but old clothing, broken toys, and the like. She hadn't bothered wth
the others, and she didn't bother with them now, instead she opened the door
slowy and carefully until she had a crack a few inches w de. She squeezed out
t hrough the narrow openi ng and enmerged into the upstairs hallway, alert for
any sign of danger.

Li ght | eaked out from under one of the other doors; she could hear voices, as
wel . No one was in sight, though, and she heard no footsteps, no clicking
| at ches, no squeaki ng hi nges.

Prowl ing a house while the residents were still awake was not part of her
ordinary routine, but the voices gave her the distinct inmpression that those
resi dents wouldn't be emerging right away. Besides, she was here, and she
wanted to get it over with, before her nerve gave out.

Remenmber that strength, she told herself, and she crept to the top of the
stairs.

Last time, she remenbered, the dog had been hiding under the stairs. She had
gone down to the dining salon, |ooking for silver or other valuables, and it
had come out behind. Looking down toward the front room now she didn't see
it—+t was probably lurking under the stairs again. She sniled, drew the black
dagger, and started down the stairs, noving step by step, slowy and
carefully, her eyes constantly shifting.

When she got to the bottom the dog still hadn't emerged; she took three steps
toward the dining sal on—and then whirled, knife raised.

The dog was there, halfway out fromits hiding place. It grow ed nenacingly,



and bared its teeth.

Tabaea didn't wait for it to attack, or to start barking; she junped on it,
knocking the animal to the floor.

The dog tried to get away, but she flung her left armaround its neck and
hauled it closer. Wthout hesitating, she yanked its head back with her |eft
arm and sl ashed its throat with her right.

Strength flowed into her |ike sudden fire; she slashed again, to be sure, and
al nost renoved the dog's head—her armwas already stronger, nuch stronger

And that wasn't all. The creature's vitality burned through her with a force
that made the strongest oushka seem|ike a pale shadow, and when it reached
her head the whole world seenmed to change around her. For a monent all the

col or drained away, and then it was back, but washed out, like an old, faded
tapestry. Meanwhile, outlines sharpened, and the darkness that filled the room
seened suddenly less. The last twitch of the dog's hind | eg caught her
attention far nore sharply than motion ever had before; she al nost started at
the intensity of it.

And then the snells hit—+the hot red stink of the dog's blood, the pungency of
its fur, the oily reek of the polish on the wooden floor, the snmoky odor of
the lanp that was burning upstairs, a hundred, a thousand, a million other
scents were spilling through her nose, so clear and sharp and distinct that
they were like a painting of the house. It was |ike a banquet spread before
her, each odor uni que.

Her hearing was suddenly sharper, too—at any rate, she could hear the wonman's
voi ce upstairs say, "Did you hear sonething?"

The sound was distorted, though; she was unsure whether that was because of
the di stance and intervening corners and doors, or because sonething had
changed about her heari ng.

What ever had happened, there could be no question that the Bl ack Dagger's
magi ¢ was not used up. Myving quickly, she rose and headed for the front door
t he qui ckest way out, |eaving the dead dog lying on the floor in its own

bl ood.

She knew bl ood was all over her hands and tunic, as well, but she couldn't
afford the time to do anything about it until she was well away fromthe
house. She funbled with the latch and bolt, then swung the door w de and
st epped out onto the stoop

The snells of the city washed over her like a great stormdriven wave, and she
paused for a nonent, drinking themin, sorting themout; then she renenbered
herself and ran.

As she worked her way north through the city streets, staying out of the
better-lit areas where her bl oodstai ned hands and cl ot hes woul d show, she
t hought through what had happened.

She had killed a dog, and its strength had fl ooded into her, as she had
hoped—but nore than that had happened. She had gai ned the dog's senses, as
wel | -+the sensitivity to notion and strong night vision, the incredible sense
of snell, and, she realized as she listened to the city around her, better
hearing, but only in high pitches.

Thi s was amazi ng; she had a whol e new way of perceiving the city. She could



snel |l things she had never snelled before—but she couldn't always identify
them She knew the salt was the sea, and the snoke came fromthe | anps and

fires of the city; she knew the scents of nmen and wonen; but what was that

odor like rust, like . . . she had no words for it.

Wuld this fade away gradual ly, she wondered, or was this permanent? The dog
was dead, nothing could heal it, nothing could give it back its strength—but
could she really keep it forever? She flexed her arms, feeling the power

t here—not, perhaps, any stronger than a big man, but far stronger than that of
t he young woman she had been an hour earlier, probably stronger than any woman
she had ever known. She could feel it.

She could snell her own excitenment, though it took her a noment to recognize
it for what it was.

Was t hat permanent? Wul d she be able to use her nose like this for the rest
of her life? She wasn't sure she would be able to sleep, with that flood of
sensory inpressions pouring in on her

And all this came just fromkilling a dog. Think how strong she would be if
she killed a man

And t hink what she m ght be able to do if she killed a magici an!
CHAPTER 12

The cat's death did little for Tabaea's strength, but it gave her incredibly
qui ck refl exes, even sharper night vision and novenent perception than killing
t he dog had provided, and perhaps sone other abilities—she wasn't sure whet her
or not those were real, or her imagination at wot. She had never heard that
cats could speed up or slow down their perception of tine and suspected it was
sinmply an illusion. The ability to balance was very hard to judge. And the
ability to catnap was probably there all along, just not used.

Still, she was satisfied with the results.
Killing a dove, on the other hand, was a serious di sappointnent; no matter
what she did, Tabaea still could not fly, nor see behind herself w thout

turning her head. Nor, it seemed, did birds have any abilities she hadn't
known about .

It was perfectly clear why she couldn't fly, of course—she had no w ngs.
What ever nmagi c the Bl ack Dagger perforned, it did not alter her physica
appearance. Her eyes were still on the front of her head, rather than the
sides; they had not becone slitted like a cat's, either

Only belatedly did she realize that this was a good thing-otherw se she m ght
have grown fur or feathers or claws and becone a freak unable to |ive a nornal
life among nornmal peopl e.

Not, she admitted to herself, that her life was exactly normal. Wth her

i nproved sense of smell, she could now | ocate gold by scent alone, and with
her cat skills she could now prowl silently in near-total darkness, so her

t hi every had becone markedly nore successful -but she still had no permanent
hone, living instead in a succession of cheap inns; she had no real friends;
she saw nothing of her famly.

Her new abilities showed no signs of fading, and they gave her the noney for a
nore confortabl e existence, but as she sat at a table in yet another inn
staring at yet another six-bit dinner of chicken stew and fried noodl es, she



found hersel f profoundly dissatisfied.
She was becom ng successful as a thief. But so what?

She had originally taken up a career in theft in order to survive and to put
food in her belly without her nother's and stepfather's reluctant hel p. She
had wanted to strike back at the fanmily and the city that had ignored and
negl ected her. She had wanted to becone rich, to have all the things she had
been deni ed. She had wanted everyone to know who she was and to admire her
skill and courage and determ nation

She had di scovered years ago that it didn't work that way. Thieves did not
becorme rich or fanous—at |east, burglars and cutpurses didn't; there were
t hose who accused various |ords and magi ci ans of robbery, but that was an
entirely different sort of theft.

In fact, a thief couldn't afford to becone rich or famus. Too great a success
put one in front of the Mnister of Justice, and then on the gallows or in a
slaver's cells. Even the limted notoriety of being well known anong ot her

t hi eves was dangerous; Tabaea had, over the past few years, seen virtually
every well-known thief arrested or beaten or killed. The world of thieves was
not closed; word could always | eak out into the larger world of victins and
avengers. The | ess-successful crimnals were always ready, willing, and even
eager, fromjeal ousy or sinple hunger, to sell news of their nore prosperous
br et hren.

So she dared not try for nore than a reasonably confortabl e exi stence—and even
that was ri sky.

As for paying back her famly and the rest of Ethshar, that didn't work,
either. Her family had ignored her before, and they ignored her now The city
had al ways had thi eves and paid no nind to anot her

Theft was not hing but a means of survival, a career with no roomfor
advancenent. Now that she had the Bl ack Dagger and knew how to use it, Tabaea
was not satisfied with that. She wanted nore. But what?

She chewed idly on a noodl e and thought about it. She still wanted to be rich
and famous and respected, to have everyone know who she was, and to pay
attention to her every wish. She couldn't get that as a thief, but now she had
t he Bl ack Dagger, so she could be nore than a thief. The question was, what
could she be? She still had never served an apprenticeship, and at nineteen
she wasn't ever going to. She was even past normal recruiting age for the city
guar d.

She was strong and fast enough to be a soldier now, she realized, and she gave
that possibility some serious thought. She was still small, but she knew she
could prove herself if she had to.

And then what? Speed and strength were useful in war, but Ethshar was not at
war, nor likely to be. Tabaea did not even have a very cl ear idea what war
was. I n peacetinme the city guard served nostly to guard the people of Ethshar
fromeach other, rather than from outside enenies; they guarded the gates,
guarded the pal ace, patrolled the wall and the narketplace, ran errands for
the nobility, escorted prisoners

None of that sounded very exciting. And nuch of doing it well depended, she
realized, not on actual strength, but on the appearance of strength, on being
bi g and fearsome enough that people didn't start trouble in the first place.



She | ooked at the slender fingers holding her fork and gri maced. She didn't
| ook big and fearsone.

Did soldiering pay well? The guard spent freely enough in the brothels and
ganbl i ng dens of Sol diertown, but on the other

hand they lived in the barracks towers, not in big houses, and they owned no
fancy clothes, only unifornms and weapons.

And as far as fane went, Tabaea knew the nanes of half a dozen guardsnen, none
of themofficers, and those few only because she had encountered them
personal ly. What sort of fane was that?

Sol diers carried swords, which was appealing, and they could rely on a warm
bed and filling nmeals and a nodi cum of respect—but it did not seemlike a
really wonderful career, especially for a woman.

She scooped a greasy |unp of chicken to her mouth and chewed.

She had food and a bed as a thief; those things were no incentive. And the
guard woul d have no special use that she could see for her aninal-derived
tal ents.

Not the guard, then. Wat else?

Well, who was rich and fanous?

The overlord was, of course, and the other nobles. But they had all been born
into the nobility, a path that was not open to her

There were rich and fanous merchants, but they had had noney to start out
with, to buy their first cargos or finance their caravans, and nmost, if not
all, had served apprenticeships in their trades.

There were the perfornmers in the Arena, the jugglers and acrobats and singers
and magi ci ans.

There were the magici ans, even those who did not perform—magicians of any
sort could be assured of respect.

Performers . . . could she use her feline reflexes to become a juggler or
acrobat? She knew that nost |earned their arts during apprenticeships, but if
she could learn the skills on her own, they could not stop her from

per f or m ng.

And as for nmagic—well, she was a magi ci an al ready, wasn't she?

But she was not openly a nagician.

She swal | owed the chicken and started on a chunk of carrot, thinking.

She didn't know all that very nmuch about magic, beyond the secret of
at hanezati on—and of course, she had gotten that spell wong when she tried to

use it. Still, it seened to her that nagic had real possibilities. There were
all those different kinds of magicians, for one thing—w zards and warl ocks and
wi tches, theurgists and denonol ogi sts and sorcerers, illusionists and

herbalists and scientists, and all the others.

And with The Bl ack Dagger, she could kill one of each and steal all their
abilities!



O could she? She frowned and swal l owed the carrot. At |east part of nagic was
know edge, rather than anything physical, and she didn't know whether the

Bl ack Dagger stol e know edge. She certainly hadn't |earned anything fromthe
m nds of the dog or the cat or the dove—but perhaps beasts were too different.

She hadn't |earned anything fromthe kilted drunk, either—but she hadn't
killed him she had only stabbed himin the leg. She had only acquired the
strength he had |l ost, and even that had returned to himand departed from her
as he heal ed. Stabbing himhadn't robbed himof any of his nmenories or wts.

Killing a person woul d steal those nenories away, wouldn't it? But would the
Bl ack Dagger transfer themto her, or would they sinply be |ost?

O was know edge part of the soul, of the part of a person that did not die?
If the victimbecanme a ghost, the ghost would still have its know edge and
nmenori es—the dagger couldn't give themto Tabaea, then. If the victims soul
escaped into another realm wouldn't it take the know edge with it?

But then, it was said that certain nagicks could even trap or destroy a
person's soul —what if the Bl ack Dagger was one of then?

Tabaea had to admit that she had no idea whether her magic knife could stea
soul s, or transfer know edge. The only way to find out would be to kill a
person, preferably a magician.

She pushed a lunp of potato around the plate with her fork as she thought
about that.

It would mean nurder, col d-bl ooded nurder. She had never killed a person
Killing dogs and cats was one thing, killing a person was quite another

But then, how el se would she ever know what the Bl ack Dagger could do? How
el se woul d she ever become a mmgi cian, or anything nore than a comon thief?

She m ght make it as a performer just with the skills of animal s—but then she
woul d never know. And perform ng m ght not work. And magi c—she wanted nore
magi c.

And she could have it, if menories transferred, and maybe even if they didn't.
Al she had to do was kill magicians with the Bl ack Dagger

Somewhere in the back of her mnd it occurred to her that she had never
seriously thought about murdering people before; she had never killed anyone
in the course of her career as a thief. Cats, of course, were natural hunters
and killers; dogs, too, were predators. She had absorbed abilities froma dog
and a cat; mght sonme of the predator's bl ood-1ust come al ong? She di sm ssed
t he i dea.

So if she was going to kill magicians to steal their abilities, which
magi ci ans shoul d she kill?

Sorcerers and wi zards seened to depend on their tools and formnul ae—sorcerers,
in particular, seened to need the talismans and artifacts. And w zardry m ght
bring her in contact with the Wzards' Guild, and besides, she already knew
t hat she could never nmake a proper athanme—she had the Bl ack Dagger instead.

So those were out.

That | eft denpnol ogi sts and theurgi sts and witches and warl ocks and herbalists
and scientists and illusionists and plenty of others, of course.



Dermonol ogy | ooked ri sky—Fabaea thought it was significant that she had never
seen an ol d denonol ogi st .

Theurgi sts had to | eam prayers and invocations and so forth to work their
magi c; if knowl edge didn't convey, then that wouldn't work; she woul dn't know
the rituals she needed.

Herbalists were so limted, with their plants, and |like w zards and sorcerers,
they were powerless wi thout their supplies.

IIlusionists just did tricks—there was sone doubt as to whether it was rea
magic at all.

Sci enti st s—Fabaea didn't understand scientists, and nost of the scientific
magi ¢ she had seen wasn't very useful, just stunts like using a glass to break
sunlight into rainbows, or making those little chimes that spun around and
rang when you burned candl es under them And there were so few scientists
around, maybe a dozen in the entire city, that killing one seemed wast ef ul

The various sorts of seers and soothsayers were a possibility, but telling the
real ones fromthe frauds wasn't easy. Tabaea considered carefully as she
fini shed her noodl es, and decided in the end that prophecy could wait.

I gnoring the nore obscure sorts of nmgician, that left wtches and warl ocks.
They didn't seemto need equi pnent or incantations or anything, and they
i ndi sputably did real magic. One of them would do just fine.

How to find one, then?

She couldn't go entirely by appearance; while nost varieties of magicians had
traditional costunes, there were no hard and fast rules about it. Telling
whet her a bl ack-robed figure was a denonol ogi st or a warlock or a necromancer
or something else entirely was not easy. She had been m staken for a warl ock
once or twi ce herself, when wearing bl ack—aarl ocks favored all-black clothes
even nore than denonol ogi sts did.

She knew a coupl e of magicians, of course, and knew of several others. She
t hought over all of them trying to decide if there was one she wanted to
kill.

No, there wasn't, not really .
She stopped, fork raised.

There was that snotty little Inza of Northangle, Inza the Apprentice she

call ed herself now She was two or three years younger than Tabaea, but she
and Tabaea had pl ayed toget her when they were young. Then Inza had gotten
hersel f apprenticed to a warlock, old Luris the Black, down on Wzard Street
in Eastside, and after that she never had tinme to so nuch as say hello to her
old friends. Inza clainmed her master kept her too busy, but Tabaea knew it was
because she didn't want to associate with a bunch of thieves and street people
now t hat she was going to be a big inmportant magician

And I nza woul d be nearing the end of her apprenticeship now, she would be
changi ng her nane to Inza the Warl ock soon

If she lived that |ong.

Tabaea smiled, and her hand dropped fromthe table to the hilt of the Black



Dagger .
CHAPTER 13
Lady Sarai |eaned in the doorway and asked, "Anything interesting today?"

Captain Tikri |ooked up, startled; before he could do nore than drop the
report he was reading, Sarai added, "Don't bother to get up."

"Yes, nmy lady." He settled back and | ooked up at her uneasily.

"So, is there anything interesting in your reports today?" Sarai insisted.

"Ch." Tikri |ooked down at the paper. "As a matter of fact, there is one odd
case. It's probably just a revenge killing, but . . . well, it's odd."

"Tell me about it." Sarai stepped into the office and found a chair, one with
a dragon carved on the back and the seat uphol stered in brown vel vet.

"A girl nanmed I nza, an apprentice warlock," Tikri said. "Her throat was cut
| ast night while she slept, and then she was stabbed through the heart—+o make
sure she was dead, | suppose.”

Sarai grimaced. "Sounds nasty," she said.

Ti kri nodded. "I would say so, yes. | didn't go nyself, but the reports
well, 1'd say it was nasty."

Sarai frowned and | eaned forward. "You said it was probably revenge? Wo did
it?"

Ti kri shrugged. "W don't know who did it—not yet, anyway. Woever it was cane
in through a wi ndow—pried open the latch, very professional job, |ooked Iike
an experienced burglar—but then, nothing was stolen or disturbed, so it wasn't
a burglary at all."

"Unl ess the thief panicked," Sarai suggested.

Ti kri shook his head. "Panicked? Cutting the throat and a thrust through the
heart doesn't | ook |ike anyone who woul d panic."

"So it was revenge—but you don't know who did it?"

"No." Tikri frowned. "Not yet, anyway. The girl's nmaster swears she doesn't
know of any enem es, anyone who hated Inza or had a grudge agai nst her
War | ocks don't do divinations, of course, so she couldn't identify the killer
hersel f; we have a w zard checking on it instead."

"You don't think it was the nmaster herself?"

Tikri turned up an enpty palm "Wo knows? But we don't have any reason to
think it was her. And Luris is a skilled warlock; why cut the girl's throat
when she coul d have sinply stopped her heart? O if a warlock wanted to be
| ess obvious, she could have staged any nunber of plausible accidents."

"That's true." Sarai considered and tapped the arm of her chair as her feet
stretched out in front of her—signs that she was thinking. "It's very odd, you
know, that anyone would kill an apprentice warl ock—sn't this Luris now
duty-bound to avenge the girl's deat h?"



Ti kri nodded. "Just so. Whoever did this isn't afraid of warl ocks, obviously."

"And how coul d an apprentice have an enenmy who hated her enough to kill her?
Apprentices don't have tinme or freedomto make that sort of enem es, do they?"

"Not wusually," Tikri agreed.

"How ol d was she?"

Tikri glanced at the report. "Seventeen," he said. "She would have made

j our neyman next nonth."
"Seventeen." Sarai bit her lip. She had been worried about her father, but he
was al nost sixty, he had had a long and full life. She had been worried about
her brother, but he probably wouldn't die of his illness. If he did, if either
of themdied, it wouldn't be a shock. But a healthy seventeen-year-old girl
five years younger than Sarai herself, had been killed, w thout warning,
apparently w thout any good reason

"Has anyone talked to her famly?" she asked.

Ti kri shrugged. "I think someone sent a nessage," he said.
"I was al so thinking of asking if anyone in her family knew if she had any
enem es," Sarai remarked.

Ti kri blinked. "Wy bother?" he asked. "The nmagicians will tell us who did
it."

Sarai nodded.

"Let me know what they find out," she said. She rose and turned away.

She had intended to stay and talk to Captain Tikri for a while. She didn't
have any specific questions or assignnents for him she just thought it was a
good idea to know what her subordi nates were doi ng. She wanted to know

everyt hing about how the city guard worked, how crinmes were investigated, how
reports were witten, what got included and what got |eft out—the real story,
not what she would be told if she asked. She wanted Tikri to talk to her
easily and not treat her as some lordly creature who couldn't be bothered with
everyday details. Chatting with himhad seened |ike the best way to work
toward that. The news of the rnurder bothered her, though, and she no | onger
felt any interest in light conversation.

There were nurders fairly often in Ethshar, of course—wi th hundreds of

t housands of people packed inside the city walls, killings were inevitable.
The annual total was often close to a hundred, even w thout counting the
deat hs that m ght have been either natural or magical

Most of them however, involved open argunments, drunken brawl s, attenpted
robbery, or marital disputes. Soneone breaking into a warl ock's house to
but cher a sl eeping apprentice was definitely not typical

But there really didn't seemto be nuch she could do about it just now.

Then a thought struck her, and she turned back. "You said a wi zard is doing
the divination for this one?" "That's right." Tikri nodded. "Wo is it?"

"Mereth of the Golden Door. Do you . . ." "Oh, her! Yes, | know her. Is she
wor ki ng at her honme?" "I think so, yes . "



Before Tikri could finish whatever he was going to say, Sarai cut himoff.
"Thanks," she said. Then she turned away and strode down the hallway.

She did not care to wait for an official report; she wanted to talk to Mereth
and find out just what had happened, why this poor |Inza had been killed.
Mereth's hone and shop were on Wzard Street, of course—at |east three-fourths
of all the magicians for hire in Ethshar of the Sands | ocated their businesses
on Wzard Street.

Wzard Street, however, was several niles long, winding its way across the
entire city, from Wstbeach to Northangle; sinply saying a house was on Wzard
Street didn't tell anyone nuch.

In Mereth's particul ar case, her shop was just three blocks fromthe palace in
the district of N ghtside, where Wzard Street made its cl osest approach; that
was probably, Sarai knew, why Mereth got so much investigative work.

O perhaps Mereth had chosen her home in order to be close to her preferred
customers; Sarai really didn't know which was the ox and which was the wagon.

The weat her was cool, but not unpleasant, and Sarai didn't bother with a wrap.
She marched quickly across the bright stone pavenment of the plaza surrounding
t he pal ace, across Circle Street, and out North Street-which, with the usua

Et hsharitic disregard for uninportant details, ran west by northwest through
Ni ght si de, and not north through Shadysi de.

Li ke all the nei ghborhoods cl ose around the pal ace, N ghtside was |argely
occupi ed by the mansi ons of successful nerchants and the city's nobility; this
portion of North Street ran between tall iron fences that guarded gardens and
fountains. Sarai paid themno attention

Har bor Street, being a major thoroughfare between the waterfront and
Grandgate, was crowded and bustling where North Street intersected it, and was
also far less aristocratic than its surroundings. As she crossed the avenue
Sarai was jostled by a heavy man who reeked of fish; her hand fel
automatically to her purse, but it was still there and seened intact. If the
man had been a cut purse or pickpocket he had m ssed his grab

At the corner of North and Wzard she turned left, and there was Mereth's
shop, two doors down on the far side. The draperies were drawn and the w ndows
cl osed, but the trademark gil ded door was ajar

Sarai hesitated on the threshold, listening; she could hear voices sonmewhere
wi thin, but could not nmake out the words. She knocked, and waited.

A moment | ater young Thar, Mereth's apprentice, appeared in the crack, peering
out at her. He swung the door wi de, but held a finger to his lips for silence.

Sarai nodded.

"She's working, Lady Sarai," Thar whispered. "Do you want to wait?"

"That depends," Sarai replied. "Wat's she working on?"

"A murder," Thar answered, his voice | ow but intense.

"Then it's probably the very thing | cane to ask her about," Sarai said.

Thar blinked. "lnza the Apprentice?" he asked.



Sarai nodded.

"Do you want to cone in and wait, then?"

"How much | onger do you think it will be?"

Thar frowned. "I don't really know," he said. "To tell the truth, | thought
she'd be done by now. | guess | msjudged, or naybe she's using a different
spell fromthe usual + don't know that much about it. |I haven't started

| earning divinations yet nyself. She says that if | keep on as well as | have
been, though, 1'Il start on themafter Festival."

Sarai nodded again. "So you don't know how | ong?"
"No. "
The young nobl ewonan consi dered for a nonment, then said, "I'll wait."

Thar nodded. He stepped aside and adnitted her to the consulting room small
but cozy, where Sarai settled into a blue brocade arnthair.

Thar hovered for a nonment, making sure the inportant guest was confortable,
t hen vani shed through the archway that led to the rest of the building.

Sarai waited, |ooking over the room She had seen it before, of course, but
she had little else to do.

There were three arnthairs, blue, green, and gold, arranged around three sides
of a small square table, a table of carved wood inlaid with golden curlicues.
Eight little boxes stood on the table—gold, silver, brass, abal one, crystal
and three kinds of wood, all intricately carved and finely polished. Ink

pai ntings hung on the walls, depicting rocky seashores, |lonely towers, and
other fanciful locations unlike anything in Ethshar of the Sands; Mereth had
sai d once that these had been painted by her grandnmother. An ornate wool rug
in gold and red covered nost of the floor; the rest was oil ed wood. A shelf
over the door held half a dozen m smatched statuettes, and a cork scul pture of
a dragon wapping itself around a peasant's farnhouse stood on the w ndowsill

It was really a rather pretentious and fussy little room Sarai thought. For
| ack of anything better to do, she turned her attention to a study of the ink
pai ntings.

She had just about exhausted all possible interest in that when Mereth finally
energed, breathlessly hurrying through the archway, tunic awmy and feet bare.

"Lady Sarai!" she said. "I didn't know you were com ng! Sit down, sit down!"

"I've been sitting, thank you," Sarai said, as Thar stunbled after his
mstress into the room

"Ch, yes, of course you have," Mereth agreed, flustered. "Wll, whatever you
pl ease, then. What can | do for you?"

"You were investigating the death of Inza, the apprentice warlock, | believe."
"Trying to, anyway," Mereth said.

Sarai waited.



Mereth sighed. "I can't see anything," she said. "Nothing works. Not the Spel
of Omi sci ent Vision, not Fendel's Divination—one of ny spells worked."

Those two spells, Sarai knew, were anong the nost powerful and useful

i nformati on-gathering spells of all those known to w zardry; she suspected
that between the two of themthey provided nore than half Mereth's incone. "Is
it because she was a warl ock?" she asked. "I know different kinds of nagic

"No, that's not it, or at |east. Meret h paused, collecting her thoughts,

t hen expl ai ned, "The warl ockry doesn't help, Lady Sarai, but | could get
around that, I'msure, if that was all there were. It isn't. She was killed by
magi ¢, strong magic—+ can't tell what kind."

Sarai blinked. "She was killed with a knife, | thought—-her throat was cut and
she was stabbed."

"It m ght have been a knife," Mereth said, "or sonmething else, | can't even
tell that much. But | do know that whatever killed her was magical." Her tone
was definite. "There's no possible doubt."

"But why would a magician kill anyone that way?" Lady Sarai asked. "I mean,
aren't there spells . . . spells that |leave no traces, or nake it look |like an
acci dent ?"

The wi zard | ooked deci dedly unconfortable and did not answer.

Lady Sarai frowned at her silence. "Mereth," Sarai said, "I'mno fool; |'ve
been the overlord's Mnister of Investigation for four years now. | know that
peopl e who seriously offend wi zards or warl ocks or denobnol ogists tend to turn
up dead in fairly short order, even if, nost of the time, we can never prove
anyt hi ng. Peopl e who bot her warl ocks have heart attacks, or fall from heights,
or trip over their own feet and break their necks. People who fatally annoy

wi zards, | nean nore than just enough to wind up with a curse |like the D smal
Itch or Lugwiler's Haunting Phantasm can have any nunber of strange
accidents, but they seemespecially prone to mysterious fires and snothering
in their own bl ankets. People who are stupid enough to get denonol ogi sts angry
usual |y just disappear conpletely. Wtches don't seemto kill people; either
that, or they're too subtle for us. Their enenies have plenty of bad |uck

t hough, even if it isn't fetal. | "mnot sure about sorcerers or theurgists or
the others. But everyone knows it's bad business to anger magicians, any Kkind
of magicians. | know that, mnmy father knows that, the overlord hinmself knows
that." She swal |l owed, renmenbering that her father had not angered any
magi ci ans, but had instead annoyed a god and was now dying as a result. Then
she forged on. "Every man in the city guard knows that you don't anger
magi ci ans and expect to live. It's not our job to protect people when they cut

their own throats. W know magicians kill people sonmetinmes—+t's so easy for
you, after all. Wen the victins go asking for it, and the killers don't nake
a show of it, we don't worry too much. But in this case . . . Mereth, the gii

was seventeen years old, never hurt anybody that we can see, and she got her
throat cut. W can't let this one pass.”

"I know, Lady Sarai," Mereth said unhappily. "But honestly, | swear, on ny
oath as a nenber of the Wzards' Guild, that | don't know what happened.

don't know why anyone would do it this way; you're right, there are other
easier, |less-obvious spells. | don't know who did this, or why, or how, | only
know that it was magic."

Sarai studied the wi zard for a nonment, then sighed.



"A rogue magician," she said. "Wnderful."
CHAPTER 14
Tabaea stared at the mug and concentrat ed.

This woul d, she was sure, be easier if she had an ol der, nore experienced
war | ock who could help her, could tell her what to do, but of course she could
hardly tell any warl ocks what she had done. She had to guess what she was
supposed to do.

She had seen warl ocks, in the taverns, in their shops, and in the Arena, and
they had all been able to nove things wi thout touching them That seenmed to be
the npbst basic ability that warl ocks had. Inza had surely had it.

But how did it work?

Tabaea had no idea how to make it happen; despite her optimstic expectations,
none of Inza's nmenories had transferred, none of what the apprentice had

| earned in her five years of training. If there were tricks or secrets to the
warl ock' s arts, Tabaea didn't know t hem

But Inza's raw magical ability should have transferred, the Bl ack Dagger
shoul d have stolen it away and given it to Tabaea, and the only way Tabaea
knew to test that was by trying. She hoped that warlockry worked just by

t hi nki ng, by concentrating hard enough

She stared at the enpty nmug. She stared so hard that her head began to hurt.
Sonmewher e she thought she heard whispering, a nmuttering in sonme foreign
| anguage; she tried to ignore it.

She shouldn't be able to hear any whi spers, she thought, annoyed—not here in
this enpty house in the mddle of the night. She certainly couldn't have heard
anything if she were still an ordinary person; this whisper was sonehow alien
She supposed it was sonme trick of her newy enhanced senses, sonething that a
dog coul d hear when a person woul dn't, but she couldn't think what it m ght

be. Who woul d be speaking a strange tongue near here? She hadn't seen anyone
around the place who didn't |ook Ethsharitic. And this was a very strange

t ongue, nothing she had ever heard before, she was sure.

Maybe it wasn't human at all. Still staring at the nug, she tried to nmake out
the words and where it was com ng from

There were no words, she realized, and the whi sper wasn't com ng from
anywhere. It seenmed to be inside her own head.

Then, abruptly, as she focused on the whispering that wasn't really a sound at
all, she felt as if something had touched her, or perhaps she had touched
something, in a place that she could not |ocate, a part of her that didn't
correspond to anywhere on or in her body. The whispering ran through her, and
she coul d suddenly feel the nug, as well as see it, even though it was six
feet away.

She could feel it with the whisper

That made no sense, but that was how it felt; she could touch the whisper, and
with it she could touch the nug.

She gripped it tentatively with her ... her whatever-it-was. She took a deep
breath, tightened her hold, and lifted.



The mug shot upward; startled, she threw her head back, eyes following its
trajectory. Her nmouth fell open and her eyes w dened with surprise.

The mug whacked against the ceiling, and at the inpact she | ost her intangible
hold on it. It tunbled down and smashed agai nst the table, shattering
spect acul arly.

Tabaea stared at the spot on the ceiling where the mug had struck, and her
opennout hed astoni shnent slowy transformed itself into a broad grin. So that
was war | ockry!

It had worked. And she had liked it; it had felt good, had made her fee
strong and awake, even stronger than she already was—and since killing Inza,
she had roughly twice her former strength, she was no | onger just a weak
wonman, but as strong as nost grown nen.

This was greatl She only wished it hadn't taken four years to find out what
t he Bl ack Dagger could do. She had a lot of lost time to nake up for

The dagger woul dn't teach her anything, apparently, wouldn't steal know edge
or menories, but it would take power. Strength, talent, skill-—-she could take
any of those she wanted. Al she had to do was kill the people who had them
Her grin di med.

She had to kill them if she wanted to keep what she stole. That was the nasty

part. She didn't like killing people, not really. It was true that Inza was a
stuck-up little beast who had thought Tabaea was just gutter trash, but even
so, killing her had probably been nore than she deserved.

It had been a necessary experinent, of course, to prove the Bl ack Dagger's
power, and it had gotten Tabaea her wonderful new talent for warlockry, but
still, it was nasty.

Wl |, Tabaea told herself, sonmetines life was nasty. At |east, from now on
she woul d be on the dispensing end of the nastiness, rather than the
recei ving.

She woul d pick and choose her victinms carefully, though. There was no reason

to kill large numbers of people. In fact, for raw strength, there was no
reason to kill people at all—-dogs and cats and other aninals would serve just
as well, perhaps better, for that.

But skills—agility and dexterity, and of course all the different schools of
magi c—those woul d cone from people. Dogs and cats had no fingers and coul dn't
do anything nuch with their toes, they couldn't transfer anything involving
tools, or that called for standing upright.

Scent and vision and hearing, yes—w thout those, she could hardly have | ocated
this enpty house and been certain it was deserted. She knew that she woul d
spot the owner's return before he suspected anything was wong, or would hear
or snell himbefore he got near her, and with her faster refl exes and

i ncreased speed she could be gone before he noticed her, and that was all due
to the aninmals.

But for human skills, she needed to kill humans.
She | ooked down at the dagger on her belt and shrugged.

Wl |, she told herself, people died every day in Ethshar. Men bragged in the



taverns about how many peopl e they had slain. Mgicians killed each other and
any other enem es they nmight have. Denonol ogi sts sacrificed children or

t roubl esone nei ghbors to their diabolic servants, and necromancers traded
soul s for the wi sdom of the dead. Everyone knew all that. Surely, no one would
notice a few nore deaths.

It did occur to Tabaea, sonmewhere in the back of her mind, that while she

al ways heard about all these horrible deaths, she had never seen one, and very
few of the peopl e she knew personally had di ed of anything other than natural
causes.

If they were natural causes and not vindictive magic.

Wll, it was a big city, and even if she had been |ucky, everyone knew t hat
peopl e were nurdered every day in Ethshar, stabbed or beaten in the Wl

Street Field, poisoned or snothered in the | ounges and bedroons of the pal ace,
roasted or petrified by w zards, or carried off to nanel ess doons by denons
and ot her supernatural creatures. No one would notice anything out of the
ordinary if there were a few nore deaths than usual

That settled, the only questions remaining were who and when

She had killed a warl ock—she reached out and picked up the biggest chunk of

t he broken nug and sent it sailing in broad circles around the room al

wi t hout touching it; now that she knew how, it seemed to grow easier with
every passing second. The next step would be either some other form of nagic,
or some vital, nonmagi cal skill—-archery, perhaps, or swordsmanship. A soldier
t hen?

Yes, a soldier, but one who knew his trade, not just one of the fat, lazy
bul i es who guarded Grandgate by day and caroused in Sol di ertown by night. An
of ficer, perhaps—ene who trained the new enli stees.

And then sone nore nagi ci ans—a denopnol ogi st, perhaps, and a theurgist. Even if
t hey needed incantations, maybe she could |l earn those somewhere, listen to
someone at work; it couldn't be that hard, once you had the gift, the skill,
what ever it was that nmade them magici ans instead of mere nortals. And then
maybe a wi zard, despite the Guild and her inability to make an at hanme, maybe
two, they didn't all use the same spells, maybe she could | earn sonethi ng
useful. A sorcerer, a witch

She drew t he dagger and | ooked at it.
"We're going to be busy," she said. She smiled. "And it'll be worth it."
CHAPTER 15

There's wi zardry here,” the witch said, kneeling by the body.

"You're sure it's w zardry and not sone other magic?" Sarai asked fromthe
door way.

The witch frowed. "Well, my lady," he said, "it's either w zardry or
sonmething entirely new, and if it's sonething entirely new, it's something
that's more like wizardry than it's |like anything el se we've ever known."

"So it could be sonething entirely new?"

The witch sighed as he got stiffly to his feet. He ran a bony hand through
t hi nni ng hair.



"I don't know, Lady Sarai," he said. "I know that when warl ockry first cane

al ong, when |I was just finishing ny apprenticeship, we had a hard tine telling
it fromw tchcraft at first, because there are sinlarities, and we didn't
know the differences yet. | know that theurgy and denonol ogy are opposite
sides of the same coin, so that in some ways they | ook alike and in others
they couldn't be nore different. \Watever happened here feels |like wizardry to
me, but it might be that it's sonething new, and | just don't know the
differences yet. But it feels |like wzardry."

Sarai nodded.

"Al'l right," she said. "Wzardry, then, or sonething like it. Can you tell nme
anyt hi ng about the person who did it?"

The witch shook his head. "No," he said, "lI'mafraid not. The magic fouls up
everything el se.”

"Can you tell me anything nore about the magic, then?" Sarai asked. "Wuld you
know it if you met the nurderer on the street?"

The witch tilted his head and considered that carefully. "I doubt it," he said
at last. "What | sense here is the flavor of the single spell that killed him
It doesn't seemlikely that the killer would be wal king around with that spel
still active. I"'mnot a wizard, but as | understand it, their spells are
usual |y tenporary things—they make them fresh each tine, as it were."

Sarai nodded again. "But it's the sane spell here as the others?"

The witch shrugged. "I think so," he said, "but I can't be absolutely certain.
The others were not so recent when | saw them"

For a nonent the two of them stood silently, staring at the bl oody corpse on
the floor. The body, in turn, was staring sightlessly at the ceiling.
"There's one thing," Sarai said. "You and the others all keep saying that a
spell killed these people, but it's plain to see that a knife killed them Do
you mean that it was an enchanted dagger? That an ordinary knife was w el ded
by magi c? That the dagger was conjured out of thin air?"

The witch hesitated. "I mean," he said, very carefully, "that whatever nade

t he wounds was mmgi cal and that the life was drawn out by that magic. If it
was a dagger, the dagger was enchanted; whether it was w el ded by magic or by
someone's hand | have no way of know ng."

"Very well, then," Sarai said, "suppose it's an enchanted dagger, and you
happen to bunmp into someone on the street who's wearing that dagger on his
belt. Would you know it?"

The witch hesitated even longer this time. "I doubt it," he said at last. "But
| think—+ think—that if | saw soneone use that dagger to cut someone, | would
know it."

"Well, that's better than nothing," Sarai nuttered.

"I would, of course, imediately informyou, nmy lady, if | saw anything of the
sort."

"OfF course," she said. "Or the nearest guardsnan, or whoever."



"Of course."
Sarai turned and headed for the stairs.

This one was the worst yet, and for a very sinple reason-she had known the
victim Seremthe Wse was one of the best-known enchanters in Ethshar of the
Sands—er rather, he had been; now he was nothing but a wandering ghost and a
t hr oat - sl ashed cadaver

H s apprentice—what was her nane? Ch, yes, Lirrin. Lirrin was waiting at the
foot of the stairs, looking pale and ill. Behind her, in the front parlor

Sarai could see Seremis fanpbus fan-tree, waving away as if nothing had
happened; trust old Seremto use solid, permanent enchantments, not the feeble
sort that would have died with their creator.

Lirrin would be doing all right for herself, probably—-as far as Sarai knew,
there were no relatives with a stronger claimto any part of the estate than
that of a new apprentice. If Serem had any children or siblings, they were

| ong since grown, and any wi ves were dead, divorced, or disappeared. Under

Et hshar-itic custom a child' s welfare came before that of any adult other
than a spouse, and Lirrin, at seventeen, was still officially a child. She
woul d inherit the w zard' s house and goods, including his Book of Spells and
the contents of his workshop

That m ght be a sufficient notive for nurder, and despite Lirrin's display of
grief Sarai m ght have suspected her, were it not for all the other deaths.

Inza the Apprentice Warl ock had been the first, slain in her own bed, her

t hroat sl ashed, a stab wound in her chest; then there had been Captain Deru,
waylaid in an alley off Archer Street, stabbed in the back, and his throat

sl ashed. Athaniel the Theurgist was junped in his shop, his throat sl ashed,
and a single thrust through his heart to finish himoff. Karitha of East End,
a denonol ogi st, had been beaten into unconsci ousness in her own parlor, her
throat cut as she lay insensible.

Strangest of all, even as these murders had been tal cing place, a dozen
animals, nostly stray cats or runaway dogs, had been found dead at various
places in the Wll Street Field, with their throats cut open. Had they al

been killed before Inza, then Sarai m ght have guessed the killer was working
up his nerve, practicing before he dared risk tackling a human bei ng, but they
were not; instead, a dog and a cat had been killed shortly after Inza, the
rest one by one in the days that followed, interspersed with the other

victimns.

And now ol d Serem was dead, on the floor of his bedchanber, stabbed in the
belly, and—tike all the rest—his throat had been cut.

And on all of them nen, wonen, and beasts, the nmagicians found |ingering
traces of a strange magic, probably wi zardry, that bl ocked any divination or
scrying spell.

Mereth swore she couldn't identify the killer. Okko could tell nothing of what
had happened. Luris the Black had offered to help, to avenge her dead
apprentice, but she was as usel ess as any warl ock when it cane to know edge,
rather than raw power. And now this witch, Kelder of Quarter Street, had
failed, as well.

"He hasn't killed any witches yet," Sarai remarked as she nmarched down the
stairs. "One of you will probably be next; he seens to be trying for one of
every sort of mmgician."



"There are still sorcerers, Lady Sarai," Kelder replied, "and the various

| esser disciplines, the herbalists and scientists and illusionists.”
"True," Sarai conceded. "Still, 1'd lock my door, if | were you, and naybe
invest in a few warding spells. Besides your own, | nmean." Wtches did not

have any true warding spells of their own, she knew, but she al so knew t hat
witches didn't want outsiders to knowit.

"Perhaps you're right, ny lady," the witch agreed. "I would like to say that |
don't fit the pattern in these killings, but in truth, I don't see a clear
pattern.” "Neither do |I," Sarai admitted.

That bothered her. There ought to be nore of a pattern in who was killed, and
how, criminals were usually abysmally uni magi native. This one, though

They had no idea of any notive. The killer had slain the apprentice warl ock

| eaving Luris untouched, but here he or she had killed Serem the master, and
had |l eft the apprentice, Lirrin, untouched. Athaniel had had no apprentice,
nor, of course, had Deru, since the city guard did not operate on an
apprenticeship system Karitha's apprentice was a boy of fourteen who had been
visiting his parents on their farm sonewhere outside the city. Serenms
apprentice inherited everything; Karitha's, due to the existence of the
denonol ogi st' s husband and ni ne-year-old daughter, inherited nothing but a few
papers and the right to stay on until Festival

There was no pattern, no connecting notive, no conmon factor anong the victins
that Sarai had yet discovered.

Lirrin was inheriting a | arge and val uabl e house and a great deal of wealth,
whi ch woul d make an excellent notive, and she was a wi zard of sorts, as

wel | —eoul d she have arranged the entire thing, staging the other killings in
order to throw off suspicion? It was hard to believe that anyone could be so
col dbl ooded; besides, if that was it, she had been foolish to kill Inza and

not Luris, thereby m ssing the chance to create a false pattern and divert
suspi cion onto Inza. And why kill the dogs?

Besi des, Karitha was killed by a very strong person—she had been picked up and
flung against a wall at one point. And the killer had not been gentle with
Deru or Athaniel, either. Lirrin scarcely |ooked strong enough to do anything
like that. She wasn't as scrawny and underfed as sone apprentices, but she
still had nore bone show ng than nuscle. O course, with nagic, anything is
possible . . . Sarai realized that she had reached the bottomof the stairs
and was now staring into Lirrin's face froma distance of only four or five
feet.

"I"'msorry," Sarai said, trying to sound sincere. She was sorry that Serem was
dead, genuinely sorry, but right now she was thinking too hard about who mi ght
have killed himto get real enotion into her voice.

Lirrin grimaced."l guess you see things like this all the time, Lady Sarai,"
she said, her voice unsteady.

"No," Sarai said. "No, | don't. Usually the guard takes care of... of deaths
wi thout calling ne in. They're usually sinple—soneone |lost his tenper and is
sitting there crying and confessing, or there are a dozen witnesses. If it's
not that obvious, then we call in the magicians, and generally we have the
perpetrator in the dungeons the next day." She sighed. "But this tinme," she
said, "we seemto be dealing with a lunatic of sone sort, one who uses magic
that hides all his traces. So they called nme in, because |I'm supposed to be



good at figuring these things out.

And I'mtrying, Lirrin, I really am but | just don't know how to catch this
one."

"Ch," the apprentice—the forner apprentice, Sarai rem nded herself, since the
apprenticeship was over and done, and Lirrin would have to prove herself

wort hy of journeyman status before the representatives of the Wzards' Guild,
despite missing the final year of her studies—said, in a tiny voice.

Sarai hesitated before saying any nore, but finally spoke. "Lirrin," she said,
"you're Seremis heir, and that neans you're responsible for his funeral rites.
But before you build a pyre, | have a favor to ask, a big one."

"What ?" Lirrin was clearly on the verge of tears.

"Coul d you sumon a necromancer to see if sonmeone can speak to Serem s ghost?
H's soul won't be free to flee to Heaven until his body is destroyed; if we
can question him ask who stabbed hi mhe nmust have seen who it was. He m ght
not know a nane, he m ght not renenber everythi ng—ghosts often don't—but
anything he could tell us m ght help."

Lirrin blinked, and a tear spilled down one cheek. "You said there were others

Sarai sighed again.

"There were," sheadnmitted, "but with the first fewwe didn't know it would be
necessary until it was too late, until after the funeral. We did finally try
wi th the denonol ogi st; her soul was gone wi thout a trace, probably taken by
some demon she owed a debt to. W hope to do better with Serem Wth your
perni ssion.”

"OfF course," Lirrin said weakly. "OF course."

The snmoke fromthe pyre drifted lazily upward; the weather was starting to
turn cool er again, and the air was clear, the sky a dazzling turquoi se bl ue.

"Damm it," Sarai nuttered.

Captain Tikri glanced sideways at her, then across at Lirrin. The apprentice
seened oblivious to everything but the burning remains of her master. The
handful of friends and famly in attendance were lost in their own thoughts or
tal king to one anot her.

"Troubl ed, Lady Sarai?" Tikri murmured.

"OfF course | am" she said in reply. "lIt's all so wasteful and stupid! Even
this funeral —+t's just enpty ritual. Hs soul isn't even in there; there's
nothing to be freed!"

"You're sure?"
"The necromancer was sure, anyway, or at |east he said he was."

Tikri didn't reply for a noment; when he did, it was to ask, "Which sort of
necromancer was it?" "A w zard," Sarai answered. "Does it matter, though?"

Ti kri shrugged, showi ng her an enmpty palm "I don't know, " he said. "It mght.
My Aunt Thithenna al ways used a theurgist to talk to Uncle Gar, after he

di ed—at least, until the priest said she should | eave him alone and | et him



enjoy the afterlife. Wrked fine."

Sarai sighed. "Your Aunt Thithenna was |ucky," she said. "Half the tine

t heur gi cal necromancers can't find the one you want, even when there isn't any
guestion of other magi c. And denonol ogi cal necromancers are worse—dnl ess the
ghost you want is a dead denonol ogist; they're lucky to contact one out of

ten. Sorcerers and warl ocks don't do necromancy at all—they' re probably
smart. It's a nessy business. And as often as not the ghost doesn't renenber
anyt hi ng useful ." "Wat about a witch, then?" It was Sarai's turn to shrug.

"It's alittle late now," she said. "I know theurgists and de-nonol ogi sts
don't need the body, but witches do, even nore than w zards. | did have a
witch ook at him though—Kel der of Quarter Street. You know him don't you?"
Ti kri thought for a nonent, then nodded. "Well, he's not a real necromancer,"”
Sarai said. "But he couldn't see anything."

"Too bad." Tikri hesitated, and said, "There's news, though. | was going to
wait until after the funeral to tell you, but maybe | should nmention it now. "
"Ch? What is it?" "It's not good news."

Sarai sighed again. "In this case, | wasn't expecting good news. What is it,
anot her body?" "No, no," Tikri hastily assured her. "Not that bad." "Not even
a dog?" Tikri shook his head. "Well, then?" Sarai demanded.

"Well, it looks like we have nmore than one killer. Mereth and her apprentice
were studying the traces in Athaniel's shop—the actual break-in was done by
war | ockry."

Sarai frowned. "But it wasn't warlockry that killed him Mereth was sure of
that."

Ti kri nodded. "So if our killer is a wizard, he has a warlock working with
him" he said.

"Maybe it's a warlock who's gotten hold of an enchanted dagger sonewhere,"
Sar ai suggest ed.

"Maybe, " Tikri conceded. "But why would a warlock be doing any of this? A
warl ock can stop a man's heart w thout touching him why cut throats?"

"Why woul d anybody do all this?" Sarai retorted.

"A demonol ogi st making a sacrifice, maybe? O a w zard collecting the
i ngredients for a spell?"

"And how woul d a denonol ogi st or a wi zard do warl ockry?" Sarai started to take
a deep breath to say nore and accidentally caught a lungful of smoke fromthe
pyre; she | ost whatever she had intended to say in an extended coughing fit.
Tikri stood silently by, waiting.

When she regai ned control of herself, Sarai was no |longer thinking entirely
about warl ocks or notives; the coughing had rem nded her of her father's
failing health and poor Kalthon the Younger with his fits. Her famly was not
exactly robust or nunerous anynore. She had to face the possibility that any
day, she could find herself the new M nister of Justice permanently, not just
filling in—and she would still be Mnister of Investigation, as well

As a girl, she had never expected to have this sort of responsibility; her
father and brother were supposed to handle the Mnistry of Justice, and back
then there had been no Mnister of Investigation yet. By rights, she shouldn't



have had a governnment job at all; she should have been married off years ago
to a wealthy nmerchant, or to sonme noble not too closely related to her. She
shoul d be raising chickens and sewi ng clothes and tendi ng chil dren, not
standi ng here watching a nurdered friend burn and worrying about who killed
himinstead of remenbering his life.

The idea of being the overlord' s investigator had sounded intriguing four
years ago, but the idea of spending the rest of her life at it, at hunting
down denented crimnals and sadistic thugs, or worse, failing to hunt them
down .

It was beginning to wear on her. She wondered how her father could stand goi ng
on being Mnister of Justice, year after year

But of course, maybe he couldn't stand it, naybe that was why he was dying.

And here before her was the body of a man who coul d have saved her father, and
had refused. Maybe, Sarai thought bitterly, she should be appl audi ng, instead
of rmour ni ng.

Then she blinked, startl ed.
Could that be the killer's notive?

It wasn't at all likely that all the victinms had wonged any one person by
their actions, but mght they have done so by inaction? Was there sonething
the killer wanted that all of them the warlock, the soldier, the theurgist,
t he denonol ogi st, the wi zard, had failed to provide?

It seened |like a reasonable -possibility. It didn't explain the al nost
ritualistic throat-slashing, or the use of both warlockry and w zardry,
t hough.

Sarai remenbered that Tikri thought there was nore than one killer involved.
That made sense—the man who t hrew At hani el and Karitha around had clearly been
i mensely strong and nust have been | arge and mnuscul ar, while Inza's killer
appeared to have slipped in through a wi ndow open only a few inches. De-ru's
killer had been big enough to kill himwhile he was awake, wi thout | eaving
signs of a struggle, but had done so fromthe back—and an experienced old
brawl er |ike Deru would not have turned his back on anyone he considered a
threat. That called for someone strong, but not big and burly.

But if there was nore than one killer, why? Wiy would a group want to commit
these nurders? It seenmed even less likely than an individual —unless it was
some sort of conspiracy or cult at work.

Was there, perhaps, a secret conspiracy of magicians? Had I nza and Serem and
the others been offered a chance to join, and been killed to insure their
sil ence when they refused?

But why kill themall the same way, then? WAs that a warning to others,
perhaps? Or was it in fact a ritual? Was this a cult of sone sort, perhaps
foll owers of a denon that had sonmehow escaped fromthe Nether Void wthout
com ng under a denon-ologist's control? O people enthralled by sone w zardry,
per haps? There were wi zards who coul d conmand el emental spirits or animals or
ghost s—ahy not people? O night the killers be ensorcel ed? Sarai had heard
runors, dating all the way back to the Great War, of sorcerers who could
control the thoughts of others.

Cults and conspiraci es—ahat was she up against? Could there be a cult of



killers? She seened to remenber stories of such a thing.
"Tikri," she asked, "have you ever heard of an organi zati on of assassins?"
"Do you mean the cult of Demerchan?" the soldier asked, startled.

Dermer chan—+that was the nane. Al she knew about it was vague | egends and
unfinished tales. "Do | ? Could they be responsible for these killings?"

Tikri hesitated, then admtted, "I don't know. "

"l don't either," Sarai muttered.

She didn't know-so she would just have to find out. And not just about
Demer chan. There were nagi ci ans involved. She intended to check out the
organi zati ons of magi cians that m ght be involved—the Wzards' Quild, the
Counci | of Warlocks, the Brotherhood, the Sisterhood, the Hierarchy of
Priests, and any others she coul d uncover.

"Tikri," she whispered, "I'mgoing to need several men. And wonen, t oo,
probably."

Captain Tikri shot her a glance, then nodded.
CHAPTER 16

Four days later, a dozen bl ocks away, Tabaea |ay back on the bed and stared up
at the painted ceiling. This inn was a far cry fromthe di ngy, nal odorous

pl aces on Wall Street where she had spent nost of her nights just a few nonths
bef ore. The sheets were clean, cool linen; the blanket was of fine wool, dyed
a rich blue and enbroidered with red and gold silk; the mattress was thick and
soft, filled with the finest eiderdown.

No nore burlap and straw for Tabaea the Thief, she told herself. Three fluffy
pillows. A bottle of wine and a cut-glass goblet at her bedside, a fire on the
hearth, and a bellpull in easy reach. Even the beans overhead were decorat ed,
a design of red flowers and gold stars agai nst a m dni ght blue background. The
pl aster between beams continued the blue, sprinkled with white stars and w sps
of cl oud.

She ought, she supposed, to be happy. She had nore noney than ever before in
her life, she was stronger and healthier and nore powerful than she had ever
i magi ned she could be. She coul d take al nbst anythi ng she want ed.

But she was not happy, and that "al nbst" was the reason why. There were things
she wanted that she couldn't have. True, she had gotten away with half a dozen
nmurders, but they had not all yielded the results she sought.

She had killed Inza, and now she could work warl ockry—but only at an
apprentice level, at least so far. And sonmetines it felt so good doing it that
it scared her; she knew nothing about it and was afraid she was doi ng
somet hi ng wong, sonething that, even if it didn't harmher directly, would
draw the attenti on—and the wath—ef the real warlocks, or, worse, of whatever
it was that was responsi ble for the whispering she drew her power from

She had killed Captain Deru, and with his strength added to the rest she was
stronger than any man in Ethshar; she could wield a sword with the best of
them and could put an arrow in a dog's eye at sixty paces; but she stil

| ooked li ke a half-starved, plain-faced girl, and no one stepped aside at her
approach, and no one was intinidated by her bell ow.



She had killed Athaniel, and that had done her no good at all; the gods stil
didn't |isten when she prayed and still didn't come at her call. She didn't
know t he right fornulae, the invocations, or the secret nanes; none of that
had transferred.

She had killed Karitha and had di scovered that demons were just as picky as
gods in how they were sunmoned.

She had killed Serem and she really wasn't even sure why, because by then she
had known what woul d happen. She didn't know the incantations, the

i ngredients, or the nystic gestures. She didn't even know t he nanes of any of
the spells. And of course, she had no athame and coul d not make one; she had
only the Bl ack Dagger, instead.

Maybe t he dagger was her reason for killing him she thought, in frustration
over his part in saddling her with it. True, it had given her power and
strength, and it had saved her fromthat awful drunk, but it was so nmaddeni ng,
having this magic right there in her hands and not understanding any of it.

She hadn't really thought the dagger had influenced her at the tinme, but yes,
she admtted to herself, it probably had something to do with it.

What ever the reason, she had killed him and it hadn't done any good.

And finally, just a few days before, she had killed a witch by the name of

Kel der of Quarter Street. She had seen himat Ser-ems funeral and had

foll owed hi m home. That had sone result, anyway-she seened to have acquired at
| east one new ability; she could feel odd, sonetinmes inconprehensible bits of
sensation fairly often, especially when near other people.

She coul d not, however, make very nmuch sense of them She was no apprentice;
she had no one to tell her what anything neant. Wien she sensed a wet heat
froma man's thoughts, or an inmage of red velvet, or a tension like the air
before a thunderstorm what did that represent? The cool blackness fromthe
potted daisies here in her roomat the inn—was that normal? Did it nean they
were thriving, or dying?

The truth was that she could gain nmore useful information about the world and
its creatures through her canine sense of snell than through any of her
supernatural abilities.

And her warl ockry seenmed to be getting worse. Not by itself; at first, she had
t hought she was just being distracted, or forgetting what she had nmanaged to

| earn, but now, |ooking back on it, she was fairly certain that every tine she
had kill ed another magician, her warl ockry had weakened. The effect was nost
noti ceabl e when she added witchcraft to her collection of skills. Now she had
to listen intently to find that whisper; it wasn't intruding uninvited as it
had at first.

Did the different magicks interfere with each other, like kittens stunbling
over their litter-mates?

If she had killed a witch first, could she have nade sense of what she saw and
felt? Wuld she be able to do nore, even without training?

It was all rather discouraging. There was so much she didn't know. Here she
had, at least in theory, the ability to performfive different kinds of nagic,
and she didn't know how to use any of them properly!



And no matter what she did, no matter how powerful, how fast, how perceptive
she became, she still |ooked like a ragged half-grown thief, and those around
her still treated her accordingly. She had had to pay cash in advance for this
room and the innkeeper had clearly been astoni shed when Tabaea had pull ed out
a handful of silver.

And she couldn't tell anyone about any of it; there was no one she could
trust, no one she could talk to. If she ever admtted anything, they would al
know t hat she was a nmurderer, and she'd be hanged.

It just wasn't working out the way she had thought it woul d.

There had to be somet hing she could do to make it work, though. Maybe if she
knew nore about all the different kinds of magic, she thought, she would be
able to get sonme use out of them She couldn't just steal the know edge, of
course—the Bl ack Dagger didn't work that way; she now knew that beyond any
doubt, she would never |learn anything fromit.

And of course, she was too old to be an apprentice. She was ni neteen, al nost
twenty.

But maybe, if she listened—she had superhuman hearing now, at least in the
upper registers, thanks to a dozen dead ani mals. She could get in anywhere,
wi t h her | ockpicking and house-breaking skills, her animal stealth, her stolen
strength, and her warl ockry.

If she crept into a magician's home and watched and |listened, if she found a
new apprentice just beginning his training

It was certainly worth a try.

Moving like a cat—ot figuratively, but literally—she | eaped fromthe bed and
crept to the door, then down the hall, down the stair, through the conmon
room and out into the gathering night.

CHAPTER 17

The | egendary assassins' cult of Denerchan, Captain Jikri assured Lady Sar ai
was quite real and headquartered sonewhere in the Small Kingdons; beyond that
he knew nothing definite. At Lady Sarai's insistence, Tikri sent a well-funded
agent to attenpt to |learn nore.

Until the agent returned there was nothing else to be done about Denerchan, so
Sarai turned her attention to other organizations, ones that happened to be

cl oser at hand—the organi zati ons that represented the different schools of
magi c. She knew of five—the Wzards' Cuild, the Council of Warlocks, the

Br ot her hood, the Sisterhood, and the Hierarchy of Priests. Neither sorcerers
nor dernonol ogi sts nor any of the |lesser sorts of magicians, such as herbalists
or scientists, seened to have any unifying body—at |east, four years of
research into magic had failed to find any sign of one operating in Ethshar

Lady Sarai didn't think it was worth worrying about herbalists or the I|ike,
and she couldn't do nuch about the sorcerers or denonol ogists, but the five
known groups definitely wanted attenti on—especially the w zards and warl ocks,
since the killers had left indications of wizardry and warl ockry.

The Wzards' @uild was by far the nmost powerful of the organizati ons—every
wi zard was a nenber, bound by GQuild rules, as well she knew. Every wi zard in



the Wrld was responsible to his or her |ocal Cuildnaster

Most peopl e thought that the Cuildmasters ran everything, but Sarai knew
better. She had | earned a year before that the CGuildmasters, popularly
believed to all be equals in the government of the Wzards' @uild, in fact
answered to a select few called the Inner Circle—that secret, she was given to
understand, could cost her her life if she were too free in its dissemnination

If she wanted to speak to someone with real power in the Wzards' @uild, she
knew she shoul d speak to a nmenber of the Inner Circle—but if the very

exi stence of the Inner Crcle was secret, she could hardly expect anyone to
tell her who was a nenber.

Seremthe Wse nmight or might not have been a nmenber; her infornmant thought
that he had been. This particular runor had cone up in a discussion of Serems
apparent successor as the senior Cuildmaster in Ethshar of the Sands—Fel urinon
of the Bl ack Robe was definitely not a nenber of the Inner Circle and was said
to have hopes of changing that.

But if Telurinon was not in the Inner Circle, was he really the city's senior
nmenber of the Guild?

Vel |, whether he was or not, he was her best possible contact with the Guild;
she sent hima nmessage asking if a private nmeeting could be arranged for her
to speak to the Guild' s representatives in Ethshar of the Sands.

Wil e she waited for a reply, she considered the other organizations.

The Council of Warl ocks was a nuch | ooser body than the Guild; while every
war | ock she spoke to seened nore or less to acknow edge its authority, at
least within the city walls, no one nmentioned rules or discipline or death
t hreats when di scussing the Council. The nenmbership of the actual Counci
seened to change fairly often—since it was nominally conposed of the twenty
nost powerful warlocks hi the city, its nenbers were al so the warl ocks nost
likely to hear the Calling and vani sh w thout notice.

She wasn't sure just who the current chairnman was; Sarai was fairly certain
that Mavis of Beachgate had left the city, either Called or fleeing southward
by ship, hoping to get farther from Al dagnor before the Calling could claim
her .

Lural l a woul d know, though; she had the warlock called in and asked her to
take a message to the chairman of the Council. Those groups were the inportant
two, but for the sake of thoroughness, Lady Sarai considered the others.

Only a mnority of theurgi sts had any connection with the Hierarchy of
Priests; Sarai wasn't sure whether that would have nade them nore or |ess
suspi ci ous under other circunstances. As it was, though, Okko happened to be
the high priest, and Sarai sinply couldn't take seriously the idea that he
m ght be behind sone fiendi sh conspiracy.

Still, she did go so far as to question himbriefly while a witch by the nane
of Shala of the Green Eyes sat concealed in an adjoi ning room watching for
lies or any sign of guilt. Shala had been hired al nost at random after a walk
down the western portion of Wzard Street—Sarai wanted to avoi d using anyone
Okko m ght recognize or might have had any chance to subvert. Shala found no
evi dence that Okko was conceal i ng anyt hing and assured Sarai that the old
theurgi st was telling the truth when he swore he knew not hi ng about the
nmurders he hadn't told Lady Sarai



O course, there m ght be another organization of theurgists—but really,
theurgists commtting nurder? The gods didn't approve of that sort of thing.

That brought Sarai to the witches.

Wtches had two organi zati ons, segregated by sex—whi ch nade no sense that

Sarai could see, since she hadn't cone across any differences between how
witchcraft worked for nmen and how it worked for wonen. Neither of them was
very structured—the Sisterhood generally chose their |eaders by lot at erratic
intervals, while the Brotherhood el ected them annually, and there was no

per manent hierarchy in either group. Between them they included perhaps a
third of the thousand or so witches in the city. The Sisterhood was sonewhat

| arger than the Brotherhood—but then, Sarai had the inpression that there were
nore fermale witches than male.

O the witches she had dealt with, Sarai knew at |east one was a nenber of the
Si sterhood—sShirith of Ethshar, who had tried unsuccessfully to heal Lord
Kal t hon. There were no annoyi ng del ays while nmeetings were arranged; Shirith
and her apprentice cane when invited and nmet with Lady Sarai in the Geat
Counci | Chanber that same eveni ng.

Sarai had chosen the council chanber, rather than one of the innunerable
smal ler roons in the palace, to inpress upon the wi tches just how inportant
this was—and al so because the chanber gave an i npression of great privacy,
even while Okko would be listening froma conceal ed room adj oi ni ng, and
Mer-eth of the CGol den Door woul d be watching by neans of a scrying spell.

She dressed for the neeting in a nondescript tunic and skirt. She not only
didn't wear the inpressive robes of the Mnister of Justice—she had had a set
altered to fit her when first she found herself forced to act in her father's
pl ace—but she dressed far nore sinply than was her wont, to add to the air of
secrecy.

The t hought struck her as she strai ghtened her skirt that she was probably
entitled to some sort of formal costume as Mnister of Investigation; she had
never worried about it before, since it was not in the nature of the job to
make public appearances.

Perhaps this plain black skirt and dark blue tunic would serve. Her nouth
twisted in a senbl ance of a smle at the thought.

She coul d hear her father's | abored breathing as she crossed to the door
Kal t hon the Younger was asleep in his chanber, but their father was awake,
lying on the couch—er at any rate, as awake as he ever was anynore.

She took a nmoment to kiss his brow, then left the apartnents and hurried down
the corridor.

She found the two witches waiting in the council chanber, |ooking very small
and alone in the two chairs they occupied of the hundred or so that the room
hel d. Three red-kilted guards were standi ng watch, one at each door; Sara

di sm ssed them "Shirith," she said, when the doors had cl osed behind the
guards, "lI'mso glad you could cone."

The elder witch rose and curtsi ed. Wien she stood again she smled wyly, and
sai d, "Perhaps, Lady Sarai, you have not yet realized just how unlikely any
citizen of Ethshar is to ignore a sumons to the Palace fromthe Acting

M ni ster of Justice, especially one delivered by a nenmber of the city guard in
full uniform including sword."



Sarai had not thought of it in those ternms. She had sent a sol dier because he
was handy—ost of the officials of the overlord s governnent used the city
guard for their errands outside the pal ace.

To an ordinary citizen, though

Well, she saw Shirith's point. And perhaps it was just as well; she had wanted
to inpress the witches with the severity of the situation, after all.

"Do you know why you're here?" Sarai asked. She knew the nore skilled and
power ful w tches could hear the thoughts in people's heads, if they tried, and
Shirith was undoubtedly skilled.

"Do you want me to?" Shirith countered. "Ah, | see you do, if only to save
time. I"'msorry, Lady Sarai, but I"'mafraid that... oh."

She paused, then said, "The killings. Poor Kelder."
Sarai nodded.
"I'f you could tell me nore, Lady Sarai..." Shirith began

Lady Sarai explained quickly, well aware that Shirith was filling in mssing
details with her witchcraft.

"I"'mafraid,” Shirith said at last, "that | can't help you. W in the

Si sterhood are naturally concerned, even though Kel der was obviously not one
of our nenbers. | can attest that | amin no way involved in these killings,
nor is any menber of the Sisterhood with whom | have spoken in the past nonth.
Your theurgist will confirmthat | speak the truth; | don't know what the

wi zard's spell will show, but if it tests veracity, then that, too, should
support ne."

So much, Sarai thought, for secrecy.

"Well," Shirith said apologetically, "once | start listening to what lies
behi nd your words, | can't always help hearing nore than you m ght want."
Sarai waved that away. "It doesn't matter," she said, "and | didn't really

suppose that the Sisterhood was behind the murders. Can you vouch for the
Br ot her hood, as wel | ?"

"Not as definitely," Shirith admtted, "but |I can send their |eaders to you
for questioning."

Sarai nodded. "That woul d be useful. Do you have any ot her suggestions?
Anyt hi ng you woul d advise me to do to track down these killers who use both
wi zardry and warl ockry?"

Shirith shook her head. "No," she said, then added, "it's odd, that
conbi nati on; w zards and warl ocks have di strusted each other since the N ght
of Madness, and fromwhat |'ve heard, warlockry fits better el sewhere."

"What do you nmean?" Sarai asked. Then she renenbered sonet hi ng Kel der had
said, when the two of them were studying Serem s corpse.

"Well," Shirith said, "it appears, fromall |'ve heard, that witchcraft and
war | ockry are much nore closely related to each other than either one is to
W zardry." "l've heard that, too," Sarai adnmitted. "Do you know who you m ght
want to talk to?" Shirith suggested. "Teneria of Fishertown, from Ethshar of



the Spices. The word in the Sisterhood is that she's made sone renarkabl e
di scoveri es about connections between w tchcraft and warl ockry—especially
remar kabl e, since she's still only a journeyman."

"Thank you," Sarai said, making a nental note of the nane. "I'Il do that."

In the three days that followed Sarai spoke to a four-nan del egation fromthe
Br ot her hood and renoved that group from suspicion, as well. She sent a
messenger by sea to Ethshar of the Spices, to fetch this Teneria of

Fi shertown. She had notices circul ated to denmonol ogi sts, sorcerers, and ot her
magi ci ans of various kinds that she sought any information they could provide
about whoever was responsible for the recent nurders.

But she received no reply fromeither the Council of Warlocks or the Wzards'
@Quild, nor did she learn who had killed those nmen, wonen, and dogs.

CHAPTER 18

There had been no killings for three sixnights, but Sarai did not believe
anyone was safe. The conspirators, whoever they were, mght just be lying | ow
or perhaps the phase of the greater noon mght be related, in which case the
next nurder could occur at any nonent.

And during this lull there had been sone very curious break-ins. No one was
harmed, nothing stol en, but several magicians of different sorts, alerted by
Sarai's far-flung inquiries, had reported signs that they had been spied upon
their workshops entered, their books read. What's nore, the signs left by

t hese strange invasions had included traces of w zardry, warl ockry, and even
witchcraft. This |ast had pronpted further questioning of Shirith and severa
other witches, but again, all swore to their innocence, and ot her nagicians
said those oaths were truthful

Sarai was convinced that these break-ins were the work of the nurderous
conspiracy, but she still had no idea what the conspirators were up to.
Furthernmore, she still had not nmet with the Council of Warlocks or the
representatives of the Wzards' Cuild.

Wth all this going on, she really did not nmuch care that Lord Tollern

M nister of the Treasury, was not happy with her. Finding the killers and
unmaski ng the conspiracy was nore inportant than noney. Mney was only worth
what it could buy, and when she hired nagicians and sent ships to Ethshar of
the Spices and so forth, Sarai was buying infornmation.

"That's all very well,"” Lord Tollern told her, "but you can't spend the city's
entire treasury on this."

"Why not?" Sarai denmanded

"Because we need it for other things, as well. Ch, | don't deny that this
conspiracy is dangerous, Lady Sarai, | don't deny it at all, not for a nonment.
But it isn't the only danger that old Ederd has to worry about. Wat good will
it do to stop these nysterious magical nmurderers, if it allows comon thieves
to run anmok, or we let the walls fall into ruin, or the harbor silt up so that
no ships can dock?" "I'm not spending that nmuch!" Sarai protested. "No,"
Tollern admitted, "but this isn't anything we've budgeted for, you see. My
dear, can't you find sone way to settle this whole matter quickly?"

"How?" Sarai asked. "lI'mdoing the best | can, but | can't even get the
Wzards' GQuild to talk to ne."



"My dear Lady Sarai, you're Mnister of Investigation and Acting M nister of
Justice; surely you can order themto talk to you, in the nane of our bel oved
Ederd the Fourth. Even the Wzards' @uild would not be quick to refuse a
conmmand fromthe overlord hinself. Defy one of the triumvirs of the Hegenony?
That's a risky business, even for a nmgician."

Sarai hesitated. She knew the treasurer was technically correct, but she
hadn't dared to directly invoke the overlord' s name before. Any power used too
of ten was power wasted, and she knew that Ederd did not take kindly to those
who called upon his authority too freely. Up until now, people had cooperated

wi | I'ingly—er had been intimdated much nore easily; as Shirith had pointed
out, most citizens did not care to argue with soldiers sent by one of the
government ministers. "I'lIl think about it," she replied.

The foll owi ng day she sent not a | one nessenger, but a squad comranded by a
i eutenant, to order the Council of Warlocks, in the name of Ederd, Overlord
of Ethshar, to wait upon the Mnister of Investigation in the Geat Counci
Chanber, at a time to be nutually agreed upon

The reply arrived that sane evening; the neeting was held the foll ow ng day.

She prepared for the nmeeting in her famly's apartnents, gathering her wits
and her notes, trying not to | ook at her father as he lay unconscious in his
bed. This time, acting in the overlord' s nanme, there would be no pretense of
privacy or informality; she wore the attire of a Mnister of Justice.

It occurred to her, as she nade the turn into the broad marbl e passage that
led fromthe outer apartnents into the central mass of the pal ace, that she
shoul d have arranged for attendants to acconpany her-when she entered the
justice chamber in her |lather's place she was al ways preceded by Chanden the
bailiff and Okko the theurgist and a couple of guardsnen and foll owed by the
door guards. The overlord hinself, when entering a roomon official business,
m ght have a retinue of anywhere from a handful of bodyguards to a parade of a
hundred sol diers and officials. As Mnister of Investigation, Sarai realized
she was surely entitled to bring a couple of guards and her chief of staff,
Captain Tikri.

She couldn't very well bring Okko, since as before, he and Mereth were to spy
on the neeting, but some guards woul d have been a good idea.

Vell, she wouldn't worry about it. She had put Tikri in charge of arranging
seating and keeping an eye on the warl ocks, so he wouldn't be available in any
case.

When she reached the council chanmber there were guards posted outside the
door—Jikri's work, of course. One stood on either side of the gilded archway;
each was a big man, in his best uniformof nustard yellow tunic and bright red
kilt, and each carried a gol d-shod spear with a very nasty, practical-I ooking
barbed head. At the sight of Lady Sarai they snapped to attention and thunped
their heavy spears on the stone fl oor

They did not, however, open the door; Sarai hesitated.

As she did, a small door in the side of the passage opened, and a servant in
the overlord' s livery stepped out.

"Lady Sarai,"
prepared. "

he said, bowing low "Just a nonent, and we'll have your way

Sarai blinked. Tikri had apparently been nore thorough than she had expected.



"I's everyone here?" she asked.

The servant said, "W have twenty people here who have identified thensel ves
as the Council of Warlocks. That's all | know, ny |ady."

"Thank you," Sarai said. "Wat needs to be prepared, then?"

"You'll have to ask Captain Tikri, nmy lady." Before she could ask anot her
guestion she heard footsteps and turned to find a party approachi ng. Captain
Tikri was in the lead, with half a dozen soldiers in gleam ng breastpl ates
marching at his heels, while two mnor palace officials hurried al ongsi de.

It appeared that even if she hadn't thought of providing an entourage, Tikri
had. "Are you ready, ny lady?" Tikri asked. Sarai, smling, nodded. Two

sol diers stepped forward and flung open the doors; one of the officials
stepped in and proclained | oudly, "Stand and obey! Behold the Lady Sar ai

M nister of Investigation and Acting Mnister of Justice to Ederd the Fourth,
Overlord of Ethshar of the Sands, Triunvir of the Hegenony of the Three

Et hshars, Commander of the Holy Arm es and Defender of the Gods! Bow to the
overlord's chosen representativel™

He stepped aside, and two other soldiers marched in and up to the | ow dais at
the far end. Lady Sarai, picking up her cue, followed them behind her cane
the other official, Tikri, and the two remaini ng guards.

The two who had opened the doors now closed them fromthe inside, and took up
positions as guards, while the official who had announced her hurried around
the side of the room

Sarai wal ked slowmy up the aisle, keeping her eyes straight ahead, but she
still got a good | ook at her audience.

Al of them wore the nonochromatic robes and peculiar hats that had sonehow
become the accepted occupational garb for magicians of every sort; for nost of
them the single color was black, but she saw one in red velvet, one in dark
green, and two in shades of blue. There were old men and yout hs, ancient
crones and handsone young wonen. She saw a few famliar faces, but nostly
strange ones.

And all of them bowed, as ordered. Lord Tollem had been right; they were
cowed.

At |least, for the nonent.

She reached the dais and made her way to the center; there she turned and
faced the crowd, waiting while her entourage took up positions around her

The official who had announced her had now nmade his way around the roomto one
of the front corners; he bellowed, "By courtesy of the Lady Sarai, you nay be
seated!"

It wasn't really very different from presiding over her father's court, once
she got started—ight down to listening to feeble excuses.
"I swear, ny |lady, we had every intention of nmeeting with you," the chairman
i nsi sted—engar the Warlock, he called hinself, and Sarai did not recall ever
nmeeting himor hearing his nane before this. "It was sinply a matter of
logistics; there are twenty of us, after all, each with his or her own
schedul e, each with his or her own concerns, and coordi nati ng such a neeting
."He didn't finish the sentence; instead, he said, "W had not realized the



i mportance you attached to it. W have nothing to tell you as a group that we
have not told your agents separately; none of us are involved in these
killings; and at any rate, the deaths have stopped, have they not?" He gl anced
uneasily at the door guards, and asked, "O have there been others we were not
i nforned of ?"

"There have been none of these killings reported for three sixnights," Sara
confirmed. "However, there could be nore at any tine, and the overlord's
government cannot tol erate such things."

"OfF course," Vengar agreed. "But what has this to do with us? W are no part
of Lord Ederd's governnent."

"No," Sarai agreed, "but at |east one of your people, a warlock, is involved
inthe killings."

"Who says so0?" a younger warl ock demanded-Sirinita of somewhere, Sarai thought
her name was.

"Kel der of Quarter Street," Sarai replied. "Afirst-rate witch who was ai ding
me in my investigations. He assured nme that both w zardry and warl ockry were
i nvol ved. "

"Why doesn't he speak for hinself?" Sirinita called angrily.

"Because he's dead," Sarai answered, just as angrily. "He was the | ast
victi mthat we know of ."

"How convenient!" Sirinita replied, her voice dripping sarcasm

Thi s disrespect was too rmuch for some of the other warl ocks, provoking a
shocked murnmur from several of them "M apologies, Lady Sarai," Vengar said,
throwing a furious glance at Sirinita. "You are sure of this? A warlock was

i nvolved in the killings?"

"Quite sure," Sarai replied.

Vengar frowned. "I regret to say," he said, "that we are still unable to help
you. Qurs is purely a physical magic; we have no way to read the thoughts or
menories of other warlocks, and we do not spy on each other. It may well be
that one or nmore warl ocks participated in these crines; it my even be that

t hose participants were anong the warl ocks of Ethshar of the Sands, and as
such nom nally subject to this council. Still, we have no know edge of them
nor any neans of obtaining such know edge."

"You're certain of that?" Sarai asked.

"I swear it," Vengar answered.

"You all say so? You all swear it?"

There was a general nutter of agreenment, but Sarai was not satisfied; she went

through the entire score, one by one. Al gave their oaths that they knew
not hi ng about the murders that Sarai did not.

Finally, the vows conplete, Sarai announced, "I accept your word. Still, you
claimto represent the warlocks of this city, and that neans that you are
partially responsible for them as well. | therefore charge you all to tell ne
at once if you learn anything nore, and further, | hereby require, in the

overlord' s name, that if at any point in this investigation 1 call upon the



services of the Council of Warlocks, that those services will be forthcom ng
It doesn't have to be any of you who does what | ask-send your journeynen,
your apprentices, whoever you please, but when | call, | expect cooperation."
Thi s speech was conposed on the spur of the nonment; she was up against a
magically gifted multiple nurderer, who m ght reasonably be expected to be
very dangerous. Knowi ng that she could call on several powerful warlocks woul d
be reassuring. "lIs that clear?" she asked.

Sirinita spoke up again. "W are you," she demanded, "to give orders to the
Counci | of Warl ocks?"

"I," Sarah answered, "am M nister of Investigation and Acting M nister of
Justice to Ederd the Fourth, Overlord of Ethshar of the Sands, Triunvir of the
Hegermony of the Three Ethshars, Commander of the Holy Arm es—whi ch neans that

| have those holy armies, which is to say the city guard, at ny disposal."

"You seek to frighten us with nmere soldiers?" Sirinita sneered.
"Not exactly," Sarai said. "I hope to frighten you with the know edge that if
you defy me, you'll be forced to use your warl ockry over and over to defend
yourselves for as long as you stay in this city—and we all know what happens
when a warlock uses a little too much of his magic, don't we? The twenty of
you are the nost powerful warlocks in the city—but you and | realize what nost
peopl e do not, that that al so makes you the twenty nost vulnerable to the
Calling. True, you'll easily be able to defeat a dozen guardsnen api ece, but |
have several thousand soldiers | can send and send and send, until the Calling
does my work for ne. And there's nothing south of here but ocean; if you try
to flee farther from Al dagnor, that nmeans the Small Kingdonms far to the east,
or the Pirate Towns to the west—s that really what you want ?"

She stared questioningly at them no one answered.

After a noment of silence, Sarai said, "I don't |ike making threats, you know,
I"'mnot trying to make enem es of you, any of you. I'mjust explaining that I
do know who and what you are, and that | will have your cooperation, one way

or another. This investigation is very, very inmportant to ne."
There was a reluctant nmutter of acknow edgnent.

Wth that, Sarai disnissed eighteen of the warl ocks, but asked Vengar and
Sirinita to stay for a nmoment.

"Sirinita," she said in a | ow voice, when the others had gone, "I don't know
why you seem so displ eased that the overlord' s government should require the
cooperation of the Council of Warlocks. |Is there sonme personal issue at stake
her e?"

Sirinita, a magnificent creature who | ooked scarcely ol der man Sarai but far
nore powerful, and who stood several inches taller, peered down her nose at

t he nobl ewoman. "I becanme a warl ock," she said, "because | was tired of being
told what | could and couldn't do. | worked ny way up to the Council at an
earlier age than anyone el se for the sane reason. And | still don't like it."
Sarai sighed. "I will keep mat in mind, then." She dism ssed them both; she

had only wanted Vengar as a witness and restraint on Sirinita, should she
prove dangerous.

Then, for several mnutes, she sat on the edge of the dais, thinking.

She had conpletely forgotten her entourage until Captain Tikri cleared his



throat. She | ooked up
"Yes? "she asked.

"My lady," Tikri said,"one of nmy nen reports that a stranger w shes to speak
with you."

Sarai blinked up at nun. "Wat sort of a stranger?"

Ti kri shrugged. "He's dressed as a magician," he said. "That's all we know.

That, and that he knew where to find you."
"Send himin," Sarai said, puzzled.

The nonent she spoke, the door at the back of the council chamber opened, and
a figure in white appeared. Sarai watched silently as he approached.

He was a man of nedium height, heavily built, wearing a robe of fine white
linen; a hood hid any hair, and his weathered face was cl ean-shaven—Sara
could not renenber ever before seeing a man so obviously mature w thout so
much as a nustache.

He stopped a few feet away, | ooking down at her. He did not bow

"I am Abran of Denerchan," he announced. Sarai stared silently up at him
"It has cone to the attention of our organization, Lady Sarai," Abran said,
speaking slowy and clearly, as if he were reciting a prepared speech in a
| anguage not his own, "that you suspect we are responsible for a series of
unnatural deaths that have taken place in this city. | amhere on behal f of
Dermerchan to address this suspicion.” "Go on," Sarai told him

Abran nodded, and said, "You know of Demerchan as a cult of assassins; that
description is inadequate, at best, but it is true that at tinmes we have slain
out si ders. However, we have not struck down any of those whose slayer you
seek. | swear, by my nanme and by all the gods, that Demerchan had no part in
the deaths of Inza the Apprentice, Captain Deru of the Guard, Athaniel the
Theurgi st, Karitha of the East End, Seremthe Wse, or Kelder of Quarter
Street. If you doubt nme, consider that Demerchan has existed for

centuri es—why, then, should we suddenly kill these, and in this new and

noti ceabl e way?"

"Any nunber of possible reasons,” Sarai answered, a little surprised by her
own courage hi answering this intimdating figure. "Someone could have hired
you, for exanple."

"But nonedi d," the spokesman for Denerchan replied. "You have your conceal ed
magi ci ans who can tell truth fromfal sehood; they will tell you | speak the
truth.”

Sarai was rather annoyed by this; what was the point of putting Okko in
anot her roomif everyone knew he was there? "There are spells that can foo
any magi ci an," she remarked.

"I need no such spells,"” Abran insisted. "I prom se you, if we of Demerchan
had sought to renove these people, none of you would ever know that then"
deat hs had not been nere happenstance and coi nci dence. W are not so obvi ous
as this new power that stal ks your city; our ways are subtle and various."

"That's what you claim" Sarai said.



For the first tine, Abran allowed hinmself to appear visibly annoyed.
"Yes," he said, "that is what we claim and we nmake this cl aimbecause we know
it to be true. Wiy would we want to slay these people? None of them had
troubl ed us; indeed, we do not trouble ourselves with Ethshar of the Sands at
all, in the normal course of events. Qur interests |lie farther east."”

"Maybe you're extending those interests,” Tikri suggested from behind him

"Thi ngs have been pretty stirred up in the Small Kingdons |ately—that's where
you peopl e operate, isn't it? But the Enpire of Vond has been changi ng thi ngs

"Even if we were troubled by Vond, which we are not, why woul d Dermerchan want

anything to do with Ethshar of the Sands?" Abran asked. "I don't know," Sara
admi tted.
"Lady Sarai," Tikri said, "regardl ess of whether he's responsible for these

nmysteri ous deaths, hasn't this man just admitted that he's part of a
conspi racy of murderers?”

Sarai, sonmewhat startled, realized that Abran had, indeed, done just that. She
nodded to Tikri, who started forward.

Before the captain could touch the white-robed figure, however, Abran raised
hi s hands, spoke a single strange word, and vani shed.

"Dam, " Tikri said, stopping short. Sarai bit her lip. This was magic, of

course. Well, she had some of that avail able herself, just now "COkko!
Mereth!" she called. "Did you see where Abran went? Is he still here,

i nvisible?" "Keep the doors closed!" Tikri called. Okko's voice sounded from
his hiding place. "I find no trace of him"

And no trace was ever found—a search of the roomturned up nothing, a hastily
sumoned witch coul d detect no sign that anyone fitting Abran's description
had ever been hi the Geat Council Chanmber. A canvass of the inns failed to

| ocate any such visiting foreigner

kko and Mereth agreed that he had been there, however, and Ckko said that
there had been no sign at any time in the conversation that Abran was |ying.

When Sarai finally retired, late that night, she was unsure just what she had
seen and spoken to, unsure whether to believe what he had told her—but all in
all, she thought that he was nmost likely just what he said he was, that he had
spoken the sinple truth, and departed by neans of a prepared spell of sone
sort. If so, then Denerchan was not responsible, nor, she believed, were any
of the other magicians' groups—except, perhaps, the Wzards' CGuild.

CHAPTER 19

Teneria of Fishertown arrived the next day, a thin, solem young woman Sara
judged to be not yet twenty.

Sarai had intended to arrange a nmeeting with representatives of the Wzards'
@uild, rather as she had with the Council of Warl ocks, but the witch's arrival
di stracted her fromthat; instead, she settled down in Captain Tikri's office
and chatted with Teneria about the connections and differences between

wi tchcraft and warl ockry—er tried to.



"I understand you're a witch, but that you're supposed to be expert on the
other sorts of mmgicians," Sarai said.

Teneria shook her head. "Not all nmagicians, ny lady. It just happens that a
little over a year ago | found nyself in the conpany of a warlock for a tine,
and the two of us discovered sone interesting things about our two varieties
of magi c. Where nost mmgi cks conflict one with another, we found that we could
make ours work together, and thereby becone nore than the sumof their parts.
So since then I've tried to study the interactions between wtchcraft and the
ot her magi cks—but | haven't |earned nuch, yet. |'ve been too busy earning a
living and living nmy life."

Sarai nodded. "Wat becane of the warl ock, then?"

Teneria hesitated. "He went to Al dagnor," she said at |ast.

Sarai blinked.
"Went to Al dagnor?" Captain Tikri asked. "How do you nean . . . ?"

Teneria shrugged, and Sarai waved Tikri to silence. "Went to Al dagnor" surely
meant that he was drawn by the Calling, and was gone forever; no warl ock ever
returned from Al dagnor. If Teneria's interest in himhad been personal, as
wel | as professional, the subject was probably a painful one, and it didn't
seemrelevant to the matter at hand.

The conversation continued, and the two were just getting confortable with one
anot her when a knock sounded on the office door

Tikri answered it, as Sarai and Teneria watched. They heard a wonman's voi ce
say, "Hello, Captain; | wasn't sure you were in, your door isn't usually
cl osed. "

Sarai recogni zed the voice. "That's Mereth of the Gol den Door," she told
Teneria. "She's a wizard specializing in divinations."

"What can | do for you, w zard?" Tikri asked.

"I just wanted to be sure that Lady Sarai woul dn't be needing ne today,"
Mereth replied. "I have a nmeeting to goto . . ." . Tikri glanced at Lady
Sarai, who frowned. \What sort of a meeting was Mereth tal king about? "Bring
her in," she told the captain.

Ti kri opened the door and notioned for Mereth to enter; she stepped in, |ooked
around the cluttered little room and spotted Sarai and Teneria. Teneria rose
from her chair.

"Ch, hello, Lady Sarai," she said cheerfully.

"Good norning, Mereth," Sarai answered. "lI'd like you to nmeet Teneria of

Fi shertown; she's a witch who will be hel ping us investigate the nurders. From
Et hshar of the Spices."

"Ch," Mereth said, startled. "You' re bringing in foreign advisers, too?"

"Yes, | thought . . ." Sarai stopped hi mdsentence. Sonething about the way
Mereth had phrased her question had bel atedly caught her attention. "What do

you mean, 'too'?" she asked.

Mereth | ooked flustered. "Well, | mean the Wzards' @uild has been sending for



experts as part of their investigations—there's a wizard fromthe Small
Ki ngdons cal | ed Tobas of Telven who's due to arrive any day now, and a wtch
who works with hi mnaned Karanissa of the Muntains."

"A witch?" Sarai asked. A witch working with a wi zard? She gl anced at Teneri a.

Mereth shrugged. "That's what | heard. And they're trying to find Fendel the
Great: they hope they can convince himto come out of retirement..."

Sarai started; even before she became Mnister of Investigation and began
seriously studying magi c, she had heard of Fen-del the G eat. She had thought
he was | ong dead. "Wait a mnute," Sarai said. "Wat do they want with these
peopl e? What do you nmean, 'their investigations'?"

"Well, | nean their investigation of the nurders, of course, Lady Sarai. After
all, it involves w zards—soneone nmurdered a Cuildmaster, and that neans that
everyone responsi ble nmust die as quickly and horribly as possible, and then
there's the fact that whoever did it used wizardry, and the CGuild doesn't
al | ow anyone to use wi zardry except real w zards, and besides, the magic

i nvol ved mi ght be an entirely new spell, and the Guild ..." "And they didn 't
tell me!" Sarai shouted. Mereth, cowed, blinking at her silently. "What's this
neeting you were going to?" Sarai demanded. "Is it connected with this?"

Mereth nodded. "I'm supposed to neet the Quildmasters at the Cap and Dagger
and tell themwhat | know from hel pi ng you," she explained tinidly.
"Ordinarily |I suppose they'd use the @uil dhouse, but they ..." "Wen?" Sara
demanded. "Noon."

"Where is this Cap and Dagger? That's an inn?" Mereth nodded. "On Gate Street,
bet ween W zard and Arena," she said.

"Good," Sarai said, rising fromher chair. "Captain Tikri, | want as nany
guardsmen as you can find to acconpany ne; Teneria, | would appreciate it if
you would join us. Mereth, | amgoing with you to this nmeeting." "I don't..."
Mereth began uncertainly. "I didn't ask," Sarai snapped.

An hour | ater, as noon approached, Mereth wal ked up Gate Street with a burly
sol dier on either side; inmediately behind her cane Sarai and Teneria, and
following the two of them cane Captain Tikri at the head of three dozen

uni formed nen. The normal mdday traffic stepped aside as this form dable
party approached, and they arrived unhindered at the door of a large and

el egant inn, where a signboard above the door displayed a silver dagger across
a red-and-gold wi zard's cap

At Sarai's order, soldiers flung open the door of the inn and marched in with
swor ds drawn.

Cl ose behind them Sarai marched into the conmon room and found a dozen
ast oni shed men and wonen in magician's robes | ooking up at this unexpected
i ntrusion. She saw Al garin of Longwall, Herenon the Mage, and a few ot her
fam liar faces anong them

"What is the meaning of this?" demanded an el derly man Sarai recogni zed as
Telurinon, the senior Cuildmaster. "You're interrupting a private gathering,
young womnan. "

Sarai announced, "Quildmaster Telurinon, you will address ne properly. | am
Lady Sarai, Acting Mnister of Justice, and you are all under suspicion of
treason."



That created a stir, during which Sarai stepped into the room and al | owed
Mereth, Teneria, Tikri, and the other soldiers to enter, crowding the
good- si zed room

"What are you tal king about?" |elurinon demanded. A soldier thrust the point
of his sword toward the wi zard's throat, and Tel urinon bel atedly and
begrudgi ngly added, "My | ady."

"I amtal king about what appears to be deliberate subversion of the

crimnal -justice systemof this city," Sarai explained. "You w zards have been
wi t hhol ding information fromthe Mnister of Investigation, refusing to speak
wi th her, while using undue influence on her enployees to obtain the results
of her own efforts.”

"Aren't you the Mnister of Investigation?" soneone asked. Sarai nodded.
"That's right," she said, "but right now|'mhere as Mnister of Justice—since
you all chose to ignore ny invitations as Mnister of Investigation."

"What's going on?" a white-haired wi zard asked. "I thought we were all here
because sone rogue was using w zardry w thout our |eave; | want no part of
treason."

"You are all here," Sarai said, "because someone, or sone group, is

responsi ble for killing half a dozen innocent citizens of Ethshar, npst of
themmagicians. It's nmy belief that this is the work of some sort of cult or
conspiracy, one that is based on magic, and because of that | formally
requested the assistance of the Wzards' @iild to help me find those guilty of
these crines, so that they may be stopped. My requests were ignored.”

"Why don't you find themyoursel f?" Algarin shouted. "You claimto be the
overlord's investigator—nvestigate it yourself, then!"

"I have," Sarai replied angrily.
"Fromwhat |'ve heard so far, you' ve hired a bunch of magicians to
i nvestigate, you haven't done anything yoursel f!"

"And just what would you suggest | do?" Sarai denanded.

"I don't know," Algarin replied. "I"'ma wi zard, and while | may have worked
for your father a fewtinmes, | don't pretend to be an investigator!"

"Then don't tell me howto do ny job," Sarai retorted. "l've investigated
this. W' ve questioned everyone connected with the victinms, everyone who was
i nvol ved; we've | ooked at all the evidence we can find."

"Ha! You're just taking credit for work that was done by magi ci ans—w zards,
nmostly!"

"I"'mnot taking credit for anything," Sarai answered. "There's no credit to
t ake—we haven't caught the people behind these killings. And that's why |'m
asking everyone here to help, to tell me anything you can that m ght help."
"Why shoul d we?"

"Why shoul dn't you?" Sarai put her hands to her hips and shouted angrily,
"This conspiracy, if that's what it is, killed one of your own CGuil dnasters!
Don't you want Seremthe W se avenged? Aren't you worried that you m ght be
next? O with all this talk about credit, are you worried that w zards m ght
get the blame for these killings? It's wizardry that's at the heart of them
as far as we can determne—+s the Guild covering sonething up?"



"You 're the one who's covering up!" the w zard shouted back. You 're the
one who isn't getting her job done! And it's because it's nagicians getting
killed, because you want the Wzards' @iild to take the blane!"

"What the hell are you tal king about?" another w zard asked, before Sara
could reply.

"I't's true!™ Algarin insisted. "She's jealous of us all, jealous of our magic!
W solve far nore crinmes with our spells than she does with her so-called
i nvestigations, and she's jeal ous!"

Tel urinon, who had stood silently during this argument, spoke again. "I
believe | see the reason for this basel ess charge of treason. She's Lord

Kal t hon's daughter; he's ill, probably dying, and we've refused to heal
hi mthe Quild does not heal aristocrats, as you all know, and perhaps Lady
Sarai resents that. |I've heard these nobles claimwe're all playing at being

gods and getting above oursel ves when we make such rul es; maybe the | ady woul d
like to put us back in our place.”

Captain Tikri's ringers were closed on the hilt of his sword, but Sarai put
out a hand and stopped himbefore he could draw it. "No violence," she
whi spered, "not with so much magic here."

Wth Lady Sarai thus distracted for a nonment, Mereth tried to speak in her
def ense; other voices rose in protest against

Telurinon's words as well, and in seconds the entire roomwas a chaos of
shouting and arguing voices. Fists waved in the air; none, so far, had been
ai red at anyone.

"You have no right to blane us because you can't find the people responsiblel"
soneone shouted at Sar ai

"I"mnot blam ng you!" Sarai shouted back. "I'mjust asking you to help ne
find them "

She |l et the bickering continue for a nmonent |onger, but when it showed no sign
of reaching any concl usion, Sarai shouted over the hubbub, "Guildmaster

Tel urinon! Whateverny reasons, the charge stands and requires an answer—why
did you refuse ny request for a meeting and the @uild' s assistance in this?"

Telurinon turned back to face her, abandoning his argument wth other
Qui | dmast er s.
"Because, ny lady," he said, "this is a matter that the Wzards' Guild w shes
to handle on its own. Sonmeone has killed a Guildmaster; we cannot allow that
person to be brought before the overlord' s courts, or thrown in the overlord's
dungeon—whoever it is nust die, as horribly and publicly as possible, as a
direct result of our @uild s actions."

"Well, dam it," Lady Sarai shouted, "why didn't you neet with ne and soy so?"
The argurent died away, as the wi zards turned to listen

"I have no problemw th recognizing the Guild's claimto vengeance," Sara
said. "The overlord' s governnent nakes no clains to priority in these matters.
| would be delighted to arrange terns whereby, in exchange for the Guild's
cooperation, | would, as Acting Mnister of Justice, turn the guilty parties
over to the Guild for execution."



Telurinon blinked stupidly at her

"Well, there, Telurinon," Herenon called. "I told you you were being hasty."
Several other voices nurnured agreenent.

"You barged in here, accused us of treason ..." Telurinon began

"I had to get your attention," Sarai retorted. "You were ignoring ne."

"You brought all these soldiers ..

"I can send themaway. If you'll agree that we'll all sit down together and
pool our information, and that henceforth | amto be kept informed of
everything the Guild | earns about this matter and every action it takes
concerning it, then I'lIl send the soldiers away." She smled at Telurinon
"What do you say, Cuildmas-ter?"

Telurinon turned hel plessly to the other wi zards; a noment later, with
Tel urinon abstaining and only Algarin dissenting, they had agreed to do as
Sar ai suggest ed.

Swords were sheathed and the soldiers dismssed, all save Captain Tikri and
two others who renmained as Sarai's assistant and bodyguards. Mereth, Sarai
Teneria, and Tikri found seats, and the neeting began

The di scussion started well enough; Sarai gave an account of the known crines
to date and let Mereth report on what her spells had shown her. Then Sara
spoke again, mentioning that both wi zardry and warl ockry had been invol ved.
"W were aware of that, my lady," Telurinon said chidingly. Sarai ignored him
and recounted the other meetings she had held with Okko and the wi tches and
war | ocks; Mereth confirmed what she said. The wi zards seened to be especially
interested in the evidence that the Council of Warlocks knew not hi ng about the
killings and had no magic that could help.

For their part, the wizards reported that they knew little about the actua
killings beyond the fact that the nurders had invol ved magi c. A necronmancer by
t he nane of Thengor reported that his own studies indicated no theurgical or
denonol ogi cal involvenent and that the souls of the victinms were nowhere in
the Wrld, while sone of the others expressed doubts about the accuracy of any
necromanti c reports.

"We did discover," Herenon said, when Thengor had finished, "that whatever
magi ¢ was involved is a sort of negative w zardry—t appeared to counteract
any wi zardry used in its presence. Quildmaster Seremdid not conme by his
cognomen 'the Wse' entirely without earning it; while he was notoriously
carel ess about the usual wards and warning spells, he had cast severa
personal protective spells upon hinself. The nurderer's weapon seens to have
i nstantaneously nullified all of themwhen it struck."

That was interesting, and sonething Sarai had not known; she |eaned forward
attentively.

"That's why we sent for Tobas," Algarin said.

Sarai | ooked at him questioningly, but it was Herenon who expl ai ned, "Tobas of
Telven is a young wi zard who has nade a

specialty of the study of counterw zardries, of spells that prevent other
spells fromfunctioning. He lives in the Small Ki ngdons, but Cuil dmaster



Telurinon has invited himto join us here in Ethshar, to see if he can tell us
anyt hi ng about the magic this killer uses.”

Sarai nodded.

That seemed to concl ude the exchange of information; the Guild had gotten no
further in actually determining the identity of the killers than Sarai had.
Accordingly, Sarai and Telurinon threw the neeting open to specul ati on

"Lady Sarai, you said it mght be a cult,” a wonan asked. "I know what Thengor
told us, but do you think it m ght be denonol ogists after all? Maybe it's the
denons thensel ves using the other magi cks—they can do that, can't they?"

"What kind of a cult?" another voice demanded.

"I don't know," Sarai replied. "A cult of assassins, nmaybe ..."
"Demer chan!" The name was repeated by half a dozen voices.

"No," Sarai said, "I don't think so." She described her unexpected visit from
Abran of Denerchan. Mereth confirned her account.

"Maybe it's the Enpire of Vond that's behind the killings," a woman suggest ed.
"Wasn't Vond hinself supposed to be some sort of superwarl ock?"

"Call in the Vondi sh anbassador, Lady Sarai! Demand an expl anation!"

"No, it's Denerchan!"

Several voices chimed in with their opinions, and for a nmonent, chaos reigned.
"What coul d Vond hope to gain by killing those six people?" "Fear!"

" Magi c! "

"They knew too nuch!" "It's a sacrifice to a denon!™

"Not Denerchan, Vond! Vond is doing it to disrupt and weaken t he Hegenony!"
"Denmerchan is killing themto prepare the way to take over the city!"

"It's a conspiracy that's trying to overthrow the overlord!"

The di scussion deteriorated into several small arguments, and Sarai prepared
to take her |eave; she had made her point and

| earned about as rmuch as she coul d reasonably expect to | earn

And while the w zards argued and Lady Sarai straightened her skirt, Tabaea the
Thi ef crouched in the shadows a few yards away at the top of the staircase,
safely out of sight, |istening.

Lear ni ng about this nmeeting had been easy; two different w zards had nentioned
it in her hearing as she spied on them Getting in to eavesdrop, however, had
been nore difficult. She had thought about trying to slip in under sone fal se
identity, perhaps as one of the inn's maids, but had | ost her nerve, and

i nstead settled for breaking in through an attic w ndow and hiding at the top

of the stairs.

She had been late in arriving and had fled tenporarily when all the soldiers
mar ched in, but even when she abandoned her post in the shadows, Tabaea had



the ears of a cat—er rather, several cats, and a bird, and several dogs. She
had m ssed sone of the discussion and couldn't see what going on from her
chosen pl ace of conceal nent, but she heard nost of it.

They were bl aming the Enpire of Vond for the killings, which was crazy—that
was way off at the other end of the World, wasn't it? And they were bl an ng
the cult of Denerchan, whatever that was. They were bl am ng denonol ogi sts, and
the Council of Warl ocks, and even each other. They were bl am ng Lady Sarai for
not catching the killer. They were bl am ng denons and nonsters and just about
everyt hing except the Northern Enmpire. Sonmeone even suggested that spriggans,

t hose squeaky little green creatures like the one that had startled her in
Sereml s house so |l ong ago, were not the harm ess little nuisances they
appeared to be, but diabolical killers working under the direction of sone
renegade archi nage.

Tabaea smiled broadly at that. Spriggans, killing people? The idea of
spriggans as deliberate nmurderers was conpl etely absurd.

Lady Sarai was |eaving, and soneone naned Teneria of Fish-ertown was goi ng
with her. Teneria had not said rmuch of anything, but Tabaea had heard soneone
explain that she was a witch who knew about ways witchcraft and warl ockry were
rel ated.

Tabaea w shed Teneria had spoken up nore. After all, Tabaea had both the
warl ock talent and sone witch's skills and woul d have |iked | earning nore
about them

Not that she was still as ignorant as she had been when she began. She had
listened to warlocks and witches as they tal ked anong thensel ves and as they

| ectured their apprentices. She knew that warl ockry cane down to two
abilities, the ability to nove things w thout touching themand the ability to
create or renove heat and that everything el se was just applications of those.
She knew that warl ocks had infinite power available and that they drew on a
nmyst eri ous source somewhere in the wlderness of southern Al dagnor, far to the
nort heast. She knew about the Calling—she didn't know what it was, nobody did,
but she knew that any warl ock who used too much power was irresistibly drawn
to the mysterious source of that power and never seen again. She knew that the
first warning of the Call would be nightrmares, and she had sworn that if she
ever again had a nightmare she would give up warl ockry.

As for witchcraft, that drewits power fromthe witch's heart and belly, which
was why witches were so limted in what they could do. A witch could die of
exhaustion doing tasks a warlock or wi zard would find easy. Wtches,

therefore, had | earned subtlety, had | earned to use know edge nore than

power —but Tabaea had only the power and not the know edge, and she wasn't sure
she had the patience to learn

It did occur to her that thanks to the Bl ack Dagger, she surely had nore raw
strength in her heart and gut than any other witch who had ever lived; still,
she was not sure of howto use it. She wasn't really sure how to use any of
her stolen skills and strengths, though she was | earning.

Tabaea found it very anusing mat the magicians all thought she was a
conspiracy, rather than an individual; she giggled quietly into the pal m of
her hand. Little Tabaea the Thief, a Wrld-spanning conspiracy of evil?

Besi des, she wasn't evil, not really; she just wanted her share of the good
things in life. She wanted to be on top, instead of on the bottom

One of the w zards had suggested that the conspirators intended to overthrow



the overlord and take over the city. Tabaea hadn 't thought of that.

Overthrow the overlord? Rule Ethshar of the Sands? She |iked that idea. She
liked it very much indeed. The entire city at her beck and call? Servants to
fulfill her every whin? Her choice of the baubles and pretties on Luxury
Street, or of the handsonme nmen of Morningside? Wat a | ovely t hought —+Fabaea
the First, Overlord of Ethshar!

No, not overl ord—that wasn't enough. The overlord ruled as part of the
triunvirate and as first among the lords; she wanted to rule on her own, |ike
the nonarchs in the Small Kingdonms. Rather than overlord, she would be queen
Queen of Ethshar!

And why stop with the city? Wiy not conquer the entire Wrld and be enpress?
She was not giggling anynore; she was starting to take the idea seriously. Wy
not ?

Wl |, because she was just one wonan, that was why. She had her nmagica
powers, of course-she was stronger, nore powerful than anyone. She knew, from
her eavesdroppi ng and sone careful experimentation, that nmost magi c coul d not
wor k agai nst her: The Bl ack Dagger seened to nullify any w zardry; she had
war | ockry of her own, and the one thing a warlock's power couldn't seemto
touch was another warlock; witchcraft could not directly defeat her because
she was stronger than any other witch; theurgy was inherently nonviol ent and
therefore could not harm her

Sorcery was still an unknown, though; demonol ogy and sone of the minor arts
were nysteries, too. And she was not at all sure what woul d happen if someone
managed to get at her with an ordinary weapon. It was not |ikely that anyone
ever could, given ner stolen senses and strength and speed—but on the other
hand, she still had to sl eep sometines.

But who had to know any of that?
Conquer the city .
She woul d, she decided, have to think this over very carefully indeed.

Moving as silently as a cat, she hurried away, back to the wi ndow she had |eft
open, and then out to the open air.

CHAPTER 20

Sarai sat dejectedly in Captain Tikri's office. She had spent the day taking
Teneria the witch and Luralla the warlock to the scenes of the various

mur ders, hoping that Teneria mght be able to | eam sonet hing useful with her
uni que under st andi ng of how witchcraft and warl ockry were related; Luralla had
been al ong nore as a power source for Teneria than anything el se. The net
result was nothing; Teneria could do no nore than confirmwhat other witches
had al ready | earned. Wzardry and warl ockry had been used, and the nurderer
had | eft no psychic traces.

Sarai gathered from Teneria that this |ast was unusual, but just what it meant
was not clear. Sone w tches could choose not to | eave traces; warlocks often
left no traces, but did not appear to have any voluntary control over it; some
spell's that w zards used could hide or erase traces. Wich of those applied
here, Teneria could not say.

The witch was off to her roomin the palace now, to refresh herself a little,
and Luralla had gone hone, leaving Sarai and Tikri in the office. A spriggan



had foll owed them back to the pal ace; Sarai shooed it away with a shove of her
toe, and the little creature backed away, but did not |eave the room

"I hate this," she nmuttered to herself. "I should be tending ny father, or
listening to his cases for him There nmust be a sixnight's backl og by now "

"Then why don't you go handl e some of thenP" Captain Tikri asked from behi nd
her. She turned, startled. "I couldn't help hearing," he said, not very
apol ogetically at all

"That's all right," she said. "I should go—but | couldn't concentrate on it."

"You mght want to try, though—a distraction mght help clear your thoughts on
this whol e ness."

Sarai stared at Tikri for a noment, then nodded. "Maybe you're right," she
said. "I should ..."

"Excuse ne," an unfamliar voice said.

Startled, Sarai turned around and found a small man in a nondescript brown
tuni c and breeches standing in the doorway.

"Yes? "she asked.

"I'"'m Kel der of Taznor,
your mnessage."

the man said, speaking with a curious accent. "I got

Sarai paused to gather her wits sonewhat before she asked, "What nmessage?" The
accent, she realized, was Sardironese.

"Ah . . . you are Lady Sarai, aren't you?" Kelder asked.

"Yes, | am" Sarai admitted. "But | still ..."
"You sent nessengers to Sardiron,” the little man said, "asking for help in
solving a series of nurders—didn't you?"

"Ch, yes, that nessage," Sarai said. "OF course. And you ... ?"

"I"ma sorcerer," Kelder explained. "A forensic sorcerer. \Wen | got your
message | came south as quickly as | could.” "On, | see; and you've just
arrived? Do you need a place to stay? |'msure a room. "

"No, no," Kelder assured her. "I have a very confortable roomat an inn out by
Grandgate; | arrived in the city several days ago."

"Ch. And you' ve been seeing the city?" Sarai asked. Kel der nodded. "You m ght
say that, Lady Sarai. You see, |'ve been investigating these nurders

i ndependently—+ didn't want to allow nyself to be influenced by any
preconcei ved notions you mght have. This is the sort of study where ny
specialty can really shine, Lady Sarai. | think that the use of forensic
sorcery has been shanmefully neglected in Ethshar, not just in this city, but
t hroughout the entire Hegenmony. To the best of ny know edge, you haven't
consul ted any sorcerers on this case:" "Forensic sorcery?" She glanced at

Ti kri, who shrugged. "I didn't know there was such a thing."

"It's rather a neglected field," Kelder admitted. "I did talk to sorcerers,
you know, " Sarai said. "None of themwere able to help."



Kel der shrugged. "Ethsharitic sorcerers,” he said scornfully. "Amateurs."
"And you're a professional ?" Tikri demanded. "I like to think so," Kelder
said, atrifle smugly. "I've been studying forensic sorcery ever since | was
an apprentice. In general, Sardironese sorcery is considerably nore advanced
t han anyt hi ng you have here."

"The Northern taint," Tikri remarked. "Yes, exactly," Kel der agreed, ignoring
the captain's insulting tone. "The Baronies of Sardiron, and especially ny
honel and of Taznor, were part of the Northern Enpire throughout the Geat War
Thanks to the relics of the Enpire, we have far nore to work with than you
Sout herners. "

"So you've come south to show us how it's done?" Tikri suggested
sarcastically.

"No," Kelder said, still unoflended. "I was at Sardiron of the Waters when
Lady Sarai's nmessengers arrived, |ooking for information about cults or

conspi raci es, maybe involving surviving Northerners, and | thought | m ght be
able to help." Tikri glanced at Sarai. "You thought we m ght be dealing with
Nort herners? My | ady, they' ve all been dead for two hundred years!"

Sarai shrugged. "We think they' ve all been dead for two hundred years," she
said. "The Wrld is a big place.”" "Ch, | think they have," Kel der said. "So,
sorcerer," Tikri said, "you know sonething about cults and conspiracies?"

"No," Kel der said, "but | know forensic sorcery. So | cane here and studied

the places where the killings occurred—+ confess, it wasn't until | foll owed
you and those other two wonen today that | was sure | had |located themall.
And of course, | was too late to study the bodies, unfortunately."

Sarai | ooked at himwi th renewed interest. The funny little man with the
northern accent was full of surprises. "You followed us?" she asked. The
sorcerer nodded.

"Do you think you | earned sonet hing?" she asked. "Yes, ny |ady," he said.

"And what night that be?" Tikri asked. "Was sorcery involved in these crinmes?"

"Not that | know of," Kelder said, "but that doesn't mean very nuch. Sorcery
doesn't always |eave traces. But | did learn that there were four people who
had, prior to today, been in each roomwhere a person was nurdered." "Four?"
Sarai stared. "So it was a conspiracy . " "Yes, four, ny lady, two nmen and
two wonen, but it was not necessarily a conspiracy. | could not determ ne the
exact times that these people were there, only that they had been. And | have
identified one of the four as the final victim the witch Kel der of Quarter
Street—+ assume that he visited the roons in the course of investigating the
crimes. One or nore of the others nmight have been legitimate visitors as well,
per haps even anmpong the other investigators. Should all three prove to have

been there for other reasons, then perhaps that will prove that there was nore
than one nurderer. Have your investigations found anyone who visited all those
pl aces?" Sarai blinked. "Well, | did, after the killings." "Yes, of course,"
Kel der agreed, "I should have expected that. Then | assune one of the two

worren was yoursel f—ight | test that hypothesis, please?" "How?" "Wth this

talisman." He drew a flat silver object frominside

his tunic and held it out. Acircle of mlky crystal was set into the center
of a metal oblong roughly the size of Captain Tikri's hand. "If you would be
so kind as to touch your fingertip to the white disk ..."

Sarai glanced at Captain Tikri, who shrugged. Then she reached out and touched



the crystal.

"Thank you. And do you perhaps ..
"I was in all of them" Tikri interrupted.

"Ah. Then could you . . . ?" Kelder held out the talisman again.
Ti kri glanced at Sarai.

"Do it," she said.

Ti kri obeyed, tapping one forefinger lightly on the white crystal

"Thank you, sir." Kelder pulled the talisman away and cl osed both his han'ds
around it, holding it near his chest, not quite touching the fabric of his
tunic. He stared down at it for a nmonment, stroking the metal with his thunbs,
clearly concentrating hard.

Sarai watched with interest; she had rarely seen sorcery in action before, and
nothing at all like this.

After roughly a mnute and a half, the little Sardironese | ooked up at Sara
agai n.

"It's definite," he said. "You, Lady Sarai, were one of the wonmen, and the
captain here was the other man. There is evidence that the two of you, and ny
| ate nanesake, all visited the sites after the other woman. | therefore
suspect that this other woman is connected with the crinmes. Unless there was
anot her "

Sarai shook her head. "I can't think of any other woman who visited all the
roonms before | took Teneria and Luralla around this norning," she said.
"Mereth saw some of them but she didn't go to every room Can you tell us
anyt hi ng nore about this woman?"

Kel der gl anced down at his talisman. "She has black hair and brown eyes," he
said. "And is not tall, certainly not as tall as you, though | cannot specify
her hei ght any nore exactly than that. She is thin and light on her feet, with
a rather square face, a wide nose, and pale skin. She usually wore bl ack

cl ot hi ng and may have gone barefoot. Beyond that " He turned up an enpty
pal m "Beyond that, I'mafraid | know no nore."

"That isn't Mereth," Sarai said. "The height's right, but not the rest of it.
Are you sure of this? "

"Ch, absolutely. A woman fitting that description visited each nurder site
within a sixnight or so of the killings."

Sarai | ooked up at Tikri."That description doesn't bring anyone i mediately to
m nd," she said. "Does it for you?"

"No." Tikri frowned. "I'm not sure how nmuch we should trust this informtion."

The sorcerer tucked his talisman back in his tunic. "That's entirely up to
you, of course," he said,"but | give you my word that it's reliable
information. | don't know that this woman kill ed anyone, but she was very
definitely there. If | had been able to see the bodies, | could have told you
whet her the sane knife was used in every case ..."



Sarai waved that aside. "W already know that," she said. "The w zards tested

that for us. It was the sanme knife every tine."
"Ch." Kel der essayed a quick little bow of acknow edgnent.

Sarai smiled at him "I'm not disparaging your information, Kelder of Taznor,"
she said. "Thank you for bringing it to us. If you |earn anything nore, please
cone and tell us."

"OfF course." Kelder bowed again, and stepped away.
Sarai | ooked up at Tikri. "Do you think ms woman is the killer?"

Ti kri shook his head. "No woman snaller than you could be strong enough to
have committed these nurders singl e-handed. Perhaps she's the high priestess
of a cult that's responsible for this—+f she exists at all."

"I think she exists," Sarai said. "Why would the sorcerer |ie?"
"To throw us off the track," Tikri suggested. "Perhaps he's part of the
conspiracy."

"I hadn't thought of that," Sarai admtted, staring at Kelder's back and
chewi ng thoughtfully on her lower lip. "W could check his story, though."

"Wtchcraft. Were's Teneria?" Sarai turned, peering out the door as if she
expected to find the young witch standing in the hallway.

Thin, black hair, light on her feet, usually wore black—that described
Teneria, Sarai realized. The hei ght was probably wong, though; the journeyman
witch stood very close to Sarai's own height. And her long, narrow face, with
its pointed jaw, hardly | ooked square, and while her nose was noticeabl e, that
was because it was long, with a bunp in it, not because it was w de. Her

conpl exi on wasn't particularly pale. And weren't her eyes green? . She wasn't
there to check.

Sarai snorted with sudden annoyance. Was she going to be matching every fenale
she net against the sorcerer's description, fromnow until the nurderers were
caught ?

She debated sending Tikri to fetch Teneria, but before she could decide,
Teneria actually did appear in the doorway. "Just the person | was | ooking
for!" Sarai called. Teneria entered and bowed before Lady Sarai, then asked,
"How may | be of service?" "You don't already know?" Sarai asked wyly. The
ghost of a smle flickered across the witch's rather sonber face. "No, ny

| ady," she said. "Not at the nmonent."

"I need to know what's true and what isn't," Sarai said."You wtches are good
at that."

Teneria cocked her head to one side and replied, "In a way. W can generally
tell when people believe what they say—whether that's actually the truth is
sonmetines an entirely different matter. And it works better with sonme people
than others." Sarai nodded, and asked, "Suppose you spoke to a wonan | thought
had been connected with the nmurders; could you tell me whether she had, in
fact, been connected?"

Teneria frowned. "That woul d depend. Probably. If she spoke at all, al nost



certainly. If she spoke freely, with no magi cal constraints, absolutely. But |
woul d not necessarily be able to ascertain the nature of the connection.”

"Could you tell if a person had actually comm tted one of the nurders?”
"Ch, yes, | would think so. Unless there was a very great deal of nmagic hiding
the fact."

"Suppose you were to wal k down the street, or through the market; could you
pi ck a murderer out of the crowd?"

Teneria shook her head. "Only if | was incredibly lucky. The murderer would

have to be thinking about the actual killing and feeling a strong enotiona
reaction to those thoughts, with absolutely no magi cal protection of any kind.
Even then, | couldn't be sure wi thout stopping to investigate. Wat night | ook

like a nurderer's thoughts at first glance could just be a housewife worried
about killing a chicken for dinner."

"I thought it was probably too nuch to ask," Sarai adnmitted. "If you could do
that, we'd have just had witches working for my father for years, instead of
relying on Ckko and the others for nost of it."

Teneria shrugged.

"But if we brought you a person and asked, 'Is this the murderer,' you could
tell us?" Sarai asked

"Ordinarily, yes."

Sarai nodded. "Good enough," she said. She pointed. "That nman in the brown
tunic there is a sorcerer by the name of Kelder of Tazmor; he clains to have
magi cal | y established that a particul ar wonan was present in each roomwhere a
mur der was conmitted—though not necessarily at the tine of the killing. | want
you to find out how reliable his information is."

Teneria foll owed the gesture, but said nothing at first.

"Does sorcery interfere with your witchcraft?" Sarai inquired

"Not usually," Teneria replied. "Sometines."
"WIIl it this time?"
Teneria turned and wal ked away fromthe dais, toward Kelder. "I'Il let you

know, " she said, over her shoul der

Ten mnutes later, she let them know. Kelder believed absolutely in what he
had told Sarai and Tikri. Sarai thanked the young witch, and stared down at
the spriggan that was clutching at her ankle.

Wio was that wonman Kel der had descri bed?
CHAPTER 21

Captain Tikri's files were a ness. Lady Sarai had thought her own records, up
in her bedroom were not as organi zed as they ought to be, and had al ways been
enbarrassed when she thought of the tidy shelves and drawers that her father
and his

clerks mai ntai ned. By conparison with Tikri's random heap of reports and
letters, her records were a nodel of order and |logic. "What are you | ooking



for, anyway?" Tikri asked, as Sarai dunped another arnful on his desk.

"I don't know," Sarai said, picking a paper off the stack. "But | hope Il
know it when | see it."

"How wi | | you know it if you don't know what it is? |I'd offer to help, but how
can | ?" Sarai sighed.

"What |'mafter,"” she said, "is sone record of a crine that the conspirators
m ght have conmitted before the nurders. Once they killed Inza, we were

| ooking for them and |I'm sure they've been careful, and certainly we've been
careful, checking out everything that we thought m ght be connected. Ri ght?"
"Right," Tikri said, atrifle uncertainly. "Well, this conspiracy probably
didn't burst out of nowhere, full-grown and conpletely ready, the night poor
Inza died," Sarai explained. "They nust have been preparing before that. They
may have killed nore dogs, for exanple, before working their way up to people.
They may have injured people without killing them They may have stol en things
they needed for their nagic. And naybe, since they weren't so experienced yet,
they left traces and clues. Now do you see what |'m after?"

"Oh," Tikri said. He hesitated. "How far back do you want to go?"

"I don't know," Sarai admitted. "You may not find anything."
"I know that," Sarai said, flinging down a thick report and glaring angrily at
Tikri. "Don't you think I know that? But |I don't have much of anything el se
left to try. The Wzards' Guild wants to catch whoever it is for thensel ves,
because it won't | ook as good for themif |I do it, so they won't help nme any
nore than they have to." Tikri started to protest, and Sarai cut himoff. "Ch,

they' Il put up a pretense of cooperation, |I'msure," she said, "but half of
them probably still think I"'mtrying to blame themfor all this, or steal the
credit. I won't know if they're covering up sonmething or not; | can't be sure,

and they aren't about to tell me. The Council of Warlocks is no help; they're
all afraid that if they do anything to help ne they'|ll draw down the Calling
on thensel ves. The Brotherhood is | ess organized than a children's street
gane; they don't even know who's in charge, or who their nmenbers are. The

Si sterhood isn't nmuch better-they don't know how many witches there are in

Et hshar, | et alone what any of them are doing. And none of them seemto be
getting anywhere with their magic, anyway. So what el se woul d you suggest |
do?"

"The magi cians can't help at all?"

"They can't help any nore. Okko says the gods can't see anything through the
haze of w zardry; Kallia says the denons won't tell her anything, and she
doesn't know whet her they know anything to tell. The warl ocks all swear their
magi ¢ doesn't handle information. Kelder's told ne all he can, and that's nore
than | could get fromany Ethsharitic sorcerer. Wzards and witches tell ne
what magi ¢ was used, what went where, but they can't give nme names or faces.
So I'mreading these papers. Don't you ever sort thenf"

"No,"™ Tikri admtted.
Sarai let out a wordl ess noi se of exasperation and turned back to the reports.

Ti kri, hoping to be of help, began picking up papers and gl anci ng t hrough
them as well. The two sat, reading silently, for several m nutes.

"Here's a report of a missing dog," Tikri ventured.



Sarai gl anced up. "Let me see it."

Ti kri obeyed; Sarai skimred through the report quickly, then put it to one
side. "It mght be worth another |ook," she said.

A monent |ater she found one herself.
"What ever happened in this case?" she said, handing two pages to Tikri

Ti kri read enough to rem nd hinsel f what had happened. "Ch, this,"” he said.
"Not hi ng happened. We never found out who it was."

Sarai took the two sheets back. " 'Guardsman Deran reports tending to stabbing
victimin tavern,' " she read. "No accusations or arrests made.' " She

| ooked up. "That's in your handwiting."

Ti kri nodded. "That's right," he said.

"The other one isn't," Sarai pointed out.
"No, that's the lieutenant who was in charge, Lieutenant Sen-den," Tikri
agreed. "He sent it in the next day."

"And you actually managed to keep the two together? It is the same stabbi ng?"
Ti kri shrugged. "Sonetinmes | get lucky," he said. "It's the same one."

"Cuardsman Deran Wil ler's son tended to two knife wounds, a slash and a stab
on the upper left thigh of a man who gave his nane as Tolthar of Snall gate,
who cl ained to have been discharged fromthe city guard five years previously
for being drunk while on duty,' " Sarai read aloud. " 'It was QGuardsnan
Deran's conclusion that the stabbing was a result of a disagreement with a
young wonan; W tnesses at the scene reported that the so-called Tolthar had
been seen talking with a woman shortly before the stabbing. Those el enents of
their descriptions of the woman that are in general agreenent were as foll ows:
Thin, black hair, bel ow average hei ght, wearing dark clothing.' " She put down
the report. "Short, thin, black hair, dressed in black," she said. "A stab and
a slash. Sound fam liar?"

"But it wasn't his throat," Tikri protested.

"She probably couldn't get at his throat," Sarai pointed out. "He was awake."
"But drunk."

Sarai glowered at Tikri. "Are you seriously claimng you don't see any
possi bl e connecti on?"

"No," Tikri admitted. "I'mjust not sure there's a connection."
"Neither am|," Sarai said, "but it's worth investigating, isn't it?"
"Ch, | suppose so," Tikri said.

"Then send for this Lieutenant Senden and this man Deran Wil l er's son and have
themfind Tolthar of Smallgate and bring himto nme for questioning."

"Do you know of a better tinme? Yes, now"



Ti kri put down his own stack of reports and headed for the door, in pursuit of
a nmessenger. In so doing he alnost collided with a messenger who had been
about to knock at the open door

"Yes?" Sarai asked, as Tikri apol ogi zed and slipped past.

"I"'m 1l ooking for Mereth of the Gol den Door," the messenger said warily, eyeing
Tikri's departing back. "She has a visitor, and sonmeone told me she m ght be
here.”

"Mereth isn't here right now," Sarai replied. "What visitor is this?"

The nmessenger finally |ooked into the room"Ch, is that you, Lady Sarai? It's
three visitors, really—the man gives his nane as Tobas of Telven and the wonen
as Karani ssa of the Mountains and Alorria of Dwonor."

Sarai recognized two of the names. These were the foreign experts the Wzards'
@Quild had sent for. "Show themin," she said.

The nessenger hesitated. "Well, they aren't. . ."she began. "Bring them here!"
Sarai commanded, fed up with del ays and expl anati ons.

"Yes, ny lady," the nessenger said, bow ng; she turned and hurried away.
For the next few mnutes Sarai sat |ooking through old reports; then the
nmessenger knocked agai n.

A spriggan scurried into the room and Sarai took a monent to chase it to the
corner and warn it, "If you tear a single piece of paper, or chew on one, or
spill anything on one, I'mgoing to rip your slimy green guts out and wear
them as a necklace; is that clear, you little nuisance?"

"Yes, yes," the spriggan said, bobbing its head and staring w de-eyed up at
her."Not hurt paper. Nice paper. N ce spriggan not hurt paper."

"Good," Lady Sarai said, turning away and finding a young man standing in the
doorway. He | ooked just about her own age; she had expected this famous expert
on certain wizardries to be a good deal ol der

Wl |, maybe he had sonme way of disguising his age—an illusion of sonme sort, or
a youth spell. But then, he | ooked rather sheepish just now, and Sarai had
trouble inmagining a wise old wi zard, one capable of a youth spell or other
transformation, |ooking so enbarrassed when he had done nothing to cause it.
Maybe this wasn't Tobas of Telven at all

"I"msorry about the spriggan,” the young nan said.
"Ch, it's not your fault," Sarai said, waving a hand airily. "The little pests
are turning up everywhere lately."

"Well, actually, I"'mafraid it is ny fault,"” the man insisted. "l created the
spriggans. By accident. A spell went wong on ne about six years ago, and

t hey' ve been popping up ever since. And they still tend to follow nme around
even nmore than they do other w zards, which is why that one came running in
just now. "

"Ch," Sarai said, unsure whether she should believe this story. It was true
that spriggans had only been around for a few years, but had they really cone
froma single botched spell?



"I"'m Tobas, by the way. You're Lady Sarai? O He paused, confused.

"I''"'m Lady Sarai," Sarai confirned.

"Ah." Tobas bowed politely in acknow edgnment, then stepped aside and ushered a
bl ack-hai red young beauty into the roomene whose green velvet gown failed to
hi de a wel | -advanced pregnancy. "This is nmy wife, Alorria of Dwonor," Tobas
sai d proudly.

Alorria did not bow, Sarai noticed, and a silver coronet held her hair back
from her face—she was presumably a nobl ewoman of some sort from one of the
Smal | Ki ngdons.

O maybe the coronet was just an affectation, and bowi ng was unconfortabl e
because of her belly; Sarai had no firsthand experience to conpare.

A second wonman, taller, thinner, older, and not visibly pregnant, but also
bl ack-hai red and beautiful, appeared in the door. Where Alorria wore green
velvet, this other wore red.

"And this," Tobas said, "is ny other wife, Karanissa of the Muntains."
"She's a witch,” Alorria volunteered.
Tobas nodded agreenent. Karani ssa bowed.

Sarai didn't conment, but her lips tightened. Over the years she had net a few
men who had two wives, and even one eccentric old felloww th three, and she
hadn't liked the nmen, their w ves, or the whole idea very much; it had al ways
seened a bit excessive and in doubtful taste. This wi zard not only had two

wi ves, he had brought both of them al ong, despite Alorria's pregnancy.

The black silk tunic that Tobas wore was hardly extravagant, and his manners
seened acceptable, but still, bringing not just one wife but twod, and cl aim ng
to be responsible for an entire species, in addition to his supposed expertise
in magi c—Sarai thought that despite his show of diffidence, this w zard
appeared a little too pleased with hinmself for her liking. She was not
favorably i npressed.

"I understand you're an expert on the magic we're dealing with," Sarai said,
wi t hout further preanble. She was not disposed toward idle pleasantries with
this man.

"Well, not really," Tobas said, with a wy half smle. "I don't know what
you're dealing with. | understand it's an enchanted bl ade that appears to have
a neutralizing effect on wizardry, and | know a little sonething about that,

t hough—about things that neutralize wi zardry. | don't honestly know a great
deal, but probably | know a little nore than anyone else."

"Do you," Sarai said. The fell ow spoke well enough and wasn't really an
obvi ous braggart, but she still didn't like him "Wy is that?" she asked.
"Ch, well, | have rather a personal interest init,"
happen to have inherited a castle ..."

| bbas expl ai ned. "I

"No, you didn't," Alorria protested, "you found it abandoned."

"Ch, be quiet, All," Karanissa said. "That's cl ose enough to inheriting."



"It isn't the same thing at all!"

"Shut up, both of you," Tobas sai d—ot angrily, but sinmply making a request.
To Lady Sarai's surprise, it was obeyed, and the w zard conti nued.

"Let us say, then, that | have acquired a castle that happens to be under a

spell cast during the G eat War that renders w zardry ineffective," Tobas
expl ained. "And for reasons | prefer not to explain, | can't just sell it or
abandon it; | pass through its nei ghborhood fairly often, and being a w zard,

| find the spell very inconvenient—+ can't use nmy magic there. So |'ve taken
to studying what little is known about neutralizing w zardry, in hopes of
someday reversing the spell."

"Ah, | see," Sarai said. "And are you cl ose? Have you | earned nmuch about this
sort of negative magi c?"

"No." Tobas shook his head. "Hardly a thing. But I'mstill trying. This thing
you' ve got here—+ spoke to Telurinon about it and some of the others, before
Heremon insisted | come find Mereth and talk to you. They tell me that soneone
has an enchanted weapon that appears to absorb w zardry, that they' ve been
studying it, but they weren't getting anywhere, because this thing is
conpletely immune to wi zardry, so nmuch so that they only know there's magic

t here because wi zardry isn 't, you see.”

Sarai | ooked bl ank
"Well, ordinarily," Tobas expl ained, "w zardry is sort of everywhere at once,

inthe light and the air and the earth, but wherever this thing has been used,
this enchanted dagger or whatever it is, w zardry doesn't work right anynore."
"So it's an entirely new kind of magic?" Sarai said. "Maybe," Tobas said, "or

maybe it's just a special sort of wizardry. | don't really know a thing about

it. But | thought it wouldn't hurt to cone and take a |ook."

"Besides, we felt so sorry for all those poor people who were killed,"
Karani ssa said. "W felt we had to try to do sonet hing."

"I'f we can," Alorria added.

"Tobas is a wi zard, Karanissa's a witch," Lady Sarai said. "Are you a
magi ci an, too, Alorria?"

The wonman in the coronet shook her head quickly. "Oh, no, nothing Iike that,"
she said hastily. "I just wanted to conme along ... | mean, Tobas is ny
husband. "

Lady Sarai nodded. She wondered, though; was it confortable to go traveling
about when one was, by the | ook of her, six or seven nonths pregnant? Sar ai
had the feeling there was a story here she didn't know, but it wasn't really
any of her business, so she didn't pursue it. "And do any of you know anyt hi ng
about the conspiracy that's behind the killings?" she asked."Or is it just the
mur der weapon you're interested in?"

"Is it a conspiracy?" Tobas asked, interested."l hadn't heard that. Pl ease,
Lady Sarai, you nust understand, we only arrived in the city a few hours ago,
and all we've heard about these terrible crines came fromthe other nmenbers of
the Wzards' @uild. Naturally, they' ve paid nost of their attention to the
magi ¢ involved. 1'd be very glad if you could tell us nmore. Do you have any

i dea who's behind it?"

Lady Sarai eyed the w zard suspiciously. He wasn't entirely living up to her



first inmpression of himas a self-assured and superior boor

"W have a description of a worman," she adnitted. "There are guards out now
| ooki ng for someone who may know who she is. W know she's invol ved sonmehow. "
"And you think this man will tell you where to find her?" "W certainly hope
so. If not, once we have a name, wont a fairly sinple spell lead us to her?"

"If it's a true nane," Tobas admtted. "The first name she knew herself by."

"Well, if it's not her true name," Sarai said, "we'll send the city guard to
| ook for her, too."

"Lady Sarai," Alorria asked, "what will you do with her when you find her?"
"We' || arrest her, of course! On suspicion of nmurder. And bring her to the
Pal ace for questioning." Only after she had

spoken did Sarai remenber that she was addressing a nenber of the Wzard's
@Quild, and the Guild wanted Seremls nurderer turned over to them

Wll, this woman woul d need to be questioned to be sure she was Serenis
mur derer. Anyone intelligent would see that.

"OfF course," Tobas said. Then he remarked, "It nay not be that easy, arresting
someone who was able to kill several different magicians.”

Sarai glanced at him startled. "That's a good point," she said. "If she is
the killer. 1'll have to see that whoever is sent after her takes special
precautions."

"But you think this woman you seek is part of a conspiracy?" Tbbas had noved
around to the front of the desk; now he | eaned back confortably against it.
Kar ani ssa settled against a wall. To Lady Sarai's distress, Alorria began

| ooki ng around for a clear patch of floor to sit on—+the chairs were stacked
with reports. The spriggan in the corner rustled papers and peered out
curiously; Lady Sarai turned and kicked at it, sending it squealing out the
door.

"Maybe we shoul d go somewhere nore confortable,”
"1l tell you all about it."

Lady Sarai suggested. "And

CHAPTER 22

Tolthar of Smallgate stared into the enpty rmug, w shing he had the price of
anot her pint. The Drunken Dragon never gave credit, especially not to him so
there was no point in asking for it, and he didn't have so much as an iron bit
left in his purse.

He didn't feel well enough to rob anyone, either, though he thought he m ght
once he sobered up a little. It was too late in the day to find honest work,
or to expect much from beggi ng—not that he really wanted to try either one.

That nmeant that dinner, if he got any at all, would probably conme out of Mama
Kilina's stewpot, over in the Wall Street Field. Maybe that little hellion
Tabaea the Thief, would turn up there tonight. After all, her lucky streak

couldn't |ast forever.

That assuned, of course, that it was a lucky streak that had kept her out of
t he Drunken Dragon and out of the | ocal portion of the Wall Street Field for
the I ast few sixnights. He thought that if she had gotten herself killed

someone woul d know about it; that meant she was still somewhere in the city.
Tolthar couldn't imagine that she woul d ever |eave Ethshar of the Sands; the



peopl e he knew, the people he thought of as his own kind, sinply didn't do
that. The outside world was for rich nmerchants and stupid farmers, not the
peopl e who lived on the fringes, who spent an occasional night in the Field.

The idea that Tabaea mi ght have found a pernmanent job somewhere never occurred
to him Thieves and beggars sinply didn't do that, in Tolthar's view of the
Wrld, and Tabaea, as her very nane proclaimed, was a thief.

He supposed she mi ght have wound up in a brothel sonewhere, but that wasn't
usual | y permanent. Slavery was pernmanent, but he thought he woul d have heard
i f she had been auctioned off. He had friends—er rather, he had people who
were willing to talk to hi mwho had promised to tell himif they saw Tabaea
anywher e.

So he assuned mat she'd conmitted a few successful burglaries.

But the noney would run out; it always did. Sooner or later, he would find her
again, in the Dragon or at Kilina's stewpot, or sonewhere el se anong his
fam liar haunts.

And when he did, she would pay for the wounds in his leg. They were heal ed
now, the leg was as good as new, but she owed himfor the pain, the blood, and
the tine he had spent |inmping. She owed himfor the enbarrassment of having to
talk to mat young snot of a guardsman, Deran Willer's son

And he had a wonderful idea of how she could repay himfor his troubles. She
m ght even enjoy it; he wouldn't mnd if she did. Sonmetines it was even better
t hat way.

He shoved the nug aside and got to his feet. He was not entirely sure where he
was goi ng, whether he would head directly for Mama Kilina or make a stop or
two al ong the way, but he knew he would have to stand up, so he went ahead
with that part of the job. Once he was upright he didn't have to worry about
the proprietor of the Dragon harassing himto buy another ale or get out.

H s head swam slightly. Maybe, he thought, he should have spent sonme of his
| ast coppers on food, rather than ale.

Well, it was too |late now. He turned toward the door

Then he sat heavily back down. There was a guardsnman standing in the doorway,
and Tol thar recognized him It was Deran Willer's son. Deran night be there
for sonething entirely unrelated to Tolthar, but Tolthar did not care to try
wal ki ng out past him

Then Deran stepped in and marched straight toward Tolthar. He pointed, and
Tolthar realized there were two other soldiers behind Deran. One of them had a
lieutenant's band on his arm "Ch, gods," Tolthar nuttered. "Now what ?"

"I bl thar of Small gate?" Deran asked |oudly, stopping a step away.

Tol thar wi nced at the volune. "Yes,"
time?"

he said, "you know | am What is it this

"We are ordered to bring you to the palace i mediately," Deran said.

Tblthar's eyes w dened, and the shock of Deran's words seemed to cook away a
good part of the alcohol in his body.

"Why?" he asked. "What did | do?"



"You're wanted for questioning," Deran said, a bit nore kindly. He didn't I|ike
seei ng anyone, even a worthless drunkard |ike Tolthar, needlessly frightened.
"They didn't tell us, but | think they want you as a w tness, not for anything
you' ve done yoursel f."

"I haven't seen anything," Tolthar protested. "I haven't heard anyt hing,
either. |1 don't know anyt hing."
"Well, you can tell the folks at the palace that," Deran said, reaching for

him "Conme on."

Tol thar pressed back against his chair, but the guardsman's hand cl anped
around his armlike a noose drawn tight. Reluctantly, he yielded to the
inevitable and allowed hinself to be |ed out.

As he and the three soldiers marched dowmn WAlIl Street in a tight little group
one at each side and the third behind, Tolthar remenbered all the other people
he had seen escorted away over the years. He had even escorted a few hinmself,
bef ore he was ki cked out of the guard—but to a district nmagistrate, not the
pal ace.

A good many of them never came back; they were executed, or sold into slavery,
or exiled. Others took a beating, or paid a

fine, and then, presumably chastened, went on with their lives. A few returned
unt ouched and continued as if nothing had happened.

Tol thar hoped very nuch that he would be one of those few. At the gate, the
party turned right; Tolthar was escorted across one side of G andgate Market
and into Gate Street. He could see the done of the pal ace ahead al ready, even
though it was still over a mle away—the done was the highest structure in the
city, even taller than the Geat Lighthouse, and it towered over the
surroundi ng buil di ngs, above the rooftops, a great dark semicircle against the
scarl et sunset. In the nornings Tolthar had seen it gl eam ng gol den-white,
like a huge pale noon rising in the west, but now it was shadowed and om nous.
The sun was sinking just to the left of the done, alnobst behind it, and for a
nmonent Tol thar fancied that the done was sone sort of shadow sun trying to
bl ot the true sun out of the sky.

The foursome marched down seven bl ocks to the fork and bore right onto Harbor
Street; now the sun was a tiny red sliver nestled at the base of the | oom ng
done of the palace, and the sky was darkeni ng overhead. Tolthar gl anced at
Deran, then up at the done. "Can you tell nme where you' re taking ne, and why
it's the Pal ace instead of the magistrate's office?" he said. "Am| going to
see the Mnister of Justice?"

"We're taking you to Captain Tikri's office," Deran said, "to talk to Lady
Sarai, the Mnister of Investigation. She's also Lord Kalthon's daughter, and
Acting Mnister of Justice." "But you aren't taking me to the justice
chanmber?" "The captain's office." "Wy?"

Der an shrugged apol ogetically. "They didn't tell us," he said. That brought
themto the second fork, where they bore left onto Quarter Street. The done of
t he pal ace had bl ocked out the sun entirely, or perhaps the sun had set;
Tolthar couldn't be sure. The sky overhead had darkened to a deep sapphire

bl ue, and the | esser noon shone pink in the east.

They came to Circle Street, then to the colorful pavenment fornming a ring
around the pal ace; they marched directly across, past the final line of stalls
owned by elite and fortunate merchants. The pal ace itself stood before them
now, the dome hidden by the wall and the eaves. Tolthar had never been here



before; even during his days in the guard, he had never drawn duty in the
pal ace. He had never been closer than Circle Street.

Sonmewhere behind that wall lived old Ederd IV hinmself, overlord of Ethshar of
the Sands, master of the fates of over a mllion nen, wormen, and chil dren—ene
of the three nmost powerful nortals in the Wrld. And Lord Kalthon, Ederd's

M ni ster of Justice, would be there, who could have a nman fl ogged, hanged,
beheaded, exiled, or sold on a nmonment's notice. Lord Torrut, commander of the
guard, was in there, as well—-and his slightest word could send ten thousand
men out to fight, kill, and die.

Tolthar did not particularly care to join them

He had no choi ce, though; when he hesitated on the threshold of the little
si de door the soldiers heaved himthrough w thout even sl ow ng.

The floors inside were stone—not rough slate or flagstone, tike an inn's
hearth, but polished granite and marble. Tolthar had never seen such fl oors.

The walls, too, were stone—sonme of them anyway; others were paneled in wood,
or hidden by drapes or tapestries. He could see themthrough the archways and
open doors as he was hurried through what seened |like an endl ess nmaze of

ant echanbers and corridors

At last his escort stopped at the door of a small chamber with bare walls of
pal e gray stone; in the center of the roomstood a | arge desk, wth

wood- and- br own-vel vet chairs behind and before. Papers, scrolls, and | edgers
were spread across the desk and stacked on the floor

Two people were in the room a tall young woman with thick brown hair and a
large man in the uniformof a guard captain. They were standing by the desk,
arguing. At the sound of arriving footsteps they stopped and turned toward the
door way.

"Captain Tikri," one of the guardsnen said, "this is Tolthar of Smallgate."

"Thank you, Lieutenant,"’
in"

the man in the captain's uniformsaid. "Bring him

Deran and the lieutenant brought Tolthar into the little office, while the
third man returned to the corridor

The wonman was wearing clothes of fine gold linen, and Tol thar m ght have
guessed that she was a nobl eworman of sone son, but he was still startled when
Ti kri addressed her as Lady Sar ai

"Whi ch magician shall | send for, Lady Sarai ?" he asked.
"More than one," the young woman replied. "I don't want any doubt about this.
Teneria, certainly, and Mereth, if you can find her, and Ckko, and | suppose
you shoul d get that Tobas and his witch wife back here, and anyone el se you
think we m ght want." As an afterthought, she added, "Not the pregnant wife,
t hough—she's not a mmgician."

"This may not have anything to do with the case, remenber," Tikri rem nded
her. "And we have half a dozen other chances, if this one doesn't work out."
"I know that,"
the nore pronising possibilities.'
she ordered

Lady Sarai snapped. "But this man is here, now, and he's one of
' She turned to the guards. "Sit hi mdown,"



Abruptly, Tolthar found hinmself seated, on the chair in front of the desk. He
stared up silently at the woman. "Do you know who | an?" Lady Sarai denanded.
Tol thar blinked and didn't answer.

"He's drunk," Deran remarked. "W dragged himout of a tavern in Northangle."

Lady Sarai nodded. Tolthar didn't bother to argue, although he didn't fee
very drunk anynore.

A messenger appeared in the doorway. "You wanted me, Captain?" she asked.

"Yes," Tikri said. He crossed the room quickly. "You go ahead, Lady Sarai." He
stepped out into the corridor to give the nmessenger her instructions.

"Cl ose the door, Lieutenant," Lady Sarai directed. "Let's have sone privacy."

Senden obeyed. Lady Sarai stepped up close to the seated Tolthar and stared
down at him "You're drunk?" she asked.

"Alittle," he admtted. He was beginning to recover his nerve.

"That mght be just as well. Do you know who | an?" "They call you Lady
Sarai," Tolthar said. "I can still hear." "That's ny nane; you know who | an®"
"Lord Kal thon's daughter," Tolthar answered. Lady Sarai's face hardened. "I am
Lady Sarai, Mnister of Investigation and Acting Mnister of Justice to Ederd
the Fourth, Overlord of Ethshar of the Sands, Triumvir of the Hegenony of the
Three Ethshars, Commander of the Holy Arm es and Defender of the Gods, and

am speaking to you now in the performance of ny duties and with the ful
authority of the overlord. Do you understand that?"

"Uh ..." Tolthar hesitated, then said, "I'mnot sure.”
"That means that | can have you flogged, or tortured, or killed, right here
and now, without having to worry about appeals or consequences. And |I'Il do it

if you don't cooperate.™

Tolthar stared up at her. He did not see Deran and Senden exchange doubt f ul
gl ances behi nd him

"Now, " Lady Sarai said, "I understand that on or about the fourth day of the
nmont h of Summrerheat, you received two knife wounds in your left leg. Is that
correct?"

"Yes, ny lady," Tolthar replied softly, thoroughly cowed.

"These were both inflicted with the same knife, at approxinmately the sane
time?"

"Yes."

"And that knife was used by a wonman?"
"That's right," Tolthar admitted.
"How tall was she?"

"Uh . . . if youwant ..." Did they think he didn't know who had stabbed hinf?
"How tall was she?" Sarai shouted, |eaning closer



"She's short," he said quickly. "I mean, not tiny, but she's . . . she's
pretty short."

"What was she wearing? What col or?"
"Bl ack," Tolthar said, "she usually wears black."

"What's the shape of her face Iike?"

Baf fl ed, Tolthar wondered why Lady Sarai didn't just ask for Tabaea's name. He
said, "I don't know ..."

"Did you see her face?"
"Well, yes.

"What shape is it? "

"Let me think for a mnute!"

Sarai backed away fromhimslightly, giving himroomto breathe. "Take your
tinme," she said.

"Thank you, ny lady," Tolthar said, resentfully. He tried to picture Tabaea's
face. "Sort of straight," he said, "and w de. She has a square chin, alnost."

"Al ong nose?"

"No, it's nore wide."

"Brown hair?"

"I think it's black ..."

"Green eyes?"

"I didn't notice, | thought they were brown . "
"Dar k skin?"

"No, she's pale ..."
"Ful I - bodi ed?"

"Skinny as a steer in Srignor."

"d unmsy?"
"I'f she were clumsy, do you think I 'd have let her get me with the knife?"
Tolthar protested angrily. "I wasn't that drunk!"

The door opened, and Lady Sarai paused in her questioning. She | ooked up as a
thin, black-haired girl entered

For a nonent, Tolthar thought it was Tabaea herself, and he began to inagine
el aborate schemes to blame himfor some crinme he had not commtted, to punish
hi m for maki ng fal se accusations; then he saw that this person wasn't Tabaea,
that she was taller and generally thinner, though perhaps fuller in the chest.
And the new arrival had a long, narrow face that was not |ike Tabaea's at all.



"Teneria," Lady Sarai said, "we think this man nay have survived an attack by
the killer. W want you to check his wounds, if you can, to see if the sane
kni fe was used."

"Il try," the woman Lady Sarai had called Teneria said quietly.

"They're healed," Tolthar protested. "My wounds are heal ed!"
~"1"ll try, anyway," Teneria replied. "Thank you," Lady Sarai said. "But
first," she added, turning back to Tolthar, "I believe that this nan was about
to tell us the name of the worman who stabbed him™"

The | ong-awaited question cane as a great relief. "Tabaea," Tolthar said.
"Tabaea the Thief."

CHAPTER 23

Tabaea was coming dawn the stairs of her current residence, a pleasant little
inn called the Blue Dancer, and thinking out her plans for the evening, when
she heard the sound of soldiers walking. There was the distinctive slapping of
scabbard against kilt, the heavy tread of the boots—definitely soldiers, on
the street out front, drawing nearer. She sniffed the air, but with the inn's
door cl osed she could make out nothing unusual. D nner had been beef stewed in

red wine, and she could still snell the lingering aronma of every ingredient,
and of the half-dozen different vintages that had been served to the Dancer's
customers. The chimey was drawing well, so the scent of the hearthfire itself

was relatively faint, but its heat was maki ng Beren, the serving wench, sweat
as she swept the floor; Tabaea could snell that, too. She could distinguish
the noi st odors of Beren's cotton tunic and wool skirt.

Dogs were anmzi ng creatures, Tabaea thought. She had never realized how
amazing until she had started killing them They could all snell all these
detail s.

The booted steps were coming directly up to the door of the inn; Tabaea
wonder ed why. Sol diers were a common enough sight in the taverns and inns of
Wall Street, but the Blue Dancer was a quiet and rather expensive place
several blocks down Grand Street fromthe market, and the city guard was not
general ly found here unl ess soneone had sent for them

There were other footsteps as well —she hadn't heard themat first, with the
door and the wi ndows cl osed and the various sounds of the city drowning them
out, but someone in slippers was wal king with the soldiers, someone wearing a
| ong, rustling garnment.

Suddenl y nervous, Tabaea hurried down the [ast few steps. The guards coul dn't
have anything to do with her, of course-nobody except the innkeeper and a few
strangers knew she was here, no one would have any reason to connect her with
any recent disturbances—but still, she didn't care to be caught in her room
upstairs if there was trouble.

Now the soldiers were at the door, five of them in addition to the person in
slippers, and one soldier was lifting the latch. Now even Beren heard them
she straightened and | eaned her broomin the chi mey corner as Tabaea sli pped
back into the little al cove under the stairs. The table there was usually
occupi ed at neals by young lovers, as it was the nost private spot in the

di ning room there was nothing suspicious about it if Tabaea shoul d happen to
sit there on a quiet evening, just mnding her own business.

And it would scarcely be her feult that she could hear everything that went on



in the min room "Can | help you?" Beren asked.

"We're | ooking for a wonan named Tabaea," an unfamliar man's voice said. "W
don't know what she's calling herself. Alittle bel ow average height, thin,

bl ack hai r—probably al one." Tabaea coul d al nrost hear Beren frowning. "Let ne
get ny nmaster," the serving wench said. "Is she here?" a different voice
asked. "l don't know," Beren replied, "I'll ask." Tabaea watched through the
archway as Beren vani shed into the kitchen

Tabaea bit her lip, worrying and wondering. Wy were these nmen—these
sol di ers—+ooking for her? How did they know her name, or what she | ooked |ike?
And what shoul d she do about it?

It registered that the al cove was a dead end, that she could be trapped in it.
True, she could hold off a small army, as they wouldn't be able to get at her
nore than two or perhaps three at a time, and she could use the table as a
shield, but they could besiege her there and wait her out. That would not do.
Better to get out now, while she could!' But the soldiers were in the front
door, while Beren and the innkeeper m ght be emerging fromthe kitchen at any
nmonent, bl ocking that route. That |eft the wi ndow.

Tavern wi ndows varied greatly in Ethshar, in nunber, size, placenent, and
nature. The Blue Dancer gloried in a single great bow wi ndow, a |ong, graceful
curve made up of several hundred small panes, framed not in lead, but in

i mported hardwood, an exotic touch that added to the inn's expensive

at nosphere. Three snall casenents were built into this structure, for

ventil ation; none of them | ooked | arge enough for even a person of Tabaea's
size to fit through

Tabaea knew t hat appearances coul d be deceiving, though. Mving as quietly as
she coul d—which was very quietly indeed—she rose and crept to the edge of the
shel tering arch.

There, she reached out with her poorly devel oped and ill-understood abilities,
the witch-sight and warl ock sense, and dimy perceived the intruders.

She coul d distinguish their scents, as well, but identity was not what

i nterested her now. She wanted to know where they were | ooking, to be sure
that she was somewhere el se. One was watching up the stairs, very carefully.
Anot her was guarding the door. The one in slippers . . . that one was a woman,
and she snelled of magic. That was bad. She was | ooki ng about the roomwith

i nterest, not focusing on anything in particular

One of the soldiers was watching the magician; he was no threat to anyone just
NOW.

That left two soldiers and a magi ci an who were | ooking out into the dining
room one sol dier was watching the kitchen door, the other was peering into
the dimy lit farther recesses—ncluding the one where Tabaea stood.

She nudged the one in the door, ever so slightly, with a little warlock push;
he started, and nade a surprised noise.

The others turned to | ook at him and Tabaea nmade her run, fast and smooth and
silent, across the roomand up onto the broad sill. She was al nost there when
she was spotted; her distraction had only held for a fraction of a second.

She swung open the nearest casenent and thrust her head through; her ears
scraped the frame on either side, her hair snagged on the latch



"Dam, " she whi spered. She wouldn't fit out that way. "Hey!" a guardsnan
call ed, and Tabaea, desperate, pushed at the wooden frane with the heel of her
hand.

She had never really tried her accumul ated strength; she had never had any

reason to. Most of her killings had been for skill, nmore than strength. She
knew she was strong—she had flung that denonol ogist, Karitha, around like a
doll. But she had not realized until this very nonment just how strong she had

becorme. Her hand punched through the polished window frane as if it were
paper, spraying splinters of wood and glass into the street beyond.

"Stop her!" someone shouted, and the guards started for her. Frightened,
Tabaea ki cked at the w ndow.

Debris burst out into Gand Street |ike spray froma wave-struck rock; the
casenent itself hung for an instant by one corner, then tunbled onto the
street with a shattering of glass.

Tabaea dove through the hole and | anded, catlike, on her feet; she | eaped up
and ran, eastward, w thout thinking.

Behi nd her, nmen were shouting.

Run, hide, run, hide—her years as a thief had drumred that into her. When
anyt hi ng goes wong, you run; when you have run the pursuit out of sight, you
hide. If they find you, run again. No need to think or plan; just run and

hi de.

And the best places to hide weren't enpty attics or dark alleys; the best
pl aces were in crowds and busy streets, where there was al ways anot her escape
route, were always other faces to distract the pursuers.

And the very best place of all was the Wall Street Field, where the clutter of
destitute humanity |lay down an obstacle course of ramshackle shelters and

stol en stewpots, where nost of the people would be on her side, where the

sol diers felt outnunbered.

She ran east on Grand Street, straight toward Grandgate Market and access to
Vall Street.

Behi nd her, the soldiers poured out the door of the Blue Dancer; a raised
sword whacked the signboard and set it sw nging, and even through the shouting
Tabaea coul d hear the netal |inks creaking. Booted feet ran after her

The wonman, the magician, did not run; Tabaea coul d vaguely sense her presence,
far back and growing farther with every step. She was working a spell, Tabaea
was certain, sonme land of spell that would flatten her, steal her powers, turn
her to a statue or a nouse. She ran, expecting to be felled at any instant, by
spell or sword.

She was not felled; she ran headl ong into G andgate Market, not even panting,
and spun to her left, turning north toward the part of the Wall Street Field
she knew best. Late-night shoppers on their way home, the last nerchants in
the midst of packing up for the night, and a few strolling lovers, turned to
stare after her.

The guards were shouting, but they were farther behind than ever; she was
outrunning them Oher soldiers were enmerging fromthe towers by the gate, but
not intime to cut her off. She was into the Field, into the strip that ran

al ongsi de the barracks towers, and no one had touched her yet.



Then a man, his red kilt and yellow tunic visible in the |light of a nearby
torch but his face in shadow, stepped out in front of her, reaching out to
grab her; she thrust out an arm and knocked hi m asi de w thout sl ow ng.

She rounded the corner of the North |lower into the wider part of the Field and
promptly tripped over a sleeping figure.

She stunbl ed, but caught herself, arns outflung, balanced |like a cat, then was
up and running again.

There were no torches here, no lanterns; yellow light |eaked fromthe distant
wi ndows of Wall Street; the orange gl ow of the greater moon |immed the top of
the city wall above her, and the scattered remmants of the evening' s cookfires
made pools of |esser shadow here and there, but nost of the Field was in
darkness. Its inhabitants, asleep or awake, were but shadowy lunps in the

gl oom her cat-eyes, still not yet fully adjusted fromthe cozy light of the
Bl ue Dancer's dining room |et her see novenent, but not colors or details.
She danced through the dark, avoiding bodies and shelters at the fina
fraction of a second.

Then, abruptly, fire bl ooned above her, orange light a thousand tines brighter
than any noon. She stunbl ed, stopped, and | ooked up.

A warlock hung in the air, glow ng inpossibly bright, like an olf-color piece
of the sun itself. She knew he was a warl ock, but she couldn't have said how
she knew, the light sinply felt |ike warl ockry.

Wt hout thinking, she reached her own warl ockry up to counter him to
extinguish the glow, but his power was greater than hers; it was like fighting
the tide. She could stop anything he did fromreaching her, but she coul dn't
put out the light or drive him away.

Around her, she realized as she pressed her power upward, were people, dozens
of people, the people of Wall Street Field—the poor and di spossessed, the
downt r odden, the honel ess, the outl awed.

"Help nme!" she called

No one answered, and she coul d hear soldiers comng, she could snell |eather
and steel and sweat. Soneone tossed a rock in the general direction of the
flying figure, but it never even cane cl ose.

It gave her an idea, though

She could not fight himw th warl ockry, she was out matched that way, but
war | ockry was not all she had. She knelt and snatched up a chunk of brick
still warmfroma cookfire, and flung it upward—Aot with magic, but with the
strength of her arm the strength she had stolen fromlnza and Deru and the
rest.

The warl ock shied away, and the |ight di med sonewhat.

The sol diers were coning; Tabaea snatched out her belt knife, intent on giving
thema fight.

The knife was like a sliver of darkness in the warlock's gl ow, Tabaea held the
Bl ack Dagger ready in her hand.

Above her, the warlock still hovered, glow ng, but she had his measure now, he



could hold hinmself up, suppress her own
war | ockry, and provide light, but that left himno nmagic to spare for anything
el se.

Soneone el se shied a stone at the warlock; he turned it away, but Tabaea coul d
sense that it distracted himslightly.

Furt her, he was beginning to worry, she knew—probably about the Calling. How
close was he to the threshold, to the first nightmares? He could draw upon al
t he power he wanted, and because he had started with nmore than she Tabaea
coul d never match him but if he drew too mnmuch .

She decided the warl ock was not really the major threat.
The first soldier paused a few feet away, watching the knife.

"Tabaea the Thief," he called, "in the nane of Ederd the Fourth, Overlord of
Et hshar of the Sands, | order you to surrender!™

"Go to Hell, bloody-skirt!" she shouted back.

O her soldiers were surrounding her, formng a fifteen-foot circle with her at
the center; the Field s usual inhabitants had Men back into the darkness.
Tabaea tried to pick up sonmething with warl ockry, but the magician in the air
above her wouldn't allowit.

There were a dozen guardsnen encircling her; at a cautious signhal fromthe one
in front of her, they all began closing in

slow y.

"Ch, no, you don't," Tabaea said. She lunged forward, with i nhunan speed, and
thrust the Bl ack Dagger's bl ade under the ribs of the man before her

H s eyes w dened, and he sl ashed belatedly with his sword, cutting her arm
Bl ood spilled, black in the orange light, black across her black sl eeve.

It really didn't hurt very nuch at all, to Tabaea's surprise, and what pain
there was was lost in the hot surge of strength she was receiving fromthe man
she had stabbed. Then one of the other soldiers, one of the nen behind her,
struck.

That hurt, and the wave of strength she had just felt vanished; the blowto
her back was a shock, a burst of pain, and her head jerked backward. Then it
snapped forward again, involuntarily, and she found herself |ooking down at
her own chest.

Sonet hi ng projected fromher tunic, something dark that had cut its way out
through the fabric, stretching it out and then cutting through, something dark
and hard and snmeared with thick |iquid.

Then she realized what it was. She was | ooking at the point of a sword that
had been thrust right through her, a sword covered with her heart's bl ood.

She was dead. She had to be.

But she didn't feel dead. Shouldn't she already be |osing consci ousness, be
falling lifeless to the ground?

She pull ed her own bl ade fromthe soldier's body; dark bl ood spilled down his
pal e tunic, and he crunpled to the earth. He was dead, no doubt about that.



But she wasn't. She reached down, grabbed the blade that protruded from her
chest, and shoved it back, hard. She felt it slide through her, back out, and
she whirled swiftly, before whoever held it could strike again.

She could feel a prickling, a tingling, and she suddenly realized that she
probably had a gaping wound in her, that she m ght yet bleed to death. She
felt no bl ood, though.

Tabaea | ooked qui ckly down at her chest, and sensed that the wound was cl osing
of its own accord. That was nmagic—+t had to be. It wasn't anything she was
doi ng consciously, though, and she didn't think it was witchcraft or

warl ockry. It didn't feel |ike those.

It felt like the sensation she got when the Bl ack Dagger cut flesh. Watever
was happeni ng, she was sure it was the Bl ack Dagger's spell at work. Whether
it would truly heal her, or at |east keep her going until she could do it by
ot her means, she didn't know. It had to be the dagger that was keepi ng her
alive, and she didn't understand how or why, but she had no tinme to worry
about that now. She | ooked up

The soldiers were staring at her, eyes w de; no one was novi ng agai nst her
One nman held a bl oody sword, its tip just an inch or two from her chin.

Tabaea realized, with astoni shnment, that they were afraid of her

And then she further realized, with a deep sense of surprised satisfaction,
that they had very good reasons to be afraid.

She knocked the sword aside, held up the Black Dagger, and smiled a very
unpl easant snile.

"It's not going to be that easy," she announced, grinning. "If | were you,
woul d t hrow down ny weapons and run."

"El ner, call the magicians,"
hi m

a guardsman sai d. Tabaea turned and snil ed at

"I ama mmgician," she said. Then, noving faster than any human bei ng coul d

wi t hout magi cal assistance, she slashed the

sol di er across the chest—not fatally, just a nasty gash that woul d weaken hi m
and in so doing would strengthen her. He gasped, and stepped back, his hands
flying up to stop the blood, his sword falling to the dirt at his feet.

She thought she understood, now, what had happened. That sword thrust should
have killed her, obviously, but it hadn't—er rather, not conpletely. She was
fairly sure she had lost one life. But the Black Dagger had stolen a dozen for
her —+ncl udi ng dogs, cats, magicians, and the life of the man who had led this
party to capture her.

She di dn't know whether dogs and cats carried as nuch life as people, and she
did not particularly want to find out; she wasn't going to throw her |ives
away recklessly. Still, she was stronger and faster than anyone else in the
Wrld, and as long as she took a life for every one she lost, she could not
die. She liked that idea very nuch.

"I amthe magician," she said."Not just a witch or a warlock or a wi zard, but
all of them" She suddenly renenbered what she had heard, listening to the
Qui l dmasters at the Cap and Dagger; she | aughed, and said, "Bow, you fools!
Bow before | abaea the First, Enpress of Ethshar!" "She's crazy," soneone said.



The Bl ack Dagger noved again, faster than any other hunman hand coul d nove it,
fast as a striking cat, and the guardsman who had inpal ed her fell back
bl eedi ng. The bl oody sword fell fromhis grasp

"You think I'mcrazy?" she shouted. "Then just try to stop ne! Didn't you see
He put a sword right through me, and it didn't hurt ne!"

"Call the magicians, Elner,"
civilians.

someone called nockingly fromthe crowd of

More guardsnen were arriving, pushing through the crowd; behind them cane the
robed figures of magicians.

"Magi ci ans?" Tabaea st ooped and snatched up the sword, |eft-handed, and flung
it upward with all the speed and strength and skill of her dozen stolen |ives.

The warl ock shrieked, and the |light went out; the orange gl ow vani shed |ike
the flame of a snuffed candle, plunging the Field into darkness.

Wien the shriek ended, silence as sudden as the darkness fell. Coth rustled
as the warlock fell out of the sky, and then he | anded with a sodden thud, off
to one side, upon a nixed group of soldiers and bystanders.

"You think I'mafraid of magicians'?" Tabaea screaned over the sudden tumnult.

In fact, magicians were about the only thing she was still afraid of she had
no i dea whether she could defend herself against all the different kinds of
magi c. Warl ockry, yes—she could hold off another warlock indefinitely.
Wtchcraft, absolutely-she had greater vitality, and therefore nore power,
than any other witch that had ever |ived.

Gods and denons and wi zards, though—who knew? Sorcery, any of the subtler
arts, she could not be sure of. She was bl uffing—but she didn't think anyone
woul d dare to test her. She stood, dagger ready.

Sonet hi ng cane sweeping toward her out of the darkness, sonething Tabaea coul d
not describe, with a shape and a color she couldn't nane; reflexively, she

rai sed her knife, and the black blade flared blue for an instant. Then

what ever it was was gone.

Magi c—+t had been magic, certainly. Wzardry, probably. And the knife had
stopped it. She was safe from magi c other than w tchcraft and warl ockry—at
| east sone of it.

She coul d do anyt hi ng—and she knew what she wanted. She had already said it.

Tabaea the First, Enpress of Ethshar! "Listen, you people!" Tabaea
shout ed, "you people who live here in the Wall Street Field, listen to nme! Wy
are you here?" She paused dramatically and sensed half a hundred faces turned
attentively toward her—sol di ers and nagi ci ans and beggars and thieves.

"You' re here because the fat old overlord of this stinking city, the man who
clains to protect you, has sent you here!" Tabaea proclaimed. "He's taken your
hones with his taxes, stolen your food to feed his soldiers, and given you
nothing in return but dungeons and sl avery!" She pushed aside a sol dier and
stepped up atop a makeshift wooden shelter. "Haven't you had enough of this?
Haven't you had enough of seeing the rich get richer, seeing them buy your
friends, your neighbors, your sons and daughters fromthe slavers, when
they've stolen a few coins in order to eat? Haven't you heard enough of girls



and boys tortured in the N ghtside brothels to please the perverted tastes of
some weal thy degenerate?" The words seened to be coming from sonewhere deep
within her, of their own accord; one of her victins, she realized, sonmeone she
had killed, must have been skilled in oratory. And she could augnent that, now
that she had seen how, she warned the air about her, then let a feint orange

gl ow seep out.

A warl ock and an orator both; she suppressed a smile. Self-delight would win
no converts; only anger would do that."Haven't you had enough!" she screaned
at the people of the Field.

Sone of the soldiers were backing away; sonme of the civilians were nuttering.

"I say that Ederd has had his chance!" Tabaea shouted. "I say his tine is
over! Let the old man step aside, and let a worman of the people see justice
done in this city! Not the justice of slaver and swordsman, but true justicel
Not Lord Kalthon's justice, but ny justice! The justice of one who has no need
to fear nor favor, because | cannot be harnmed! Behol den to no one save those
who aid ne now, | amthe Enpress of Ethshar! Who's with ne?"

A dozen voi ces shouted. "I said, who's with nmel" This time, a hundred chorused
in reply. "Then let's show old Ederd who's in charge here! Cone with ne to the
pal ace! We'll throw Ederd and his | ackeys out in the Wall Street Field and
take the pal ace for our own! Cone on!" She turned and stepped off the shelter
but not down to the ground; instead she caught herself in the air, warlock
fashi on, and propelled herself forward, above the crowd.

Using too nuch warl ockry wasn't safe, of course; she doubted she was any nore
i mMmune to the Calling than anyone el se was. But warl ockry was showy, and that
was what she needed right now

The soldiers had nostly faded away, falling back into the darkness, out of
sight of the angry crowd; Tabaea and her followers marched uni npeded out of
the Field onto Vll Street and down Wall Street to Gandgate Market. Many of
t he peopl e behind her had torches or makeshift clubs, she saw with pl easure;
one had picked up a soldier's fallen sword. She was at the head of an arny.

The Enpress Tabaea, at the head of her arny. She smled broadly.
"Cone on!" she called. "Come on!"
CHAPTER 24

It was Alorria of Dwonor who rousted Lord Torrut out of his bed; the soldier
who had guarded the bedchanmber door stood nervously beside her, holding a

| anmp.
"She said it was an energency, Sir

"It is an emergency,” Alorria said, tugging at the bedcl othes. "There's an
uprising!"

Lord Torrut was not a young man anynore and did not wake as quickly as he once
had; he | ooked up Wearily at the unfam liar but unm stakably attractive face
and smled. "Ah, young |ady . " he began. Then his head sank a little, and
he saw the rest of her. His eyes widened. "Is it the baby?" he said. "Soldier
go fetch a mdwfe!"

"No, it's not the baby," Alorria snapped. "The baby's fine and not due for
si xni ghts. There's an uprising! They're marching on the pal ace!"



Torrut sat up and shook his head to clear it; then, speaking as he reached for
his tunic, he asked, "Wo's marchi ng? What's goi ng on?"

"There's a woman nanmed Tabaea who has just decl ared hersel f Enpress of

Et hshar, and she's raised an arnmy of the poor and discontented fromthe Wl
Street Field. They're marching here to take the palace and kill the overlord."
Al orria stepped back, to give the commander of the city guard roomto stand.

"Fromthe Field?" Lord Torrut said, astonished; he stopped with one armin its
sl eeve and the other bare. "You don't need ne for that! A hundred nmen and a
magi ci an or two should be able to handle it."

Al orria shook her head. "Tabaea's a mmgici an—a very powerful one, the one that
Lady Sarai's been | ooking for for nonths, the one who's been murdering other
magi ci ans. "

"Well, but surely ..."

"The magicians are trying to stop her, and Captain Tikri's getting the pal ace
guard ready to defend agai nst her, but so far nothing' s working. She's already
wal ked right through a squadron of guards, out on WAll Street; she crippled a
war | ock and brushed aside the w zards' spells as if they were nere illusions."

Torrut stared at her for a nmoment, then turned to his door guard. "Is this
true?" he demanded.

The guard turned up an enpty palm"l don't know, ny lord," he said. "This
worman was sent by Lady Sarai and Captain Tikri, but that's all | know "

"Dam." Torrut slid his arminto the enpty sleeve and then reached for his
kilt. "wWho are you, young worman? Wihy wasn't one of the regular messengers
sent ?"

"My husband's a w zard," Alorria explained. "Everyone el se was busy, and
wanted to help, so they sent nme to fetch you."

Torrut nodded. "Good of you. Listen, | want you to take this soldier to vouch
for you and go wake the overlord. | don't know what's going on here, or how
much danger there really is, but I'mnot about to |l et anyone say | didn't do
nmy best to protect Ederd. Wile you do that, I'll go down and see what's
happeni ng for nyself."

"Wake the overlord?" Alorria squeaked. Even though she was the daughter of a
king herself, she lived in awe of the three Ethsharitic overlords. Beside her
t he guardsman | ooked very unhappy i ndeed.

"That's right," Torrut said, standing up and pulling his kilt into position
"Sonmebody better." He smiled, "Don't worry, Ederd's a gentle old man; he won't
have your heads |opped off for disturbing him For that nmatter, despite his
age, he doesn't mind | ooking at a | ovely young woman any nore than | do. Al
this fuss may be nothing, but | think Ederd would want to know. " He reached
for his sword belt. "Now, go on, both of you!"

They went.

When Alorria had conme up to the |level where nost of the higher nobility had
their apartnents, the stairways and passages had been quiet and dim now,

t hough, she coul d hear voices and running footsteps and could see lights
behi nd a dozen doors. "Which way?" she asked.



The guard poi nt ed.

Oficials were hurrying about; Alorria knew that the magici ans were gathering
two flights below, to prepare a defense

agai nst Tabaea's advance, and to find a way to kill the mysterious

sel f-procl ai ned "enpress.”

And out in the streets, Tabaea was marching steadily closer. Once Tabaea was
out of the Wall Street Field, she got as far as the intersection of Gate
Street and Wzard Street before she encountered any further organized

resi stance. There, though, she found herself facing a |iving barricade of

sol diers, swords drawn, fornmed up in a line three deep that stretched from one
side of the avenue to the other

"Are you trying to keep me fromthe pal ace? From ny pal ace?" she shout ed.

The lieutenant in charge of the formation called back, "Drop your weapons, al

of you! | call on you in the nane of Ederd the Fourth, Overlord of Ethshar, to
surrender!”
Tabaea | aughed. "I could just go around the bl ock," she called, "but | think

"Il teach you all a lesson.”" Wth the Bl ack Dagger ready in her hand, she

mar ched forward. The line of soldiery braced to neet her. \Wen she cane within
striking distance, the soldier directly in front of her called out, "Stop, or

I "11 kill you!" He raised his sword high

"Go ahead and try!" Tabaea call ed back, w thout stopping. The man stabbed at
her; catlike, she dodged the thrust. Her hand flicked out, like a cat's paw at
a nouse, and cl osed around the sword' s bl ade.

Startled, the soldier tried to snatch it back, but Tabaea tore the weapon out
of his hand and flung it aside.

The soldiers to either side were striking at her, as well, now, she ducked and
wove, dodging their blows. She snatched the swords away fromtwo nore
soldiers. The line formation had broken, now, they were all comng to get at
her, forming a tight little knot around her

She smacked away swords, dodged their thrusts, grabbed one in her fist, and
bent it until it broke; behind her she could hear her ragtag army nuttering,
brushing up against the soldiers, but not really fighting.

It didn't matter. She didn't need them

A sword hit her squarely in the side, and she felt an instant of incredible
pain, but then it was gone; she had | ost another life.

Angry, she lashed out with the Bl ack Dagger and sliced open a soldier's
throat. As he started to fall back she finished himwith a thrust to the
heart; she wanted a life to replace the one she had | ost.

She pi cked up anot her guardsman and threw hi m agai nst hi s conpani ons; then
anot her, and anot her. She used her hands and her warl ockry bot h.

"You can't stop me!" she shrieked. "No one can stop ne!"

The Bl ack Dagger flared blue, and sonething crackled |like dead | eaves in a hot
fire. Someone was trying to use mmgi c agai nst her



"No one!" she repeated, "not even w zards!"

The dagger flared again, greenish this tine. Tabaea jabbed it into a soldier's
bel | y.

A moment | ater the guard broke; several nen fell back under the lieutenant's
orders, but others ran off down side streets, either Wzard Street or Arena
Street, and a few ducked into the Cap and Dagger

And of course, half a dozen or so |lay unnoving on the ground.

"Al'l right, nen," the lieutenant shouted. "She won't make it easy, we'll |eave
this one to the w zards!"

"Run away!" Tabaea called. "Look at them you people, look at themrun! Send
your wizards, | don't care! They can't stop nme!" She waved the dagger in the
air, and a cheer went up fromher "army." "Come on!" she called, and again she
mar ched toward the pal ace.

At the palace, the nore ordinary officials and workers |listened closely as the
magi ci ans reported on the encounter

"Bad, " Karanissa said, "very bad. Three dead, at least. Al on our side."
"She's still com ng?" Lady Sarai asked.
"Ch, yes; the fight hardly even sl owed her down."

"What if we |let her pass, but stopped her arny?" The question was directed at
the entire room rather than at Karanissa.

"W could," Okko agreed, "but what would that acconplish, if we can't stop
heft"

"Well, she couldn't very well rule the city all by herself, could she?"

"No," Okko agreed, "but | think she could kill everyone here, one by one,
starting with the overlord hinmself, until the survivors started obeying her.'

"Wul d she do that?" one of the overlord's scriveners asked, horrified.
"Yes," Teneria said flatly. "She would."

Sarai turned to the wi zards. "What spells have you tried agai nst her?"
"Several ," Tobas said. "Fromsinple curses to the Wite Death. \Watever is
protecting her blocks themall instantly.” "lIs there any way to stop her?"
Lady Sarai asked.

"Probably," Tbbas replied, "and we'll keep trying spells. But nost of them
woul d take nore time than we have to prepare. And some of them would take out
| arge parts of the city with her."

"And we don't really know which to use," Karanissa pointed out. "Since we
haven't yet figured out what keeps her alive, we can't be sure of how to kil
her."

Lord Torrut stepped into the roomat that point and denanded |oudly, "What's
happeni ng?"



Several people rushed to tell him he quickly chose one to serve as his
spokesman and began quietly absorbing information

"I wonder where the other conspirators are?" Thbas asked.

Kar ani ssa shook her head, but before she could say anything, Kelder of Taznor
answered quietly, "I don't think there is any conspiracy. | think there's just
Tabaea. "

"You never found traces of anyone else, did you?" Lady Sarai asked, startled.
"She's small enough, and strong enough, and seens to have several different
magi cks avai | abl e-how can she do that ?"

"There's just Tabaea," Karani ssa agreed. "At |least, there's just Tabaea and
the rabble fromthe Field."
"It's all just her. " Lady Sarai's voice trailed off; then she asked, "What
happens if we can't stop her?"

No one had an answer for that, until Karanissa suggested, "W die, probably."
"There's no need for that," Lord Torrut said, startling the others. "W don't
die; we retreat, we regroup, we reconsider our situation, and when we're
ready, we retaliate.”

"But how ..." Sarai began
"Listen, little Sarai," Torrut said, cutting her off, "you and your father
have nade fun of nme for years for being a warrior with no wars to fight. Well,
now | have a war—and by the gods | swear that 1'mgoing to fight it, and |I'm
going towinit. It's not who wins the first battle that matters, it's who
wins the last battle. This Tabaea is going to win the first one, but | intend
to make sure it's not the last."

The whi spered side conversations had died away as Lord Torrut spoke; now
everyone was listening to him

"This Tabaea doesn't |ike the overlord—that neans we need to get himout of

t he pal ace before she gets here, and while we're at it, | think we had better
get his entire famly out, with him Ederd the Heir and Zarrea and Edarth and
Ki nthera and Annara, all of them If she's lived in the Wll Street Field then
she probably doesn't like the guard, and she doesn't |ike nme, and Sarai, she
probably doesn't like your father, Lord Kalthon—you'd better get himand your
brot her out of here, too. And magi ci ans-she doesn't |ike magicians."

"But where do we go?" Lady Sarai asked, dismayed.

"She's coming from Grandgate, is she? Then we go to Seagate. W put the

overlord and his famly and anyone who's too old or too sick to fight on a

ship, and we sail it out of here, out of her reach."

"How do you know when it's out of her reach?" Tobas asked.

That stopped Lord Torrut for a nmonent; then he smiled, show ng well -kept

teeth. "I don't," he said. "lI'"mguessing. But if she could stop a ship at sea
wel |, has she shown any sign of being able to affect what she can't see?"

"No," Karani ssa said, "not yet."

"How can we fight back froma ship, though?" Lady Sarai protested.



"Until we know how to fight back," Lord Torrut pointed out, "what does it
matter where we are?"

Lady Sarai was not entirely satisfied with this, but she could think of no
good answer. "l would never have thought a rmurder case could turn into
something like this," she nmuttered to herself.

No one heard her, as Lord Torrut continued, "I sent that woman Alorria to
rouse the overlord. And 1'll leave it to this group here to get old Ederd and
anyone el se who Tabaea might want to kill out of the palace and down to
Seagate before she gets here; and while you' re doing that, 1'll be doing what
| can to slow her arrival."

"Then you're not going to flee yourself, Lord Torrut?" someone asked.

"OfF course not!" Lord Torrut grinned outright. "At long last, | have a war to
fight!"

PART THREE
Enpr ess
CHAPTER 25

Lady Sarai could hear distant shouting as she tucked the bl anket around her
father; Tabaea and her arny nust have gotten as far as Quarter Street, at the
very least. Kalthon the Younger sat upright at the back of the wagon, | ooking
slightly dazed; Lady Sarai could see his expression clearly in the light of
the torch the wagon's driver held.

"Sarai, | don't understand," her brother said again.

"You don't have to," Sarai said. "You just do what | told you."

"But aren't you com ng?"

Sarai hesitated. She | ooked down at her father. He had appeared to be nore or
| ess awake when they left the pal ace, and had noved partly under his own
power, but now he gave no sign of consciousness; he probably couldn't hear
anyt hi ng, might well have no idea what was going on around him "No," she
said, "lI"mnot."

"But why not?" young Kalthon protested. "If this crazy magician would kill us
all, won't she kill you, too?"
"Ch, | suppose she will if she catches ne and finds out who | am yes." Sara

attenpted a nocking smle, but it didn't work very well —er perhaps her brother
couldn't see it in the dark; her face was probably in shadow from where he
sat.

"Then shouldn't you come with us?"

"No. " She gave the blanket a final tug, then let herself slide back over the
side of the wagon

"Why nor?" Kalthon's wail was heartbreaking. "How am | going to manage Daddy
wi t hout you?"

"You won't be alone; there will be people to help. The overlord's going, too,



and all his famly. H's granddaughter An-nara will help. And Ederd the Heir."
She hoped Ederd the Heir would, at any rate; he was a healthy man, not yet
fifty, but prone to turn norose and useless at tines. H s daughter Annara was
just a year older than Sarai, though, and still cheerful and energetic.

"But what will you do? Are you staying in the palace? Is this horrible wonman
going to kill you?"

"No," Sarai said. "No, she won't kill me. | won't stay in the palace. |'ll
hi de somewhere in the city."

"But if you're hiding, why can't you cone with us?"
Sarai sighed. "Kallie," she said, "I’
so you'll be safe, but soneone has to stay here to fight Tabaea, and
going to be the one fromour famly who does that."

m sendi ng you and Dad and the others away
'm

"\What about Ederd the Heir, then? Shouldn't he be staying?"
"No, because he's too valuable. He's the overlord's heir."

Kal t hon couldn't argue with that, but he still didn't like it.

"I think you should come with us," he said.
"No, Kallie," Sarai said gently. Then she stepped away and told the waiting
driver, "CGo, quickly!"

He obeyed wordl essly, setting the torch in its bracket and cracking the reins
over the horses.

Lady Sarai watched them go, the horses trotting, the wagon bunping its way
down Pal ace Street, toward the docks at Seagate. The torchlight wavered nmadly
with the wagon's notion, sending |ight and shadow dancing i nsanely across the
dar kened housefronts on either side.

Sarai hoped that using horses wouldn't be too conspicuous, especially at this
hour of the night; the palace stables had held no oxen, and besi des, oxen
woul d be dangerously slow A few of the richest nmerchants were using horses to
draw t heir wagons now, weren't they?

She hoped so. O if not, then she hoped Tabaea woul dn't know any better; it
was entirely possible the little thief wouldn't even recognize a horse, or
woul dn't know that they were traditionally the exclusive property of the
nobility.

The royal family was all safe now, or as safe as she could make them-Ederd IV,
his wife Zarrea, his sour old bachelor brother Edarth, the aging son who woul d
one day be Ederd V, his wife Kinthera, and their daughter Annara, all rousted
fromtheir beds and sent hurrying on their way to a hastily chartered ship.
And now Lady Sarai's own fam ly, her father and brother, were follow ng. Ckko,
too old to fight—f theurgists could fight, which they generally coul dn't-had
gone as wel | .

Lord Torrut hadn't fled, of course; he was out there somewhere, trying every
sort of trap, ambush, and delaying tactic he could inprovise. Sarai was fairly
sure that Captain Tikri was with him And nost of the nmgicians she had
collected in the pal ace were taking shelter at various places in the city, on
Wzard Street or el sewhere



And of course, she was staying, herself—but where?

There was a tenptation to remain in the palace after all, but to pretend to be
someone el se—borrow a maid's apron, perhaps, or join the assistant cooks in
the kitchens. After all, as far as she knew, Tabaea had never seen her and

woul dn't recogni ze her face.

That was too risky, though. Tabaea m ght have spies, or her unknown nagic
m ght expose the deception, or some innocent servant mght slip up and revea
Sarai's rank

No, Sarai knew she woul d have to find sonewhere el se--but where?

She realized she was still staring down the black and enpty | ength of Pal ace
Street, though the wagon was out of sight; she turned away with a wy snile.

Maybe, she thought, she should go to the Wall Street Field. After all, wasn't
t hat where anyone in Ethshar went who had | ost her home and been thrown out
into a hostile world? And wouldn't it be appropriate, now that Tabaea's ragtag
foll owers would be taking their places in the pal ace?

But it wasn't everyone fromthe Field who was nmarching with the

sel f-procl ai red enpress, and Sarai realized, with a bitter little |augh, that
the Field was probably the place in all the city outside the pal ace where she
was nmost likely to be recognized as Lord Kalthon's daughter

The barracks towers in G andgate woul d be al nbst as bad—and besi des, a wonan
al one there would hardly be safe. Besides, Grandgate, or any part of Wal
Street, was a long way fromthe pal ace. She wanted somewhere cl oser at hand,
somewhere she could keep an eye on things, the way the nagicians did.

The magi ci ans were nostly on Wzard Street, of course—and not necessarily the
cl oser sections, since for many their spells could serve themeven at a
di st ance.

She frowned. She was no mmgi ci an, and she hardly bel onged on Wzard Street.
She had a little noney with her—not nuch, but a little. Wiy not just take a
roomat an inn?

No, she told herself, that would be too exposed, would involve too nuch
dealing with strangers, and at this hour, would be far too noticeable.
Odinary travelers didn't take roons hours after mdnight, did they?

A high, thin scream sounded sonewhere to the northeast, on the other side of
t he pal ace. The shouting was much cl oser, and she coul d hear other noises,
noi ses she couldn't identify. Tabaea nust be alnost to the pal ace, and here
she was, still standing on the plaza across from Pal ace Street.

She stepped off the stone paverment onto the bare earth of Circle Street, and
choosi ng her direction at random she turned right—she didn't want to foll ow
Pal ace Street, or even the fork for North Pal ace Street. She wanted to put

di stance between herself and the fl eeing nobles.

The next turn off the circle was N ghtside Street, and she passed that by, as
wel I, and the next. Here her choice was largely pragmatic; both streets were
utterly black and unlit, while closer at hand the gl ow fromthe wi ndows of the
pal ace spilled out over the outer walls and nmade Circle Street relatively

navi gabl e.

She coul d hear the hissing of fountains left running, out there in the



dar kened gardens and forecourts; the sound, nornally pleasant, was turned

sini ster and nmenaci ng by the circunmstances. Sarai wondered whether the wealthy
i nhabitants of the mansions of Ni ghtside were aware of what was happeni ng j ust
a few bl ocks away. Wien they awoke in the norning, how long would it take them
to realize that the Wrld had gone mad, that their overlord had been deposed,
and that a thieving young nagician was ruling the city? Wul d Tabaea | eave

t hem al one, or would she pillage those mansi ons behind their iron fences?

Wll, if Sarai had her way, Tabaea wouldn't have tinme to disrupt the city's
life that nuch. And right now, Lady Sarai did not care to try finding her way
t hrough Nightside's unlit streets.

Sooner or later, despite the dark, Sarai knew she would have to nove farther
out into the city, away fromthe pal ace; she wished there was nore natura
light to help her. The greater nmoon was rising in the east, casting orange
light on the rooftops, but not yet penetrating to the streets below, while the
| esser noon was far down in the west, its pale pink glow of no use at all.

By the time she reached North Street the roar of battle was overpowering, and
farther ahead, farther around the circle, she could see reflected torchlight
and the shadowed backs of soldiers. North Street was no nore brightly

illum nated than the

ot hers she had passed, but she could scarcely go any farther around the circle
if she neant to escape; she turned left onto North Street, despite the

dar kness.

And then, suddenly, she knew where she was going. She would go to Wzard
Street, just three bl ocks away. She would go to Mereth's shop, Mereth of the
ol den Door. Even if Mereth wouldn't take her in, surely the wi zard woul d know
of sonmeone who woul d.

Now t hat she had a destination in mnd, Sarai began to hurry.

Behi nd her, a man's dying scream sounded above the fighting. Sarai winced. It
seened so pointless, fighting Tabaea every step of the way like this; didn't
Lord Torrut see that? He was letting his nen die for nothing.

But there was nothing Sarai could do about it, not anynore. She fled down
North Street.

The stub of a lone torch still burned unnoticed above a shuttered shop on
Harbor Street; Lady Sarai glanced at it, grateful for the slight relief from
t he surroundi ng night. To see Harbor Street utterly enpty and al nost dark
seened very odd indeed; she had never before been out so |ate and never seen
the streets so deserted.

Behi nd her, the shouting seemed to be fading away. By the time she turned |eft
onto Wzard Street, she was no |longer entirely sure whether she heard
shouting, or the distant roar of the sea.

Here there were no torches, only whatever |ight nmoons and stars m ght provide,
but Sarai could see that the door of Mereth's shop was shut, her signboard
unlit. The shop wi ndows were tightly closed, draperies drawn, but a thin line
of light showed around the edges; it would scarcely have been visible were the
street brighter, either with daylight or the glow of the evening's torches and
| ant erns.

Sarai hurried to the door and rapped gently on the gilded panels.

For a | ong nonent, nothing happened; then, abruptly, the door was flung open



"Cet in!" someone ordered

Sarai obeyed, and the door slammed shut behind her, |eaving Wzard Street once
nore dark and enpty.

CHAPTER 26

The pal ace door was | ocked and barred, but Tabaea didn 't mnd; sbs braced
hersel f agai nst the paving stones of the plaza, put her shoulder to the
brass-covered panel s, and shoved with all her supernatural strength. The |l atch
shattered, the brackets hol ding the bar snapped, and the tw sted, ruined door
swung open. Tabaea | aughed and shouted, "Cone on!" She waved to her followers;
some of them surged forward, close on her heels, but others hung back
intimdated by the idea of intruding on the palace itself.

Tabaea stepped through the broken portal into a broad and shadowy marbl e
corridor; sonewhere far ahead light spilled through an archway, and the
contrast of the distant glow with the surroundi ng darkness seened to
exaggerate the |l ength of the passage.

O did it? Tabaea was unsure; the palace was for |arger than any ot her
bui | di ng she had ever been in. Perhaps the corridor really was that |ong.

The euphoria of her triunphant march from Grandgate faded quickly at the sight
of the polished stone floor, the countless doors on either side, and a

gl eami ng staircase barely visible in the dimdistance. This hardly seenmed to
her like a part of her own famliar city, or like anything human at all. She
had t hought old Serem s house was al nost of fensively nmagnificent, yet this

pal ace hall dwarfed anything in the wi zard' s hone.

But it was hers now, she rem nded herself. She sniffed the air, but that told
her little; people had been through here recently, but were not here now The
faint famliar odors of furniture, of |anps and candles, and of polishing oi
reached her, nmingled both with the snells of her followers and the street
outside, and with scents she could not identify. No |onger feeling

particul arly bold, she nonethel ess put on a bold front and marched forward.
Her footsteps tapped |loudly on the shining nmarble, and echoed eerily fromthe
stone wall s.

Behi nd her cane a score of the vagabonds and scoundrels who had foll owed her
fromthe Wall Street Field; their feet, bare or slippered or wapped in rags,
did not make the sharp tappi ng her good new boots did, but slapped or scraped
or shuffled. Like her, they were awed by what they saw, their shouting dropped
to whi spers that echoed fromthe stone, chasing each other back and forth

al ong the passage.

"Where is everybody?" soneone asked.

"Who do you nean?" Tabaea demanded, turning. "Wo did you expect here? W
fought the city guard in the streets!™

"I mean the people who live here,”
famly, and all the others."

the beggar said. "The overlord and his

"Fl ed, probably," soneone said. "Or cowering in then-beds.
"Did you think they'd be waiting by the door to wel cone us?"

Soneone | aughed.



"Cone on," Tabaea said. She had intended to shout it, but sonmehow coul dn't
bring herself to do it; instead she nmerely spoke loudly. She turned forward
and marched on down the corri dor

The doors on either side were nostly closed; a few stood ajar, but the roons
beyond were dark, and Tabaea did not bother to explore them They passed
arches opening into | arge dark roons, and those, too, Tabaea hurried quickly
by without further investigation. Three of her followers carried torches; they
waved themin the open roonms to be sure no soldiers lurked in anmbush there,

but then hurried on after their |eader

Ahead, that lone light spilled its golden glow across gray narble floor, walls
of white marble veined with gray, and Tabaea hurried forward to see where it
canme from

The answer was a di sappointment; a perfectly ordinary oil |anp, apparently
forgotten by whoever had extingui shed the others, burned atop a black iron
bracket on the side of a pillar, lighting another passageway that ran

crosswise to the one they were in. This other corridor, Tabaea saw, was not so
i nhumanl y, perfectly straight, but instead curved away in the distance.

And it gave her a choice, and therefore a problem which way shoul d she go?

The | eft-hand passage curved to the right; the right-hand passage curved to
the left. \Wichever of the three she took, she

woul d be proceedi ng deeper in toward the center of the pal ace—in which case,
there was no reason to prefer one over the other. She marched on strai ght
ahead.

Now that the light was all behind her, shining over her shoul ders, she could
see nore clearly what |ay ahead. The corridor continued another forty feet or
so, then ended in a dark open space—she could not judge its extent, only that
its walls and ceiling were out of sight. Al she could see, beyond the
corridor's end, was a set of broad steps leading up into the darkness, steps
of polished yell ow nmarble.

Where had the builders of this place gotten all this stone, Tabaea wonder ed;
she hadn't known there was so nuch marble in all the Wrld.

She marched on to the end of the passage; there she paused and | ooked around.
She sniffed the air, but caught no suspicious odors.

To either side, walls began at right angles to the corridor, then curved away
i nto darkness; ahead, under the great staircase, were walls and, she thought,
doors. There were carvings in niches and statues standing on pedestals here
and there—ene stood on either side of the bottonmost step. Everything was of
stone, in white and gold and maroon

She |l et her gaze drift up the staircase; she had expected the top to be
utterly black, like the unlit hallway of an inn late at night, but instead
there was a faint glow, and she thought she coul d make out vague shapes. There
was a certain airiness about it, sonehow, and a hint of the pastel colors of
nmoonsl i ght .

She consi dered a warl ock light, but decided against trying it; she hadn't
really |l earned how to do one properly yet, and she was very wary about
overusi ng warl ockry. Instead she waved the torchbearers back and | et her eyes
adjust. After all, she rem nded herself, she could see as well as any cat.

She blinked and drew i n her breath.



"Come on," she said, waving her little band forward and marching up the marble
st eps.

At the top she paused. The sensible thing to do would be to use the torches,
but she couldn't resist the nore dramatic gesture; she waved, and her warl ock
fire-lighting skill struck a hundred candl ewi cks. Golden light flickered, then
bl azed forth, and Tabaea stepped forward into the Geat Hall of the Cverlord
of Ethshar of the Sands.

She stood on a broad floor paved in tesselated stone, a square fl oor a hundred
feet across. Far above, the palace's i mense done curved gracefully through
shadowed di stance, too far up for the light of candles to illumnnate it well;
a hundred-foot ring of sixteen hexagonal skylights set into the done gave a
view of the stars.

Three of the four walls were broken at the center by a broad stair; Tabaea and
conpany had just nounted one of these, the others lying to their left and
directly across. To the right, the fourth wall had no stair, but instead an

el aborate display of carvings, gilt, and scarlet draperies, all centered
around an ornate golden chair on a w de dais. Magnificent gol den candel abra,
wrought in a variety of shapes, lined the walls to either side of this

di splay, and it was these that now provided the |ight.

"The throne room" someone murmured, as Tabaea's followers energed into this
spl endor.

"And the overlord's throne," soneone el se added, pointing at the gol den chair.
Tabaea grinned, her enthusiasm suddenly returning.

"Wong," she said, bounding gaily to the throne. She | eaped up and stood for a
monent on its scarlet velvet cushion, watching as the | ast few stragglers
trickled into the room

"This is not the overlord' s throne," she proclainmed, "not anynore!" She paused
dramatically, then slid down and seated herself properly. "This is ny throne
now, " she said. "M ne! Tabaea the First, Enpress of Ethshar!" She snil ed—not
at all a pleasant snile.

After a second's hesitation, the little crowd burst into wild appl ause.

As they cheered, Tabaea ran her hands along the arns of the throne, enjoying
the feel of it; the arns were of solid gold, she thought, worn snooth by
centuries of use.

Under one arm she found a | oop; curious, she tugged at it. It yielded an inch
or so, then stopped. She could have forced it, but decided not to; there was
no point in breaking something before she even knew what it was.

It occurred to her belatedly that the | oop m ght have been a trap, sonething
i ntended to dispose of usurpers like herself, but if so, it obviously wasn't
wor Ki ng.

She sat and | ooked out at the room at the people cheering for her, at the dim
soari ng dome above, the shining stone floor, the gold ornaments and sil ken
tapestries, and an i nmense satisfaction settled over her.

It was hers. Al of it, hers.



At |least for the nmonent.

She sniffed the air, sorting out the scents in the room Nothing was very
fresh; no one had been in here for at |east an hour before her arrival. The
throne snelled of an old man—Ederd |V, of course; wasn't he seventy or eighty
years ol d? Tabaea had never paid nmuch attention to politics.

However ol d he might be, he was still the only one who had sat in this
t hrone—until herself, of course.

O hers had come and gone, nen and wonen of all ages. She could smell the cold
stone, the dust on the tapestries, and the lingering scents of the overlord's
courtiers. They had stood and knelt on that vast expanse of unfurnished fl oor
They had been there just that day, Tabaea was sure—but now it mght as well
have been a century ago, because they were gone, their overlord overthrown. It
was all hers now

She heard footsteps on the stairs, and | eaped down fromthe throne, snatching
t he Bl ack Dagger from her belt.

A worman was on the stairs; Tabaea could snell her. A woman was approachi ng,
and she was frightened.

Tabaea's followers, the twenty or so that had made it this far, had heard
not hi ng, sensed nothing, until they saw their |eader junmp fromher throne and
crouch, knife ready. Their babbling euphoria vani shed; a few began to retreat
toward the stairs by which they had entered, while the others stared nervously
in every direction.

"What is it?" soneone asked.

Then the woman's head canme into sight as she ascended the staircase to the
right, as seen fromthe throne—the side opposite where Tabaea had entered. By
her expression, she was utterly terrified; she hesitated at her first glinpse
of the new masters of the palace, then continued up the steps.

She wore a gold tunic and a skirt of dark red, alnost maroon, with a white
apron protecting the front; her |Iong brown hair was pulled back into a
ponytail. She was not particularly young, nor particularly attractive. She

| ooked harm ess; what's nore, she snelled harnl ess. Tabaea rel axed sonewhat,
rising up fromher fighting stance, but keeping the dagger ready in her hand.

At the top step the woman in the apron hesitated again, one hand on the rail.
She | ooked over the ragged crew before her, then turned toward the enpty
throne and spotted Tabaea, in her fine enbroidered tunic that was sneared wth
bl ood and pierced by holes and tears |left by sword thrusts, and her |ong bl ack
skirt stained with nud fromthe Field.

The newconer curtsied, catching her apron and skirt up and bobbi ng quickly.

Tabaea blinked; she had hardly ever seen anyone curtsy before, and certainly
never to her. That was reserved for the nobility.

"Un. . . Your Mjesty?" the wonan said. "My lady? |'msorry, | don't know how
to address you."

Tabaea smi | ed. "Your Majesty' will suit me quite well," she said.

"Very good, Your Majesty. You rang for ne?"



"I did?" Tabaea renenbered the |oop on the throne. "Ah, yes, so | did."
"How may | serve you?"
Tabaea sheathed her knife and stood as tall as she could on the dais. "You may

begi n," she said, "by explaining how you know who I am and by telling me who
you are."

The wonan in the apron curtsied again. "My name is Ista, Your Majesty; I'm
just a servant. | was on duty downstairs when you rang. As for know ng who you
are, | don't know for certain, but we were told that the old overlord was

fl eei ng because a great magi ci an had decl ared hersel f enpress, and he could
not stop her. | assunme you are she."

"That's right," Tabaea said. "Tabaea the First, Empress of Ethshar of the
Sands!" She waved toward the others. "And these are ny court!" She | aughed,
and stepped back to the throne. "So old Ederd's fled?"

"Yes, Your Mjesty."

Tabaea settled onto the scarlet cushion, grinning broadly. "But you're still
her e?"

"Ch, yes, of course, Your Myjesty; the palace is ny home. Were el se would |
go?"

"And you'll serve ne, as you served Ederd?"

| sta bobbed her head. "If you'll pernmt me, Your Mjesty."

"I will," Tabaea said, gesturing magnani nously. "What about the other
servant s?"
"I can't speak for themall, Your Myjesty, but nost of themare still here and

ready to obey you."

"Ch, excellent! And what about the others? Ederd had a famly, didn't he? And
there are all the others, the so-called Mnister of Justice and the rest—hat
of thenf"

"Fl ed, Your Majesty. Lord Ederd the Heir, Lady Zarrea of the Spices, Lord
Edarth of Ethshar, Lord Kalthon, all of themfled."

"Well, let themflee, then—aybe they can take shelter hi the Wall Street
Field!'" She laughed. "So this palace is all nine, then?"

"Yes, Your Mjesty."

"Then show me ny new donmain, |Ista—give us all the grand tour!" She stood again
and made a shooi ng gesture.

I sta hesitated, then curtsied once nore. "Wiat would you like to see first,
Your Maj esty?" she asked.

CHAPTER 27

The three brocade arncthairs were already occupi ed when Lady Sarai stepped into

Mereth's front room-Alorria sat in the green, sound asl eep; Kelder of Taznor
was in the gold, awake but visibly weary; and an old man Sarai didn't



recogni ze dozed in the blue. Two soldiers | eaned against the wall, one of them
brushi ng his el bow agai nst an ink painting; young Thar, who had admitted

Sarai, eyed that nervously but said nothing. A few sal vaged bel ongi ngs were in
battered knapsacks, stacked in odd corners, |ooking rather grubby and out of
place. The little decorative boxes had all been shoved to one side of the
table, making roomfor a plate covered with crunbs—whatever food had been

provi ded, Sarai had clearly mssed it.

"I's Mereth here?" Sarai asked. "Or Tobas?"

Thar shook his head. "No," he said, "they're over at the Cuil dhouse."

Lady Sarai blinked. "What Quil dhouse?" she asked.

"Quil dmaster Serem s house, on Grand Street," Thar explained. "Lirrin turned
it over to the Wzards' @uild until Seremis nurderer is caught." He shrugged.
"She doesn't need all that space, anyway."

Sarai nodded. That explai ned why there had been several other

wi zards there, as well as Lirrin, when she took Teneria and Luralla to see the
mur der scene. Naturally, the wi zards hadn't said anything about it to her
"Are they . . . what's happening there?" she asked.

"I don't know," Thar said. "I'mjust an apprentice."

"Are they looking for a way to stop Tabaea?"

"I don't know-honestly, Lady Sarai, | don't know. "

"I"mgoing there," Sarai said. She turned back toward the door

"No, Lady Sarai," Thar protested, "not at this hour! In the norning we'll al
go, but right now everyone needs to rest. That's what Cuil dmaster Tel urinon
said. I'lIl be taking Princess Alorria nyself."

"W don't have tine to rest," Sarai objected. "Tabaea isn't sleeping, is she?"
"I don't know, nmaybe she is, but whatever she's doing, we should rest. O at
| east, you shoul d-+ have to stay up in case anyone el se cones."

Lady Sarai hesitated.
"Tabaea isn't going to come after us tonight, ny lady. Honestly, she won't."

Sarai studied Thar's face and saw a child trying hard to be grown up, a child
on the very edge of conpl ete exhaustion. She thought if she argued he woul d
probably start crying.

She didn't want that, and besides, he was right; she was incredibly tired
herself. It had been an abom nably | ong day. Hard as it was to remenber, when
she had gotten up the norning before, about twenty hours ago, she had not yet
heard the nane "Tabaea the Thief," and she had never nmet Tolthar of
Smal | - gat e.

"The chairs are all taken," she said.

Thar smled with relief. "The guest beds are all taken, too," he said, "but
you can use mine. | have to stay up and watch the door, any way."



Sarai nodded.

The apprentice's bed was |unmpy and narrow, and she didn't sleep well; it
seened as if she had only just managed to get confortable, at long |last, when
a guard's polite cough awakened her

"They're getting ready to go to the CGuil dhouse, ny |lady," he said. Then he
ducked back beyond the curtain that separated
Thar's niche from Mereth's kitchen, leaving her to her own devices.

Lady Sarai rose and brushed herself off, then straightened her clothes as best
she coul d; there was no need to get dressed, since she had brought none of her
clothing out of the palace with her except the outfit she was wearing. She had
packed a few things for her father and brother, but had not worried about her
own needs.

She nade a quick trip to the privy in the courtyard behind the shop, then
rinsed her face with water fromthe kitchen punp—Mereth was | ucky, having a
punp right there; or perhaps, since she had surely paid a good bit of noney
for it,"lucky" was not exactly the right word.

Feeling a little nore alert and socially acceptable, Sarai hurried back down
the corridor to the consultation room

A crowd of people was gathered there—everyone who had been present the night
before, and others as well. Sarai recognized some of them but by no neans
all; there were magicians of various sorts, mnor officials in the overlord's
government, and peopl e who coul d have cone' from anywhere.

And they were all arguing about sonething, but Sarai coul d make out nothing of
what they were debating. She | ooked around for help.

The two guards were both there, but this time, instead of standing to one
side, they were anong those arguing nost intently. Thar, however, was | eaning
silently against the archway, | ooking distressed.

"What ' s happeni ng?" Sarai asked him

The apprentice | ooked up at her unhappily. "They're arguing about how to go to
the Guil dhouse. "

Sarai blinked. "I had assumed we woul d wal k," she sai d.

"Well, yes," Thar agreed. He paused, considering, then added, "Except maybe
some of the wi zards and warl ocks—+ suppose they might fly."

"Wuldn't that attract attention?"
"Probably."

"So if we're wal king," Lady Sarai asked, trying not to |let her exasperation
show, "what are they argui ng about ?"

"Whet her we should all go at once, or go separately. Sone of themthink we
shoul d go together, in one big group, but the others think that would be too
noti ceabl e.”

"That's stupid," Sarai said. "OF course we'd be too noticeable.” She raised
her voi ce and announced, "I'mgoing to the Guil dhouse now, 1'd be glad to
travel with one or two others.”



"But Lady Sarai..." one of the guards began

Lady Sarai did not stay to hear what he m ght have to say; she marched out the
door onto Wzard Street.

The norning was a bright and cheerful one; she could hear children | aughing as
t hey chased each other through the alleys, and sonewhere a block or two away a
hawker was shouting out praises of his wares. There was no outward sign at al
that a dangerous lunatic had overthrown the government the night before, that
the overlord and half his court had fled.

In fact, Lady Sarai suspected that nost of the city was unaware of Tabaea's
accession to the throne. It would probably be a few days before the average
citizen becane aware of any change

O perhaps not—ene of the shops across the way was shuttered and barred. Had
the proprietor fled?

O maybe the proprietor was in bed with a fever, or just taking a day off to
go down to the beach. Lady Sarai snorted at her own eagerness to see sone
difference in the city. Just because her own life was all awy, that didn't
mean that the entire city's was.

She di d expect that Tabaea's usurpation of power would have its effect
eventual Iy, since she doubted very nmuch that Tabaea and her cohorts could rule
the city as well as the old overlord had, but it would be a slow, subtle
thing. Acity the size of Ethshar nostly ran by itself. Lady Sarai thought of
it as a great spinning top, and it was the government's job to keep it

bal anced—a touch here, a touch there. Tabaea would be bound to m ss a wobble
here, push too hard there, and before |l ong the whole thing would careen wildly
out of control, maybe conme smashing to a halt.

But for now, it |ooked just as it always had. She paused a few steps from
Mereth's gil ded door, | ooking about.

"Lady Sarai!" someone called. Sarai turned, a finger to her lips.

It was Alorria who had spoken; she stood in the doorway, |eaning forward, her
feet still safely within the threshold in case she had to slip quickly back
i nsi de. Behind her stood Kelder of Tazmor on one side, Thar on the other.

"Don't use the title," Sarai said mldly. "It mght be unhealthy just now "
"Ch," Alorria said. She | ooked uneasily out at the street.

"What is it?" Sarai asked
"I"'d like to cone with you," Alorria said. "I think they're going to argue al
day, and | want to see ny husband. And | don't know the way to this CGuil dhouse
they tal k about. And | don't like traveling alone."

"I would be glad to provide an escort,"” Kelder said, in his odd Sardironese
accent, "but | fear | don't know the house's |ocation, either."

"Well, cone on then, both of you." Sarai waited while the two of them hurried
out. Kelder, she noted, carried a |arge knapsack; a floppy, broad-brinmed hat
shaded his face, and his feet were ensconced in large, well-worn boots. As for
Alorria, while she was not dressed for serious travel, she wore three assorted
pouches on her belt; both were probably better equi pped than she was hersel f,



Sarai thought wyly.

Toget her, the three of themstrolled northeastward on Wzard Street, noving at
a leisurely pace so as not to tax the pregnant Alorria. The sun was bright,
and Sarai quickly regretted not having a hat |ike Kelder's. \Wen she had |eft
the palace in the mddle of the night she hadn't worried about sunlight.

They crossed North Street and a block or so later nmoved on from Ni ghtside into
Shadysi de—but it was hardly shady today; the shadow of the pal ace done could
never have reached this far out; the name was nore synbolic than descriptive.

"Warm" Alorria remarked. She pulled a gauzy red kerchief from one pouch and
draped it over her head, then secured it in place with her coronet. Sara
admired the effect—barbaric, but not unattractive.

She gl anced enviously at Kelder's hat—that wasn't exactly barbaric, but it was
rat her outl andi sh. There was not hi ng unreasonabl e about that, since he was an
out | ander.

The two foreigners made rather a striking contrast—Kelder in his rough and
practical attire, Alorria in her barbarian Small Ki ngdom spl endor of silks and
gol d. The coronet and kerchief m ght be pretty, but on the whole, Sara

t hought she woul d prefer Kelder's hat.

And t hi nki ng about Kel der, something struck her

"You said you don't know where the house is," she said accusingly, "but of
course you do."

"l do?" Kelder asked, startled.

"Certainly! You ve been there."

"l have? No, La ... no, | haven't."

"You said you had been there. Did you lie to ne?"

"No! Howdid | |ie? | haven't been to the w zards' il d-house, and | never
claimed | had."

"Yes, you have, if you really did the investigating you told me about. It's
the old wi zard's house. Serenis.”

"Ah," Kel der said, nodding. "I see. Then it stands at the corner of Wzard
Street and G and Street, and we are now on Wzard Street, are we not? Need we
just follow this right to the door, then?"

"I'f we want to take all day, we could do that," Sarai agreed, "but Wzard
Street turns south and nakes a | ong detour, through Mrningside and Eastside,
before it comes back north through Mdway to Grandgate. We'll be turning and
foll owi ng Harbor Street from Shadyside to Mdway, then Gate Street from M dway
to Grandgate, and then we'll nmeet Wzard Street again for the last few

bl ocks. "

"Ah," Kelder said. "I see. The streets of Sardiron are not so conplex."
"Sardiron isn't as big."

Just then a pair of spriggans ran across the street in front of the threesoneg,
shri eki ng. Someone shouted inprecations after the creatures. Alorria sighed.



"I wish Tobas had never invented those things," she said.

"Did he really?" Sarai asked.

"Not on purpose,’
really his doing."

Alorria explained. "A spell went wong. But yes, it was

Sarai | ooked at her, then around at the shops, at the signboards prom sing
mracles of every sort, at the wi ndow di splays of strange apparatuses or
stuffed nonsters, at the posted testinmonials from satisfied customners.

Magic really could do amazing things. If anyone could ever get it al
organi zed, all working toward the sane end, who knew what m ght be
acconpl i shed?

And of course, who knew what m ght go wong?

"Harbor Street," Alorria said. "lIsn't that where nost of the fighting was | ast
ni ght ?"

"I think the worst was on Quarter Street," Sarai said, "but yes, there was
fighting there. W'll be reversing the route of Tabaea's nmarch for about half
our journey—the entire time we aren't on Wzard Street, we'll be on the

streets she used." She had not really thought about that before; it would be
interesting to see if there was nore obvious evi dence of Tabaea's accession
than there was on Wzard Street.

Al orria shuddered. "I've never been on a battlefield before,"” she said.

"A battlefield?" Sarai had never thought of any part of Eth-sharof the Sands
as a battlefield. Battlefields were far-off places, in the Small Ki ngdons or
on the borders of Sardiron, not here in the heart of civilization. But what
el se was Tabaea's route from G andgate to the pal ace, but a battlefield?

"W'|l| see it soon enough," Sarai said. "W turn at the next corner."

CHAPTER 28

At first, when Tabaea awoke, she didn't renmenber where she was. She | ooked up
at the ornate canopy, the incredibly high, elaborately painted ceiling with
its gilded coffering, and wondered what sort of an inn she had found this

tine.

The bed was broad and | ong and soft, the coverings rich and | uxurious—a bed
fit for the overlord, she thought.

And then menory cane back. It was a bed fit for the overlord—er for the
enpress who had deposed him

But it couldn't be real, she thought, sitting up. It must have been a dream
Even with all her magic, she couldn't have overthrown the overlord in a single
ni ght.

Coul d she?

A bell pull hung by the bed; she jerked at it, then slid out fromunder the
coverlet and onto her feet.

She was wearing a red silk gown that she had never seen before—no, she



corrected herself, she renenbered changing into it last night. The chanbernaid
had tried to take away her old clothes, and Tabaea had refused.

Sure enough, draped across a chair was her skirt, still muddy; hung on the
back was her enbroidered tunic.

A dozen hol es had been punched through it, it had been sl ashed several places,
and dried blood had stiffened it horribly. It |ooked |ike ancient scraps of
unt anned bl ack | eat her

Tabaea shuddered. Those hol es and sl ashes had been made by swords and spears
and arrows, and they had gone right through her, as well. That was her own

bl ood that stained the fabric. She | ooked down at the robe she wore, then tore
it open.

Faint scars traced across her breast. No one woul d ever have believed they
were the remains of wounds | ess than a day ol d.

Tabaea blinked. Were they |l ess than a day ol d? How | ong had she sl ept?
A door opened, and a young woman | eaned in. "Yes, Your Myjesty?" she asked.
"What time is it?" Tabaea demanded. "And what day is it?"

"It's mdday, Your Majesty, or close to it, on the sixteenth of Harvest, in
t he Year of Speech 5227."

Tabaea rel axed slightly. She had nmarched to the pal ace on the night of the
fifteenth, she was fairly sure. "Wo are you?" she asked.

"Let he of Longwall, Your Majesty. Your norning maid." She curtsied, stil

hal f - hi dden by the door. Tabaea noticed that she was wearing the sane gold
tunic, red skirt, and white apron as the wonman | ast night, Ista, who had given
Tabaea a tour of her new hone.

But this was definitely not Ista. Lethe was younger, shorter, and pl unper.
I sta worked at night. Lethe, it seened, worked nornings.

"My norning maid." Tabaea grinned. "Fine. Excellent." She glanced around the
room and then down at the robe she had just torn

"Fetch ne sone clothes, Lethe," Tabaea said. "Clothes fit for an enpress. And
rouse my court—the ones | brought with me and anyone who didn't flee with old
Ederd. | intend to hold audience in half an hour, and | want themall there."

"Yes, Your Majesty." Lethe vanished, closing the door behind her

Tabaea hopped back onto the edge of the bed and sat for a nonent, sw nging her
feet and | ooking around the room at the carved and polished woodwork, the
ornate ceiling, the fine tapestries.

Then a tap sounded on the door

"Cone in," Tabaea call ed.
The door opened, and Lethe reappeared, but still did not fully enter the room
"Your Majesty," she said, "l've passed on your orders, and the m stress of the

war drobe is bringing selections fromthe closets of Annara the Graceful and
others, but she asked me to tell you that there's been no tine to nake new
dresses or alter what was here, so that she cannot promise any will fit



properly at first." "Who's Annara the G aceful ?" Tabaea asked. Lethe blinked,
startled. "Wuy, that's the overlord's ... | nean, the forner overlord's
gr anddaughter. "

"Ch," Tabaea said. She had never taken nuch of an interest in politics. "He
has grandchildren?" "Only the one." "Too bad. |Is she pretty?"

Lethe hesitated. "I couldn't say," she answered at |ast. Tabaea hopped of f the
bed again. "I take it she dressed well, at any rate."

"Yes, Your Mjesty."

"I don't expect miracles about the fit Tabaea began. Then she stopped
"But on the other hand," she said, "why shouldn't | expect miracles? Lethe, go
fetch ne the court magicians!" Lethe's face turned white.

"YourMaj . . . Majesty," she stamered, "I can't." "Wiy not?" Tabaea denanded,
nmore curious than angry. "Are they so terrifying as all that?"

"No, Your Majesty; they're gone. They fled last night, for fear you would sl ay
themall. They said that you had already killed many magi ci ans. "

"Ch." Tabaea considered that. Even after spying on several magicians as they

di scussed the nmurders, it had never occurred to her that killing half a dozen
people could terrorize all the other nagicians so thoroughly. It wasn't quite
the effect she had in mnd. She had just wanted one of each, to absorb their

powers and abilities.

Vel |, what was done was done. "It doesn't matter," shesaid. "W'll nake do
with ordinary tailors and seanstresses to adapt ny new cl ot hes, then, rather
than magic." "Yes, Your Myjesty."

A thought struck Tabaea. "What do they pay you, Lethe?" she asked.

"I have a roomhere in the palace that | share with three other maids, Your
Maj esty, and | get ny neals, and six bits a day, as well." She lifted a comer
of her apron. "And ny clothes,"” she added.

"I's that all?"

Let he nodded.

"From now on, Lethe, you'll be paid a round and a hal f—wi th none of those
expensi ve magi ci ans around, |'msure the treasury can pay all you servants
twi ce as nuch!"

"Yes, Your Majesty. Thank you." Lethe curtsied.

"And the dungeons—tast night Ista showed ne the stair to the dungeons, but we
didn't go down. Are there prisoners down there?"

"Yes, Your Mjesty."

"I want them freed. Right now Al of them"™

"Yes, Your Majesty." Lethe started to turn to go, then stopped and stepped out
of the way as two nen marched in, hauling a | arge wooden trunk. Behind this

cane a tall worman in a green and gold gown, perhaps the npbst extravagant
gar ment Tabaea had ever seen



"Your Majesty," this new arrival said, as the nmen set the trunk on the floor
"it's such an honor to neet you! |I'mJandin, mstress of the wardrobe."

"I"ll go tell the guards," Lethe called, ducking out. Al npst out of earshot,
she added, "If | can find any." The two nmen departed cl ose on her heels, and
t he door cl osed behind them

Jandin flung open the trunk, revealing a glittering array of expensive fabric,
fine enbroidery, and bright jewelry. Tabaea gasped, and her eyes went wide.

"Now, if Your Majesty could give ne just the tiniest clue as to how you w sh

to appear today," Jandin said, "I'msure | can find sonething here that will
suit us . "
An hour later, as the nervous courtiers mlled about the Geat Hall in two

di stinct groups, the old and the new, their desultory conversations were cut
short by the sound of trunpets. Al eyes turned toward the rear staircase, and
a few unfortunates quickly scurried to one side or the other to get out of
their ruler's path.

As Tabaea rose into sight someone stifled a giggle. The enpress was wearing
the nost incredibly gaudy dress that anyone present had ever seen. The basic
colors were red and green, in alternating panels divided by gold borders.
Jewel s in a dozen hues glittered al ong every gol den border and in el aborate
patterns on the panels, as well. Gold braid circled the waist, hips, and bust,
and edged each cuff; fine gold chains draped across the bodi ce. Padded crests
rose fromeither shoul der. Col d-edged slashes in the puffed sl eeves reveal ed
tight black vel vet undersl eeves. She al so wore dangling earrings of
intricately wought gold, and a headpi ece of woven peacock feathers.

Several jaws dropped at the sight.

"I'I'l be dammed," soneone nuttered as Tabaea made her slow march down the ful
length of the hall to the throne. He | eaned to a conpani on and whi spered, "I
know t hat dress—Annara had it made for a show in the Arena. It was supposed
to represent greed and tastel essness.™

"Do you think Tabaea knows?"
"She couldn't—she wouldn't wear it if she knew "
"Maybe soneone's played a trick on her?"

"That's one very risky trick to play on a known nurderer and self-proclai ned
enpress!”

The speakers had no way of knowi ng that Tabaea, with her stolen abilities,
could hear every word they said. She flushed angrily, but continued her
procession, up onto the dais. Wth each step she considered what, if anything,
she should do to Jandin; the wardrobe m stress had not suggested the dress,
but she had not said anything against it when Tabaea had pulled it out,
either. And she had put it inthe trunk in the first place, hadn't she?

But on the other hand, Tabaea realized that this incident mght well determ ne
t he whol e tenor of her reign, whether she was seen as a ruthless tyrant or a
merci ful and generous benefactor. She had heard those courtiers call her a
"known nurderer,"” and she didn't like it. That was not the inage she wanted.

Theref ore, when she reached the dais, she turned and announced, "Wl cone, ny



peopl e!'"
No one answered; no one knew what reply was expected.

"The brutal reign of the heirs of Anaran is ended!" Tabaea announced. "Today
we begin a new era of justice and nmercy! | hereby decree an end to slavery in
this city; all slaves in Ethshar of the Sands are to be freed i nmedi ately! |
decree forgiveness for those who have been driven to crime by the cruelty of
nmy predecessors; all prisoners in the dungeons are |ikewi se to be freed

i medi ately! | decree that the brutal oppression of innocents by the city
guard is to cease imediately; all guardsmen are to surrender their swords and
are hereby charged with finding food and | odging for all those who have been
forced to take shelter in the Wall Street Field! | decree that those who serve
me shall be paid according to their true worth, and that for the present, that
shal | be assunmed to be twi ce whatever ny foul predecessor, the so-called
overlord, saw fit to pay them " "She's nad," a courtier muttered, "conpletely
mad! " "No!" Tabaea shouted. "I amnot mad!" She | eaped fromthe dais and

mar ched across the room a pointing finger thrust out before her

The courtiers parted, and she confronted the man who had dared to speak
"Who are you?" she denmanded

The man bowed. "Lord Sancha, Mnister of the Port," he said. "At Your

Maj esty's service." "Mnister of the Port?" Tabaea asked. "I have that honor
Your Majesty." "Not anynore," Tabaea said. She | aughed. "Sancha is no name for
a portmaster, in any case. You' re now Sancha the Fool, and your job is to
entertain me with your foolishness.” She had heard of such things in old tales
about the Small Kingdonms; she had no i dea whet her Ethshar had ever had a court
jester before, and she didn't much care. It had one now

"As Your Majesty wills," Sancha said, bow ng nore deepl y—nuch nore deeply, an
exagger at ed, absurd bow.

Tabaea smiled. He was taking to his new post already. She reached out and
grabbed his nose, then turned and led himto the dais. Those watchi ng assuned
that Lord Sancha was pl aying along as he followed, struggling wildly to keep
his nose frominjury; they had no idea just how strong Tabaea actually was.
She was, in fact, hauling Sancha against his will, and the process was quite
pai nful . She pushed himto the floor beside the throne, then sat down.

"It seens we need a new Mnister of the Port," she said, "and undoubtedly

there are other posts to be filled, as well, as | understand many of the
officials of the city chose to depart with old Ederd. Fortunately, | brought
some people to fill these vacated positions." She waved at the notley group

that had foll owed her from Grandgate; sonme were still in their own ragged

cl ot hing, while others had plundered the palace and put on newer, cleaner, and
better domes. Sone were dressed splendidly, others ineptly; the result was a
far nore m xed group than the original rags had produced, and a far nore nixed
group than the nore uni formand sedate crowd |l eft fromthe overlord s court.
"Now, if you'll conme forward, one at a time, and tell me who you are," Tabaea
said, "we'll see if we can't put together a better governnent than this city
has ever seen before!"

CHAPTER 29
At first glance, Harbor Street appeared unchanged—but upon a cl oser | ook

Sarai noticed differences. Wndows were broken, buildings blackened by snoke,
and wal | s chi pped by bl ades and flying debris. Dark stains could still be seen



inthe dirt. And several businesses, perhaps the mpjority, were cl osed,
although it was full daylight.

At least there weren't any bodies or other remains; soneone had cl eaned up
after the fighting, clearing away the dead and wounded, dropped weapons,
br oken gl ass, and the rest.

Even so, the journey inpressed upon Sarai that Tabaea had done real danage to
Et hshar of the Sands. She arrived at the Guil dhouse in a very sonber and
t hought ful nood i ndeed.

Soneone she didn't know opened the door to her knock, and showed the three of
them Sarai and Kelder and Alorria, into the parlor. Alorria inquired after
Tobas, and was pronptly | ed away; Kelder and Sarai waited in unconfortable
silence for a second or two before Mereth, runpled and worried, came to

wel cone t hem

"How many di ed?" Sarai asked Mereth, after only the nost perfunctory
greetings.

"I don't know," Mereth said."l don't think anyone's counted. At |east, no one
here; | suppose Lord Torrut knows."

"Where is Lord Torrut, then?"

Mereth shrugged. "l don't know, Lady Sarai. In hiding somewhere, probably—er
perhaps he's holed up in the barracks towers; so far, alnost all of the city
guard has remained loyal to him"

Lady Sarai | ooked around at the parlor, which had continued undi sturbed by
Seremlis murder, by the house's usurpation by the Wzards' Quild, by the
overthrow of the city governnent. The animated plant still fanned the air
endl essly.

She shooed away a spriggan and then settled slowy onto a divan enbroi dered
wi th pink and green fl owers.

"I's that wi se?" she asked.

Mereth blinked, puzzled. "lIs what w se?"
"I take it that Lord Torrut is still resisting," Sarai said,"even though
Tabaea's in the pal ace and the overlord has fled."

"Well, he isn't actually fighting anynore," Mereth said, seating herself in a
nearby arnchair, "but I'msure he isn't taking orders from her."

"And | wonder if that's wi se," Sarai said. "Mybe we should just let her
govern and not damage the city further."

"But she's a murderer!" Mereth protested, "and a thief, a burglar! And she's .
wi zards aren't allowed in government."

"Is she a wi zard?" Sarai asked. "She's not a nember of the Guild."

"She's a magician, and she's sonething |ike a wizard, and the Guild doesn't
want any magi cians interfering in politics. It's dangerous. It's a bad
precedent. "

"Then perhaps it's the job of the Wzards' @uild to renove her," Lady Sara



said. "l don't see any reason to throw away nore lives trying to depose her
And whether we like it or not, at the noment she is the ruler of Ethshar of
the Sands, and she can't rule without the city guard—the guard is what gives
t he government authority, and no one can run the city without it. | think
per haps Lord Torrut should reconsider."

"I don't," Mereth said. "Maybe if she finds out that she can't run the city
she' Il pack up and | eave."

"Sormehow, | doubt she'll do that," Sarai replied."And who's to say that she
can't be a good ruler? It's not as if Ederd was chosen by the gods, or worked
his way up to be overlord; he just happened to be born right."

"I'sn't that enough?" Mereth asked, shocked. "He's Anaran's heir!"

"Anaran was a fine general, but does that nmean all his descendants are goi ng
to be natural rulers?" Sarai said. "They've rul ed Ethshar of the Sands for
seven generations now, doesn't that nean that |ess than one part in a hundred
of Ederd's bl ood conmes from Anaran?"

"Ch, but they've intermarried with the famlies of the other overlords, and
bred back in . . ." "So what?"

"Lady Sarai," Kelder interrupted, "at |east Anaran's descendants did not take
their thrones by force, or murder innocents in their beds."

"That's true," Sarai admitted. "But | still don't like it. | don't want anyone
else to be killed."

"None of us do," Mereth said. "Or at least, we don't want anyone other than
Tabaea to be killed."

"Mereth?" The voice came fromthe archway opening into the central hall; Sara
and Kelder turned to find Lirrin, Serein's former apprentice, standing there.
"You' re needed downstairs," Lirrin said. "Wat's happeni ng downstairs?" Sara
asked. She blinked; was there a downstairs? She hadn't noticed that when she
visited the house in the course of her investigation

"Quild business,” Lirrin said apologetically. Mereth rose, gathering her
skirts, then | ooked back at Sarai. "Ch." Sarai glanced at Kel der, who
shrugged. "I"'mno nore a wi zard than you," he said. "W can wait here together
and pass the tinme."

"I"'msorry, Lady Sarai," Mereth said. "I'll be back as soon as | can." She and
Lirrin vani shed down the hal |l way.

That |left Kelder and Sarai alone in the parlor; for a noment they sat in
awkwar d si |l ence.

"Do you still have all those talismans and trinkets of yours?" Sarai asked at
| ast.
"OfF course," he said, gesturing at his pack. "Do you think they could tell you

anyt hi ng nore about Tabaea that m ght be useful in deposing her? She was in
this house once, after all."

"Ch, | doubt it," Kelder said. "There will be traces, but what they can tel
us will be limted. If you like, I can see what there is to see.”



"I"d be very interested.”

Kel der bobbed his head in a senbl ance of a bow "Then I'll try," he said. He
opened his pack and began rumagi ng through it.

A moment | ater he energed holding a thin silver box set with square-cut gens.
"A denekin allasir," he explained, tapping an uneven rhythm upon it.

"What's that nean?" Lady Sarai asked.
"I haven't any idea," Kelder admtted. "It's just what it's called."
"What does it do?"

Kel der proudly explained, "It reads traces a person has |left—flakes of skin,
bits of hair, even the air he or she breathed—and then displays for ne a
pattern of lights, in this row of jewels here, that | can interpret to tell ne
about that person. Wiat | can see will vary; sonetinmes it's a great deal
sometines it's nothing at all."

Lady Sarai | ooked at the row of jewels Kelder pointed to. She could see odd
little curls of light, glowi ng deep within the stones, but they nade no
pattern that she could see. "And what does it tell you about Tabaea?" she
asked.

"Well, this is the device that gave ne the description | gave you," Kel der
said. "l don't suppose it will find any trace of her in here, though; the
murder was upstairs, and | assunme Tabaea canme in through the bedroom wi ndow. "

"Did she?"
Kel der hesitated. "I don't know," he said. "Shall we find out?"

Sarai nodded.

"If she used the stairs, we'll probably find ..." Kelder began, as he tapped
at a dark blue gemon the side of his little box. Then he stopped in

nm dsent ence and stared. He began tapping other jewel s and various places on
the surface of the allasir.

"What is it?" Lady Sarai asked.

"She was here," Kel der said.

"That's not so very surprising," Sarai began

"No, no, Lady Sarai," Kelder said, cutting her off. "She was here four years
ago. Several tinmes."

"Per haps she knew Serem then," Sarai suggested. "Perhaps she bought a potion
fromhim or sold himsonmething he needed for one of his spells. It's hardly
as shocking as all that."

Kel der bl i nked.

"I suppose you're right," he said. "Yes, of course you're right." He sighed.
"And here | thought I'd found sonething inportant.”

"Well, perhaps you did," Lady Sarai said confortingly. "There m ght be a
connection. Wiy don't we go discuss it with the others, the w zards?"



"Do you think that's a good idea?" Kel der asked.

"Yes, | do," Sarai said, getting to her feet. "I'mtired of being shut out by
them anyway. Maybe we can trade this discovery of yours for sonme of their

i nformati on." She pushed aside the plant that was waving determ nedly at her
and headed for the hallway. Kelder foll owed.

In the central corridor Sarai stopped, suddenly aware that she didn't know
where the wi zards were

"That way," Kelder said, holding out his silver box. Followi ng his directions,
Sarai soon found herself on the stairs to the old w zard's great underground

chanmber, which she had not known existed; surprised into caution and sil ence,

she crept down the steps slowy and carefully.

Bef ore her, she saw a score of w zards—Mereth, Tobas, Lir-rin, the

Qui | dmasters Tel urinon, Herenon, and Al garin, and others she knew only
slightly or not at all. No one else could be seen; despite Tobas's presence,
Alorria was not there. Voices rose from bel ow

the dagger," an unfamliar voice said, "it nust be that dagger she
carries that's stopping all our spells.”

"I don't think there's nuch doubt of that," replied Telurinon. "Wich | eaves
us with the question of where the dagger cane from and what it is, and how
this thief obtained it."

"We' ve been using the Spell of Omiscient Vision," Mereth's voice said. "W've
managed to foll ow her back for a few nonths, though it's very difficult, the
way she's constantly noved around and never lived in the sane place for nore
than a few sixnights. She's always had that dagger, as far back as we've gone.
She al ways had that enbroidered tunic and black skirt, and a few other things,
as well—+'ve made a list—are you sure it's the dagger?"

A chorus of voices replied, all in the affirmative. Lady Sarai cleared her
t hr oat .
Noone heard her, as Telurinon said, "lI'msure you' ve all seen the significance

of the fact that this woman's magi ¢ appears to reside in a dagger

"Ahem " Lady Sarai said loudly. She really did not want to be accused of
spying on wi zards. Several eyes turned toward her, and soneone shri eked.
"Excuse me," Lady Sarai said, trying very hard to stay calm "but Kel der and
have just |earned sonething that we thought m ght be of use.™

Qui | dmaster Tel uri non stepped forward fromthe corner where he had been
standing, and glared up at the new arrivals.

"Lady Sarai," he said, "what is the neaning of this intrusion? Surely, despite
your display the other day at the Cap and Dagger, you know better than to
enter uninvited into the private councils of the Wzards' Guild!"

Lady Sarai glared back. "And surely you, sir, know better than to | eave the
doors unl ocked and unwarded when conducting private councils! Therefore, this
could hardly have been such a council, or else neither of us would have nmade
such a foolish mstake!"

Mereth giggl ed nervously; Tobas threw her a warning gl ance.



"The doors of this house are | ocked and warded, my |ady, and you are here only
because the door was opened for you," Telurinon replied. "Still, | see your
poi nt and concede that you have not forfeited your life."

"How graci ous of you," Lady Sarai said. "Now, as | started to explain, the
forensic sorcerer, Kelder of Tazmor, has | earned something that m ght be of
use in your investigations."

"And what night that be?" Telurinon asked, in the unconvinced tone of one
nerely being polite about a waste of his tine.

Sarai nmoved asi de and beckoned Kel der forward; the sorcerer stepped up to the
railing and announced, "I have found traces of Tabaea the Thief's presence in
this very house—+n fact, on this very stairway—dati ng back some four years, to
the summer of 5223."

"You mean she lived here?" Algarin asked.

"No," Kel der answered. "The only traces of her presence upstairs were those
| eft when she nurdered Seremthe Wse. But on several occasions in 5223 she
passed through the front parlor, down the hallway and onto this staircase
where | now stand."

"Only that year?" Tobas asked. "Not since then?"

"Not since then," Kelder confirned.

"Why did she cone down here?" Mereth asked."Wiy would Seremallow it?"

"She didn't go down there," Kelder said. "The trail stops right here, at this
railing."

The wi zards | ooked at one anot her
"She spied on him" sonmeone said.

"She spied on us," Lirrin answered. "That was when ... | nean ... | began ny
apprenticeship on the eighth of Rains, 5223."

"These visits," Telurinon asked. "Can you date them precisely?"

Kel der shook his head. "Not to the day, certainly. | doubt any were as early
as Rains, though—+ would judge themto fall nostly in the |ater part of
Greengrowt h, and perhaps into the first naif of Longdays."

The wi zards exchanged | ooks agai n.

"Leave us," Telurinon said.
Lady Sarai said, "But.

"Go!" Telurinon bellowed. "W thank you for this information, but we nust
speak in private nowJFobas, see that the door is | ocked and warded."

"Yes, Quildmaster," Tobas said. He headed for the Starrs.
Sarai and Kel der did not wait for him they turned and retreated, back up the

steps and out through Serem s cluttered little workroom They were in the
hal | way when Sarai heard the door slam shut.



"Lady Sarai?" a wonan's voice call ed.

Sarai turned and saw Karani ssa on the stairs. Teneria and Alorria were behind
her, watchi ng over her shoul ders.

"W sensed sone upset," she said.

"We intruded on Guildmaster Telurinon's neeting," Sarai expl ained.

"Ch." The witch glanced at the door to the workroom "That's unfortunate," she
said. "Telurinon can be very difficult. " She hesitated, then asked, "Have you
had breakfast, either of you?"

"No," Lady Sarai admitted. "At |least, | haven't. Have all of
you?"

"Yes, but don't let that trouble you." Karanissa trotted qui ckly down the
stairs and led the way to the kitchens, where she found biscuits, jam and a
variety of fruit for Sarai and Kel der

Teneria and Alorria joined themthere, and the five sat confortably chatting
for sone tine.

They were still there, though the food was |ong gone, when Tel uri non marched
in and informed themall that they were no | onger wel come in the Quil dhouse.
"I't's nothing personal," he said, after the initial shock had passed. "The

i ncident this norning denonstrated, however, that it's a serious mstake to
al | ow anyone not a nmenber of the Guild to be in the building when we have such
i nportant and secret matters to di scuss as we do at present.”

"Wait a minute," Sarai protested. "W had an ..

"Lady Sarai," Telurinon retorted, cutting her short, "or rather, Sarai of

Et hshar, we had an agreenent to share information relevant to your

i nvestigation of a series of nurders. Well, that investigation is over nowthe
identity of the killer is known, her whereabouts are known, and the question
is not who is responsible, but howto punish her, which is purely a Guild
matter and none of the concern of the city government. And furthernore, you,
along with your overlord, have been renoved fromoffice. W have no nore
information to share with you."

"But. . ."

"And even if that were not the case,"” Telurinon continued, "we never invited
you to wander into our councils whenever you chose. There are tines when we
wi sh to discuss matters that we never agreed to share with you or anyone el se
outside the Guild, matters that it is absolutely forbidden for anyone outside

the Guild to know." He turned to the others. "I expect that your husband will
find a confortable inn for you all, Alorria and Karani ssa—the Cap and Dagger
perhaps. O if you prefer, | 'msure sone other nenber of the Guild will be

gl ad to accomvodate you."

For a nonent no one spoke; then Telurinon turned to go. Alorria stuck her
tongue out at his departing figure, and Sarai, despite herself, giggled.

When t he nage had gone, the giggle vani shed.

"Now what will | do?" she asked.



CHAPTER 30

Is this all of them ?"the Enpress Tabaea said, |ooking over the inmense crowd
that was jamed into her throne roomand spilling down the three grand

st ai rcases.

"Al'l who would comne,” her newly appoi nted chancellor replied.

Tabaea turned to him startled. "Sone woul dn't cone?"

"Yes, Your Majesty. Sonme people refused your invitation." "Wiy? Did they say
why?" "Sonme of themdid." "Wy, then?"

The chancel | or hesitated, scuffed a foot on the marble, and then said,
"Various reasons, Your Mjesty."

Tabaea could snell his nervousness, but was not in a nood to |l et himavoid
expl anations. "Name a few, Arl. Just for our enlightennent."

"Well, sonme. . ."He glanced warily at her, and seeing nore curiosity than
anger, he continued, "some didn't trust you. They suspected a trick of sone
ki nd, that you were going to enslave themall, or kill them™

"Way would | want to do that?" Tabaea was honestly baffled. She could snell
that Arl was telling the truth; his tension had decreased as he spoke, rather
than increasing, and liars didn't do that.

Chancel l or Arl shrugged. "I couldn't say, Your Mjesty." "\Wat other reasons
did they give?" "Well, some said they were happy where they were, that they
enjoyed living in the open—there are a few people who are |ike that, Your

Maj esty ..."

"I know." She cut himoff with a wave of her hand. "I never understood why
they stay in the city, instead of out in the wlderness somewhere, if that's
what they want, but |'ve net them What el se?"

"A few said they wouldn't bother noving because they didn't think ... uh ..

they said that it wouldn't last, they'd just have to go back in a few days

He was getting nervous again. "Wy?" the Enpress demanded. "Do they think |'m
going to change nmy mind and throw everyone out agai n?"

"That, or that you . . . urn . . . won't remain in power." "Ch." Tabaea
frowned. "Well, they're wong about that, anyway. The overlord's run for his
life and isn't coming back, and | 'mgoing to stay right here." "Yes, Your
Maj esty. "

Tabaea turned back to the crowd, then asked her chancellor one final question
"How many are there, here?"

"I have no idea, Your Majesty," Arl admitted unhappily. "I didn't think to
count them"

Tabaea nodded, then addressed the crowd. "People of Eth-shar!" she said,
"wel conre to ny pal ace!"

A hal fhearted cheer rose, then died.



"I am Tabaea the First, Enpress of Ethshar, your new ruler!" Tabaea conti nued.
"The days of oppression are at an end, and the cruel descendants of Anaran
driven fromus! Al the people of Ethshar of the Sands are now free and

equal —there shall be no nore nobility to lord it over us, no nore slaves to
suffer unjustly!"

She paused for nore appl ause, and after an uncertain beginning, she received a
satisfactory ovation

"No citizen of ny city need cower in the Wall Street Field for fear of the
overlord' s guards and tax collectors," Tabaea said. "Those who have no homnes
of their own will now have a hone here, with ne, in the palace built by the
sweat of slaves ..."

The chancel l or cleared his throat and | ooked up at the done—the donme which
every educated person in Ethshar knew had been built mpstly by nagic, not by
nmuscl e. Tabaea carried on, ignoring him

" a pal ace far | arger than any conceivabl e governnent m ght need, built
entirely for the ostentatious display of power and wealth! You may all stay
here as long as you wish, and in exchange | ask only that you help clean and
mai ntai n the pal ace, that you run those errands | and my aides m ght ask of
you, and that you stand with me against any m sguided fools who mght try to
restore the foul Ederd to ny throne. Wat do you say?" The appl ause was not

all that Tabaea had hoped for-several of her |isteners were unenthusiastic
about those unspecified errands and the call to help defend the pal ace—but she
decided it woul d do.

When the crowd had qui et ed—which really, Tabaea thought, happened a little too
qui ckl y—the enpress raised her arms for silence, and conti nued.

"As some of you probably know," she said, "much of the fornmer overlord' s city
guard has not yet accepted ny authority. | ordered themto turn in their
swords, as a sign that they would no longer rule through fear, and many have
refused to do so." In fact, fewer than a hundred had handed in swords, and she
knew t hat there were supposed to be ten thousand nmen in the city guard. "Sone
of these renegades have scattered anong the peopl e, abandoning their posts;

ot hers have gone into hiding, where they seemto have maintai ned a senbl ance

of organization, in defiance of my orders. Wiile I, since | am no oppressing
tyrant, have no need for the |large nunbers of thugs and parasites ny
predecessor retained, still, there are some tasks appropriate to soldiers that

yet need doi ng—searching the city for slaveowners who ignore ny order to free
their prisoners, for one. If any of you would like to volunteer to help with
this glorious liberation, report to ny new and | oyal general, Derneth,
formerly Derneth the Fence, at the northeast door of the pal ace today at

m dday. And all of you are free to cone and go as you pl ease—this palace is
hone to all ny people, fromthis day forward!"

The appl ause was a little better this time, Tabaea thought. She smled and
waved, then stepped back and sat down on her throne.

The crowd di ssipated slowy as Tabaea sat and watched, her snmile gradually
growing rigid and fixed. She had expected it all to vanish rather quickly, as
her guests went about their business, but it didn't; some stubbornly refused
to vanish at all, quickly or otherw se. Some of the people sinply stood,

wat chi ng her nervously, and gave no sign of |eaving; a few approached the dais
cautiously, then stopped, or changed their mnds and retreated.

"You haven't told themwhat to do," Arl whispered.



"They can do what they |ike," Tabaea snapped, the pretense of a smle

di sappearing instantly.

"But sone of themdon't know what that is, Your Majesty,"” her chancellor
expl ai ned. "Not everyone in the Wall Street Field was there through sinple

m sfortune, you know, sone were there because they didn't fit anywhere

el se—they're mad, or sinplemnmnded, or blind, or deaf, or crippled, or deranged
in various other ways."

"So what ?" Tabaea demanded. "They're still people!"

"Yes, of course, Your Majesty," Arl agreed hastily. "But some of themaren't
entirely capable of thinking for thenselves; they don't know what to do unl ess
someone tells them" He | ooked out at the few dozen people who still |ingered.
"And | think sone of these people have favors to ask of you, but don't know
how to go about it."

Tabaea glared up at Arl, then at the waiting citizens. A handful, noting her
expression, headed for the stairs, but the others remained; at |east one
smled tentatively at her.

"Al'l right, Arl," Tabaea said, "have themforma line, and I'll hear them |
suppose an enpress has to do some work to earn her keep, |ike any other honest
citizen."

"Yes, Your Mpjesty." Arl bowed hesitantly; he had never been in the pal ace

bef ore Tabaea's conquest the night before |ast, had never formally | earned
anyt hing of court etiquette, and in any case Tabaea's rules mght well differ
fromwhat had gone before—f Tabaea had any rul es—but he had seen a few pl ays,
had seen the overlord' s visits to the Arena and how he was treated there, and
t hought that a bow was appropriate at this point.

Then he stepped to the front of the dais, where he paused for a nonment to
think how to word what he wanted to say. Wen he thought he had it worked out,
he took a deep breath and announced, "Her Inperial Mjesty, Tabaea the First,
Enmpress of Ethshar of the Sands, will now hold audi ence. Those who wish to
address the emp . . . address Her Majesty may forma line." He pointed to a
spot just before his own feet.

He had the feeling that a true chancellor, or chanberlain—wasn't this

somet hing a chanberl ain woul d do?—woul d have nmade that sound better, sonehow.
Until two days ago, Arl had been a beggar and swindler, not a courtier; he had
used fancy words, all right, but for persuasion, not formal announcenents. It
was a different sort of skill.

O course, it was his old skill, carefully applied to his "old friend" Tabaea,
that had gotten himhis inpressive title and powerful position in the first
pl ace.

Peopl e were lining up, just the way they were supposed to; Arl was pl eased
with hinmself. Wthout waiting for everyone to settle into place, he took the
first one, an old woman, by the hand and | ed her up onto the dais. After a
nmonent's hesitation, he turned and sent her on her way to the throne, but did
not acconpany her.

Uncertainly, the woman took a few tottering steps, then stood before the
t hrone, | ooking down at Tabaea. The enpress | ooked back

The ol d woman was supposed to kneel, Tabaea thought, and she showed no sign of
doing it. Her scent didn't provide any useful information about what she was



feeling or planning—she wasn't scared or excited. Her novements gave no cl ues.
Wl |, she was supposed to kneel, and Tabaea decided that she would kneel. Her

war | ock' s touch reached out and gripped the woman's knees, forcing themto
bend.

The ol d woman al nost tunbl ed forward; she was far slower catching herself than
Tabaea had expected. At last, though, she steadied, and knelt before the

t hr one.

Tabaea addressed her.

"What is it you want, wonman?"

"I want a turn in the pretty chair," the woman runbl ed

Tabaea stared at her.

"I want a turn," the wonan repeated, pointing at the throne.

For a nonent, the enpress couldn't believe she had heard correctly. Wen she
did believe it, her first reaction was fury.

Then she renenbered what Arl had said about sone of the people fromthe Field;

the old woman was obvi ously denented. "No," Tabaea said gently. "It's ny
throne. I'mthe enpress.”

"You said we could share,"” the woman protested.

"The pal ace,"” Tabaea said. "Not the throne."

"W don't share the pretty chair?"

"No," Tabaea said. "W don't."

"Ch." The old woman | ooked down at her knees, and announced, "I fell down."

"You knelt," Tabaea expl ai ned. "Wen you speak to an enpress, you nust kneel."

"Ch." She showed no sign of rising, of leaving; the line of other petitioners
was grow ng restl ess, Tabaea could see it and snell it and hear it.

"I's there anyone taking care of you?" Tabaea asked.
"No. "

"That's too bad," Tabaea said. "I think you could use some hel p. But you'l
have to go now. "

"WIl you take care of nme?"

"No, I'mtoo busy. I'"'mthe enpress.”

"Hi ke you."

"That's nice. Go away, now, and | et someone el se have a
turn.”

"But | didn't get to sit in the pretty chair."



Tabaea stared at the old worman, frustration begi nning to overwhel m her

determ nation to be patient and understandi ng. She w shed soneone el se woul d
cone and drag the old fool away, that there was soneone she coul d signal, but
Arl was nuch too busy keeping order anmong the others, and she had no one el se
there to help her. Her other new appoi ntees had been sent off about their
various businesses, and what with desertions and confusion she didn't have al
the guards and servants that the overlord had kept close at hand.

To get rid of this nuisance she would either have to call for help or use her
own two hands, either of which seened beneath her dignity as enpress.

Tabaea began to see that nere was a contradiction here, between her desire to
be an absolute ruler, honored and respected, and her desire to avoid

oppr essi ng her people. She might want to be a fair and reasonabl e enpress, but
obviously, there were people in the city who wouldn't be fair and reasonabl e
subj ect s.

And with people like that, soldiers would be very useful

Even i f she had had a thousand soldiers in the pal ace, Tabaea realized, in her
determ nation to be a good and kind and fair and accessible ruler she would
have sent them away while she was hol ding court. She now saw that this would
not have been a good idea. She resolved that when things were nore organized,
when she had a proper city guard of her own, she would keep a coupl e of
sol di ers near by.

For now, she had to inprovise. The warl ock power reached out and pinched the
old woman's nostrils shut.

"Go away," Tabaea told her, as the wonman gasped for breath.
The invisible grip vani shed, and the wonman got to her feet.

She did not | eave, however, instead she reached out and sl apped Tabaea across
the face. "You nasty!" she shrieked. "You squeezed ny nose!"

Tabaea, with her animal responses, had seen the blow com ng and ducked asi de;
what shoul d have been a resoundi ng bl ow was just a gentle brush across one
cheek.

Still, it could not be tolerated; in an instant, Tabaea was on her feet,
pi cking the old woman up by the throat, one-handed.

She | ooked up at the astonishnent on the ancient face and said, "You should
die for that. The person of your enpress is not to be touched. Because of your
age, because nmy reign is new and you understand little, you won't die this
time, but don't ever let ne see or snell you again."

Then she flung the worman out onto the marble floor of the audi ence hall
Brittle old bones snapped, and the worman lay in a heap, noaning softly.

"CGet her out of here," Tabaea said.
No one noved.

"CGet her out of herel" Tabaea shouted, pointing at the line of waiting
petitioners.

Two nmen fromthe back ran to obey; a few of the others abruptly decided that



what ever requests they m ght have had could wait until a nore propitious tine,
and scurried away down the side stairs.

Tabaea settl ed back on the throne, touched her unmarked cheek, then turned to
Arl and snapped, "Next!"

CHAPTER 31

It had been Lady Sarai 's own suggestion that she not stay at the same inn as
Tobas and his wi ves; she had been worried that such a group would be too

di stinctive. Instead, she had gratefully accepted a | oan of a dozen copper
rounds and had found herself |odgings at the Fatted Calf, an inn on

Sol diertown Street, a block south of G andgate Market. The rather inept
painting on the inn's signboard had given it the nickname the Bl oated Beef,
and that had seemed to inmply a cheerful good hunor.

That was not, Sarai discovered, reflected hi the urn's rather tense

at nosphere. Her night there was an uneasy one; whenever she had set foot
out si de her own room she had been in constant fear that sonmeone would
recogni ze and denounce her

The conversation in the common room had been strained for al nbst everyone; two
burly men had announced that they were friends of the new enpress, nenbers of
the new court, and as such entitled to the best oushka in the house, at no
charge. The innkeeper had been inclined to refuse, and a forner guardsman—at

| east, he wore no sword, though he was still hi the traditional red and yell ow
and had spoken of fighting Tabaea's nob on Harbor Street—-had supported that
refusal , whereupon the two thugs had beaten the guardsman soundly and thrown
himout into the street.

Those ot hers anong the guests who m ght have been inclined to help found
t hensel ves badly out nunbered by those who were cheering the thugs on and had
declined to intervene, thereby avoiding an all-out braw .

The thugs got their oushka. They al so got the conpany of a frightened young
worman. One of them eyed Sarai herself, but when Sarai bared her teeth, in as
threatening a snarl as she coul d nanage, he turned away and didn't pursue the
matter.

And Sarai stayed the night, as she had planned, since it was too late to go
el sewhere and she had nowhere el se to go, but the next norning she left
qui ckly, taking a pastry with her for her breakfast.

Li ke anyone strolling in that part of the city with no particul ar destination
hi m nd, she found herself wandering into G and-gate Market. For a while she
strolled about, nibbling her pastry while | ooking over the nmerchants' goods
and the farmers' produce; superficially, it all appeared quite nornal,
unchanged by Tabaea's accession

On a closer | ook, though, anyone reasonably observant—and Sarai knew herself
to be at | east reasonably observant—aould notice that there were no guards at
the gate.

There were subtler differences as well. The great gates thensel ves stood open
but the doors that led into the towers did not; they were instead | ocked and
barred. The famliar yellow tunics and red kilts of soldiers were not only not
to be seen at the gate, they were nowhere in sight, not in the gate or the
market or the streets.

The rather sparse crowd hi the marketplace did not seemparticularly troubled



by the guards' absence; in fact, if anything, Sarai thought the buyers and
sell ers | ooked sonewhat nore prosperous than usual

That didn't seemright; she | ooked again.

There was a real difference, she realized, but it was not that the nerchants
or farmers or their custoners were attired any better than their usual wont.
Rat her, the difference was that there were no beggars. In all of G andgate
Mar ket, no one wore rags, any nore than anyone wore the red kilt of the
overlord's service.

Sarai wondered at that. Tabaea m ght well have pronised to elimnate poverty,
but how coul d she have possibly nade any significant change so qui ckly!

And for that matter, where did all the soldiers actually go! Ten thousand
peopl e—el |, seven or eight thousand, anyway; she knew that the guard had not
been up to its full authorized strength for decades—oul d not sinply vanish.

O could they? It was a big city, after all. There were hundreds of mles of
streets and all eyways out there, and all a soldier needed to do to hide was to
get out of uniform

And there were plenty of little-used mlitary and governnent installations, as
wel | —die towers at Beachgate and Northgate and Snal |l gate, the Island Tower out
past the South Channel, the Geat Lighthouse, the four towers guarding the
harbor, all the dozens of watch-stations along the wall, the tunnels and
passages under the wall, even the Arena's nmaze of storeroons and corridors,

all of those were under Lord Torrut's jurisdiction before Tabaea's arrival.
Conpani es of guardsmen coul d be gathered in any of them

The soldiers could even still be in the two i mense barracks towers here at
Grandgate itself, or in the six towers that guarded the city's main | andward
entrance; just because the doors were closed and no soldiers were in sight,
that didn't nmean there were no soldiers inside. Sarai wandered northward
across the square, toward the gate, the towers, and the barracks.

The tower doors were unm stakably closed and barred; the w ndows were
shuttered, those that had shutters. From her vantage point in the market she
could see no signs of life anywhere in the entire el aborate conpl ex that
guarded the entrance to Ethshar of the Sands.

Idly, she wandered on northward, out of the market and into the WAll Street
Fi el d.

And in the Field she finally found a place that did not appear normal in the
| east.

Most of the shacks and hovels were still there, though sone had been knocked
down or had sinply collapsed; the stones that sonme of those who dwelt there
had used as boundary narkers or weights to keep blankets in place were stil
scattered about, indicating rough paths between bedsites. The charred remants
of cookfires could still be seen here and there.

The hundreds of Ethsharites who had |lived there, though, were gone.

Normal |y, Lady Sarai would not have dared to enter the Field wi thout an escort
of well-armed guardsnen. Normally, the place would be constantly abuzz with
conversation, shouts, argunents, the cries of children, and the rattle of
crockery. Babi es woul d be wani ng, youngsters woul d be |aughi ng and chasi ng one
anot her through the chaos.



The only sounds now were the flapping of unfastened door-cloths, the snuffling
of dogs and ot her animals scavenging in the

ruins, and the distant hum of Grandgate Market and the rest of the city going
about its business.

The effect was eerie and utterly unsettling; despite the grow ng heat of the
day, Sarai shivered and pulled her loose tunic a little nmore closely about
her. Even that didn't help much, as it rem nded her that this was the third
day that she had been wearing this sanme tunic, this same skirt.

Her uneasi ness was such that she al nost screanmed when a spriggan giggled
near by, | eaped down from atop a ranshackle | ean-to, and ran shrieki ng past her
feet. Cursing, she watched the little nuisance scurry away.

When she had regai ned her conposure, she forced herself to think
Wher e had everyone gone?

She knew that some of the people here had foll owed Tabaea in her march to the
pal ace, but surely, not all of them had! The npb that the magicians had
reported had hardly been | arge enough to account for the entire popul ation of
the Field!

Where were the rest of them then? Had Tabaea done sonething terrible to those
who had refused to follow her? O d tales Sarai had heard fromher nother as a
child came back to her, stories about how Northern denpnol ogi sts, during the
Great War, would sacrifice entire villages to appease their patron denons, or
to pay for horrible services those denmons might perform Sarai had |ong since
decided that those tales were just leftover lies, wartine propaganda, but now
she wondered whet her there m ght be sone truth to the | egends, and whet her
Tabaea m ght have made sone ghastly bargain with creatures no sane
denonol ogi st woul d dare approach

O course, she told herself, she mght be junping to conclusions. She didn't
even know for certain how nmuch of the Wall Street Field really was abandoned;
it could just be a block or two here by the barracks. Perhaps the city guard,
bef ore di sbanding or fleeing or whatever they had done, had cleared this area
for sone obscure reason

She wal ked on, past huts constructed of broken furniture and coll apsed tents
made of scavenged draperies, and sure enough, as she rounded the corner from
Grandgate into Northangle, she saw the snmoke of a small fire sliding up the
sumrer sky.

"Hell o!'" she called. "Who's there?"

No one answered; cautiously, alnost tinmdly, Sarai inched closer, until she
could see the little cookfire and the old woman sitting beside it.

"Hell o!" she called again. The worman turned, this time; and spotted Sarai
"Hell o yourself," she said. "May | talk to you?" Sarai asked nervously. "Don't
see how | can very well stop you," the old worman replied. "I'mnot planning to
go anywhere if | can help it, and | doubt |I have the strength to chase you
away if you don't care to go." She poked at her fire with what | ooked to Sara
like an old curtain rod.

Sarai could hardly argue with this. She crept forward, then squatted beside
the fire, at right angles to the old woman. To renai n standi ng seened rude,
but she could not quite bring herself to sit on the dirt here, and there were



no chairs, no blankets within easy reach. "My nane's Sarai," she said.

"Pretty," the old woman remarked. She poked the fire again, then added, "I
don't usually give ny name out to strangers. Mst of the fol ks who used to
live here called me Mama Kilina, though, and you can call ne that if you need
a nane." "Thank you," Sarai said, a little uncertainly. For a nmoment the two
sat silently; Sarai was unsure how to phrase her question, whether there was
anyt hi ng she should say to lead up to it, and Mama Kilina clearly had nothing
that she particularly cared to say.

Finally, however, Sarai asked, "Were did everybody go?" Manma Kilina gl anced
at her, a look that was not hostile, exactly, but which made it clear that the
old worman didn't think nuch of the question. "Mst folks," she said, "didn't
go anywhere special. 1'd suppose that everyone in the Small Kingdons or the
nmount ai ns of Sardiron nmust be going about all the usual business hi the usua
way, Wi thout paying any mnd to what we've been doing here in Ethshar. And for
that, | doubt the fifth part of the city knows anything' s out of the ordinary,

even here." "l nean ..." Sarai began
Mama Kilina did not |let her say any nore; she raised a hand and said, "I know
what you meant. |I'mno dotard. You nean, where did nost of the fol ks that

ordinarily stay here in the Field for lack of anywhere better to go, go? And
if you think, Sarai, as you name yourself, you mght see that that question's
got half its own answer in it, when it's asked right, just |ike npst
guestions."

Sarai blinked. "I"'mnot sure | ... oh. You nean they had somewhere better to
go?"

"Well, they thought so, anyway. | didn't agree, and that's why I'mstil
here.”

"Where did they go, then? Wat's this better place?"
"What's the best place in Ethshar, to nost ways of thinking?"

"I don't know, I... oh." Sarai finally saw the connection. "The pal ace, you
nmean. They've all gone to the pal ace."

"You have a little wit to you, | see." Mama Kilina's tone was one of nild
sati sfaction.

"But they can't all live there!" Sarai said. "lIt's not big enough! | nean, the
palace is ... well, it's huge, but..."

Mama Kilina nodded. "Now, you think that's a better place?" she asked. "I
don't, not with all that riffraff bedding down in the corridors, as | suppose
they' Il be doing."

"Ch, but that's ... |I mean ..." Sarai groped for words, and finally asked, "Is
this Tabaea's idea?"

Mama Kilina nodded. "That young woman's got no sense at all, if you ask ne,"
she said. "What she wants to be enpress for in the first place | don't know,
and how she can call herself an enpress when all she rules is one city, and
everyone knows an enpress rules nmore than one people ..." She shook her head.
"I suppose she heard about that Vond calling hinself an enperor, out in the
Smal | Ki ngdons, and she liked the sound of it, but Vond conquered half a dozen
ki ngdonms before he called it an enpire.”



"What exactly did she say? Did she come out here herself to invite everybody?"

"She sent nessengers,” Mama Kilina explained. "A bunch of prissy fools got up
in clothes that wouldn't | ook decent even on sonmeone who knew how to wear them
cane out here and told us all that fromnow on, the pal ace belonged to all the
peopl e of Ethshar of the Sands, and we were all free to come and go as we

pl eased, and to live there if we wanted to until we could find honmes of our
own. And all those eager young idiots went galloping off down WAll Street to
take her up on it and get a roof over their enpty heads." She shook her head
and spat in disgust, into the fire, where the gob of expectorate sizzled
loudly. "That whole nmob living in the palace ..." Sarai said. The idea was
horrifying—all those stone corridors jamed with people, with ragged beggars
and belligerent thieves, strangers crowding into the rooms, into her office,
into the fam |y apartnent—sonmehow the i dea of Tabaea invadi ng was nowhere near
as upsetting as the notion of that entire indiscrimnate nob. She wanted to
get up and run back down there to save her famly's possessions, to chase the
squatters out of her old room but of course she couldn't, she didn't dare
show her face in the pal ace

O did she?

Wth all those strangers wandering in and out, who woul d recognize her? Wo
woul d stop her? She could just walk right in and see what Tabaea was up to,
she coul d search out Tabaea's weaknesses—f she had any.

O course, some people m ght recogni ze her, people who had seen her at her
father's side. If she wore a disguise of some sort, though, no one would ask
her who she was or what business she had in the pal ace.

This was just too good an opportunity to m ss. She had been wondering where
she could live, and here, it seened, was the answer.

She could live in the pal ace, just as she al ways had!
CHAPTER 32

Tobas had been idly turning a cat's skull over in his hands; now he flung it
down on the table in disgust, cracking the jaw and | oosening a fang.

"You're nad," he said

Telurinon drew hinself up, obviously seriously affronted. "I do not think," he
began, "that there is any call for insults ..."

"And that's just nore evidence that you're mad," Tobas said, a little
surprised at his own daring even as he said it. He had never before spoken to
any other wizard, let alone a @uildmas-ter, so bluntly.

"Mght | remind you ..." Telurinon began

Tobas interrupted again. "Mght | renmind you," he said, "that this Black
Dagger is the cause of all the trouble we've seen in this city, trouble enough
to bring ne here all the way from Dwonor and to drag all of the rest of you
away fromyour own affairs to attend these neetings. It's prevented us from
killing soneone that Guild | aw says nmust die. And you want to make anot her
one?"

"I think we should at |east consider the possibility," Telurinon said. "After
all, this artifact is, by its very nature, utterly immune to all other

Wi zardry, and protects its wielder fromw zardry as well. Qur spells, as we



have denonstrated repeatedly over these past few days, cannot touch its
bearer. That being so, how else are we to defeat this Tabaea and destroy her
utterly, as we nust, except by creating another Black Dagger to counter the
first?"

"If the esteemed Cuildmaster will permt ne," Tobas said, with thinly veiled
sarcasm "how are we to defeat whoever wields this second Bl ack Dagger you
propose to create?"

"Way, we'll have no need to defeat him" Telurinon said, honestly startl ed.
"That's the entire point. W'll choose someone we can trust."

" WIIl we," Tobas replied."Need | point out to the esteemed Cuil dmaster that
whoever creates this dagger cannot be a wi z-zard? The Spell of the Bl ack
Dagger is a perversion of the Spell of Athanezation and cannot be performed by
anyone who has ever owned an at hame—and therefore, since the athanme is the
mark of the true w zard and the sol e token of menbership in our Guild, whoever
creates the new dagger nust be an outsider. Has the Wzards' Quild ever
trusted an outsider in anything, |et alone sonething as inportant as this? How
are we to explain to this outsider why he nust performthis spell, rather than
one of us? How are we to explain how this spell was ever discovered in the
first place, if no wizard can performit? And how can we trust anyone with a
weapon like this, when by creating it in the first place we're admtting that
we can't defeat it? Even if our hypothetical hero doesn't decide to nake

hi nsel f enperor in Tabaea's stead and doesn't go about murdering magicians, do
we really want someone wandering the Wrld with such a weapon? Even supposi ng
we find some noble and innocent soul to serve as our warrior, and this
trusting fellow builds hinself up to be Tabaea's equal or superior and slays
her, leaving hinself in possession of two Black Daggers and the know edge of
how to make nore, yet is so good and pure and whol esone that he never even

t hi nks of turning those daggers against his sponsors in the Cuild—even
supposing all that, what happens when our original recruit dies, and passes

t he daggers on to his heirs, who m ght not be quite so cooperative?"

"W won't allow that,"” Telurinon said, rather huffily. "Wen Tabaea is

def eated, both daggers will become the property of the Guild." "Says who?"

" We say it, damm your insolence!" Telurinon shouted. "And who are we, that
the bearer of a Black Dagger need listen to us?"

Telurinon glared at Tobas, mustache thrust out angrily. Before he could argue
further, Mereth spoke up

"And how would we build up our nman?" she asked."Tabaea killed people, half a
dozen of them She killed a warlock and a witch. For our dagger-w elder to
match her, he would have to kill a warlock and a witch. | don't think that's a
good idea at all."

"OfF course not!" Telurinon yelled. Then he repeated, nore quietly, "OF course

not." He frowned. Reluctantly, he admitted, "I see that there are difficulties
with the schene. Waile | amnot convinced that these difficulties are
i nsuperable, they are, | fear, undeniable. In which case | nust ask if,

bluntly, anyone has a better idea."

It was at that noment that Lirrin, who was acting as doorkeeper, appeared at
the railing above the chanber and made the sign of requesting recognition
"What is it?" Telurinon demanded. "It's Lady Sarai," Lirrin replied. "She's at
the front door and says she wants to talk to Mereth, or whoever's available."
"Tell her to cone back later,” Telurinon answered. Lirrin bowed and ascended
the stairs, out of sight. "There nust be something better than another Bl ack



Dagger," Mereth said, when Lirrin was gone.

"There are any nunber of incredibly powerful magi cks we could use," Tobas

remarked. "Can that dagger really stop all of then®"

"Apparently so," Telurinon said. "W\Ve been throwi ng death spells at her ever

since we first heard her nane, after all, and what the dagger doesn't stop
Tabaea can probably handl e by hersel f. Renenber, she has the speed and
eyesight of a cat, a dog's sense of snell, the strength of a dozen nen, and

multiple lives—she nmust be killed repeatedly, not just once, to be destroyed.
Even if we got the dagger away from her, she would be a threat."

"I'f we got the dagger away from her, we could dispose of her in any nunber of
ways, " Herenon the Mage pointed out. "She woul dn't be protected against
Wi zardry anynore."

"She woul d still have some protection," Mereth replied."She would still be
both witch and warl ock, and wi zardry is unreliable against either one. W
woul d want to use something really drastic, to be sure.™

"W have plenty of drastic magic at our disposal," Tobas pointed out. "W have
spells all the way up to the Seething Death—t's hard to imagi ne anything nmuch
nore drastic than that."

"l don't knowif we need to be so drastic as all that," Telurinon nuttered.
"What's the Seething Death?" Mereth asked.
"Never mnd," Tobas said, "we don't want to use it."

"You' re supposed to be an expert on counternmagi cks, aren't you, Tobas?"
Her enron asked.

"Well, not exactly," Tobas said. "I happen to have a castle in a place where
wi zardry doesn't work, that's all."

"You do?" Mereth eyed himcuriously."A place where magi ¢ doesn't work?"

"W zardry, anyway; witchcraft still works there, and | don't know about the
others," Tobas explained. "I'mnot inclined to invite a bunch of theurgists
and sorcerers out there to experinent."

"But it's really a place that w zardry doesn't work? | thought those were just
| egends. " Mereth said.

"Ch, no," Tobas said. "It's real. And it appears to have been created on
pur pose, by a w zard—apparently there's a spell that will do that, will nmake a
pl ace permanently dead to w zardry."

"Do you know it?"
"By the gods, no," Tobas said, "and | wouldn't want to use it if | did. Think
about it, Mereth—t nakes a place permanently dead to wi zardry. The one | know
about has been there for centuries, and it covers half a mountain and part of
a valley. W're powerless there, just ordinary people. W don't want any nore
pl aces li ke that around, and certainly not in a city like Ethshar!"

"l suppose not," Mereth agreed.

"I'f we could get Tabaea into a place |ike that, though," Her-enon suggested,



"then woul dn't her magic stop working? Wuldn't she be just another vicious
young woman?"

"I don't know," Tobas said. "It's very hard to say just what magical effects
are pernmanent and which are only maintained by nagic. | mean, if you had cast
a perpetual youth spell on yourself a hundred years ago, you woul dn't
instantly age a century in the no-w zardry area—but you would start aging at a
normal rate. So perhaps Tabaea would | ose all her acquired abilities, and

per haps she woul dn't."

"Besi des, how would we get her there?" Mereth asked. "A Transporting Tapestry,
per haps?" Herenmon suggested. "One of those that a person can step into and
ener ge wherever the picture showed? | believe you ve said you own such a

t hi ng, Tobas?"

"Two of them" Tobas admitted. "A set. One of them goes into the dead area,
all right, but | need it—+ mean, it's absolutely essential." He paused, and
then added, "Besides, | can't get it here.”

"Can Y?"Telurinon snorted. "Tobas, are you sure you aren't putting your own
conveni ence before the welfare of an entire city, perhaps the entire Wrl d?
Where in the Wrld is this tapestry, that you cannot bring it hither?"

"Well, that's the thing, Guildmaster," Tobas said. "It isn't in the Wrld—+t's
somewher e el se, somewhere that can only be reached with the other tapestry.
And | can't bring the tapestry out because the tapestry itself is the only way
out."

"Ch," Telurinon said. He frowned and stroked his beard. "lIs that possible?"
Her enon asked. "I never heard of such

a thing!"

"Ch, | don't doubt it," Telurinon said."Tobas would scarcely |ie about that,

and the Transporting Tapestries have al ways been quirky and untrustworthy
things. That's why we don't use them nore."

"I thought it was the cost," Mereth nmuttered.

"Ch, that, too," Telurinon agreed. "But during the Great War cost and
reliability weren't as inportant as we consider them now, and they nade a
great many of those damabl e tapestries, and a good nmany of them went w ong.
About half of themwould only deliver people at certain times of day, or when
t he weat her was right—+f you stepped in at the wong tinme, you just woul dn't
be anywhere until the light or whatever it was matched the picture. There was
one fool who got the stars wong, outside a window, it took the astrol ogers
months to figure out what had gone wwong with that one, and meanwhile the
peopl e who stepped into it have been gone for three hundred years and they
still aren't going to step out again for decades yet—and that's assuning that
the roomin the tapestry is still there when the stars are right!"”

"I"ve had sone experience with that sort of thing,"
tricky devices, all right."

Tobas remarked. "They're
"Yet you trust one to get you safely out of this nowhere of yours?" Herenobn
asked.

Tobas shrugged.

"What if," Mereth suggested, "we gave Tobas another Transporting Tapestry that



he could take into this wherever-it-is, and then he could hang it there and
bring the one that shows the no-nagic place out through it?"

"Where woul d we get another one?" Herenon asked. "Doesn't it take a year or
nore to nmake one?"

"Telurinon said there were many of them made during the Geat War," Mereth
sai d. "Wat happened to themall?"

Telurinon blinked. "Un" he said.

A sudden smile spread across Tobas's face. "You know, |Ve wondered sonetines
about how sone of the elder CGuildmasters seemto be able to travel so quickly,
yet | never see themflying."

"Well, there mght still be a few old tapestries in use,"” Telurinon admtted.
"But not so nmany as all that; some of the old ones show places that aren't
there anynore, and therefore they don't work."

"You don't appear sonewhere in the past, when the place did exist?" Herenopn
asked.

"Ch, no," Telurinon said. "Transporting Tapestries can never nove anyone back
intine. They aren't that powerful or eccentric. If the place did exist, but
doesn't anynore, they just don't work."

"But you have some that still work," Mereth said. "Wy don't you give one to
Tobas, in exchange for his to the no-w zardry place?"

"Well, | suppose we might," Telurinon said uneasily, "but they're all Guild
property; I'd have to consult with, um the others ..."
"And will the Guild put their own conveni ence ahead of the welfare of an

entire city?" Tobas said, grinning.
"We' || just have to see about that," Telurinon said angrily. "And besi des,
even if we get this tapestry of yours here to Ethshar, Tobas, how would we get
Tabaea to step into it?"

"WIl she be able to step into it if she's carrying the Bl ack Dagger?" Herenon
asked.

"And if we're going to get her to step into a Transporting Tapestry," Tobas
asked, "do we need all the riganarol e about the dead area? Wat happened to
that one that had the stars wong, CGuildmaster? If we could get her to step
into that, we'd have however nany decades you said it would be until she cane
out again . "

"I don't think a tapestry will work on the Bl ack Dagger," Herenon said. "You

m ght wind up permanently ruining the tapestry."

"And | don't think Tabaea's likely to step into one in the first place,"”
Mereth said.

"I think we'd better cone up with sonething else," Tobas said.

"Way don't we all take a little tine to think about it?" Herenbn suggested.
"W can meet back here in a few hours, after we've had a chance to cone up
with nore ideas."”



"And meanwhile," Mereth said, "I can see what Lady Sarai wants."
Wth that, the wizards arose and scattered, the neeting adjourned.
CHAPTER 33

J. o all appearances, Lady Sarai of Ethshar was no nore.

In her place, a young wonan with a face broader, darker, and |less distinctive
than Sarai's, wearing as nondescript an outfit as Mereth could provide, had
wandered into the pal ace, where she roanmed the w de marbl e passageways,

gapi ng—er pretending to do so—at the splendors of the place.

No one who encountered this slack-jawed young wonman would be likely to connect
her with the ousted aristocrats, or to suspect her of spying; and in fact,
none of the dozens of vagabonds and scoundrels who did encounter her even

noti ced her. She was just another refugee fromthe Wall Street Field, cone to
live in the corridors of the pal ace.

Sarai was pl eased. The di sqgui se worked very well indeed; she owed Al garin of
Longwal | a debt for this—er at the very |east, she would forgive himhis
earlier offenses.

She had first asked Mereth to help, but Mereth had been unable to oblige; she
sinmply didn't know a suitable spell. It had been a surprise when Al garin,
heari ng what Sarai wanted, had volunteered his services.

But then, the alteration of her features was probably not the nost val uabl e

thing she had received fromthe w zards, and it had been Mereth, rather than
Al garin, who told Sarai a good deal of what the w zards had di scussed after

sendi ng Sarai and the others out of the Quil dhouse.

She had not reveal ed any Guild secrets, of course, nor had Sarai asked her to.
She had, however, confirmed what Sarai had al ready suspected from her

i nadvertant eavesdroppi ng—Fa-baea's power derived originally froma single

wi zardry artifact: a black dagger. She appeared to have no true command of

wi zardry, as she had not been seen to use any other spells, but she had used

t he dagger sonehow to steal other sorts of magic.

Tabaea m ght not have really mastered those other magi cks, though

Mereth had al so spoken, with some scorn, of the various plans the w zards had
suggested for dealing with Tabaea. Sarai knew that they did not have any
simpl e counterspell for the Black Dagger, nor any sinple neans of killing or
di sarm ng Tabaea. The Guild m ght yet devise sonething, but as yet, Mereth
told her, they had not.

That somehow didn't surprise Sarai much. The Wzards' Guild was very, very
good at sone things, but in this case they seened to be conpletely out of
their depth.

But then, so was everybody el se, Sarai herself included. As she roaned the
sadly transforned halls of the palace, Sarai could see that plainly. Even the
conquerors, the city's outcasts, didn't seemconfortable with the new
situation. They had not noved into the palace as if they were the new

ari stocracy, but rather as if it were a tenporary shelter, a substitute for
the Wll Street Field; it was with a curious mxture of annoyance and anazed
relief that Sarai discovered that for the nost part, the invaders had not
dared to intrude on any of the private apartnents or bedroons. Her own

fam ly's roons were untouched, as were nost of the others that had been



abandoned, and those courtiers and officials who had renni ned behind were, for
t he nost part, undisturbed.

I nstead the newconers were canped in the corridors, the stairways, the

audi ence chanbers, and the neeting roons. They had no beds, but slept on
carpets, blankets, stolen draperies', or tapestries taken fromthe walls; they
did not take their nmeals in the dining halls, but wherever they could scrounge
food, eating it on the spot. The pal ace servants someti nes brought trays

t hrough the passages, handing out tidbits.

There was no organi zation at all; the people sinply sat wherever they chose
and noved when the urge struck them They chatted with one another, played at
di ce and finger ganes, and, Sarai saw with disgust, stole one another's

bel ongi ngs whenever soneone's back was turned. These were the new rul ers of
the city? After a tour of the palace that took her slightly nore than two
hours, however, Sarai found herself in the Geat Hall, watching Tabaea at
work, and realized that here were the real rulers of the city. The people in
the corridors bel ow were parasites, hangers-on, like the |lesser nobility of
ol d.

Still, she was not particularly inpressed with what she saw. Tabaea held court
as if she were settling argunents between unruly chil dren—ahich was often
appropriate, Sarai had to admt, but not always. And she didn't have the sense
to del egate anything; no one seemed to be screening out the frivol ous cases.
Tabaea was serving as overlord, and as her own Mnister of Justice, and half a
dozen other roles as well.

Sarai watched as Tabaea heard a di spute between an old woman and the drunkard
she claimed had stol en her blanket; as she received a representative of the
Counci| of Warl ocks who wanted to know her intentions, and whether she

acknow edged killing Inza the Apprentice, and if so whether she intended to
make reparations; and as she listened to a del egati on of merchants from
Grandgat e Market who were upset about the absence of the city guard.

Tabaea gave the drunkard to the count of three to return the blanket; his
failure to neet this deadline got hima broken hand as the enpress forcibly
renoved the bl anket.

She freely admtting killing Inza, but clainmed that it was a matter of state
and no reparations or apol ogi es would be forthcom ng; furthernore, she saw no
need to tell anyone of her plans, especially not a bunch of warlocks. They
could wait and see, |like everyone else, or consult fortune-telling w zards or
t heur gi st s—but no, she wasn't hol ding any particul ar grudge, and they were
free to stay in Ethshar of the Sands and operate as they always had, so |ong
as they didn't annoy her. The warl ocks' representative was not especially

pl eased by this, but he had little choice; he had to accept it. \Wen she

di sm ssed him he bowed and departed wi thout further argument.

As for the nerchants, she asked if there had been any increase in theft or
vandalismin the guards' absence.

"I don't know," the spokesman admitted, as his conpani ons eyed one anot her
uneasily.

"Not yet," one of the others nuttered; Tabaea clearly heard him however.

"You think the thieves will be bolder in the future, perhaps?" Tabaea asked,
her tone chal |l engi ng.

For a nonent, no one replied, and a hush fell on the room The del egates



shifted their feet uneasily, |ooking at one another and stealing glances at
the enpress. At last, one spoke up, far nore courageously than Sarai woul d
ever have expect ed.

"I think that at the nmonent, all the thieves in the city are here in the

pal ace,” he said. "And when they either finish looting the place, or they
realize they aren't going to get a chance to loot it, they'll be back out in
the market."

"And what if they find they don't have to loot it?" Tabaea shot back. "Wat if
they find that the new government here is nore generous than the old, and that
anyone can have a decent living w thout being forced to steal ?"

"I don't know anything about that," the brave merchant answered. "I think
there' |l always be thieves, and | want soneone to protect us fromthem"

"You have ne," Tabaea said. "That's all you need."

The nmerchant's expression made it quite plain that he did not consider his new
enpress, whatever her abilities, to be an adequate repl acenent for severa

t housand sol diers, but his nerve had apparently run out; he said nothing nore,
and the scruffy little nan who seened to be serving as Tabaea's chanberl ain
herded the group down the stairs.

Next up was a wonman who cl ai med she had been unfairly forced from her hone; as
she gathered herself together and inched up to the dais, Sarai, standing at
the head of the left-hand stairway, considered what she had just heard.

Tabaea was no diplomat; her treatnent of the warlock and the merchants had
made that plain. The case of the stolen blanket was interesting, though; she
had not hesitated in the slightest before ordering the man to give the woman
t he bl anket. Had Tabaea really known who was |ying, as quickly as that?

It could be, of course; if Tabaea had acquired the right magical skills, she
m ght be able to instantly tell falsehoods fromtruth. She hadn't had to
consult any magi ci ans other than herself, certainly.

O maybe she had just guessed. Maybe she assuned that the accused were al ways
guilty. Maybe she woul d al ways prefer wonmen to nen, or the sober to the
i ntoxi cated. Fromone case, Sarai really couldn't say ..

She had reached that point in her thoughts when the arrow whistled past. Her
eyes w dened, and she saw the inpact very clearly as the missile struck
Tabaea, Enpress of Ethshar, in the throat.

Sarai stared as blood dribbled down the pale skin and onto the front of
Tabaea' s absurdly gaudy dress; the sight of the woman standi ng there gasping,
with the arrow projecting fromher neck, was horribly unnatural. Sarai was
vaguel y aware of clattering footsteps behind her as soneone descended t he
stairs so fast that it was alnost as nuch a fall as a clinb, and then the
fadi ng sound of running feet as the archer fled down the corridor bel ow The
sound was very loud and distinct in the shocked silence follow ng the shot.

Then Tabaea reached up and ripped the arrow free; blood gushed forth,
spattering the dais and drenching her dress. Soneone screaned-a single voice
at first, then a chorus of shrieks and shouts.

The enpress took a single step, staggered—and then straightened up.

As Sarai watched, the gaping red hole in Tabaea's throat closed, the skin



snoot hed itself out, and the wound was gone as if it had never been

"Where did that cone fronP?" Tabaea demanded, in a voice as strong as ever.

Several fingers pointed, and Tabaea strode through the room inposing in her
anger despite her small size, with the bloody arrow still clutched in her
hand. She headed for the stairs where the assassin had lurked. Al present,
regardl ess of who they m ght be, hastened to get out of her way—Sarai anong
t hem

She had to admit, as she watched Tabaea pass, that was a very inpressive bit
of magic, the way that wound had heal ed—+f it had all been real, and not sone
sort of illusion. She turned back to the throne room

The dais was soaked with blood; if it was an illusion, it was a durable one.
And, Sarai saw, a line of bloody drops and snmears on the stone floor marked
Tabaea's path fromthe dais to the stairs.

Sarai did not really think it was an illusion at all

She wondered who the assassin was, and why he had nade his attenpt. Had Lord
Torrut sent him perhaps? And woul d he get away, or woul d Tabaea catch hinP

If she caught him Sarai was sure the man would die. She hoped it wouldn't be
too slow or painful a death.

She | ooked around again, at the remmants of the crowd, at Tabaea's chanberl ain
standi ng by the dais |ooking bew | dered, at the rapidly drying blood the
enpress had | ost. She thought of the warlock, and the merchants, and the drunk
wi th the broken hand, of G andgate Market and the gate itself |eft unguarded,
and of the palace corridors jamed with beggars and thieves. She thought of

t he enpress of Ethshar abandoni ng everything el se to chase her own woul d- be
assassin, because she had no guards to do it for her, no magicians to track
down and slay the attacker

This was no way to run a city.

Quite aside fromany question of Tabaea's right to rule, it was clear to Sara
that the nurderous young woman didn't know how to rule properly.

She woul d have to be renpved—but as the scene with the arrow had denonstrated
as Mereth's report of the Wzards' @uild' s repeated failures, renoving her
wasn't as sinple as it mght seem with the Bl ack Dagger protecting her

Sarai paused, |ooking after the departed enpress. At |east, she thought, there
was an obvious place to start. If the Black
Dagger protected Tabaea, then the Bl ack Dagger had to be elim nated.

O course, Tabaea knew that. It wasn't going to be easy to get the enchanted
kni fe away from her.

Easy or not, a way would have to be found. And since no one el se seened to be
doing it, Sarai would have to do it herself.

She sighed; it was easy to say she should do it. The hard part, Sarai told
hersel f, was figuring out how

CHAPTER 34



Let me help you with that, Your Mjesty,"
Tabaea' s bl ood- soaked robe.

Sarai said, reaching out for

Tabaea | ooked around, startled. "Thank you," she said, pulling the robe free.
Sarai accepted it and folded it into a bundle; half-dried bl ood snmeared her
arnms and dri pped on the carpet.

"You're not one of ny usual servants," Tabaea remarked, as she unbuckl ed her
belt and tossed it aside. She tugged at her sticky, bloody tunic and asked,
"Where's Lethe? O Ista?"

"I don't know, Your Majesty," Sarai replied. "I was nearby, and | just thought
I'd help." She hoped very much that if Lethe or Ista showed up that neither
woul d see through her disguise, or recognize her voice.

O course, those two had nostly waited on the overlord and his inmedi ate
fam ly, not on Lord Kalthon and his children; while they both knew Lady Sar ai
by sight, neither had been a close friend.

And both of themwere tired of cleaning up Tabaea's bl ood, so they probably
woul dn't be in any hurry to answer the enpress' call. This |atest attack, an
attenpt at decapitation, had been even nessier than previous unsuccessful
assassi nati ons.

Sarai had seen it, of course; she nade a habit of unobtrusively foll ow ng
Tabaea about her everyday busi ness, watching any time an assassin m ght
strike. She wanted to know nore about Tabaea's capabilities; she wanted to be
there if Tabaea did die, to help restore order; and she wanted to be there if
there was ever a chance to get the Bl ack Dagger away.

She had an idea about that |last that she hoped to try. That idea was why she
was now playing the role of a pal ace servant.

She supposed she hadn't really needed to watch the actual decapitation, but
she had been too fascinated to turn away. For a nmonment, when the assassin's
sword finished its cut through the inperial neck and energed fromthe other
side, Sarai had thought that this m ght be too nuch for even Tabaea's magi c—
but then she had seen that the wound was al ready healing where the blade had
entered, that the head had never been conpletely severed fromthe body, and

t hat Tabaea was al ready tuggi ng the Bl ack Dagger fromits sheath.

Each time someone had openly tried to kill the enpress, Tabaea had pursued her
attacker, and two tines out of three she had caught and kill ed sonmeone she
claimed to be the assassin.

At |east, Sarai thought she had; certainly, she had caught the archer the
first time, and judging by her remarks to her courtiers and the satisfied
expression on her face, she had caught this swordsman, as well.

She hadn't caught anyone when magi cal attacks had been nade, of course, but
those attacks hadn't inflicted any deadly wounds, either; the Bl ack Dagger had
di ssipated any wi zard's spell used agai nst her, and Tabaea, using her own
powers, had fought off all the others before they got that far

She hadn't eaten the poisoned neals, either; Sarai didn't know why.

At | east, she had turned away neal s she said were poisoned, but Sarai had no
way of knowi ng whet her poison had actually been present, or that Tabaea hadn't
cheerfully consumed poisons in other nmeals wthout detecting themand w thout
bei ng har ned.



And for that matter, if magical attacks had reached her undetected, perhaps
they had used up sone of her store of stolen |lives—but Sarai had no reason to
thi nk that had happened. As far as Sarai could see, neither nagic nor poison
had affected Tabaea's vitality.

The nore direct assaults, however, surely did.

If Sarai correctly understood how the Bl ack Dagger worked—whi ch she doubt ed,
since her information was third-hand at best, relayed by Mereth or Tobas or
one of Tobas's wives from anal yses provided by various w zards—then each tine
Tabaea killed

soneone, she added another life to her total; each tinme she received a wound
that woul d have killed an ordinary person, a life was lost fromthat sum

So while she had lost three Iives to assassins, she had recovered two of them
tracki ng down her enenies and stabbing themto death before they had a chance
to escape. Neither one had even gotten out of the pal ace.

That must have been a ghastly sight for the would-be killers, Sarai thought,
to | ook back and see Tabaea, covered with her own bl ood and wi el di ng that
horri bl e dagger, in hot pursuit. And it had presumably been the |l ast thing
they ever saw-at |east, for two out of three.

The chase was over now, and Tabaea had retreated to her apartments, to change
out of her bloody clothes, to wash the blood from her skin and hair, before
goi ng on about the business of ruling me city. She had sent her chancellor and
her other followers away, so that she could clean up in private.

And this was what Sarai had been waiting for. The instant Tabaea had set out
after the assassin, Sarai had hurried to the inperial quarters, where she had
filled the marble tub and hung the kettle over the fire.

"The bath is ready, Your Majesty," she said. "I hope the water's warm enough
it's not my usual job."
"I"'msure it'll be fine," Tabaea said wearily, as she handed Sarai her tunic
and anbled into the bath chanber. Sarai accepted the garment, bowed, and
hurried after.

Tabaea dropped her skirt, stepped out of her girdle, and stepped into the tub

"It is a bit cool," she said. "See to the kettle, whatever your nane is."

"Pharea, Your Majesty," Sarai said. She put the bloody clothes aside and
fetched the kettle fromthe fire, then poured steam ng hot water into the tub
stirring it in with her other hand.

She wanted Tabaea to be confortable, to take a nice, |ong bath—-and give her a
good head start.

"You' re nervous, Pharea," Tabaea said.
Sarai | ooked up, startled.
"Don't be," the enpress said, "I won't hurt you."

Sarai was not reassured, but she tried to hide her disconfort. "Of course not,
Your Majesty,"” she said. "I suppose it's just the bl ood."



"Your Majesty?" a new voice called.

Sarai turned, as Tabaea said, "Ah, Lethe! Cone in here and help me get this
bl ood out of ny hair."

Sarai bowed, collected Tabaea's remaining garnents, and backed out of the bath
chanmber as Lethe stepped in. The servant gave Sarai a startled glance, then
i gnored her as she tended to her m stress' needs.

Sarai coll ected Tabaea's bl oody clothes into a bundle, and dunped it in ne
hal | way, to be disposed of or cleaned, whichever was nore practical —she really
didn't know and didn't nmuch care. Her servant act was alnpbst over. In a few
seconds she woul d have what she wanted. She returned to the bath chanber and

| eaned i n.

"I"ll just close this door to keep the steamin, shall |?" she said.
"Yes, thank you, Pharea," Tabaea said with a wave.
Sarai closed the door, quietly but firmy.

Then she hurried to Tabaea's belt, still lying on the floor where the enpress
had flung it; she snatched the Black Dagger fromits sheath, took her own

kni fe from conceal nent beneath her skirt, and substituted the ordinary belt
knife for Tabaea's mmgi cal weapon. She tucked the Bl ack Dagger carefully under
her skirt, then | ooked around, checking to see if she had forgotten anything.

As she turned, she caught a glinpse of herself in a mrror; at first, she paid
no attention, but then, startled, she stared at the gl ass.

Her magi cal di sgui se was gone; she was no | onger Pharea, a noon-faced servant,
but herself, Lady Sarai

The Bl ack Dagger had done that, obviously; it had cut away the illusion spell

She certainly couldn't afford to stay here, in that case, not that she had

i ntended to. Myving quickly, but not hurrying so much as to attract attention
i f soneone saw her, she stepped out into the passageway and cl osed the door
behi nd her.

And then, carefully not hurrying, trying very hard to appear as ordinary as
possi bl e, she strolled down the hall, down the stairs, and a few m nutes
| ater, out of the palace entirely, across the plaza onto Circle Street.

She had done it. She had the Bl ack Dagger
Now what ?

She didn't want to do anything hasty or ill-considered. The obvious thing to
do would be to go to the Guil dhouse on G and
Street and tell the w zards that Tabaea had been di sar med—but

Sarai did not always trust the obvious.

Woul d nmagi ¢ work agai nst Tabaea now? She still had the strengths and tal ents
of a dozen or so people, even if she could no |longer add nore. And nere was
t he question of whether it would be for the best in the long run if w zards
renoved t he usurper enpress; however nuch she might |ike some of the

i ndi vi dual menbers, Sarai did not like or trust the Wzards' Guild. They had
clainmed they didn't neddle in politics, yet she was quite sure that if she



told themthe Bl ack Dagger was gone, they would inmedi ately assassi nate
Tabaea. Like it or not, Tabaea was the city's ruler. Wiat sort of a precedent
would it set if she helped the Wzards' Quild kill a reigning nonarch and go
unpuni shed?

Not only would they surely go unpuni shed, they m ght expect to be rewarded for
such a service. They might well demand a larger role in running the city, or
some tangi bl e expression of gratitude. Sarai did not for a mnute believe that
their strictures against interfering in politics, or their insistence that
they wanted to kill Tabaea for themselves rather than the good of the city,
woul d prevent them from expecting payment for such a service to the overlord

What if they demanded the Bl ack Dagger?
Sarai frowned. She didn't |ike that idea. The Bl ack Dagger was dangerous.
O course, w zards were dangerous—but still, why hand them even nore power?

And then again, it nmight be, for all she knew, that the Bl ack Dagger would
only work for Tabaea. It might be that the w zards al ready knew how to make
such daggers.

It might be that Tabaea woul d be able to make anot her as soon as she found
that this one was gone, in which case Sarai really shouldn't be wasting any
time—but still, she hesitated. Werever the Bl ack Dagger canme from whet her
nore could be nmade or not, Sarai was sure that the w zards would want it.

Wl |, the wizards had things she wanted—ot for Ethshar, but for herself. Wat
if she were to trade the dagger to themin exchange for a cure for her father
and brother?

This all needed nore thought, despite any risk that Tabaea woul d nmake anot her
dagger. The time was not yet right, Sarai decided, for a quick trip to the
@Qui | dhouse.

But then, where should she go?

Lord Torrut, she decided. There was no point in letting nore assassins die for
not hi ng, not when a single spell mght now be enough to handl e the problem
She had no doubt at all that the assassins were sent by Lord Torrut; when open
battl e had fail ed, he had gone underground, but she was sure he was stil
fighting.

The questi on was, where?

The obvi ous place to start |ooking was the barracks towers; with that in mnd
she headed out Quarter Street toward G and-gate Market.

And as she wal ked, a thought struck her

Ordinary swords and knives and arrows could not kill Tabaea, as |ong as she
had extra |lives saved up—but what if she were stabbed with the Bl ack Dagger?
Wul dn't that steal all her lives at once?

Maybe not; it would certainly be a risky thing to try. Mst particularly, it
woul d be risky for an ordinary person, with an ordinary person's strength, to

attenpt to stab Tabaea, with all her stolen power.

But what if soneone used the Black Dagger to build herself up to be Tabaea's



equal , or her superior, and then stabbed Tabaea?

Whoever it was couldn't go about nurdering magi ci ans, of course, or even just
ordi nary people, but perhaps if there were condemed crimnals

Did the dagger's magi ¢ work on ani mal s? Sarai renenbered that dogs, cats, and
even a pigeon had been found with their throats cut; Tabaea had, at the very
| east, experinented with animals. Someone with the strength of a dozen oxen
m ght be a match for her.

O course, if anyone tried that, then the knife's new wi el der would be a
threat to the peace of the city—dnless it was someone conpletely trustworthy,
someone who woul d sinply never want to disrupt the normal flow of events.

Soneone, for exanple, like Sarai herself.

She gl anced briefly toward the CGuil dhouse as she crossed Wzard Street, but
wal ked on toward the Wall Street Field w thout even slow ng.

In the @il dhouse, Tobas watched uneasily fromthe | andi ng.

"I know that | sort of suggested some of mis," he said, "but I"'mnot sure it's

really a good idea."

Mereth gl anced at himuneasily, then turned her attention back to Tel urinon.
The Guil dnaster was seated cross-|egged on

a small carpet, his athame held out before him its point directly over a
shal I ow silver bowl supported on a lowiron tripod; he was chanting intently.
Fl ui d bubbl ed and steaned in the silver dish. A sword lay on the floor beneath
the bowl, and an old and worn noose encircled the tripod, the sword' s bl ade
passi ng under it on one side and atop it on the other

"Well," Mereth said, "if any kind of wi zardry can kill Ta-baea, this can—an't
it?"

"I don't know," Tobas said. "I just hope it doesn't kill everybody."'"

"Ch, it won't do that," Mereth said, not anywhere near as certainly as she
woul d have |iked.

"It mght," Tobas replied. "The original countercharmis |ost, has been | ost
for four or five hundred years now, and in all that tine no one's been foolish
enough to risk trying it. The spell book |I found it in had a note at the
bottomin big red runes, saying, 'Don't try it!,' but here we are, trying it."

"But we've got it all figured out,"” Mereth insisted. "As soon as Tabaea's
dead, the warlocks pick it up and push it through that tapestry of yours, to
the no-magic place, and it'll be gone!"

"That assunes," Tobas pointed out, "that the warlocks really can pick it up
and that the tapestry really will transport it. For the former we have only
the warl ocks' word that they can |ift anything that isn't too i nmense, and for
the latter, all we have is assunptions and guesses. \Wat if, instead of the
tapestry transporting the Seething Death, the Seething Death destroys the
Transporting Tapestry?"

Meret h went pale.

"Ch, gods," she said. "What if it does destroy the tapestry? Tobas, why didn't
you say anythi ng sooner?"



"I did," Tobas replied. "I argued until my throat was sore and ny | ungs
woul dn't hold air, and Telurinon promsed to think it all over carefully, and
when | cane back he'd started the ritual."

"Ch, but. . . but it's so dangerous . . . How could he?"

Tobas turned up an enpty palm "He's frustrated," he said. "W've all been
throwi ng spells at Tabaea for a sixnight now, and they've had even | ess effect
than Lord Torrut's archers and booby traps—by the way, did you hear about the
tripwire and razor-wheel s? The spies said it took Tabaea al nost five minutes
to heal ."

Mer et h shudder ed.
"Well, anyway," Tobas continued, "all his Iife Telurinon has had these spells
too terrible to use, he's heard about how wi zardry is nore powerful than
anyt hi ng, and now t here's soneone who just absorbs anything we throw at her—
can see why he'd want to try sone of the real World-wecker spells on her
He' || probably never have another opportunity to use any of them But | don't
t hi nk he shoul d use the Seething Death."

"Then why don't you stop hin®"

"Ch, now, you know better than that," Tobas chided her. "Have you ever
interrupted a wizard in the nmddle of a spell?"

"Un. . . once." Mereth winced at the nenory. "Wen | was an apprentice.
Nobody died, but it was close."

"Low order mmgic, | assune?"
"Very."
Tobas nodded. "Ever see the Tower of Flanme?"

Mereth turned to him startled. "No, have you? | wasn't even sure it was
real "

"Ch, it's real, all right," Tobas replied."lIt's in the nountains southeast of
Damonor. You can see it for a dozen |eagues in every direction; it lights up
the whol e area at night. It just keeps going and goi ng and going, spewing fire
upward out of a field of bare rock. The best records say it's been burning for
ei ght hundred years now, and the story is—+ can't swear it's true—the story is
that it was only about a second- or third-order spell that went wong, sone
ordinary little spell, neant to sharpen a sword or sonething."

"Yes, but. . ."
"And for nyself," Tobas said, interrupting her protest, "lI'mnot about to
forget that every spriggan in the Wrld, and there nust be hundreds of them by
now, nmaybe thousands, but every single one of themis out there running
around, causing trouble, because | got a gesture wong doing Lugwler's
Haunti ng Phantasm "

"But..."

"Not to mention," Tobas added forcefully,"that all our problens with Tabaea
and the Bl ack Dagger are the result of a mistake during an athanezation."



"So you aren't going to stop him" Mereth said.

"That's right," Tobas said. "That's got to be tenth-, maybe twel fth-order
magi ¢ he's doing down there; | can't handle anything |ike that, hardly anyone
can, even anong Quildmasters, and |I'mnot about to risk seeing a spell like
that go wong. It's bad enough if it goes right."

"What happens if it doesn't?" Mereth asked. "I nean, Tel-urinon could nmake a
m stake even if we don't disturb him"

Tobas shrugged. "Who knows? Dragon's bl ood, serpent's venom a rope that's
hanged a man, and a sword that's slain a woman . . . there's sonme potent stuff
in there."

"How is it supposed to work?"

Tobas sighed. "Well," he said, "when he's finished, that brewin the silver
bow there is supposed to yield a single drop of fluid that's decanted into a
golden thinble. It's alnpst stable at that point; it won't do anything to the
thinble as long as the drop stays entirely within it. But when the drop is

ti pped over the edge of the thinmble, whether it's deliberately poured, or
spilled, or whatever, the spell will be activated, and whatever it falls upon
wi || be consunmed by the Seething Death, which will then slowy spread,
destroying everything it touches, until sonething stops it."

"And we don't know of anything that will stop it," Mereth said.

"Right. Unless Telurinon's schene to transport it to the dead area works."
"What if the Black Dagger stops it? "

Tobas shrugged. "Who knows?" he said.

Mereth blinked. "I'mnot sure | understand exactly," she said. "The way I
understand it, the Seething Death forns a sort of pool of this stuff, right? A
pool that gradually spreads?"

"That's right."

"How wi | | that stop Tabaea? Are we planning to push her into the pool ?"

Tobas gri maced.

"No," he said. "Telurinon intends to pour the drop directly on her head."
Mereth was a wi zard and had been for all her adult life; she regularly worked
with bits of corpses and various repul sive organic fluids. Wat was nore, she
had worked for the Mnister of Justice and his daughter, the M nister of

I nvestigation, studying and spying on all the various things that the citizens
of Eth-shar did to one another when sufficiently provoked. Al the same, she
wi nced slightly at the thought of pouring that stuff on someone's head.

"Ick," she said. Then, after a noment's thought, she asked, "How?"

"The warl ocks," Tobas told her. "As soon as it's ready, the warlocks will
transport it to the palace and pour it on Tabaea. Then, as soon as she's dead,
they'Il lift her corpse, so the stuff won't get on anything el se, and send

Tabaea and the Seet hing Death through the tapestry. It's all ready to go,
rolled up by the front door."



"Coul dn't they just send her through the tapestry alive? Then we woul dn't have
to use the Seething Death at all!"

Tobas sighed again. "Maybe they could,” he said, "but they don't think so.

She's a warl ock herself, while she's alive, and she can block them | don't
understand that part, I'mnot a warlock any nore than you are, but that's what
t hey say."

"Have they tried!" Mereth demanded.
Tobas turned up an enpty palm "Whether they have or not," he said, pointing
at Telurinon,"it's a little late to turn back now, isn't it?"

CHAPTER 35

Sarai wi nced, eyes closed, as she slit the dog's throat. The animal thrashed
wi I dly, and hot bl ood sprayed on Sarai's hands, but she kept her hol d.

And as it struggled, Sarai felt a surge of heat, of strength, all through her
wi t hout neaning to, she tightened her grip on the dying dog and felt the flesh
yi el di ng beneath her fingers. Her heart was poundi ng, her nuscles were tense.

Then the dog went |inp, sagging to the ground between her |egs, and the world
suddenly seened to flood in on her; her ears rang with strange new sounds, and
her vision seemed suddenly sharper and nore intense, as if everything was
outlined agai nst the background of the Wall Street Field—+though for a noment,
the colors seened to fade away, as if drowned out by the clarity of shape and
novenent .

Most of all, though, scents poured in. She could snell everything, all at
once—the dog's bl ood, her own sweat, her sex, the dirt of the Field, the
sun-warmed stone of the city wall, the snokes and stenches of every individua

shop or home on WAll Street or the bl ocks beyond. She could tell at once which
of the enpty bl ankets and abandoned tents of the Field were m | dewed or
decayed and which were still clean and whol esone; she could snell the netal of
t he Bl ack Dagger itself.

For a nonent she stood over the dead dog, just breathing in the city,
marveling at it all. She had known that dogs could smell better than nere
humans, of course, everyone knew that, but she had never before realized how
much better, and she had never inmagined what it would be Iike.

Her attenpts to find Lord Torrut had, so far, been unsuccessful; she had found
no one in the barracks or the gatehouses. Now, though, she wondered if she
could locate himby snell, track himdown by follow ng his scent. She had
heard about dogs doi ng such things and had al ways di sm ssed the stories as
exaggerati ons, but now, she had to reconsider. She could snell everything.

She was stronger now, too; she could feel it. The dog had not been
particularly strong or healthy, just a half-starved stray scavenging in the
al nost-enpty Field, but she had felt the power in her grip as she held it
while it died.

Tabaea had killed a dozen men—Sarai tried to imagine just how strong that made
her feel, and couldn't.

And Tabaea had killed several dogs, as well, Sarai renmenbered-she, too, had
experienced this flood of scent and sound and i mage.

Scent s—that expl ai ned some of Tabaea's nysterious abilities. It wasn't nagic,



not in the way Sarai and the others had assuned; she could snell people
approachi ng; she could hear them |ike a watchdog. People said dogs could
snell fear, as well, could tell friend fromfoe by scent—oul d Tabaea?

Until now, Sarai had viewed Tabaea as a nysterious and powerful magician, her
talents and abilities beyond any ordinary expl anation, her mnmind beyond
under st andi ng; now, suddenly, she thought she understood the usurper. Sara
had assuned that Tabaea had created the Bl ack Dagger deliberately, know ng
what she was doing; that she had studi ed magi c, had set out to conquer

Et hshar. It was the Bl ack Dagger that gave her her physical strength and
imunity to harm the w zards had told Sarai that, but now Sarai began to
believe that all Tabaea's power canme fromthe dagger

Wthout it, did she have any magic?

Wl |, she presumably still had her warl ockry, and maybe witchcraft—Feneria and
Kar ani ssa had said that Tabaea had the talent, as they called it, but didn't
know how to use it properly.

And she had her canine sense of snell and her accumnul ated strength and stol en
l'ives.

Sarai remenbered the dead cats and the dead pi geon; could Tabaea have stol en
the bird' s ability to fly? What had she gotten fromthe cats?

Wl |, Sarai thought, holding up the bl oody dagger, there was one way to find
out, wasn't there?

The first cat came as a revelation; the addition to her strength was not hing,
snel |l and hearing got no better, but the increase in her speed and the intense
sensitivity to nmovenent were as big a surprise as the dog's sense of snell.
That was how Tabaea coul d react so qui ckly when she fought!

The pigeon was a waste of tine; that explained why dead birds hadn't littered
the city when Tabaea was buil ding hersel f up

The next step, Sarai decided, was an ox, for the raw strength it would
provi de; Tabaea had used people, but Sarai had no intention of committing
nmur der .

Unfortunately, there were no stray oxen wandering in the Wall Street Field.
Buyi ng an ox was not difficult—+f one had noney. Sarai had no noney to speak
of, just a few borrowed coppers in the purse on her belt. The famly treasure
had gone to sea with her father and brother, while the famly incone was gone
with Lord Tollern and the overl ord.

Per haps she coul d borrow nore noney sonewhere, she thought. The obvi ous pl ace
to go woul d be the CGuil dhouse, since that was where the richest and nost
powerful of her nomi nal allies were, but she still did not care for the idea
of walking in there with the Bl ack Dagger on her belt. She thought she could
trust Mereth, and Tobas seened |i ke a reasonabl e person, but Telurinon and

Al garin and the rest.

Tobas was not living in the Guil dhouse, though; he and his w ves were staying
at the Cap and Dagger. Lady Sarai sniffed the air, wthout consciously
realizing she was doing it. She stretched, catlike, then flexed her shoul ders
in a way that would have fluffed a pigeon's feathers out nicely. Then she

wi ped the Bl ack Dagger clean, sheathed it, and headed out of the Field, up
onto Vall Street, and toward G andgate.



From the market, she turned down Gate Street; the Cap and Dagger was SiX
bl ocks down on the right.

As she wal ked, she soaked in the odors and sights of a city turned strange and
rich by her augnented senses. She could, she found, tell what each person she
passed had eaten for his or her last neal and how | ong ago that neal was; she
could detect the slightest twitch of a hand or an eye. She spotted rats
foraging in an alley and knew that she woul d never have seen them wi thout the
Bl ack Dagger's spell.

She saw soneone gl ance oddly at her and realized that she was novi ng
strangely, her gaze darting back and forth, her nose lifted to catch the air.
She forced herself to | ook straight ahead. Then she was at the inn; she stood
in the door until the inn-Keeper cane to ask what she want ed.

Sarai was sure she had not seen the man before and wonder ed where he had
hi dden hi nmsel f when the wi zards held their neeting in his establishnent.

"I"'m 1l ooking for a man nanmed Tbbas of Telven," she said. "Or if he's not here,
one of his wves."

The i nnkeeper frowned, then directed her to a roomupstairs. Sarai thanked
him and was about to head up, when the man reconsidered. "Maybe |'d better
cone with you," he said. "I don't know you, and | don't want any trouble."

"There won't be any trouble," Sarai said, but the innkeeper insisted.

Toget her, they ascended the stairs and found the door of the room Tobas,

Kar ani ssa, and Alorria shared. The innkeeper knocked.

"Yes?" a woman's voice called. Sarai had not entirely adjusted to her new
hearing, so rmuch nore sensitive to high-pitched sounds, so at first she didn't
recogni ze it.

"There's a woman here to see your husband," the innkeeper call ed.

Sarai heard footsteps, and then the door opened; Alorria | eaned out. "Tobas

isn't here," she said. She spotted Sarai, and said, "Ch, it's you, La ... it's
you, Sarai. |Is there anything | can do?"
"I hope so," Sarai said. "May | cone in?" "Ch. Al right, cone in." She swung

the door wi de. Sarai stepped in, and Alorria closed it gently in the
i nnkeeper's face.

"Thank you," she called to himas the door shut.

Then, for a nmonent, the two wonen stared at each other, Sarai unsure howto
begin, Alorria unsure she had done the right thing adm tti ng anyone when she
was al one and so clunmsy and hel pless with her swollen belly.

But after all, Lady Sarai was a friend and a fell ow nobl ewoman.

Sarai | ooked around the room at the three beds, the table that held basin and
pitcher, and the two large trunks, while Alorria studied her guest's face.

"Why do you want to see Tobas?" the princess asked.

"Well, | probably don't need to," Sarai said. "I really just need to borrow
some nmoney. |'ll pay it back as soon as tilings are back to nornmal ."

Alorria blinked, slightly startled. "Why do you need to borrow noney?" she
asked.



"To buy an ox."

Alorria stared at Sarai. "Wy do you want an ox?"

"To kill," Sarai explained. "As part of a spell.”

Alorria frowned. "You're doing magic now? Isn't there enough of that already?"

Sarai shrugged. "I don't know," she said. "lIs there?"
"Well, | certainly thought so," Alorria said, settling awkwardly onto the edge
of the nearest bed. "That's where Tobas and Kara are—the Wzards' Qild is
trying sone horrible spell on Tabaea, with the hel p of the warl ocks, and

Kar ani ssa and the other witches are all standing by to help, at the palace or
t he Guil dhouse or places in between."

"What kind of a spell?" Sarai asked, seating herself on the next bed over. She
berated herself for not realizing that the wizards would still be trying their
spel I s on Tabaea, even w thout know ng the Bl ack Dagger had been renoved, and
she suddenly w shed that she had gone straight to the Guil dhouse when she had
first stolen the dagger. She didn't like it when things went on that she
didn't know about, particularly anything as bizarre as w zards and warl ocks
wor ki ng toget her.

And how coul d warl ocks hel p with anything, when Tabaea was a warl ock hersel f?
War | ockry didn't work on warl ocks.

"Ch, | don't know," Alorria said, flustered. "I leave all the magic up to
Tobas and Kara, and | take care of the rest of it."

"Ch, but. . ." Sarai began

Alorria interrupted, "It's called the Seething Death; Tobas got it fromthat
horri bl e old book of Derithon's, and nobody's used it in about five hundred
years."

Sarai's mouth twitched. "I thought you didn't know anythi ng about nagic."

"I don't," Alorria insisted, "not really. But | do know about ny husband." She
smled weakly.

Sarai smiled back, but it was not a terribly sincere smile. "The Seething
Deat h" sounded dangerous, and she had never heard of it before. Maybe buil di ng
up her strength with an ox could wait; watching this spell night be nore

i nportant. And sone high official of the overlord s government ought to be

t here when Tabaea di ed. The overlord hinself had sailed off to Eth-shar of the
Spices with Lord Thllern and Sarai's own father and the rest, and Lord Torrut
was in hiding; Sarai knew she was probably the highest-ranking official
avai | abl e.

That assuned that the spell would work on Tabaea, but with the Bl ack Dagger
gone Sarai thought that was a reasonable assunption. And if it didn 't kil
her, Sarai wanted to see that, too, to see how Tabaea defended herself w thout
the knife.

"The Seething Death,"” the spell was called. Were had it come from anyway?

"Who's Derithon?" she asked,



"Derithon the Mage," Alorria said. "Karanissa's first husband—er |over,
anyway. He's been dead for centuries. She had his book of spells when she
first net Tobas, and she couldn't use it, since she's a witch instead of a
wi zard, so she gave it to Tobas, and that's where he got nost of his magic."

"Centuries?" There was obviously even nore of a story to this threesone than
she had realized.

"Derithon put a youth spell on her. How much does an ox cost, anyway?"

"About three rounds of silver, | think. So Tobas is working this Seething
Deat h spel | ?"

"Ch, no!" Alorria said. "He thinks it's much too dangerous, that it's really
stupid. Telurinon did it before Tobas could stop him™"

The last remants of Sarai's smle vani shed. She stood up. "I think |I better
go," she said. "Forget about the ox; | need to see what's going on at the
pal ace.” Alorria smled up at her. "Be careful," she said. Sarai didn't

answer; she was already on her way out the door. Tobas was a sensible person
despite his peculiar donestic arrangenents, but Tel uri non—el uri non was an
overeducated idiot who wanted to prove to the Inner Circle how powerful he
was. What's nore, he was an overeducated idiot who still thought Tabaea had
t he Bl ack Dagger protecting her.

VWhat ever this spell was, Telurinon expected it to overpower the Bl ack Dagger
Sarai was sure of that; Tobas or Heremon or Al garin m ght have found sone way
around the dagger's nmagic, but Telurinon would have just thrown nmore and nore
magi ¢ back at it. Unchecked wi zardry could do an amazi ng anount of danmage, and
there was no Bl ack Dagger in the palace to blunt this Seething Death.

Sarai had to force herself not to draw attention by running as she headed for
t he pal ace.

CHAPTER 36

Everyone knew that there were things in life that stayed interesting, and
things that got dull fairly quickly; this was no revel ation to the Enpress
Tabaea, who considered herself to be an intelligent person, and who thought
she had a pretty good idea of how the Wrld worked.

Al the same, she was rather surprised to find that ruling a city was one of
the things that got dull quickly.

In fact, by the end of her first sixnight as enpress, she was bored with the
whol e busi ness and had begun trying to find ways to make it nore enjoyabl e.

An obvi ous one woul d be to appoi nt someone el se to handl e the tedious parts of
the job, but that would require finding someone she trusted to do it properly,
and as yet she hadn't found such a person. Sonetimes it seemed as if there
wasn't anyone in her entire court with the wit of a spriggan

There were tinmes she wasn't sure she was nuch better than the others, at that.

And then there was the |oneliness. She had never exactly been popul ar conpany,
but at |east she had usually had friends to talk to, just about everyday
matters. She could discuss the fine points of housebreaking with other
burglars, gripe about the city guard to anyone in the Wall Street Fiel d—but
all her old friends were scared of her now Not only was she the enpress, but
she was a magician, with her superhuman strength and all the rest of her



abilities. And she had beaten Jandin and thrown that stupid old wonman around.
So everyone was frightened of her

She could still talk to them of course, but it wasn't the sane; they woul dn't
dare say anything she didn't want to hear, or, rather, anything they thought
that she m ght possibly not want to hear

The renmai ni ng pal ace servants were actually better company now, they were
accustoned to dealing with powerful people, and they weren't anywhere near as
frightened of her as nost of the others—but on the other hand, they didn't
seemto have nmuch to say. They were nostly concerned with cl othes and neal s
and furniture, with howto keep the rugs clean, and what tunic went well with
whi ch skirt.

And they were all wonmen. Tabaea didn't understand that. Surely, the overlord
had had nmal e servants; where had they al
gone?

Wherever they were, she didn't see them Perhaps they were still there,
wor ki ng down in the depths of the pal ace kitchens, or the stables, or any of
the other places that the enpress didn't go, but they certainly weren't
bringing her her nmeals or waiting on her in her apartnments.

They might be mxed in with the crowmds in the corridors, of course.

And that was another source of her displeasure, she thought as she left her
apartments and headed for the throne room Here she had done everything she
could to be an enlightened and benevol ent rul er, and nobody seened to
appreciate it. She had freed all the slaves, had enptied the overlord's
dungeons, had pardoned any number of crimnals, had invited the entire

popul ation of the Wall Street Field to live in the palace, had in fact thrown
t he pal ace open to anyone who cared to enter—by her order, all the doors were
kept open in good weat her, and were al ways unl ocked in any weat her—and what
had it gotten her? Had those people been grateful to her? Had they taken
advant age of this chance to inprove thenselves? Had any of themtried to repay
her by hel ping out, even such little things as cleaning up after thensel ves,
as she had asked?

No. O course not. Al she had to do was gl ance about to see that. The pal ace
corridors were littered with cast-off rags, with fruit rinds and chi cken bones
and other remmants of stolen neals, and they stank of urine and worse. Dead
bodi es were left unattended until they began to stink, if she or one of the
servants didn't happen on them out hi the Wall Street Field soneone woul d
have inforned the city guard and the body woul d have been renoved, but here no
one seened to know who shoul d be told.

What was worse, not all the deaths were from di sease or age; not counting the
assassination attenpts, there had definitely been at | east two nurders in the
pal ace since her ascension, both apparently the result of fights over
unattended goods. There were reports of other fights that had not ended quite
so badly, and stories of rapes and nol estations.

It was just as bad as the Wall Street Field had been. Didn't these people
appreciate the fact that they had a roof over their heads now, that they
weren't outcasts anynore?

Qoviously not. About the only confort was that the popul ation of the pal ace
seened to be declining; there were clearly fewer people in the corridors now.
They mi ght just be nmoving into the roons and chanbers, or down into the deeper



areas where she didn't see them but Tabaea liked to think that they were
finding places for thensel ves outside, in the houses her people were taking
back fromthe old overlord' s tax collectors, or with their famlies, or
sonewher e

She frowned. There had been that runor that some were noving back to the Wl
Street Field. She didn't Iike that.

And then there were all the conplaints fromthe other people, the outsiders,
the nmerchants and nobl es and even sailors and craftsnen and the |ike, worried
about the absence of the city guard, conplaining about the | oss of their

sl aves, clainng they had been robbed and the thieves had taken shelter in the
pal ace, and any number of other things .

The pl easures of ruling, Tabaea thought as she neared the steps that woul d

| ead her up to the start of her working day, were overrated, and it didn't
help at all that she had gone and |limted what pleasures there were, in her
idealistic drive to inprove the ot of her subjects. She could think of
interesting ways to pass the time with a handsone sl ave, now that she could
af ford one, could have had one for the asking—but she had abolished sl avery.
She sighed, straightened her skirt, and proceeded up the steps toward the
throne room

At | east she had finally had the sense to give up on those silly gowns and
gewgaws. She didn't need to | ook |ike some jewel -encrusted queen out of an old
story to convince people that she was the enpress; all she needed was to be
hersel f, Tabaea the First.

As always, there was a crowd waiting for her; as always, she ignored them and
mar ched straight toward the dais, expecting themto get out of her way.

Then, abruptly, she stopped. Sonething was wong. She sniffed the air.

Soneone in the crowd was terrified—not just nervous, but really scared, and at
the sane tinme she scented aggression. And it wasn't from someone lurking in a
back corner, it was someone nearby. She saw novenent, a hand raising. Another
assassi nation attenpt, obviously. Well, this tine she didn't intend to be
killed. Even if she always recovered alnost instantly, it still hurt; in fact,
it was downright agonizing, for a few seconds. It used up precious nagic
energy, and besides, it made a ness, getting blood all over everything.

This time she sensed warl ockry, just a trace of it, a tiny bit of magic. That

had happened before; warl ocks had tried to stop her heart, had tried to throw
knives at her, had tried to strangle her fromafar, and every tine, she had

bl ocked the attenpt easily. Warlockry didn't work on warl ocks, and she, thanks
to that silly Inza, was a warl ock.

Usual Iy, though, the warlock attacks had conme when she was al one, not here in
the throne room

Wl |, those attacks hadn't worked, so a change in strategy was sensible
enough. She wondered just what was intended this tine.

Al this ran through her mnd alnost instantly; she was reacting far faster
than any ordi nary human coul d, faster than any ordinary warl ock

The frightened warlock in the crowd was hol di ng sonmet hing hi his upraised
hand, sonething small and gol den, and then he was releasing it, sending it
flying toward her at incredi ble speed, supported and propelled by magic.



An ordi nary woman probably wouldn't have seen it in tine to react. An ordinary
war | ock probably coul dn't have gathered the will to respond before the gold
t hi mbl e reached her.

Tabaea had no trouble at all knocking the thing aside while it was still three
or four feet away; the thinble dropped to the floor, rattling on the stone,
and the single drop it held spattered out.

| mredi ately, a white vapor arose, hissing. Tabaea didn't concern herself wth
that; she had an assassin to stop. She | eaped over the snoking thinble,
reaching the warlock in a single bound; she grabbed the front of his tunic
with her left hand, and her right snatched her dagger fromits sheath. Then
she st opped.

Peopl e were scream ng and backi ng away, the white vapor was spreadi ng, and
Tabaea could snell it, a horrible, burning stench |ike nothing she had ever
snel l ed before; the assassin, nore frightened than ever, was struggling
hel pl essly hi her grip, trying to get free. Tabaea ignored all that. The knife
in her hand felt wrong.

It was a fairly subtle thing, and she couldn't have described exactly what the
di fference was, but the instant her hand closed on the hilt, she knew, beyond
any doubt, that this knife was not the Bl ack Dagger. A person gets to know a
tool when it's handled with any frequency, gets to know its feel, its shape.
Wt hout question, Tabaea knew the Bl ack Dagger

And wi t hout question, the knife in her hand was not the Bl ack Dagger.

Furious, she rammed the bl ade into her woul d-be assassin's belly, partly to be
certain that this was not just some inexplicable transformation that had |eft
the magic intact, and partly because after all, even if she couldn't steal his
life, this man had tried to kill her, and was therefore a traitor who deserved
to die.

She felt no surge of energy, no tingle of nmagic, as the man screanmed and
clutched at her hand.

There was no magi c. The Bl ack Dagger was gone.

She threw the assassin aside, unconcerned whet her he was dead or alive, and
turned to face the stairway she had just ascended.

Where coul d the Bl ack Dagger have gone?

She had sone vague idea of retracing her steps, but when she turned, she found
herself face-to-face with that stinking snmoke. It was still rising, stil
spreadi ng. She | ooked down.

The contents of the thinble had spread, and now conpletely covered an area the
wi dt h of her hand, perfectly circular in shape—and Tabaea knew t hat t hat
perfect a circle was unnatural. The stuff should have sprayed unevenly across
the stone in a fan shape.

What was nore, within that circle the floor was conpletely invisible, hidden
by a layer of... of something. Tabaea had no name for it, either for the
substance or even for its color. It wasn't exactly green, wasn't exactly gray
or brown or yellow, but it was closer to those colors than to anything el se.

It was liquid, but she couldn't say what kind; it was shiny and | ooked sonehow
sliny, but it wasn't quite like anything she had ever seen before.



And it wasn't still; it roiled and rippled and bubbl ed and steaned, though
Tabaea could feel no heat fromit. It noved alnbst as if it were sonehow
alive.

She had assuned at first that the drop was some sort of concentrated acid, or
virul ent poison, but this stuff was obviously nagic.

What's nore, it was spreading.

And, she realized with a twinge of horror, it wasn't spreading on top of the
marble floor; it was eating into the stone.

And soneone had wanted to put that stuff on her, and she didn't even have the
Bl ack Dagger to protect her, it would have eaten away at her, just as it was
eating at the floor. She shuddered.

Who was responsible for this? She | ooked up and around at the throne room
Most of the crowd had fled, but some were still there, staying well away from
her and fromthe little pool of whatever-it-was. No one was sniling; no one
seened to stand out as reacting oddly, unless she counted the assassin, who
was still breathing, still alive.

Had the assassin known that her dagger was gone, that she was no | onger
protected against wi zardry? Had he taken the dagger hinself?

She strode over to himand used one toe to roll himover onto his back. He |ay
t here, gasping and bl eeding. The knife on his belt was obviously not the Bl ack
Dagger; Tabaea could see that at a gl ance.

"Who sent you?" she demanded

He nade a strangl ed choking noise. He clearly was in no condition to answer,
even if he had wanted to. Tabaea frowned.

She reached out, warl ock-fashion, and tried to sense the damage her knife bl ow
had done.

The wound was pretty bad, but she thought it could be healed if someone, a
powerful witch or a warlock who had been trained properly, got to it before
the man finished bleeding to death, or if a theurgi st managed to get the right
prayer through in time. Unfortunately, Tabaea could not do it herself; she had
never |learned to heal, with either warlockry or witchcraft.

She turned and spotted Arl, standing by the dais. "You, Art," she said. "Find
a witch or a priest or someone; | want this man heal ed, so he can tell nme who
sent him And be careful, he's a warlock. " "Unh. . ."

"Hurry! And | won't be holding court today, so the rest of you can al

no, wait a mnute. You, and you —find sonmething to cover over that stuff, |
don't want anyone stepping in it. It |ooks nasty. And then get out of here,
all of you. Get going, Arl."

"Yes, Your Mjesty.

A moment | ater the throne roomwas enpty, save for Tabaea and t he wounded
assassin. The enpress gl anced around and noticed that even here, in the
i mperi al audi ence chanber, trash had piled up in the corners.

And over by the stair, the little pool of magical gunk was still bubbling and
snoki ng. Tabaea didn't worry about it; she was far nore concerned just now



wi th the whereabouts of the Bl ack Dagger.

After all, whatever that stuff was, it would surely dry up and di e soon
enough.

CHAPTER 37

A fanner's wagon was sitting by the palace door in plain sight in the norning
sun, Sarai noticed. It |ooked incongruous; when the overlord was in power,
deliveries had been nade as quickly and unobtrusively as possible, over at the
sout heast entrance.

Peopl e were milling about, some in rags, sone in conmonpl ace attire, some in
fi nery—though nost of the |ast seemed unconfortable in their obviously stolen
cl ot hes, and sonetinmes conbined their finery with famliar rags. Those who
were just energing fromthe diminterior of the palace blinked in the bright
sunl i ght; hands shadi ng eyes were conmon. No one seened to be paying any
attention to the wagon or its driver

The mix of clothing was famliar to Sarai fromher stay in Tabaea's pal ace,
but she had never noticed wagons at the northeast entry before. She took a
good | ook at it as she approached—and then stopped dead in her tracks.

The wagon's driver was Tobas, the w zard. He was dressed in rough brown wool

i nstead of his usual w zard's robe, but it was unm stakably him He was

| eani ng down fromhis seat tal king to soneone, and Sarai recogni zed the young
woman in the black dress as Teneria, the wtch.

Sarai took a second to gather her wits, then hurried forward agai n; a nonment
| ater she hail ed Tobas. She had to shout twi ce before he | ooked up, startled.
Even then, he didn't answer at first; he stared blankly at Lady Sarai unti
Teneria said, "Ch, it's Sarai!"

Two or three passersby | ooked up at that and gl anced curiously at Sarai. Sara
hurried up to the wagon, not at all pleased by this attention; she didn't want
to be recogni zed, and with her disguise gone, it was entirely possible that
soneone woul d know her face.

Well, it was her owmn fault for calling out. "Pharea," Sarai said. "lI'mcalled
Pharea. What's happeni ng?"
"Well, right at the nonment, there's a warlock in the throne room waiting for

Tabaea to make her entrance, and when she does, he's going to try a spell of
Telurinon's on her," Tobas explained. "Karanissa is in there, too, keeping an
eye on everything."

"That's the Seething Death?" Sarai asked. "Now, how ..." Tobas began

Teneria said, "She talked to Alorria. Excuse nme, Sar . . . Pharea, but
Tabaea's coming up the steps right now, she's at the top."

"So you know about this?" Tobas asked.
Sarai nodded.

"And you know about the Bl ack Dagger."
"Yes," Sarai said.

Tobas sighed uneasily and said,"Wll, in a moment we should find out if the



Bl ack Dagger can stop the Seething Death. And if. . ."

"No," Sarai interrupted. "W aren't going to find out anything about the Bl ack
Dagger . "

"W aren't?" Tobas stared down at her. "Wy not?"

Sarai hesitated, and before she could say anything, Teneria cried out, "OCh,
no!"

Tobas whirled back to the witch. "Wat happened?” he denanded.
"She spilled it! She knocked it aside and spilled it on the floor, and now

she's grabbed Thurin and ..." Teneria w nced. and she's stabbed him and
it hurts really bad ..." She closed her eyes and | eaned agai nst the wagon.

Sarai bit her lip and watched as the witch tried to continue. She had worried
t hat somet hi ng m ght go wong, ever since she had used the Bl ack Dagger
hersel f and di scovered how Tabaea saw the Worl d—er rather, how she sensed it.
She coul d snell danger. She could nove inhumanly fast. The slightest novenent
could alert her. She could hear a whisper fromacross a room None of the
magi ci ans woul d realize that—at |east, Sarai didn't see how they could. The
wi tches m ght have sensed somet hing, but woul d even they have really

appreci ated just how fast and how sensitive Tabaea was?

Wll, either they hadn't, or they hadn't been consulted in setting this up
"Now what ?" Sarai asked

"Now she's trying to get Thurin to talk, but he can't; he's dying, he's
bl eeding to death, and she doesn't know how to heal him She's sent her
chancel lor for a healer, and Karani ssa wants to know whet her we should send a
vol unteer—she'll try it herself, if you want, but she isn't sure she can hea
a wound that bad; a warlock would be better—obas, warl ocks have trouble at
heal i ng, they don't have the subtlety of touch, but if I didit, with a
war | ock hel ping, | know how to draw on a warl ock's strength ..." She | ooked
up. "Who's the Council got nearby?" Tobas asked. "Vengar is in the antechanber
" "All right, then, you go find Vengar, and the two of you help Thurin, but
you be careful around Tabaea! And send Karani ssa out here, so we can stay in
touch! "

Teneria nodded, then turned and ran into the pal ace.

As she did, the first of those who had fled the throne roomin panic began to
energe, shoving the young witch aside as they hurried out into the sun. She
fought her way past and in.

Tobas sighed as he wat ched her go.

"It all went wong, didn't it?" Sarai said.

Tobas nodded.

"So how was it supposed to go?" she asked. "How does the Seething Death work?"

Tobas sighed. He clinbed down off the wagon, patted the ox, and turned to
stare at the door to the pal ace.

"The Seething Death,"” he said, "creates a drop of... well, it's nore or |ess
liquid chaos. It's the raw stuff that wizardry is made of, | think; the



descriptions aren't very clear. But whatever it is, once it's activated, it
spreads. It expands, and as it expands, it consunmes everything it touches.
Anyt hing that cones into contact with it di ssolves away—the book says that
first it loses solidity, and then all the different el enents that make it up
bl end together into a sort of boiling slinme, and then it all beconmes nore of
the Death itself, nmore pure chaos."

He was interrupted by the screans of three wonmen who came running out the door
just then. Wen they had passed, Sarai remarked, "Sounds nasty."

"It is," Tobas agreed. "It hasn't been used in centuries because it's too
danger ous, but Telurinon was desperate to find sonething that could get at
Tabaea despite the Bl ack Dagger, so he tried it."

"Someone was supposed to get it on Tabaea and di ssol ve her?"
"That was the idea," Tobas agreed. "A warlock named Thurin of Northbeach

vol unt eered—but he nmissed, | guess, and Tabaea caught himand stabbed him |
don't know why he's still alive; | thought the Bl ack Dagger stole the souls of
anyone it cut."

Sarai started to say sonething, to explain that Tabaea didn't have the Bl ack
Dagger anynore and that that wasn't how it

wor ked anyway, but then she stopped. There would be plenty of time for that
later. "So the spell didn't work?" she asked.

"Well, it didn't work on Tabaea" Tobas said. "If the stuff |anded on the
floor, then right nowit's dissolving away the floor of your throne room and
there's no way to stop it."

Sarai had been watching the people energing fromthe pal ace; now, startled,
she turned back to Tobas. "No way to stop it?" she asked.

He shook his head. "No way we know of," he said. "If it had been confined to
Tabaea' s body, we could have transported her to a place where nagi c doesn't
work—that's what's in the wagon here, a nagic tapestry that would send her
there. But | don't see how we can send an entire floor through the tapestry.”
"There isn't any countercharn?" Tobas shook his head.

"So how rmuch is it going to dissolve, then?" Sarai asked. "I nean, it won't
ruin the whole palace, wll it?"

Tobas sighed. "Lady Sarai," he said, "For all | know, in tinme it will dissolve
the whole Wrld." She stared at him "That's ridiculous,"” she said. He turned
up an enpty palm "Nonethel ess,” he said,"that's what may happen. It's what

the old books say will happen; every text that nentions the Seething Death
agrees that unchecked, it will indeed spread until it has reduced all the
Wrld to prinordial chaos." "But that's absurd!"

"I wish it were," Tobas replied, and Sarai realized for the first tine that
despite his cal manswers, the wi zard was seriously frightened. He was al npost
trenbl i ng.

"But there nmust be a countercharm" she said. "If the spell was witten down,
t hen someone nmust have perfornmed it, right?"

Tobas nodded. "I can't see any other way it could have been," he agreed.

"Well, the Wrld's still here," Sarai pointed out. "Something nust have
stopped the spell, mustn't it?"



"Yes," Tobas admitted, "sonething nust have. Soneone nmust have tried the spel
at least once, at least four hundred years ago, so it must have been stopped,
or it would have dissolved the World by now But we don't know how it was

st opped. "

"Well, find out!" Sarai snapped. "lsn't that one of the things nmagic is good
at ?"

"Sometines," Tobas said, "but not always. Spying on w zards, even dead ones,
isn't easy, Lady Sarai; we tend to use warding spells, since we don't I|ike
bei ng spied on; we're a secretive bunch. And even if we don't use warding
spells, learning a spell by watching a vision of it being performed is not
al ways reliable.” "Wll, has anyone tried to find the countercharmfor this

Seet hi ng Deat h?"

Tobas | aughed hollowy. "Ch, yes, Lady Sarai," he said."Of course they have. A
spell that destructive has been a tenptation for generations of w zards. But
no one's ever found that |ost counterspell.”

Sarai sputtered. "Then how could Telurinon . . . Wiy didn't . . . Wat kind of
i diot ever wote the spell down in the first place w thout including the
count er char n®?"

Tobas turned up an enpty palm "Who knows?" he said. "Lady Sarai, we w zards
do a good many things that don't make rmuch sense; it's been our policy for a

t housand years to record everything, but to keep it all secret, and that neans
we have situations like this one. It doesn't surprise ne at all, I'msorry to
say."

Sarai was too worried and angry to correct himfor calling her by her right
nane; she turned and stared at the pal ace.

"What's happening in there?" she asked.

Tobas shrugged again. "How would |I know? I'mnot a seer, and Teneria isn't
here.”

"I"'mgoing in to see."

"I don't. . . well, be careful, Sar. . . Pharea. Don't go near the Seething
Deat h. And Tabaea's still in there, you know, still the enpress.”
"I know, | know," Sarai said. She waved a distracted goodbye to Tobas, then

mar ched on into the pal ace.
CHAPTER 38

Tabaea stepped back as the witch knelt by the assassin's side, giving her room
to work. She gl anced quickly at the wooden

bow that someone had pl aced upside down atop the puddl e of magical gunk; it
still |ooked secure enough, but the nasty odor of the stuff |ingered, making
it unpleasant for sonmeone with the enpress' superhuman sense of snmell to

br eat he.

What ever that fluid was, Tabaea was very glad she hadn't touched it, or gotten
any on her. She had tried noving it by warlockry and had found that as far as
a warlock's or witch's special senses and abilities were concerned, it didn't
exi st; she couldn't affect it in any way, with any of the Iimted magic at her



conmand.

What's more, everything she had dropped or poked into it had dissolved. Wod,
cloth, netal —anything at all, it didn't matter, whatever touched the stuff
woul d dissolve like ice shards dropped in boiling water. At |east the goo
didn't spl ash.

She wi shed the spell would hurry up and burn out; it was beginning to worry
her. Maybe there was nore to it than she had thought at first.

She woul d have to ask the assassin, if he lived. She turned back to himand to
the witch tending to him Tabaea could feel the witch's energy gathering in
her hands, then transferring out through her fingers into the assassin's
belly, knitting together the ruined tissues

And she coul d feel sonething else, too; something was strange about the fl ow
of power. It wasn't witchcraft; sonething else was at work, as well. The witch
was draw ng power from sonewhere el se

Tabaea had heard that witches could share energy; was there another wtch
near by, then, who was helping this Teneria? If so, why didn't the other wtch
step forward and hel p openly?

The enpress turned and nervously | ooked over the people in sight. Arl was
there, of course; it was he who had brought the witch. There were half a dozen
others on the stairs behind him watching fromwhat they presumably thought
was a safe distance. As Tabaea wat ched, another woman cane up and peered into
the room

There was sonething fam liar about this new arrival; not her face, which
Tabaea was fairly sure she hadn't seen before, but something. Perhaps her
scent was one that Tabaea had snelled sonewhere.

What ever it was, she couldn't place the woman i mredi ately. She wasn't a witch,
t hough, Tabaea could sense that, and it

was magi ci ans who worried the enpress just now Wth the Bl ack Dagger gone she
was not at all sure of her ability to fend off hostile magic.

One of the other wonen, the tall dark one with the long hair, was a witch, but
she wasn't sending Teneria any power. She was doi ng sonething, but it wasn't
hel pi ng Teneri a.

Then the tall woman noticed Tabaea's interest and instantly stopped what ever
she had been doi ng. That was annoyi ng of her. Tabaea w shed she hadn't been so
careless in her investigation; that witch was on her guard, now.

But that wasn't where the power was coning from anyway; Tabaea tried her best
to see where this not-quite-witchcraft was comng from and suddenly sonethi ng
dropped into pl ace.

It wasn't witchcraft; it was warlockry. It was coning froma man on the stair.
Teneria was taking the warl ock energy and using it for witchcraft.

That was interesting and a little frightening; Tabaea had not known that that
was possi ble. She had di scovered for herself that the two varieties of magic
were surprisingly simlar, but she hadn't realized that anyone el se knewit,
since no one el se was both a witch and a warlock, and it had never even
occurred to her that anyone m ght have | earned how to use the two in

conbi nati on.



Magi ci ans, it seemed, were just full of unpleasant surprises today—a warl ock
had used w zardry agai nst her, and now a witch was using another warl ock's
power to heal the attacker

They were joining forces.
They were joining forces against her.
And the Bl ack Dagger was gone.

Just then sonething hissed; everyone but Teneria and the unconsci ous assassin
turned at the sound, to see the cloud of noxious grayish smoke that rose from
t he pool of whatever-it-was as the bow sank down into it, dissolving away as
it went.

"By the gods," someone muttered.
Tabaea, shaken, stared at the puddle. It was al nbost a foot across now, still a
perfect circle.

How |l arge would it get? It had only been there perhaps half an hour, starting
froma single drop.

She turned back to Teneria and demanded, "Hurry up! | need hi mconscious!"

"I'"'mhurrying," Teneria said quietly, in an odd, distracted tone; an ordinary
woman woul dn't have heard her, but Tabaea,

Enmpress of Ethshar, did. She heard everything, saw everything, snelled
everything; she had the strength of a dozen nmen and the speed of a cat. She
was a witch and a warl ock both.

But she wasn't a wizard anynore, with the Bl ack Dagger gone, and her enemies
wer e wor ki ng toget her.

And this Teneria was one of them wasn't she? She was working with a warl ock,
and the warl ocks had sent the assassin. Wen the nan was heal ed, what was to
keep himand the other warlock and the two witches fromturning all their
power on her, their conmon foe?

Tabaea coul d counter a warl ock and fight off a witch, but she wasn't sure
about the conbination, and two of each; the dagger had al ways hel ped her, had
bl ocked part of any magic. And witches were subtle.

She took a step backward, away from Teneria, and then caught a whiff of the
fumes fromthe wi zard-stuff. Wthout thinking, she took a sniff and al nost
choked; the stuff was unbelievably foul. It covered other scents, as well—but
not conpl etely; Tabaea realized that she could still smell the blood fromthe
assassin's wound, the nervous sweat on Teneria's skin, the distinct odors of
the people on the stairs, sone famliar, some strange.

There was another odor there as well, a very faint trace, that sonehow seened
i mportant. The fumes were nmaking her dizzy, and she had too much to think
about, with the assassin and all the magicians working together; if she stil
had the Bl ack Dagger

When had it di sappeared, anyway? How had they taken it? Magic wouldn't work on
it, soit couldn't have been taken magically; soneone must have slipped it
away whil e Tabaea was asl eep—but she had al ways kept the knife close at hand,
even when she slept, she only took it off to bathe.



It must have been one of the servants. It was not Lethe or |sta. She could
trust them she knew by the snmell. And they had still been here when she cane
down to the throne room

Phar ea.

That woman who had only been there once, who had hel ped her clean off the
bl ood, then di sappeared. She nust have taken it.

And that's who that was on the stairs, Tabaea realized, the woman with the
fam liar scent. That snell was the peculiar odor the woman had had that Tabaea
had t hought was just sonme odd sort of perfume—but it was too faint for

perfune, an ordinary

human probably couldn't snell it at all

Her face was different, but that nust have just been a disguise of sone sort,
probably magi cal. There was no m staking the scent. That was Pharea, and she
was in it, too—+n the plot against Tabaea, against the enpress.

Tabaea whirled and stared at the group on the stairs. "Arl," she said, "bring
t hose people in here.”

Arl blinked; he had been staring at that horrible puddle. "Wat people, Your
Maj esty?" he asked.

"Those people on the stairs. You, all of you—eone closer." Tabaea beckoned.
Wth varying degrees of reluctance and much gl ancing at one another, the
little group stepped up into the throne room Arl stepped in behind them
herdi ng them f orward.

"Li ne up," Tabaea ordered. Sonething drew her attention; she turned to see
Teneria | ooking up. "CGo on healing him" Tabaea snapped.

"Yes, Your Mpjesty," the witch said, turning back to her work.

The people forned a ragged |ine, and Tabaea | ooked them over. "You," she said,
pointing at the tall witch, "get over there." She gestured toward the dais.

The wonman gl anced at the others, then obeyed.

"You, too," Tabaea ordered the warlock. He hesitated, then went.

"And you, Pharea."

"I don't think so," the wonman replied; her hand dropped to the hilt of the
knife she carried on her belt, concealed by a fold of her skirt. She never
guesti oned how Tabaea had recogni zed her, never tried to deny her identity;
t he enpress thought she knew what that nmeant. "The rest of you, get out of
here," Pharea said. She waved at the others still in the |line.

The three of them | ooked at Tabaea.

"She's right," the enpress said. "Get out of here. Now. "

"Your Mpjesty . . ." Arl began.

"Shut up," Tabaea conmmanded. She was wat chi ng Pharea's hand cl osely, the hand
that was on the hilt of a knife.

Tabaea knew that knife well. She had carried it herself for four years.



Wtchcraft couldn't sense it; warlockry couldn't touch it; although she had no
spells to test it with, Tabaea knew that wi zardry woul d not work on the person
who held it.

That nmeant that it would have dispelled a magical disguise, didn't it? So this
was Pharea's real face, and the other had been an ill usion

The bystanders departed, and now the sides were clear, the stage set, Tabaea
t hought; she and Arl on one side, Pharea and the four magicians on the other
When the footsteps had reached the bottomof the stairs, and her enhanced
senses assured the enpress that there were no other intruders around, Tabaea
demanded, "Do you know what you've got there, Pharea?"

"I think so," Pharea said warily; sonething about the way she stood, the way
her eyes noved, told Tabaea that she had al ready used the Bl ack Dagger
herself, had killed at |east one cat, and perhaps other aninals.

A novenent on the dais attracted Tabaea's attention for an instant; the ol der
wi tch had nmoved, had taken a step toward Pharea, and was staring at her.

"I don't think your friends know," Tabaea said. "You are working with the
magi ci ans, aren't you? They're all working together, now. "

Pharea sm |l ed crookedly. "W haven't always been as coordinated as we m ght
be," she said. "But yes, we're all on the same side."

Behi nd Pharea, Arl was noving up slowy and quietly, clearly planning to grab
her frombehind; the tall witch was about to say sonething, and Tabaea did not
want Pharea warned. She turned to the witch and demanded, "And who are you,
anyway? | can see that you're a witch, but you didn't volunteer to help hea
this killer you people sent. Who are you?"

Startled, the woman answered, "My nane is Karani ssa of the Muntains," she
sai d.

"And you aren't hel ping Teneria; why not?"
"Because she doesn't need hel p," Karanissa said. "I wuld if she wanted ne to;
| was going to try it nyself, but Teneria thought..."

She was interrupted by Arl's lunge—and his falling headl ong on the marble
floor, as Pharea dodged neatly and drew the Bl ack Dagger. Before anyone el se
could react, the fal se servant grabbed Arl by the hair and stood over himwth
the knife to his throat.

"It's not that easy," Pharea said to Tabaea. "I|'ve got the dagger, and I'm
keeping it. And 1'lIl use it to defend nyself if |I need to."

Tabaea frowned. "You think you can handle all ny followers so easily?"

Pharea smled grimy. "Wiy not?" she asked. "You handled the city guard. And
they're on our side, too, by the way—tord Torrut is still in command, and only
a few dozen nen deserted or went over to you."

Tabaea stared at Pharea, trying to decide if that was a bluff. Hadn't Lord
Torrut fled with the others, sailed off to wherever they all went? "Wo are
you, anyway?" she demanded, stalling for tine to think. "You' re no nagician
so far as | can see, and you don't look like a soldier."

The wonman Tabaea call ed Pharea smiled an unpleasant smile. "I'mlLady Sarai,"



she said. "Mnister of Investigation and Acting Mnister of Justice to Ederd
the Fourth, overlord of Eth-shar."
"Ederd's not the overlord anynore," Tabaea replied angrily. "I'menpressl” She
tried to hide how much she was shaken by the discovery that she was facing
Lord Kalthon's daughter; for all her life until the |ast few sixnights, Tabaea
had lived in terror of the Mnister of Justice, and for the |last few nonths of
that time Lady Sarai had been feared, as well. Tabaea had tried to dism ss her
as a harmess girl, but here was that harmess girl, in her own throne room
hol di ng the Bl ack Dagger.

"You' re Tabaea the Thief," Sarai said. "Four years ago you stole a spell from
Seremthe Wse, but it came out wong and nade this dagger |I'm hol ding. For a
long tinme you didn't do anything with it—aybe you didn't know what it di d—but
then you killed Inza the Apprentice, and Seremthe Wse, and Kel der of Quarter
Street, and others. And when the guards cane to arrest you for those nurders,

you decl ared yoursel f enpress, and used the knife's magic to occupy the

pal ace. "

"I amthe enpress!" Tabaea insisted. "I rule the city—the old guards don't
dare show their faces, and the overlord and his fanmly all fled before ne!"

"But that," Sarai said, holding up the dagger, "was when you had this."
"And 1'll have it again! Gve it back to ne!"

Qut rageously, nockingly, Sarai |aughed. She dared to | augh at the enpress of
Et hshar!

Movi ng faster than humanly possible, Tabaea |unged for Sarai, intending to
snatch the knife away from her

Movi ng faster than humanly possible, Sarai dodged, flinging Arl aside, and
spun to face Tabaea again, with the enchanted knife rai sed and ready.

"Think a m nute, Tabaea," the nobl ewoman said. "W both have stolen lives and

stolen talents—but | have the dagger. If you stab nme, | lose a life—-but if I
stab you, you not only lose a life, | gain one. And nmaybe, you know, maybe
this dagger will take nore than one at a tine. Maybe | only have to kill you
once."

Tabaea, hearing this, started to turn, then stopped herself. No ordinary eneny
woul d have seen the tiny little twitch, but Sarai sawit.

"And yes, you're right; I'mnot a witch nor a warlock," the overlord's
M nister of Investigation said. Then she pointed with the dagger to her
conpani ons, and added, "But they are, over there, and they're on ny side."

Tabaea gl anced at Arl—but there was no need for Sarai to say a word about the
rat-faced little chancellor; he was crawling away from both women, headi ng for
the stairs, obviously wanting only to be out of sight.

But Sarai hadn't cut his throat when she had the chance, when Tabaea had
attacked; Lord Kalthon's daughter was apparently not as bl oodthirsty as her
father was said to be

"Are you planning to kill ne?" Tabaea denanded.

Sarai blinked, catlike and quick. "I suppose we ought to," she said. Tabaea
t hought she sounded al npbst startled, not at the question, but at her own



reply. "After all, you're a nmurderer. But there were some exceptiona
circunmst ances here, and | think my father and I, acting in the overlord's
behal f, woul d accept a plea for nercy and commute the sentence to exile from
the city—+f you surrender now and don't force us to do any nore damage to
depose you."

"You think," Tabaea said. "And what if | don't surrender, then? |'ve seen you
move—you' re fast, all right, and yes, you have the dagger, but | think I'm

still faster and stronger. Your magicians and | cancel each other out. Are you
ready to take me on and try to kill me, here and now?"

"Ch, no," Sarai said, smling again. "I don't have to. Al | have to do is get
us all out of here alive, and | think I can manage that nuch. And after that,
we'll let the wizards and the denon-ol ogists try out their spells on you-Aow

that you don't have the Black Dagger. Or maybe we'll just wait."

"Wait for what?" Tabaea denanded, shaken by the wonan's confidence and the

t hreat of denobns and w zardry. She could still counter witchcraft, since she
had the talent and nore raw vitality than any three normal w tches; she could
still counter warlockry because of the inherent limts on every warl ock; but

wi t hout the dagger she had no defense agai nst other magicks.

"For the Seething Death to get you," Sarai replied, pointing to the pool of
wi zard-stuff. "True, it didn't get you immediately, but it will keep spreading
until it does—unless we use the countercharmto stop it."

Di sconcerted, Tabaea turned to stare at the puddl e—and the instant she did,
the two witches and the unhurt warl ock dashed for the stairs. The assassin,
still unconscious, sailed along behind them unsupported through the air—his
fell ow warl ock was doi ng that, Tabaea sensed.

She let them go. This was between Sarai and herself, now Sarai seenmed very
sure of hersel f—but was she really? The sight of the fleeing wtches reninded
Tabaea of her own w tchcraft—she had so many choi ces now, so many things she
could do, that there were tines when she forgot sone of them "That stufF is
going to go on spreadi ng?" she asked. "That's right," Sarai sai d—but Tabaea,
wi tch-senses alert, knew that was a half truth. Sarai was hidi ng sonething.
"Until it kills me? It's after ne, specifically?" "That's right," Sara
said—but this time it was a lie, Tabaea knew.

"Unl ess you use the countercharn?" "A w zard working for us,"” Sarai said, "not
nme." And that was a lie, too. It was all lies and tricks.
Except, perhaps, the part about using wi zardry to kill her. Tabaea was between

Sarai and the nearest staircase; the other exits were far across the throne
room Sarai was fast, but Tabaea thought she was faster. Sarai had the Bl ack
Dagger —-and Tabaea needed it. Only the dagger could guard her agai nst w zards.

She had killed a Guildmaster; even if Lord Kalthon gave her nercy, the

W zards' Quild never would. She knew that. They hadn't killed her yet—but
Tabaea renenbered when Sarai had first shown the dagger. The other magicians
had been surprised. The Wzards' @uild nust not have known about the theft,
either. And only the fact that they didn't know Lady Sarai had gotten the

Bl ack Dagger away from her had kept Tabaea alive this |ong, she was suddenly
certain.

She m ght lose a fight with Lady Sarai, but at |east she'd have a chance; if
she didn't get the dagger back, she was as good as dead.

She | unged.



CHAPTER 39

Carai had watched fromthe stairs as Teneria worked at her healing and had
wat ched as the Seething Death dissolved the bowl Tabaea had used to cover it,
had seen and snelled that Tabaea was on the ragged edge of panic, and had
realized that the situation was critical

Tabaea had to be renoved, and the Seething Death had to be stopped.

The wi zards coul d handl e Tabaea now, once they knew t he dagger was gone; al
Sarai had to do was to tell Tobas, or even just Karanissa or Teneria, that she
had stol en the Bl ack Dagger

St oppi ng the Seet hing Death woul dn't be so easy.

O would it? The Bl ack Dagger negated nost w zardry; would it be able to stop
t he Seet hi ng Deat h?

That was sonething to think about, maybe sonething to try if Tabaea ever |eft
the room-but at that thought, something occurred to Sarai that she shoul d, she
told herself, have considered sooner: Bringing the Black Dagger so close to
Tabaea m ght have been a foolish risk to take. If the self-proclainmed enpress
were to realize that the knife was there

Just then, Tabaea denmanded, "Art, bring those people in here."

The funny little nman who was acting as Tabaea's maj ordonp | ooked up. "What
peopl e, Your Mjesty?" he asked.

"Those people on the stairs." Tabaea waved for themto come forward, and said,

"You, all of you—one closer."

Sarai cursed herself for getting into this dangerous a position. She should
have slipped away while she had the chance, gone to the Guil dhouse, and told
t hem ever yt hi ng.

"Li ne up," Tabaea ordered. Then she turned and shouted at Teneria, "Go on
healing him"

"Yes, Your Mpjesty."
said, "get over there.

Teneria replied. Tabaea pointed at Karanissa. "You," she
" She ordered Vengar to the dais, as well.

And then she turned back and pointed directly at Sarai and said, "And you,
Pharea. "

For an instant, Sarai froze; how had Tabaea recogni zed her? "Pharea" had had a
different face.

But then she realized what had given it away, what nust have given it away:
her scent.

She shoul d have known; after all, she could now recogni ze the odor of anyone
she had been near herself, and Tabaea had killed not just one dog, but
several .

The nethod didn't really matter, though; all that mattered was that Sarai had
been spotted.

But of course, Tabaea didn't know everything; she didn't know who "Pharea"



was, didn't know everything that was going on. She couldn't. She had magic,
she had superhuman senses, but she wasn't omiscient. If Sarai |et Tabaea
control events now, that mght ruin everything. Tabaea m ght take the dagger

back, she m ght kill Thurin and Teneria and Karani ssa and Vengar, and she
m ght |let the Seething Death spread unchecked; Sarai hoped that if it was
dealt with while it was still snmall the spell could be stopped.

She didn't dare |l et Tabaea tell her what to do—but what choice did she have?

She had to bluff. She had had four years of practice in talking information
out of people; maybe she could tal k Tabaea into giving herself up. And what
choi ce did she have?

"I don't think so," Sarai said, as confidently as she could. She |let her hand
fall to the hilt of the Bl ack Dagger

It seened to go well at first; she dodged Tabaea's first attack, renoving
what ever threat Art might pose. A nonment later, the distracted woul d-be
enpress let the four nagicians escape.

And it all seenmed to be working, right up until Tabaea dove at her.

Sarai just barely dodged; she had not been ready for it this tine, as she had
before. And the little enpress | ooked so small and harm ess—+t was hard to
renenber that she had torn nen apart with her bare hands.

Tabaea whirl ed and struck again, and again Sarai dodged. She couldn't keep
this up, though, and she didn't dare actually fight; Tabaea was nmuch faster
vastly nore powerful, and had her magic, as well. Sarai had to escape, to get
away—and even that would be difficult. She remenbered the assassins Tabaea had
run down and butchered. She had to do sonething they hadn't, something
unexpect ed—but what ?

Lord Torrut had nentioned a trick once, when he and Captain Tikri had been
joking with each other; Tabaea cane at Sarai again, and she tried it, putting
her hands on Tabaea's shoul ders and vaul ti ng over her head.

If the throne room had had a normal ceiling, it would never have worked, but
there under the great dome, with cat-reflexes and her augnented strength, the
nove sent Sarai sailing a dozen feet through the air. She | anded, catlike, on
her feet, and i mediately sprinted for the stairs nost nearly strai ght ahead,
whi ch happened to be the right-hand set as seen fromthe dais. Tabaea needed a
second or two to whirl on one toe and set out in pursuit, but she closed nmuch
faster than Sarai |iked. At the very brink, Sarai dodged sideways and ran

al ong the throne-roomwall toward the rear stairs.

Tabaea was unable to stop until she was four or five steps down; Sarai had
gai ned at |least a second this tine.

As she ran along the side of the throne room Sarai's feet stirred through the
trash that had accunul ated during Tabaea's reign; she took a fraction of a
second from her narrow | ead to stoop and scoop up a handful of garbage. She
flung it over her shoulder, in Tabaea's face. The enpress screaned with anger
as a chicken bone hit her in the eye, but she hardly slowed at all. As she
neared the corner, wonderi ng why Tabaea had not cut diagonally across the room
to head her off, Sarai scooped up nmore debris; this tine she tossed it, not at
Tabaea, but at the Seething Death.

Trash rattl ed and skittered across the stone fl oor—and then sone of it skidded
into the Death, and dissolved with a |loud hiss and a billow of stinking white



vapor .

Startl ed, Tabaea turned, and stumnbl ed, then caught hersel f—but by then Sara
was on the stairs, descending in four-step | eaps, constantly on the verge of
t unbl i ng headl ong.

At the foot of the stairs she turned left, ignoring the broad straightaway
directly ahead; she wanted to get back to Tobas and his wagon, in hopes that
he woul d be able to hel p. Besides, there were fewer people in the way by this
route; that |ong southeast corridor had several dozen of Tabaea's "guests"
scattered along it, spraw ed on the floor or seated against the wall, and any
one of them m ght decide to trip her or try to grab her. Furthernore, Tabaea
m ght not expect her to turn.

But that |ast hope was dashed al nost instantly; she heard Tabaea's steps on
the stairs and knew that the enpress had seen her make the turn. Running with
all her might, not daring to | ook back, Sarai ran on, |eaping over the one
startled, rag-clad figure in her path.

Tabaea had stolen nore strength and nore speed, Sarai rem nded herself, but
her legs were still shorter, and her skirt longer; there was still a chance.

She cut toward the inner side of the curving passageway at first, then back
toward the outside as she neared the next turn. She skidded around the corner
so fast, nmaking her right turn, that she alnost collided with the Ieft-hand
wal | of the passageway and with a frightened ol d wonan who crouched on a
ragged bl anket there.

Tabaea made the turn nore neatly—Sarai could tell by the sound. Her own breath
was beginning to cone hard, while Tabaea still seened fresh.

Fifty yards ahead she could see the rectangl e of sunlight that was the open
door; she charged for it full tilt, trying to think of somewhere she could
dodge aside, or sone ruse she could use. Nothing canme, and Tabaea was gai ni ng,
i nch by inch, step by step—but Sarai judged she would reach the door first,
and maybe if she dove aside

And then, when she was | ess than a dozen yards away, the sunlight vanished; a
drapery of sonme kind had fallen across the door

Sarai's heart sank, but she had no choice. She could only hope that Tabaea
woul d becorme entangled in whatever the obstruction was. She dove forward,
hoping to hit it |Iow and craw underneath.

As she crossed the last few feet, as her eyes adjusted, catlike, to the
di mess, she could see that it was a tapestry, one that showed a very odd
design, an amazingly realistic depiction of an enpty room Wo woul d want
something like that on his wall?

And then she dove, and her hand touched the tapestry, but there was nothing

there—she felt no fabric at all, nothing that
woul d sl ow her headl ong plunge onto the pavenent of the plaza. Magic,
obvi ously, she thought, an illusion of sonme kind. She cl osed her eyes,

anticipating the inpact.

And sure enough, she struck hard stone—but not the warm sun-drenched pavenent
of the plaza; instead, she sprawled on a sloping floor of cold smooth stone in
chilly darkness.

She still managed to scrape one cheek raw and give herself several bunps and



brui ses, as well as bangi ng her head. Dazed,
she scranmbled up on all fours, eyes open again, and started forward, down the
sl ope, sure that Tabaea was right behind her

Then she stopped and stared.

Tabaea was nowhere to be seen. In fact, there was nothing to be seen; she was
in near-total darkness, a deeper and nore conpl ete darkness than any noonl ess
m dni ght she had ever seen. The only place Sarai had ever before encountered
anything so dark as this was in the deeper dungeons of the pal ace.

It was not perfect darkness, however; she could make out very faint
differentiations around her, places that were tinged with the darkest of
grays, rather than utter bl ackness.

But her eyes were unable to adjust. Even a cat, she decided, couldn't see
her e.

She |istened for Tabaea, but there was no sound of pursuit; in fact, there was
no sound at all, of any description. Sarai had never before experienced such
absol ute silence, not even in the dungeons.

And she couldn't snell anything.

That wasn't right; at the very least, with her canine senses she shoul d have
snel |l ed her own clothes, her own sweat, and the stone of the fl oor she had
| anded on. But she couldn't.

Was she dead, then? Was this darkness part of an afterlife of some sort?

What sort of afterlife was built on a slant? But no, she could sti&fee
perfectly well; she could see, however faintly, and she could hear the sound
of her own hand sl apping on the stone. She wasn't dead, she had just |ost her
sense of snell.

O rather, she had | ost the sense of snell she had stol en; she realized that
she could still detect odors, very slightly. She lifted her skirt and sniffed
at the hem and the famliar scent of wool was there, faint and nuffl ed.

Maybe a cat could see here, after all, and she had |lost that, as well.

Where was she, then? And why hadn't Tabaea cone after her, wherever it was?
She crawl ed down the slope, feeling her way in the darkness.

She came to a wall, and followed it along for several feet, still sloping
downwar d.

And then she heard footsteps behind her—ot approaching, just suddenly there,
out of nowhere. She judged they were no nore than a few feet away from where
she had first fallen when she came through the magi cal tapestry.

Sarai raised the Black Dagger, ready to defend herself.

Then the newconer said,"Sarai? Are you there? Damm it all, | forgot we'd need
alight."

The voice was not Tabaea's; it was a woman's voice, and it sounded famliar
but Sarai couldn't place it. She turned over into a sitting position, the
knife still in her hand.



"Are you in the passage? Did you find it?" the newconer called, a bit |ouder
"Sarai, it's me, Karanissa!l"

"I"'mhere," Sarai said, |lowering the knife; the voice was Karanissa's.

A faint orange witch-1ight appeared—but at first even that dimillum nation
seened al nost blinding in such deep gloom By its glow, Sarai could see that
she was in a stone corridor, just around a corner froma fair-sized room or
chanmber. The glow, and the voice, came fromthe room

She backed up far enough to see into the chanber and found Karani ssa standing
in the center of an utterly bare stone room a sinple rectangular box wth
straight sides and square corners—but the entire place was on a slant. The

wi tch's uprai sed hand was gl owi ng, casting an eerie light on her armand face,
as well as the stone walls.

"Kar ani ssa, " Sarai asked, "where are we?"
CHAPTER 40

Tabaea saw the sunlight vani sh ahead, plunging the corridor into gray di mess,
and she slowed slightly; was this sone new trick? Had Lady Sarai and her
magi ci an friends set a trap of sone kind?

And then Sarai dove toward the cloth and vani shed, and Tabaea threw herself to
the ground, rolling, to stop her forward notion

W zardry! That had to be wi zardry! It was a trap

Furious, growing, she got to her feet and stared at the fabric that bl ocked
t he door.

It was a tapestry, one of fine worknmanshi p—she could hardly see the stitches,
and the depiction of the enpty roomwas flaw ess. It was extraordinarily ugly,
however; it showed only bare stone, in black and shades of gray, with no
bright color, no graceful curves, nothing of any interest to it at all

A tapestry, a magical tapestry—-she al nost reached out to touch it, and then
st opped hersel f.

A Transporting Tapestry! That was what it rnust be! Shuddering, she drew back.
She had spied on wi zards as they spoke of such things. A Transporting
Tapestry—and one that, by the look of it, would deliver her directly into a
prison cell somewhere. The roomin the picture had no doors, no wi ndows; in
one of the rear corners was an opening that m ght have been a passageway, or
m ght just have been a niche, perhaps where a cot or privy night be.

They had wanted her to plunge right into it, after Lady Sarai—and she al npst
had!

If she had, of course, they would have had some way to get Lady Sarai out,

| eavi ng Tabaea trapped there forever as her punishment for killing their

Qui l dmaster Serem That would be their revenge—not mnerely death, but perpetua
i mprisonnent. Perhaps they had other plans for her, as well.

Wl l, she wasn't going to fall for their tricks. She turned and marched away,
back up the corridor.

And then, as she renenbered that Lady Sarai still had the Bl ack Dagger, and
that Lady Sarai had just dived headlong into a wizard's tapestry and was



therefore back in contact with the Wzards' @uild, and that the Wzards' CGuild
surely wanted to kill her for what she had done, she began to run

"I abdicate!" she called as she ran, hoping that someone was listening. "I
abdi cate! | give up!"

Maybe, she thought, just maybe, if she escaped qui ckly enough by another door
she could still hide, could find sonmewhere even wi zards couldn't get her

But she doubted it.

"I think they're coming this way," Karanissa shouted. "They're still on the
stairs, but Sarai wants to come here. And Tabaea's gai ning on her, she's nuch
faster. Quick, Tobas, do something!"

"Do what!" the wi zard asked. "I didn't bring anything but the tapestry!" He

| ooked around hel pl essly. Teneria and the warl ocks were off to one side;
Teneria and Vengar were once again working at repairing Thurin's wound, but
the situation was no | onger desperate, and Thurin was consci ous and wat chi ng.

None of them were maki ng any suggesti ons.

"Well, then do sonething with the tapestry!" Karanissa called. "Set it up
sonewhere Tabaea will run into it!"

Tobas hesitated, then said, "All right, give me a hand with it, wll you?" He
hurried to the wagon

A moment | ater, carefully holding the tapestry by the supporting bar and not
al l owi ng thenselves to touch any part of the fabric, Tobas and Karani ssa had
t he hangi ng unrolled, and up against the wall beside the door

Passersby were staring, but no one interfered. This was clearly either the
wor k of nmgicians or Tabaea's foll owers, and no one wanted trouble with either

group.

"How do we get her into it?" Tobas asked.

"Put it across the door," Teneria called. "Then she'll run right into it."
"But Sarai will runinto it first,"” Karani ssa objected.

Teneria pointed out, "Well, at |east she'll get away, then—and with the
dagger." Karani ssa | ooked at Tobas, who shrugged. "All right," the witch said,

"let's do it." She swung her end around, and a few seconds |ater they draped
the tapestry across the open doorway.

Vengar, using warlockry, helped themto raise it until it hung perfectly
snoot h and unw i nkl ed—+the spell mght not work if the fabric wasn't snooth.

"Now what ?" Tobas said. "Do you think we could lift it while Sarai dives
underneat h, and then drop it back before Tabaea coul d stop?"

"I don't. . ." Karanissa began. Then, as the sound of desperately running
f oot st eps suddenly becane audi bl e, drew near, and vanished, all in a few
seconds, she said, "No."

"\What happened?" Tobas asked.

"Sarai hit the tapestry. She's gone."



"What about Tabaea?"

"Stopped in time."

"Then should we put it down?"

"No!" Teneria called. "If we do, she m ght cone out here and attack us!"

Kar ani ssa nodded confirmation, and for a | ong noment she and Tobas stood
absolutely still, holding the tapestry up agai nst the pal ace door

Then, at last, they heard retreating footsteps; cautiously, Tobas began to
lower the rod, just intime to let themall hear Tabaea shrieking, "I
abdi cate! | abdicate! | give up! Just |eave ne al one!"

Kar ani ssa | owered her end, too. "Now what?" she asked.

"Well, if she's serious, we just forget about her for now," Tobas said. "W
have to deal with the Seething Death."

"What about Lady Sarai ?"

"Ch, damm." Tobas frowned. "That's right, she doesn't know where she is. She's
probably terrified. Someone had better go after her and bring her hone."

"I"ll go," Karanissa said. "After all, | know the way."

Rel uctantly, Tobas nodded."You're right. You go." He beckoned for Vengar to
cone hold the other side of the tapestry while Karani ssa stepped into it.

W zard and warl ock supported the hangi ng, one on either side, while the witch
stepped up and put her hand on it.
Not hi ng happened.

"She nust still be in the room" Karanissa said. "It won't work while she's in
the part that's in the picture.”

"That's it, of course," Tobas agreed. "I guess we'll just have to wait unti
she finds the passage, or wanders into one of the back corners.”

He and Vengar stood patiently for a monent, while Karani ssa kept her hand on
the fabric. "I'mgetting tired of holding this," Tobas said. "Maybe we shoul d
put it aside for now and see if we can do sonething about the Seething Deat h,
and then try again later."

Kar ani ssa, her hand still on the tapestry, started to say sonethi ng—and j ust
t hen, she vani shed.

Kar ani ssa found hersel f standing in conplete darkness, and the silence was
startling after the constant hum of the city. She stepped forward and peered
into the gloom trying to nake out whether Sarai was anywhere nearby. "Sarai ?"
she called. "Are you there? Damm it all, |I forgot we'd need a light."

No one answered; Karanissa frowned. Maybe Sarai had al ready found the corridor
out to the rest of the castle.

"Are you in the passage?" the witch called. "Did you find it? Sarai, it's ne,
Kar ani ssa! "



"I"'mhere," Sarai's voice replied. Karanissa still couldn't tell where it was
com ng from though

Well, she was a witch; she could do sonething about that. She rai sed her hand
and concentr at ed.

The hand began to glow, a weak orange witch-light. At first, Karanissa saw
only the bare stone walls of the arrival chanber, but then Lady Sarai

crawl i ng on hands and knees, backed into the roomfromthe passageway out, and
turned to | ook up at her. "Karanissa," the Ethsharitic nobl ewoman asked

pl aintively, "where ore we?"

"I'n the nmount ai ns between Ai goa and Dwonor," Karani ssa answered. "In a secret
roomin a castle that Tobas and I own." "Wat!? " Sarai shrieked, as she
turned to a sitting position. "We're in the Small Ki ngdons! A hundred | eagues
away?"

"Not much nore than eighty, by ny best estimate," Karanissa corrected her

"But yes, we're in the Small Kingdonms. | came after you to show you the way
back. Now, can we get out of here, please? This light's very tiring, and there
isn't nmuch to eat around here."

"Yes! Where? Where's the door?" She was al nbst pathetically eager—but then
Kar ani ssa coul d understand that.

"That way," she said. "Down the passage to the end, and out through the door."

Sarai stood and proceeded down the corridor, never nore than a few feet ahead
of Karanissa for fear of losing the light, until at last the two of them
energed into daylight in a roomlit by a single high w ndow

Sarai stopped and stared. The roomwas |ined with bookshel ves, but nost were
enpty, many broken or rotted; a table had been shoved to one side. And like
the dark room and the connecting corridor, everything was at a slant. It was
as if the entire building, whatever it was, had tipped.

She remenbered what Karani ssa had said; the words hadn't really registered, as
she had been nore concerned with getting out of that horrible darkness. "A
castl e?" Sarai asked. "You two really have a castle?"

"W have a couple of them actually,"” Karanissa said. "Both of themwere built
by Derithon the Mage, hundreds of years ago. This one used to fly, until it
ran into a place where w zardry doesn't work."

"Ch," Sarai said. Understanding slowy dawned. "Oh. A place where w zardry
doesn't work? You wanted to send Tabaea here. That's why | lost . . . why I'm
back to just nyself. And she would have been, too."

Kar ani ssa nodded. "She dodged the tapestry, though; she wouldn't touch it."

Sarai held out the Black Dagger, which she had not yet sheathed. "So this
thing is useless, now? The spell on it is broken?"

Kar ani ssa frowned. "No," she said, "it doesn't work that way. As long as we're
in the no-w zardry area, that's just an ordinary knife; but once we're back
out, it'll be magical again. W' ve brought a magi cal tapestry and an enchanted

mrror through this place, and neither one worked here, but they both worked
just fine el sewhere.™

"Ch." Sarai |ooked at the dagger. "Maybe we should leave it here, then, where



it can't harm anyone."

"Not without a guard,"” Karanissa said. "We tried that with the mrror. For one
thing, there are spriggans around here, a lot of them and they just |ove
playing with nmagical things." She hesitated, then added, "Besides, we m ght
need it."

" Agai nst Tabaea?"

"Or against the Seething Death; | don't know if that thing will do any good
agai nst the Death, but it certainly stopped every other spell Tobas and
Tel uri non sent against | abaea."

Sarai | ooked at the knife, then nodded and tucked it into the sheath on her
bel t.

"Al'l right," she said, "how do we get out of here, and back to Ethshar?"

Kar ani ssa considered that."Wll, we have to walk to the edge of the dead area,
of course," she said. "Usually, we have a flying carpet to take us fromthere,
but I'mafraid we don't have it with us—after shuffling the tapestries about
I"mnot sure whether it's in Dwnor or Ethshar or somewhere el se entirely, but
it's not here." She sighed. "So unless Tobas or one of the other w zards has
arranged sonet hing special, | think we'll have to walk the entire distance to
Dwonor  Keep. "

"Not all the way to Ethshar of the Sands?"

"Ch, no!" Karanissa replied, startled. "O course not! W have anot her
tapestry down in Dmonor, even if the carpet isn't there. Once we get to Dwonor
Keep, we can be back in Ethshar in no nore than a day, probably no nore than
an hour."

"Ch, good," Sarai said, relieved. "And how far is it to Dmonor Keep?"

"Three days," Karanissa said. "Two, if we really hurry."
"Three days," Sarai repeated, thinking of Tabaea roam ng freely about the
city, of the Seething Death spreading in the throne-roomfloor. She wondered
what the Wzards' Guild would do with those three days. Wuld anyone tell the
exiled nobility that the Bl ack Dagger was gone and Tabaea's power | essened?
Wul d Tabaea cling to her title of enpress right up until soneone killed her
or would she flee?

What woul d Et hshar be |ike when she got back to it?

VWl |, there was no use in wondering; she would see for herself soon enough
"Let's get going, then," she said.

CHAPTER 41

Tobas watched intently as the dozen vol unteer warl ocks went about their work,
cutting deep grooves in the marble floor in a circle around the Seet hing
Deat h. The | anps set on every side did not burn well, but snoked and

fl ared—Feneria thought the fumes fromthe pool were responsible. \Whatever the
reason, the magicians worked in a dimand snoky |ight, surrounded by gigantic
shadows, adding to the strangeness of the task at hand. Telurinon was stil
trying counterspells; he had brought three cartl oads of raw materials fromthe
Qui | dhouse and set up shop in the neeting roomdirectly below, where a roiling



bubbl e of the Seething Death now hung fromthe ceiling, hissing and snoking
and dripping corrosive sline on the floor beneath—but not spilling through

The stuff remained a perfect hem sphere, denmonstrating irrefutably that
despite appearances, it was not a liquid in any normal sense of the word. It
wasn't a solid or a gas, either; it was magic. And it was, Tobas thought,
dammabl y powerful and stubborn nagic. It had already dissolved a bottomnl ess
bag when Mereth had attenpted to scoop the goo into it, on the theory that
Hallin's Bottonl ess Bag could hold anything. It had been utterly unaffected by
Thrindl e's Conbustion, Javan's Restorative, the Geater Spell of Tenpora
Stasis, Tranai's Stasis Spell, the Spell of Intolerable Heat, the Spell of
Intense Cold, Fendel's Accelerated Corruption, and Javan's Contraction. It had
expanded unhi ndered through Verlian's Spell of Protection, Fendel's Invisible
Cage, Cauthen's Protective Cantrip, Fendel's Elenentary Protection, and the
Rune of Holding. If Tobas had interpreted Telurinon's |atest efforts
correctly, the Guildmaster was currently attenpting the Spell of Reversal, but
Tobas did not expect that to work, either—and even if it did, it would only
shrink the Seething Death back to where it had been perhaps an hour before.
The prospect of w zards endl essly working the Spell of Reversal to keep the
Seet hi ng Death contained for the rest of time was not appealing.

There were still nore spells to be attenpted, and Tobas expected Telurinon to
attenpt them—f his own scherme didn't work.

Mar bl e dust sprayed up as the warl ocks used their nysterious powers to slice
t hrough the stone of the floor, cutting out the chunk that held the Seething
Death. It was perhaps twenty hours since that one fateful drop had been

spill ed, and the bubbling, boiling, snoking pool was nore than a yard across,
t he outer edge expanding fast enough that if a person watched for a noment he
could see the surrounding stone nelting away.

Tobas felt he had to work fast if his plan was to have any chance at all. Once
the Seething Death was wi der than the tapestry, it mght not fit.

He had hoped that the warl ocks would be able to sinply scoop the stuff up, out
of its hole, but they reported that there wasn't anything there that warl ockry
could touch. Whatever the stuff was, though, the floor could hold it, and the
war | ocks could touch the floor, so they were cutting a chunk free, intending
tolift it up to the Transporting Tapestry. It neant doing serious and

per manent damage to the overlord' s Geat Hall, but the Seething Death would do
t hat anyway—had al ready done that. The rest of the mess Tabaea had nmade coul d
be cleaned up fairly easily, Tobas thought, but this mght be difficult. He
supposed a good stonemason could handle it, somehow

At the thought of Tabaea he gl anced around nervously. The woul d-be enpress had
vani shed without a trace that norning, after announcing her abdi cati on—which
meant she was still around soneplace, and could spring out at them at any
time, conplicating matters.

Once the Seething Death was dealt with, the Guild really would have to track
down Tabaea and kill her. Maybe they should go ahead and throw a deat h-spel
after her right nowbut Tobas didn't want to take the time and was rel uctant
to act on his own in any case. The Guild m ght want to use sonethi ng
especially horrible.

"W al most have it, wizard," one of the warlocks said—a tall, black-clad man
whose nanme Tobas did not know.

"Good," Tobas said. He bent down and picked up the tapestry that lay at his
feet. He hoped that Sarai and Karanissa were well clear; in theory the stuff
woul d be conpletely harm ess the instant it passed into the dead area around



the fallen castle, but Tobas had his doubts about just how fast it would | ose
its virulence. The Seething Death was not just another spell.

Teneria hel ped himunroll the tapestry, lift it, and snooth it.
"It's free," another warl ock announced.
"Al'l right, then," the black-clad nman said. "Lift!"

The marble circle, four feet in diameter, shuddered, and then began to rise,
up out of the surrounding floor

Unfortunately, the Seething Death did not rise with it; instead, Tobas stared
in horror as the steady hiss of dissolving marbl e suddenly becanme a roar, and
dust and snoke boiled up fromthe circular hole in the center of the ascending
mar bl e cyl i nder.

A warl ock coughed; then another
"Stop! Stop!" Telurinon shrieked from bel ow

The steady ascent slowed; the stone cylinder wobbled, and still nore snoke and
powder spilled out of the central hole.

"You m ght as well keep going," Tobas said. "It's too late now "

A war| ock doubl ed over, coughing, as nore of the reeking cloud of snoke rolled
over the magicians.

The marble cylinder, four feet across and fifteen inches high, was clear of
the floor now—and clear of the Seething Death. Still follow ng the origina
pl an, the warl ocks started to nove it toward the tapestry.

"No!" Tbbas shouted, suddenly realizing what they were doing. If they sent the
chunk of stone through the tapestry, the tapestry would no | onger function—not
until sonebody hiked out to the fallen castle, in the mountains between Daonor
and Aigoa, and renoved the cylinder fromthat hidden chanber.

The warl ocks paid no attention, and in desperation Tobas sinply dropped his
end of the tapestry's hanging rod; Teneria, not entirely sure why but
followi ng the wi zard' s | ead, dropped hers as well. A nmonent |ater the marble
cylinder hung suspended in the air, touching nothing, above the tapestry.
"Put it down sonewhere,"
wor k. "

Tobas call ed. "Sonewhere out of the way. It didn't

The cyli nder wobbled, then glided to the side and settled to the floor

Tobas stared at it for a second, then turned his attention to the Seet hing
Death. It was hard to see clearly through the swirling vapor, but at |ast
Tobas convinced hinself that he was not imagining it.

The Death was hanging there, totally unsupported, exactly where it had been
before, in the center of a ring of enpty air. It was a perfect half sphere,
flat side up.

Not that the flat side was truly flat; it bubbled and, just as the nane said,
seet hed.

"It's dripping all aver now" Telurinon wailed frombel ow. "You people aren't



holding it, are you?" Tobas asked the nearest warl ock

"No," the wonman assured him snothering a cough. "W couldn't if we wanted
to." "I was afraid of that." Tobas stared at the Death. This was not a
possibility he had considered. This nmeant that his back-up plan, of having

rel ays of warlocks transport the entire thing to Aigoa, was totally

i mpossi ble, not just incredibly difficult and inpractical. The only way to get
it to the dead area woul d be through the tapestry.

Wll, if he couldn't nove the Seething Death to the tapestry, he would just
have to bring the tapestry to the Seething Death. "All right," he said, "tine
to try it another way." It took another half hour to cut away nore of the

floor, so that the tapestry could be suspended fl at beside the expandi ng

hem sphere; the first faint light of dawn was beginning to show in the done's
skylights, high overhead, as Tobas and Teneria maneuvered the hanging into
position. In the interim Telurinon had established that Kandir's | npregnabl e
Sphere did not live up to its name; the Seething Death had burst it, popping
it like a soap bubble.

And afterward, the Seething Death had still touched nothing but air.

The circle had grown at least an inch in dianeter, though; Tobas was certain
of that. He and Teneria had to approach it rmuch nore closely than he |iked; he
noved with exaggerated caution, dreading the possibility that he m ght |ean
out too far and touch that stuff, or worse, lose his balance and fall into it.
Finally, though, the tapestry was in position, hung through the floor, its

| ower edge dangling into the neeting roombelow, its supporting bar in Tobas's
and Teneria's hands. Several of the warlocks had left to escape the funes;

t hose who remai ned, though no | onger involved now that they had cl eared away

t he chunks of nmarble flooring, watched fromthe sidelines with interest.

"Now what ?" the young w tch asked.

Tobas had maneuvered the tapestry as close as he dared, w thout touching the
stuff; whatever was to be transported had to cone to the tapestry, not the
ot her way around, to be certain the spell would work.

"Now we wait," he said. "When it expands far enough, it'll touch the cloth,
and then poof! It's gone!" He sniled; then the smle vani shed, and he added,
"I'f we're lucky."

They waited, seated cross-1egged on either side of the hole, the tapestry
bet ween them

At last, after a quarter-hour of grow ng nervousness and worseni ng sore
throats frombreathing the foul air, the Death touched the tapestry—and did
not vani sh. Instead, stinking white snoke billowed up fromthe point of

cont act .

Teneria | ooked up and stared across at Tobas, |ooking for sone sign as to what
she shoul d do

Tobas stared in horror

"My tapestry,"” he said weakly. He could see the fabric dissolving, the threads
unravel i ng, where the Seething Death had touched it.

"What should ..." Teneria began

"Pull it out!" Tobas shouted, before she could finish her sentence, but he



knew it was already too |ate.

They pulled the tapestry back, away fromthe Death, then lifted it out and
spread it out on the floor; Tobas studied the semcircular hole, six inches
across, and the bl ackened, frayed edges around it.

"It's ruined,"” he said. "A four-hundred-year-old Transporting Tapestry,
rui ned. "

"You're sure?" Teneria asked. "It won't still work? It can't be repaired?"
"I"msure," Tobas said. "The tapestry has to be perfect, or the spell is
br oken, and you can't put it back without reweaving the entire thing." He
| ooked up fromthe hanging and glared angrily at the Seething Death.

"There nust be sonme way to stop that thing!" he grow ed.

"Maybe t he dagger Tabaea had," Teneria said. "It stopped all the other
wi zardry."

"Maybe, " Tobas agreed, "but that's in Dwonor with Lady Sarai right now "

"Tobas," Teneria asked, "what about Sarai and Karani ssa? How wi |l they get
back, w thout the tapestry?"

Startl ed, Tobas | ooked at her. "Onh, they couldn't come back through that
anyway," he said. "The tapestries are only oneway. They'll have to walk to
Dawonor Keep, and then they can conme through the other castle and the new
tapestry the Quild-masters gave me to replace this one. They shoul d be back
here in a couple of days."

"I's it safe?"

Tobas shrugged. "Pretty safe. Karanissa's wal ked that route a few tines

bef ore; she knows the way." He glowered at the Seething Death again. "I
suppose we mght as well keep trying things until they get here, though. And
what we're going to do if the Black Dagger doesn 't work ..."

He never finished his sentence.
CHAPTER 42

Whoever occupi ed the house on the coner of Grand Street and Wzard Street now
was nore careful than old Serem had ever been; Tabaea had found every door

| ocked, front, back, or side-alley, with warding spells protecting them The
Bl ack Dagger could have cut through the wards as if they weren't there, but

t he Bl ack Dagger was gone.

VWhoever the w zard was who had pl aced the wards had been nore careful than
Serem but he hadn't been ridicul ous about it. He hadn't put wards on the
roof. The idea that somebody might clinmb up on the roof and pry the tiles up
with her bare fingers, one by one so they wouldn't clatter, in the mddle of
the night so she wouldn't be seen—well, no one had worried about anything as
unli kely as that.

Even with a cat's eyesight and the strength of a dozen men, the job took
hours. The sky was pale pink in the east by the tine Tabaea | owered herself,
slowy and carefully, through the hole into the attic.

She didn't know who |ived here, or what the house had become, but she had seen



t he magi ci ans going in and out, the nessengers hurrying to and fromthe front
door, and she knew that this place was sonehow i mportant. She guessed that her
enem es had made it their headquarters.

Why they weren't operating out of the palace, now that she was gone, she
wasn't quite sure. Maybe they were waiting until nme overlord came back—ene of
t he nmessengers had said his ship was on the way; Tabaea had heard it quite
clearly fromher place on the rooftop

The city guard was back, even if the overlord wasn't; fromatop the house
Tabaea coul d see the uniforms in Grandgate Market, the formations of nen
mar chi ng back and forth as they resunmed their duties and "restored order."
Mich as she hated to admt it, the sight was somehow conforting.

Less conforting was the knowl edge that the guard was clearing out the pal ace,
room by room and corridor by corridor, but oddly, even the processions of the
honel ess finding their way back to the Wall Street Field were al npst
reassuring; Tabaea was relieved that her people weren't being sent to the
dungeons, or slaughtered. Everything was to be returned to what it had been
before, it seened.

Everything, that is, except herself. There was no way they could turn her back
to the harmess little thief she had once been. They would have to kill her—f
t hey coul d.

And it seemed to her that the best chance of making sure that they coul dn't
woul d be to find out just what the wi zards had pl anned. And since the w zards
seened to hold their neetings here, in Serem s house

Wl |, that was why she was standing on the bare, dusty planks of the attic
floor, peering through the di mess, |ooking for the trapdoor that would | et
her down into the house itself.

She found it at last, over in a corner, and lifted it with excruciating

sl owness, in case anyone was in the roombelow. The trap was | arger than she
had expected, and when raised it revealed not a | adder, or an enpty space
where a | adder mi ght be placed, but a steep, narrow staircase with a closed
door at the bottom

She crept down, and slipped through, and she was in the wi zards' house, able
to spy on all that went on

Except that nothing was goi ng on; everyone in the place—and there were severa
peopl e t here—was asl eep, or nearly so;

fromthe central hallway of the second floor Tabaea could | ook down the stairs
and see that one worman sat by the front door, presumably standing watch, but
even this guard in fact dozed off and on

None of the people were witches, which was a relief; a witch, or possibly even
a warl ock, mght have been able to detect her presence, no matter how qui et
she was. W zards, though, needed their spells to do anything like that.

O course, even a witch wouldn't spot her when the witch was asl eep, and
everybody here was asl eep

This was hardly surprising, with the sun not yet above the horizon; after sone
t hought, Tabaea crept back to the attic, closed the door carefully, then
curled up on the plank floor for a catnap

She awoke suddenly, as cats do, aware that she had slept |onger than she had



i ntended to; quickly and quietly, she slipped back downstairs.

A meeting was going on hi the front parlor; she crept down the hall and stood
by the door, out of sight, |istening.

" .at least sixty feet across now," a man's voice said."It's taken out a
section of the back wall and rear stairway, while nmobstly maintaining its

hem spherical shape. It seens to send appendages up the walls, breaking off
chunks and pulling them down into the main mass. On the stairs, the upper edge
sags somewhat, rounding itself off, nowthat it's above the |evel of the step
it's dissolving. It's penetrated the floor of the meeting room bel ow the G eat
Hal | and worked deep into the storeroombelow, in a few hours, at nost, it

shoul d pierce that floor, as well, and begin dripping into the dungeons. The
Greater Spell of Transmutation, generally considered to be a tenth-order
spell, has had no effect, any nore than any of the earlier attenpts at finding

a countercharm The Spell of Ceansing, third-order but requiring extensive
preparation, should be conplete soon. Llarinuir's Vaporization is in progress,
but requires twenty-four hours of ritual, so we won't know the results unti
late tonight."

A dismayed silence followed this report; Tabaea tried to figure out what it
was all about. A neeting room below a great hall? That sounded |ike the
pal ace. Sonet hi ng was di ssolving things in the pal ace?

Then she blinked, astonished. They were discussing the Seething Death! "
earlier attenpts at finding a counter-charm..." They didn't know how to stop
their own spell!

And Lady Sarai had | aughed at her! As if pronpted by her thought, someone
asked, "lIs there any word from Lady Sarai ?"

"Not yet," a man replied, "but she and Karani ssa shoul d reach Dwonor Keep | ate
this evening or early tonorrow, if all goes well, and they can be here within
an hour after that. The tapestry we gave Tobas cones out in an unused roomin
one of the Grandgate towers; we have a guard posted there, ready to escort

t hem here the nonment they appear."”

"That assunes, of course," soneone said, with heavy sarcasm "that they're

com ng back at all, that it isn't raining or snowing, that they haven't been
wayl ai d by bandits or eaten by a dragon, that they haven't gotten lost in the
nmount ai ns, that Lady Sarai didn't panic and kill Karanissa the noment she

appear ed, that soneone at Dwmonmor Keep hasn't inadvertently ruined the tapestry
there ..." Tabaea recogni zed the speaker as the one who had reported on the
Seet hi ng Deat h.

"Ch, shut up, Herenon," a different voice said, speaking with weary annoyance.
"Karanissa is fine; she spun a coin the day we arrived in Ethshar, and it's
still spumi ng, wthout the slightest slow ng or wobbling. | checked | ess than
an hour ago." "That doesn't prove she isn't holed up sonewhere waiting out a
blizzard, or warding off wolves," Herenon argued

"There are no wolves in Dmonor," the tired voice said. "And for that matter
even in the nmountains, it doesn't snowin Harvest." "Still ..."

"Yes, they might be delayed,” the tired voice agreed. "W just have to hope
that they aren't." He sighed. "The overlord's ship is due tonorrow afternoon
| understand. It would be nice if we could present himwith a pal ace, even a
damaged one, that's safe to enter and not in danger of being reduced to
bubbling slinme."



Soneone answered that, but Tabaea was no |onger |istening; she was thinking.

Lady Sarai would be returning soon, to one of the towers in G andgate—and she
woul d have the Bl ack Dagger with her, surely; that was why all these w zards
were so eager for her return. Tabaea had figured it out; the Black Dagger was
the countercharm for the Seething Death! And when Sarai had carried it off to
wherever that magic tapestry went, apparently sonme place called Dwnor, that
had I eft themunable to stop the Death from spreadi ng.

| f Tabaea could get to Sarai before the magicians did, she could take back the
Bl ack Dagger. Then she could stop the Seething Death, renounce her abdication
and resume her rule. A d Ederd was coni ng back, too—she could catch himand
kill himand put an end to attenpts to restore himto the throne. Stopping the
Deat h woul d make her a hero; even those who had fought her would see that.

And she woul d do better this time; she wouldn't make the sane mi st akes.
Letting everyone live in the palace—well, there would have to be rules. And
the city guard was useful; if she couldn't make the ol d one obey her, she
woul d organi ze her own.

She would do it right this tine.

First, though, she had to retrieve the Bl ack Dagger, and that neant finding
Lady Sarai when she cane back, before she was surrounded by guards and
wi zar ds.

She woul d be coming through an unused roomin the G and-gate towers, the man
had said. There were eight towers in the Grandgate conplex: the two gigantic
barracks towers, and then the six | esser towers, three on either side of the
entry road. Each of them contained dozens of roonms, Tabaea was sure, and many
of those were unused; she would have to search themall until she found the
ri ght one.

But how woul d she know whi ch was the right one? She smiled. The w zards had
told her that. Wen she found someone guardi ng an enpty, unused room she had
found what she was after.

And she had until that evening, at the very |l east. She scampered for the
stairs, her eagerness naking her so careless that in the parlor Tobas | ooked
up, thinking he had heard sonmething in the hall.

But of course, that was ridiculous. No one could possibly be in the Quil dhouse
but the wi zards, who were all gathered in the parl or—nless a spriggan had
managed to hi de sonmewhere

That was probably it, he decided; a spriggan nust be running about somewhere.
That was nothing to worry about, then; annoying as they were, spriggans were
relatively harm ess. "Has anyone tried Lirrims Rectification?" he asked.
"I've

never used it myself, but it's in the books ..

* * %

Dawonor Keep was not a particularly attractive or well-designed structure, but
Lady Sarai thought she had never seen anything so beautiful. However ugly and
decayed it might be, it was a building, and after two days in the w | derness,
anyt hi ng that coul d possibly be considered urban was an absol ute delight. That
this ramshackl e fortress was al so the gateway back to her bel oved Ethshar of
the Sands only added to its appeal



The wal k down through the nmountains had not been enjoyable at all. Karanissa
had taken it all in stride, but Sarai, accustonmed to city streets and fl at
terrain, had been constantly tripping over stones and stunbling on the steep
sl opes. She had kept hoping, also, that her enhanced senses would return once
they were free of the dead area, but that had never happened. Wth Karanissa's
witchcraft to hel p she had nanaged to catch and kill a rabbit with the Bl ack
Dagger, which provided both di nner and proof that the Bl ack Dagger's spel

still worked, but the better hearing, tiny added strength, and slightly

i mproved vision and sense of snell didn't anpbunt to mnuch.

The little animal had been good eating, though, she had to admit.

Hal f a rabbit, however, and a few apples stolen froma farmer's orchard were
not much food for an entire two days, which nmade Dwonor Keep, where Karani ssa
assured her they could expect to be fed, very attractive.

The guard at the gate greeted Karanissa fanmliarly in a | anguage Lady Sara
had never heard before; the two women were then escorted inside, where Sara
got to stand idly by, studying the architecture and interior design, while
Kar ani ssa carried on several conversations with assorted people dressed in
varyi ng degrees of barbaric splendor. Sone of the people she spoke to seened
concerned, others inquisitive, still others casually friendly; nost of them
judgi ng by gestures, inquired about Lady Sarai at one point or another, and
each tine Karanissa answered w thout bothering to explain to Sarai what was
being said. In fact, throughout her stay in Dwonor Keep, including a bath, a
change into fresh clothing, and a generous supper, Sarai had no idea at al
what was going on around her. As far as she could tell, nobody present spoke a
word of Ethsharitic.

At |ast, however, Karanissa waved a farewell to three people and | ed Sara
down a passageway into a |ush bedchanber, where she drew aside a drapery to
reveal a truly bizarre tapestry.

The i mage was absolutely perfect and incredibly detailed; it showed a path

| eading froma stone nound across a narrow rope bridge to a castle out of
someone's nightmares, a fortress of gray and bl ack stone encrusted with
turrets and gargoyles, much of it covered with carven faces—npst of them

| eering nonstrosities, while the few that appeared human were screanming in
terror. Even the front wall of the nearest section was a face, the entry way a
yawni ng, fanged nouth, two wi ndows above serving as eyes.

This structure stood agai nst a bl ank background of red and purple shading into
one anot her in vague, cloudlike patterns, and the reddi sh highlights on the
castle nade it plain that these colors were part of the picture, intended to
represent a sky unlike anything in the Wrld.

"You better hold nmy hand," Karanissa said.

"Ch, you don't... W aren't going there ..." Sarai said, trying to back away.
The witch grabbed her by the hand and yanked, pulling themboth forward into
the tapestry. Lady Sarai screamed and fell to her knees.

She | anded on the rough stone of that pathway; on either side was enpty,
bottom ess void, purple shot through with crinmson.

"Wl come to ny hone," Karanissa said, smling. Then she | ed the way across the
little bit of bare stone, over the rope bridge, through the fanged entryway
and the open door widiin, into the castle.



Lady Sarai followed wordl essly, staring at her strange surroundi ngs, as

Kar ani ssa expl ai ned, "Deny—that's Derithon the Mage—mde this place, hundreds
of years ago, and brought ne here. Then he got hinmself killed when his other
castle, out in the Wrld, crashed, and | was stranded until Tobas found the
tapestry and came in here and found the way out, through the tapestry that
took us to the fallen castle. Except Telurinon traded with him to get the
tapestry to the dead area—he wanted to send Tabaea there, or el se the Seething
Death after it killed her. So now we've got another tapestry, one that wll
bring us out in one of the towers in G andgate." She paused for breath.

Sarai didn't say anything; she was too busy | ooking around at the forbidding,
torch-lit corridor, with its gargoyles peering down fromthe ceiling coners.

Karani ssa led the way up a broad spiral staircase, saying, "l suppose we'll
have to nove now, take the other tapestry out of Dwonor to Ethshar—t's just
not practical, having our front door and our back door so far apart. The wal k
down the nountains was bad enough, even with the flying carpet; having to
cross a hundred | eagues of ocean is just inpossible."

They energed in an arched passageway; Karanissa lifted a torch froma nearby
bracket and led the way down a side passage.

"I don't knowif Alorria is going to |like that nuch," Karanissa said, as they
turned a corner. "And I'mpretty such that her father, King Derneth, isn't
going to like it at all. He likes having Tobas as his court w zard, and he

i kes having his daughter nearby. Alorria' s never |lived anywhere but Dwaonor
Keep—el |, and here, of course." She waved at the castie walls.

Sarai shivered slightly; this place nade her very nervous. There was sonethi ng
utterly unnatural about it. They had entered from bright sunlight, but nost of
the castle was dark except for Karanissa's torch, and where light did get in

t hrough wi ndows, the Iight was an eerie reddi sh purple.

It didn't seemto bother the witch at all; she prattled on cheerfully as she
led the way through a maze of chanbers and passages until at |ast they arrived
at a door, several stories up fromthe entrance. "W need to go through

toget her," she warned Sarai, as she opened the door

Cautiously, Sarai stepped into the room beyond, and | ooked around. Karani ssa
stepped in behind her and reached up to set her torch in an enpty bracket.

The room was snall and sinpl e—Ao gargoyl es or black iron here, just plain gray
wal I s, on one of which hung a tapestry. There were no other furnishings.

"Maybe we should nove this downstairs, nearer the entrance," Karanissa said,
considering the tapestry carefully. "That would save tinme when we're just
passing through like this."

Sarai gazed at the hanging, too, but with relief, ratiier dian consideration
The roomit depicted was so utterly normal and ordinary! A sinple room wth
off-white walls, an iron-bound wooden door, and one of the standard-issue
wooden tables the Ethsharitic city guard used. "Cone on," she said. This tineg,
she was the one who grabbed and pulled, and an instant |ater she and Karani ssa
st epped out in Ethshar

The Iight was brighter here and the color of normal daylight, rather than the
orange of a torch or that weird reddish purple; Lady Sarai blinked and | ooked
around.

The tapestry was gone; fromthis side it sinply wasn't there. Instead she saw



the other half of a nondescript and unused little room wth a single narrow
wi ndow providing illumnation.

"North light," Karanissa remarked. "It's steadier, doesn't change nuch over
time, so it doesn't matter where the sun is, or whether it's cloudy." She
frowned. "I'Il wager the tapestry doesn't work at night, though; | hadn't
t hought of that before, and that could be inconvenient." She stared for a

nonent, then turned back to the door. "Ch, well," she said, "there isn't nuch
we can do about it now " She lifted the latch and opened the door

Bef ore she could get a glinpse of what |ay beyond, Lady Sarai heard the thunp
of a chair's front legs hitting the stone floor and a sol dier getting
hurriedly to his feet, kilt rustling and sword belt rattling. She followed

Kar ani ssa through the door into a wide hall, where various nmlitary equi pment
was strewn about or |eaning against walls and pillars. Hazy sunlight poured in
t hrough skylights; voices and footsteps were audible in the distance. O ose at
hand stood a soldier and a chair; the soldier saluted, hand on his chest, and
announced, "I'm Deran Willer's son, ladies; if you' d cone with ne, please
Captain Tikri w shes to see you."

"Tikri?" Sarai was astoni shed and deli ghted; she hadn't seen Tikri since the
day Tabaea first marched on the pal ace, when he had gone off to defend the
overlord. She had feared he was dead, or at best driven into exile, yet here
he was, apparently back at work.

"Yes, ny lady," Deran answered. "This way."

Sarai and Karani ssa foll owed himacross the room toward a stairway |eading
down. "VWhere are we?" Sarai asked.

"Officers' training area, ny lady," Deran answered. "Top floor of the North
Barracks, in Grandgate."

"So the city guard is back here? Everything' s back to normal ?"
Deran kept wal ki ng, but hesitated before answering, "Not everything, ny |ady.

The guard's back, all right—tord Torrut saw to that as soon as he heard that
Tabaea had given up her claimto be enpress—but | wouldn't say everything' s

back to normal. The overlord is still aboard his ship down in Seagate—there's
somet hing wong with the pal ace, something to do with the Wzards' Cuild.
Nobody goes in there without the Guild s perm ssion. And Lord Kalthon . . ."He
br oke off.

"What about ny father?" Sarai demanded. "They say he's dying, ny lady," Deran
reluctantly admitted. "The sea journey was bad for him they say he has a

si xni ght at nost, even with that witch Theas tending him But the overlord
won't appoint a replacenment, and we need a M nister of Justice right now, to
sort out the mess. Lord Torrut's doing what he can, but . . . well, | wouldn't
say everything's normal." He stopped in front of a door and knocked.

The door opened, and Captain Tikri glared out angrily. Wen he saw Sar ai
t hough, the anger evaporated; he sniled.

"Lady Sarai!" he said. "You're back!" Belatedly, he added, "and you,
Kar ani ssa! "

The two woren smiled and nade polite noises, but then Tikri held up a hand.
"We don't have any tinme to waste,” he said. "W need to get you to the pal ace
i medi ately; the w zards have been very enphatic about that. W can talk on
the way; just let nme get nmy sword."



A few mnutes later, a party of four—Peran, Tikri, Sarai, and

Kar ani ssa—energed fromthe barracks into the inner bailey of G andgate,
wal ki ng briskly; they passed through the i Mmense inner gate into G andgate
Mar ket , headed for the pal ace.

And atop the south inner tower Tabaea | eaned over the battlement, glaring
furiously. She could not see faces clearly fromthat distance, could not be
sure of the scents, but two wonen in aristocratic garb, acconpanied by two
sol diers—that had to be Sarai! She had missed theml After all this time spent
searching through the absurd conplexities of Grandgate's many towers, she had
m ssed t hen

She ran for the stairs, berating herself for being overcautious. She had
searched all six of the gate towers, and nost of the South Barracks, but had
left the North Barracks, with its hundreds of soldiers, for |ast.

But of course it would be the North Barracks—that was where everything
i mportant was. She shoul d have checked there first, despite the soldiers.

Furious, she plunged down the stairs, in hot pursuit of the Black Dagger
CHAPTER 43

Lady Sarai stared in shock and dismay through the stinking, unnatural white

m st at the bubbling, steaming, swirling mass of greenish sline before her. It
bl ocked the entire corridor, wall to wall and floor to ceiling, at an oblique
angl e.

"It's slightly over a hundred feet in dianmeter now," Tobas told her. "It's
down into the | ower dungeons, and as you can see, it's consuned the rear half
of the throne room including the entire rear staircase and the corridor
below. It's also eaten its way through into the passageway above, there, but
hasn't reached the overlord's apartnents yet."

"And you expect the Black Dagger to stop thaf!" Sarai demanded, turning to
face the party of mmgicians and soldiers jaming the corridor behind her, and
hol ding up the knife so that everyone could see just how small and harnl ess

t he enchant ed weapon | ooked when conpared with that gigantic mass of
corrosive, all-consuming w zardry.

For a nonent, no one answered; Sarai could see them judgi ng, conparing,
contrasting, considering.

Then one of the warl ocks giggled nervously.

The giggl e caught and spread, and in seconds several magici ans—witches,
war | ocks, and even a wi zard or two—were | aughing hysterically. The soldiers
were grinning, but not openly | aughing.

Angrily, Telurinon shushed themall; after a few nonents, with the soldiers
assi stance, order was restored. Then the Cuildmaster turned angrily on Lady
Sar ai

"What do you know about w zardry?" he shouted. "Size is irrelevant! What
matters is the strength and nature of the enchantment, nothing else!"

"And you think a dagger enchanted by accident, by a girl who knew al nost
not hi ng of w zardry, is going to stop a spel
you say can destroy the entire Wirld, CGuildmaster?" Sarai shouted back



"It mght!" Telurinon answered, not as certainly as he would have |iked.
"I don't mnk so," Sarai replied. "I think that stuff will dissolve the
dagger, just as it dissolved Tobas's tapestry and everything el se, magical or
mundane, that it's touched."

"And what woul d vow suggest, then?" Telurinon sarcastically demanded. "Do you
have sone clever little counterspell that's sonmehow el uded the attention of
the Wzards' @Quild? W've tried everything we know, the warl ocks, the witches,
the sorcerers, they've all tried. The theurgists couldn't even find anything
to try; the denonol ogists marched a score of denmons and nonsters in there, and
it consuned themall. Nothing stops it."

"And the Black Dagger won't, either," Sarai retorted.' "Look at it!"
"The dagger cuts all other w zardry," Telurinon insisted. "W've never found
anything el se that stops w zardry so conpletely.”

Startled, Sarai glanced at Tobas and Karani ssa, then announced, "That's not
true, Guildmaster, and you know it."

Telurinon gaped. The rest of the party, soldiers and magicians alike, was
suddenly absolutely silent, and Sarai could feel themall staring at her
giving her their full attention. Accusing a Cuildmaster of |ying, before such
an audi ence as this .

"I saw it nyself," Sarai insisted. "There's a place in the Small Kingdons
somewhere where wi zardry doesn't work; it brought down & flying castle, by the
gods! That could stop the Seething Death!"

Telurinon recovered quickly. "Ch, that" he said. "Well, yes, there is such a
pl ace. W had hoped to transport the Seething Death there, in fact, but it
turned out to be inpossible.”

"It dissolved the Transporting Tapestry," Tobas confirmed.
"It ate away the chunk of floor we tried to nmove," a warl ock added.
"It can't be noved," Vengar agreed.

Sarai | ooked fromface to face, trying to think. "You can't nove the Seet hing
Deat h, " she said.

Several voices muttered affirmati on

"Can you nove the dead area?" she asked. "As the saying has it, if the dragon
won't cone to the hunter, then the hunter nmust go to the dragon."

For a nonent, silence descended, broken only by the hissing of the Death, as
everyone considered this.

"I don't see how," Tobas said at last. "It's not a thing, it's a place.
Certainly w zardry couldn't nove it, since wizardry doesn't work there."

"Wtchcraft does," Sarai pointed out. Karanissa had denonstrated as much.
"Yes, but Lady Sarai, it's a place," Tobas insisted. "Even if, say, moving

that entire mountain would be enough to nmove it, how could you bring it eighty
| eagues to Ethshar? Wtches couldn't do it, not unless you had thousands upon



t housands of them probably nore witches than there are in the Wrld. Warl ocks
coul d, perhaps—+f they were all willing to accept the Calling. Sorcery,
denmons—+ don't think so."

"Not sorcery," Kelder of Taznor agreed.

"Nor deronol ogy, " Kallia confirned.
"Then can you create a new one?" Sarai demanded. "A new dead area, here in the
pal ace?"

Tobas hesitated and | ooked at Tel uri non

"No," the CGuildnmaster said, quite enphatically.

"The spell is lost," Tobas agreed.

Intending to make a point, Sarai turned to | ook at the Seething Death and

i nvoluntarily found herself backing away—the wall of seething ooze had drawn
vi sibly nearer while she argued. Shaken, and after having noved several feet
farther down the corridor, she turned back to Tobas and dermanded, "You're sure
of that?"

He nodded. "The only Book of Spells that ever held it was burned, over four
hundred years ago—+n 4763,1 think it was." He added hel pfully, "They hanged
the wi zard who used it."

"But it was done by wi zardry in the first place?" Sarai asked.
Telurinon glared at Tobas.

"Yes," Tobas said.

"And the spell was witten down?" Sarai asked.

"By Ellran the Unfortunate, in 4680," Tobas said.' "That was when he

di scovered it." He smled wyly. "By accident. Just the way Tabaea made the
Bl ack Dagger by accident. Ellran never used the spell again, but his

apprentice did, and got hanged for it. And the book was burned."

"You seemto know a |lot about it," Sarai renarked

"It's a sort of specialty of mne, if youll recall—+ told you that," Tobas
said. "lIt's why | was brought here in the first place. As you know, | have a
personal interest—er at least, | used to." "If you know that nuch about this

spel I ," Vengar asked, "can't you recover it somehow?"

"I'f you know the true name of the apprentice, and when the spell was used,"”
Mereth vol unteered, "the Spell of Omiscient Vision ought to let nme see the
page it was witten on. W never knew enough about the countercharmfor the
Seet hing Death, but this one . . ."

"No! "shouted Telurinon. "Mereth, | forbid it! Stopandthink what you're
proposi ng! The overlord' s pal ace, dead to wi zardry? The Guild could no | onger

He stopped, abruptly, |ooking about wildly, as if realizing that he was about
to say far too much in front of far too many people. Then he shouted, "No!
We'll try the Black Dagger, and if that doesn't work we can evacuate the city



Lady Sarai, moving as quickly as she could without her cat abilities—rabbits
were quick, but not as fast in their reactions as cats—stepped up and, with
her |l eft hand, grabbed the front of Telurinon's robe. The Bl ack Dagger, in her
ri ght hand, pressed against his chest.

"Listen to me, Cuildnmaster," she said. "You and your stupid spells are
destroying the overlord' s pal ace—and maybe the rest of the city, maybe the
rest of the Wdrld—and you' re worrying about saving your Quild's secrets, your
Quild' s power? You're worried that maybe you won't be able to eavesdrop any
nore, won't be able to threaten the overlord with your spells and curses? That

you might have to really give up neddling in politics? Well, |I've got a rea
worry for you, Telurinon—this dagger. | don't intend to try it on the Seething
Deat h, Telurinon—+ intend to use it on you. It'll eat your soul, you know-t

sucks the essence right out of you, doesn't even | eave a ghost."

She didn't know whether this was truth or lie—but right now, she didn't care.
She pressed the point harder against the old wi zard' s chest, piercing the
fabric of his robe.

Telurinon gaped at her. "You can't do this!" he said. "The cuild . . ."
"The Seething Death is going to kill us all anyway if we stay here," Sara
told him "And besides, | don't think your Guild is on your side in this one.
Has anyone tried to stop ne?"

Tel uri non turned and | ooked.

Tobas and Mereth and Herenon were standing there, unnoving; Herenon at | east
had the grace to | ook sonewhat abashed, and Al garin had turned away rat her
than wat ch. Further back, the other magicians were watching, but showed no
signs of helping the Guildmaster. The sol diers were obviously ready to cheer
Lady Sarai on.

"I don't know what spells you people are talking about," a soldier called,
"but 1've about had ny fill of the Wzards' Cuild here. If anyone harnms Lady
Sarai, he'll answer to ne!"

Several grow s of agreenent, not all from soldiers, were enough to convince
Tel urinon.
"Very well," he said, "very well. W'Il try the Spell of Omiscient Vision, as
Mereth said, and if we can find Ellran's forbidden spell we'll try that. But
if it doesn't work, Lady Sarai, then we'll try the Black Dagger!"

"Agreed," Sarai said, stepping back and releasing the Guild-master's robe.

"I need my scrying stone for the Spell of Omiscient Vision," Mereth said,
"and | left the stone at honme. Besides, | need a totally dark room and
don't know of any in the pal ace.”

"Then go home and do it there," Sarai said. "I'll come with you," Tobas
ofiered,"to wite down Ellran's spell. Besides, | want to see this."

Telurinon started to say sonething, but before he could speak, Sarai said,
"And | think it would be best if Quildmaster Telurinon returned to the
Qui | dhouse, wouldn't it, to see how things stand there?"

He gl ared at her, then | ooked over the crowd of magicians and decided not to
ar gue.



Sarai knew she had nmade an eneny for life of Telurinon, but just now she
really didn't care. As Mereth and Tobas headed down one corridor, circling
around toward the northwest gate, while Telurinon and Herenon headed out
toward the northeast and the others scattered in various directions, she just
wanted to find sonewhere to rest. She wondered whether her old roomwas safe;
t he Seet hing Death was nowhere near the southeast wing yet, where her famly's
apartments were, but it seemed to be spreading quickly.

Sonepl ace nearer a door would be better. She stopped into one of the little
wai ting roons along the northeast corridor, where petitioners could prepare
for their audience before the overlord.

The place was a nmess; she stared around in dismay, unable to deci de whet her
someone had lived here during Tabaea's brief reign, or whether it had been
used as a garbage dunp.

Kar ani ssa appeared behind her. "Wat are you doing, Lady Sarai?" she asked.

"I wanted to ... oh, just look at this place, Karanissal" She waved a hand at
the disaster. The two little silk-uphol stered benches had | ost their |egs and
become crude beds; the pink silk itself was slashed and stained severa

pl aces. The gilded tea table was on its side. Three rotting bl ankets were
heaped on the floor, am d orange peels, eggshells, chicken bones, and ot her
detritus.

Kar ani ssa | ooked and found nothing to say.

Sarai picked up one of the blankets, holding it between two fingers, then used
it to sweep a pile of trash out into the corridor

"You shouldn't bother with that, Sarai," Karanissa said."For one thing, the
Seet hing Death nay eat this roombefore we stop it."

"Before the wi zards stop it," Sarai snapped, flinging the blanket aside.

"Those idiots who started it in the first placel Wzards who showed Tabaea how
to make the Bl ack Dagger, w zards who started the Seething Death, w zards who
woul dn't hel p ny father "

"Wzards like nmy husband," Karanissa replied gently. "And your friend Mereth."

"Ch, | know," Sarai said, peevishly. "Mst of the w zards |'ve known have been
good people, really. But sonetines they don't know what they're doing, and it
can be so dangerous! And they tal k about these stupid rules about not neddling
in politics, and then that old fool Telurinon practically admtted they spy on
the overlord ..." She sat down abruptly, on the floor of the passage.

Kar ani ssa settled down beside her, and for a tinme the two wonmen sinply sat,
side by side. In the distance Sarai could hear footsteps and voices—and the
hi ssing of the Seething Death. She | ooked down at the Bl ack Dagger, which was
still in her hand, and noticed a tiny drop of Telurinon's blood on the point.
She shudder ed.

"I think I really would have killed him" she said.

"Probably," Karanissa said. "Sonething we all knew during the Great \War was
t hat anybody can kill, under the right circunstances. Anybody can be
dangerous. "

"Even a harmess little nobody |ike Tabaea the Thief," Sarai said. "Wth this



knife in her hand, she was enpress of Eth-shar." She shuddered. "Maybe
shoul d have tried it on the Seething Death—at |east then we'd be rid of it.

"Way didn't you?" Karani ssa asked.

"Ch, | don't know, " Sarai replied. "It just seened |like such a waste. You have
no idea what it's like, Karanissa—being able to smell everything, to
practically see with your nose. And seeing in the dark, like a cat, or hearing

all those sounds we can't hear; being strong and fest..."
"Are you going to do it again, then? Kill nore ani mal s?"
Sarai hesitat ed.

"No," she said at last. "I don't need to, with Tabaea gone, and | don't I|ike
killing anything. | don't want to like killing."

"Then what will you do with it?"

"I don't know," Sarai replied slowy. "I'll have to think about it." She
stared at the dagger for a nonment |onger, men | ooked up at Karani ssa and
asked, "What's it |like, being a witch?"

Karani ssa tried to explain, wthout much success; fromthere, the conversation
turned to what it was like to be married to a wizard, then what it was like to
share a husband, and how she had cone to marry Tobas, and how Al orria had cone
to marry him as well. Sone of this Sarai already knew, of course; me two
worren had tal ked during the | ong wal k down the nountains, but only now did
Sarai feel able to ask the questions that really interested her

At |ast, though, the conversation ran down. The daylight was starting to fade,
and the hissing of the Seething Death seemed significantly closer

"I'"'m hungry, and you |l ook tired," Karanissa said. "Wuld you Iike to cone back
to the inn with me for dinner and then borrow a bed?"

"That woul d be wonderful ," Sarai admitted gratefully. She got to her feet; the
Bl ack Dagger tunbled fromher lap to the floor, and she picked it up

She did not sheathe it imrediately, but carried it | oose—not for any
particul ar reason, but on a whim The hilt felt curiously reassuring in her
hand.

Toget her, the two wonen strolled down the northeast corridor and out onto the
pl aza.

CHAPTER 44

Tabaea had been waiting. She had not caught up to Lady Sarai and her escort on
Gate Street, Harbor Street had been crowded, and Quarter Street had soldiers
patrolling it; Tabaea had not dared to junp Lady Sarai anywhere on the way.
She had not dared to enter the palace, either, with all those guards and
magi ci ans about, not wi thout the Bl ack Dagger in her hand. Sooner or |ater

t hough, Lady Sarai would come out again; surely she wouldn't sleep in the

pal ace with the Seething Death still there. She would go out to Serem s house,
or to the barracks in Grandgate, or somewhere. Sooner or |ater she would be
careless, would travel with a snmall enough escort that Tabaea woul d have her
chance.

There was an abandoned wagon on the plaza, and Tabaea had sei zed her



opportunity; she had lain down in the wagon, out of sight, and watched the
door through a crack in the side.

Soon, soldiers and magi ci ans cane pouring out the door and marched or anbl ed
away W t hout seeing her; Lady Sarai was not anong them however.

At last, though, as evening approached, Tabaea's patience was rewarded—eut the
door, all by themselves, came Lady Sarai and that tall black-haired wtch.

And Lady Sarai was hol ding the Bl ack Dagger in her hand.

Using all her speed, all her agility, Tabaea | eaped fromthe wagon and threw
hersel f at Lady Sarai's arm

Sarai didn't even see her com ng; she was still blinking, letting her eyes
adjust to the fading sunlight, when something snashed into her arm spinning
her around, knocking the Black Dagger from her hand. She staggered and fell as
pai n shot through her hand.

"Tabaea! " Kar ani ssa shout ed.

The sel f-proclai med enpress was al ready past them and inside the pal ace,
runni ng down the corridor with the Bl ack Dagger in her hand.

"I think | sprained ny wist,"
"What happened?"

Sarai said, sitting dazed on the pavenent.

"It's Tabaea!" Karanissa told her, reaching down to help her up. "She took the
dagger!"

Sarai blinked, then got to her feet as quickly as she could. "I thought you
sai d she was gone," she said.

"She's back," Karani ssa answer ed.

"Why haven't the wi zards killed her?" Sarai asked, still slightly dazed. "They
were so hot for vengeance ..."
"They hadn't got around to it yet," Karani ssa answered. "They were too busy
wor ryi ng about the Seething Death. And what difference does it make why? They
didn 't kill her, and she's back. Cone on!" As Sarai noved uncertainly toward
t he pal ace door, Karani ssa cupped her hands around her mouth and called to a
pair of guards nearby, "Tabaea! Tabaea's back! Get help! Bring torches!"

Then she and Sarai stepped cautiously into the pal ace.

Tabaea ran into the dark corridors, dagger held out before her, hurrying
toward the throne room Had Sarai already stopped the Seething Deat h? That
woul d ruin her plan to becone the city's savior—but on the other hand, she
could still resume her role as enmpress, now that she had the dagger back

She wondered how big the Seething Death was now-had it kept spreading? Was it
still sixty feet across, as Herenon had reported, or had it grown even |arger?

Then she heard the hissing and cane skidding to a stop
Ful | night had fallen outside; the passageway ahead was utterly dark, even to

Tabaea' s enhanced vision, but she could hear the Death hissing and bubbli ng,
and she could snell its foul reek



She needed light; guided by snell, she groped on the floor and found a
fragnment of greasy cotton rag. She wapped it around a broken table | eg and
knotted it; then she held this makeshift torch up over her head and felt for
t he whi sper that gave a warl ock power.

She knew how to use warlockry to light fires, but she was too nervous to
concentrate properly; she had no nore than warnmed her makeshift torch when a
gol den light sprang up behind her. She whirled and saw the tall w tch hol ding
up a gl owing hand—wi tch-1ight, Tabaea realized. Lady Sarai was at the witch's
si de.

"Stay back!" Tabaea shrieked, brandishing the dagger and backing a few steps
down a si de-passage.

The other two followed her. "Wat are you doing in here?" Sarai called. "I
t hought you had abdi cat ed!"

"That was conditional!" Tabaea shouted back. "That was if you peopl e stopped
t he Seething Death, but you didn't! I will, and then I'll resune ny rightful
throne! "

Sarai and Karani ssa | ooked at each other

"You can't," Sarai said.
"Yes | can!" Tabaea screaned. "I have the Bl ack Dagger back, and it can cut
any wizardry!"

"Not that it can't," Sarai said. "Just look at it, Your Mjesty!"

Kar ani ssa added, "If you just wait, we have a way to stop it—ny husband
shoul d be here soon, with the spell."

"No!" Tabaea shouted. "I'Il stop it! Not you! I will!l" She | ooked past the two
worren at the sound of approaching steps, heavy boots on marbl e—sol di ers, not
magi ci ans.

That was all right; she wanted w tnesses, wanted all the soldiers to side with
her this time. Torchlight gleamed fromstone walls. She waited.

A moment | ater, a band of torch-bearing guards trotted around the corner and
stopped, startled, at the sight of their forner enpress, clad in black rags,
hol di ng off Lady Sarai with a knife.

"Don't get too close," Karanissa warned, as she extinguished her witch-1ight.
"She's got her magi ¢ dagger back."

"That's right," Tabaea said, "I have ny dagger back, the one | nade with a
pi ece of my own soul, and I'mgoing to use it to save the city fromthe evil
magi ¢ these two, and their magician hel pers, |oosed on us."

"Al'l right, then," Sarai said, "if you're going to do it, doit."
"I will," Tabaea retorted. She turned and nmarched toward the center of the

pal ace, toward the Great Hall, toward the Seething Death. Behind her canme Lady
Sarai, Karanissa, and half a dozen soldiers, Captain Tikri comrandi ng, Deran
Wil l er's son anong t hem

Then Sarai stunbled and tugged at Deran's sl eeve; he stepped aside to steady
her, while the others noved on past. Quickly, she stood on her toes and



whi spered in his ear, "CGo find Tobas of Ifelven, the wizard; if he can work
his spell while Tabaea's still in the palace, she'll lose all her magic, just
be an ordinary girl with an ordinary dagger. Tell Tobas to hurry." She spoke
in as low a tone as she coul d manage; she well remenbered, from her own

experi ence, that dogs and cats woul d hear best in the higher registers. She
woul d have preferred to have sent Captain Tikri, whom she knew better, but his
absence woul d have been too noticeable; she at |east knew Deran as a faniliar
face, and hoped he was up to the task

Tabaea whirled at the sound of whispering, but over the grow ing and hissing
ahead she coul dn't nmake out the words. She saw Lady Sarai hangi ng back

t hough, and called, "Come on, Pharea, or Sarai, whichever it really is—one on
and see why | deserve to rule Ethshar!"

Sarai came, trotting to catch up—and Deran, noving as silently and quickly as
he could, trotted in the other direction, to start a search for Tobas.

A moment | ater the party reached the point where the Seething Death bl ocked
the way, a wall of greenish boiling ooze across the corridor. At the sight of
it Tabaea hesitated, but then she stepped resolutely closer

"Watch!" she called. She stepped up and slashed at the stuff with the Bl ack
Dagger .

The Seething Death erupted in a gout of white steamand a roaring, boiling
hiss, and for a nonent the watchers were deafened, the vapor blocking their
Vi ew.

When they could see again, they saw the Seething Death still blocking the
passage, unmarked by the dagger's cut. Tabaea stood before it, holding up the
Bl ack Dagger's hilt.

The bl ade was gone, dissolved away down to an inch or so fromthe crossguard.

Tabaea screaned, and Sarai renmenbered what she had said about putting a part
of her soul into the knife. Sarai started forward to hel p, Karanissa beside
her .

"No!" Tabaea shrieked. "Stay back!" She whirled and waved the rui ned stunp of
the Bl ack Dagger at them and Sarai and Karani ssa stopped short. Then the
enpress of Ethshar turned back to the Seething Death and cried, "It rnust
work," and thrust her hand at it, stabbing into the ooze.

Her hand went in clear to the wist.

She screaned again and drew back the stunp of her arm bl ood spraying.
Clutching at it with her left hand, she staggered and toppl ed

Into the Seething Death.

Her scream was abruptly cut short, but again, a roar of magical dissolution
and a gout of stinking vapor erupted; the two women and the five soldiers
backed away.

When the scene quieted, all that remained of Tabaea the Thi ef was one bl oody,
severed bare foot, lying on the marble floor of the corridor, inches fromthe
Seet hi ng Deat h.

"Gods," Captain Tikri muttered under his breath. For a |ong nonment, they al
simply stared.



And then, abruptly, the hissing of the Death faded away, and the wall of

magi cal chaos puffed outward and vani shed |like mst that blows in a doorway.
The cl ose confines of the corridor were suddenly at the edge of a great open
space, a vast bow -shaped hole in the pal ace, beneath the soaring centra
done.

The Seet hing Death was gone. Not so nuch as a single drop of corrosive sline
remai ned; the cut edges of walls and fl oors shone clean and sharp. Sarai and
her compani ons could see the fragment of wall that had once been one end of
the throne room could see into rooms and passageways on six levels, fromthe
| ower dungeons to the overlord' s private apartnments. Sarai imagined that the
Arena might |look like that, if all the seats and floors were renpved.

And standing in the open end of the corridor directly opposite their own was
Tobas, holding a knife and a handful of brass shards. He waved.

For several minutes no one did nmuch of anything; they were all shocked into
inactivity by the suddenness of it all

Then Deran cane trotting up frombehind. "I didn't find him but | saw that
the Seething Death was gone,"” he called. "Was it in tine? Wiere's Tabaea?
Where' s the dagger ?"

Sarai | ooked down at the hideous fragnent that was all that remai ned of Tabaea
the First, Enpress of Ethshar

"Nowhere," she said. "Nowhere at all."
CHAPTER 45

What did you say the spell was called?" the overlord asked, |eaning heavily on
Lord Tbrrut and staring at the holl owed-out ruin of his home. "The one that

st opped it?"

"Ellran's Dissipation," Tobas answered. "The Wzards' @uild outlawed it over
four hundred years ago, but this was a special case."

"Telurinon didn't like it," Lady Sarai remarked.

"I suspect the higher-ups in the Guild aren't very happy about it, either,"”
Tobas said. "In fact, they'll probably be very annoyed wi th Tel urinon for
maki ng it necessary by using the Seething Death."

"Are there higher-ups in the Wzards' @uild?" Lord Tbrrut asked, startl ed.
"Ch, yes," Tobas said. "But |I don't know nmuch about themand | shouldn't even
say as much as | have." He sniled crookedly. "Fortunately, they can't see or
hear ne here."

The overlord nodded thoughtfully. "That's going to make rebuilding difficult,"
he said. "This place was all built by magic originally, you know-+ry ancestor
Anaran managed to get the |argest share of the w zards when the war ended and
t he arny di sbanded, and the Guild was a good bit |ess troubl esone about these
t hi ngs back then." He sighed. "OF course, Azrad |lured nost of them away
later."

"I"'msure that there are good stonemasons around,"” Lord Thbrrut said.

"Besi des," Tbbas pointed out, "h's only wi zardry that won't work here; you



coul d have warl ocks, or w tches, or even de-nonol ogists do the repair work, if
you wanted to."

"I mght just leave nost of it open," the overlord said, |ooking up into the
done. "As a sort of nenorial." Then he turned to Lady Sarai and said, "It's
goi ng to make your job as Mnister of Justice nore difficult, too."

"My father usually relied on theurgy, nmy lord," Sarai replied. "That won't
have changed." She thought, but did not nention, that just now she wasn't
particularly inclined to trust w zards—or any other nmmgicians, really.

Ederd nodded. "I suppose,” he said. "And if | haven't said so before, let ne
say now that | share your |oss; your father was a good man and a faithful
servant. | truly regret that my own health would not permit ne to attend the
funeral ." He coughed, as if to denpbnstrate that he was not yet fully recovered
fromthe indisposition that had kept himin seclusion for a sixnight after
Tabaea's death. Then he turned to Tobas. "You know, | used to have protective
spells around this place," he said. "Wards and alarnms and so forth. Not that
they did nuch good agai nst that poor girl and her magi c dagger. Do you think
you could put them back? They were on the outside of the building, |I believe."

"No, my lord," Tobas said. "While | kept it as confined as | could, even to
the point of risking failure, the dead area extends over the entire pal ace and
t he surroundi ng plaza and out onto Circle Street to the northwest—+ wasn't at

the center of the building when | performed the spell, of course, since the
Seething Death was in the way. |I'mafraid that the wards can never be
restored.”

"All the way to Circle Street? That will make the parades at Festival a bit
difficult."

"It mght be, nmy lord,"” Lord Torrut ventured, not |ooking at Ederd, "that we

have, perhaps, used nore w zardry around here than is entirely good for us."

Ederd snorted. "W often haven't used as nuch as | would like," he said. "The
W zards' Quild hasn't always been very cooperative. And they al ways seemto
know what's goi ng on—when | want somrething done, they'll insist | yield on
some ot her point."

"That shoul d change," Lady Sarai pointed out. "They can't see what happens in
t he pal ace anynore."

"Whi ch might mean that they'll assume the worst,"” Ederd said. Then he
shrugged. "Well, there's nothing to be done about it now " He turned away,
forcing Lord Torrut to turn, as well.

"At least they can maintain their reputation for inplacable vengeance," Lady

Sarai pointed out. "It was Telurinon's spell that killed Tabaea.™

"And don't doubt for a minute that they'll take every advantage of that," Lord
Torrut said. "They'll boast of having saved Ethshar."

"But on the other hand," Tobas replied, addressing hinmself to Ederd, "it's
going to be hard to hide the feet that we nade some very bad ni st akes,
especially if your lordship does |leave the interior of the pal ace open, as you
suggested. | doubt that even the Guild will be able to stop the runmors of how
Tabaea cane by her abilities, or to hide how badly we bungled the use of the
Seet hi ng Deat h. "

"And that will probably turn nmost of them foul -tenpered and reluctant to serve



me," Ederd pointed out. "It's been my experience that npbst w zards are not so
reasonabl e as yoursel f, Tobas."

Tobas acknow edged this praise with a nod of his head.

"It may be, ny lord," Lady Sarai said, "that there will be gains elsewhere, to
of fset any | oss of cooperation fromthe Wzards' Guild."

The overlord gl anced at her as he started down the corridor. "Ch?" he said.

Sarai nodded. She | ooked quickly at Tobas, the only magician present, and
deci ded that he could be trusted. Besides, it could hardly stay secret for

long. "It would seem" she said, "that the Council of Warlocks is interested
in | easing space here in the palace that would be used for their meetings and,
per haps, other activities. | was approached on the matter this norning."

Ederd | ooked at her thoughtfully. "Go on," he said.

"Well, naturally, | said that | would need to consult with you about it, but
that | thought it m ght be done—and that perhaps arrangenments could be made to
pay part of the rent in services, rather than gold." She smled. "Of course,
we all know that they want to be sure their neetings can't be observed by

wi zards; despite their cooperation against Tabaea, they do see the W zards'
@Quild as a rival."

"You think allowing these warl ocks in the pal ace woul d be w se?"

"I think that if they meet here, wi zards won't be able to observe them but we
will. And | think that having the Council of Warlocks in your debt can't
hurt.”

Eder d nodded.

Sarai cleared her throat, and added, "If you wish, my lord, | could send
nmessages to the two witches' organizations, the Sisterhood and the Brotherhood

"It bears thinking about," the overlord agreed. He gl anced at Sarai again. "It
interests ne, Lady Sarai, that the warl ocks came toyow. "

"Well, ny lord," Sarai said, "lI've dealt with them before, in ny duties as
your investigator."

"My investigator," Ederd echoed. "And nmy Mnister of Justice, at |east unti
your brother is old enough, and well enough, for the job—f he ever is. And it
seens that your recent actions have nade you ny liaison to every magician in
Et hshar, as well. You'll be a very busy young woman."

"I'n your service, ny lord." She bowed.

"While we were in port, the runors anong the sailors aboard ny ship nentioned
you, you know," the overlord said.

"Real ly, ny |ord?"

He nodded. "They scarcely nmentioned the Wzards' Quild. It seens they credit
you, Lady Sarai, with forcing Tabaea back into the pal ace and trapping her
with the Seething Death while this counterspell of young Tobas's was
performed. That you offered Tabaea her life, but w thout magic, and that she
chose to perish instead. The tone of the accounts was frankly admring."



Hesmiled. "It's a good beginning for a Mnister of Justice to have such a
reputation.”

"ltisn't.

The overlord held up a hand, silencing her. "The truth of the matter really
isn'"t as inportant, you know, as what people believe."

"But. . ."

"There are al so stories," Ederd continued, "about the meetings you held before
Tabaea's identity was known. They say you have sorcerers who woul d do anyt hi ng
to please you, that a cult of assassins fears you. And it's said you can
vani sh and reappear at will, that you're a naster of disguise."

Sarai was too astonished to protest further
"You will understand, | amsure," the overlord said, "that at my age, | amno
| onger | ooked upon with awe or fear; that ny son, while a good man, has
utterly failed to distinguish hinself in alifetime of being ny heir and
not hi ng el se, and furthernore managed to do nothing but flee when Tabaea
threatened his inheritance; and that it's therefore very useful for nme to have
someone in ny service who is | ooked upon as a hero, who is believed to have
performed superhurman deeds in the interest of keeping nme on ny throne, or
restoring ne to it—and who had a chance to take that throne herself, as you
are presuned to have had when Tabaea was dead and | not returned, yet who
turned that chance down. The existence of such a hero will, | amsure,

di scourage attenpts to enmulate poor little Tabaea. | therefore order you, Lady
Sarai, as your overlord, not to deny any runors about your abilities, or about
secret know edge you may possess, no matter how absurd."

Sarai's mouth opened, then closed. She stared at Ederd, then finally managed,
"Yes, my lord."

"Good. Then | believe we part here; I'musing Lord Tbrrut's quarters until nmny
own apartnents are repaired."” He turned, supported by the guard conmander, and
hobbl ed down a side corridor.

For a nonent, Lady Sarai watched himgo. Then she wal ked on, not toward her
own apartnents, but toward an exit fromthe palace. She wanted to walk in
sunlight and fresh air, to think. She did not feel ready to talk to her
brot her and his nurse.

Besi des, she had not yet deci ded which quarters were hers; should she return
to her owmn old room or take her lather's?

It was a trivial matter, really, but right now, after sixnights of worrying
about usurpers and nurderers, Wrld-shaking magic and matters of life and
death, she preferred to think about trivia.

She emerged onto the plaza and | ooked out at the city of Ethshar of the Sands,
the streets and houses stretching away in all directions. Directly ahead of
her a wi sp of snoke froma kitchen fire was spiraling slowy upward.

It rem nded her of the snoke fromher father's pyre. He was really gone,
now-his soul was free, risen to the gods on that snoke.

She wonder ed whet her Tabaea's soul had been freed when her body was destroyed,
or whet her the Seething Death had consuned that, as well. And what of the
various people killed by the Bl ack Dagger? No necronmancer, of any school, had



ever been able to find any trace of their ghosts, either in the Wrld or
el sewhere

She supposed she woul d never know. There were a great many things she supposed
she woul d never know.

But that woul d never stop her from |l earni ng what she coul d.



