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T H E  hoarse ululation of fossil conchs echoed 
through the street, followed by rhythmic clap-

ping. Jadhen stepped hastily aside, retreated into an 
alcove. A procession of Thasaidon’s priests came 
marching down the Esplanade of the Nine Strangled 
Widows, their sandaled feet never touching the mar-
ble flagstones but keeping a careful half-inch from 
the ground. Show-offs, he thought. That is the kind 
of levitation spell an acolyte masters in the first week 
after his castration. Still, they could have gone for 
the Infernal Walk, leaving smoking lava-prints in the 
marble.
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Jadhen turned left at the fane of Yodlimar, went down the 
Street of Poison-brewers with their racks of drying snakes, 
the bubbling vats with sea-scorpions and jumping spiders. 
Everywhere in the city of Ummaos hung the pervading stink 
of magic, with ghostly eyes staring from the shadows, sly 
giggles that needed no ears and whispered directly in your 
brain. 

He deeply hated this place, but as a Claw of the King, he was 
sworn to protect his own city, fair Zul-Bha-Sair of the Hundred 
Minarets. The king’s astrologers had warned of a dire conjunc-
tion in less than three months’ time. One that would “leave the 
streets empty even on a feast day” and “the vultures unfed.” A 
doom so definitive, so encompassing that it wouldn’t even leave 
corpses for the birds to dine upon.

The high-priest had thrown his pointing stones and triangulat-
ed Ummaos as the source of that calamity.

 Jadhen’s companion, Lady Magida, had next walked the 
dream ways, trailing for ghostly gossip. A name had popped 
up: Hiram, the archimage and strategos of the city. King Zotulla 
might rule Ummaos, but Hiram was the one ever whispering in 
his ears.

•  •  •

L ADY  Magida was waiting at the fountain, wearing the 
green cloak and alpaca wool scarf of a chaste virgin. Jad-

hen smiled. She hadn’t been a virgin since her thirteenth year.
Lady Magida was wearing a glamour: topaz eyes and raven 

locks, breasts like globes of the purest alabaster. Making her so 
beautiful in fact that no man dared look her into the eyes.

Jadhen approved: an attractive girl walking these mean streets 
would be the subject of lewd remarks and wolf whistles. Slavers 
would eye her, drunkards sidle closer. Unearthly beauty fore-
stalled that, because it might be just that, unearthly, and Magida 
a jinna or a soul drinker.

“How did it go?” he asked.
She scowled. “He set three mummies with claws the size of 

scimitars to guard the gate. On the roof, half a dozen basilisks 
perched, ready to open their eyes and petrify me.”

“So Hiram has indeed something to hide. To protect. Basilisks 
don’t come cheap.”

She spread her hands. “And now?” 
“Killing what is already dead is always a bit of a prob-

lem. Batting your lashes is also out: mummies are immune 
to lust.”

 “I think it is your turn to stick out your neck.” She inspected 
from top to bottom. “You still look kind of handsome. I might 
sell you as a slave to Hiram? That’s a way to get inside without 
turning into stone.”

“He is a boy-lover?” Anything for King and City, Jadhen 
thought and shuddered. The slogan ran hollow suddenly.

“It wouldn’t work. He lies with demons, they say. 
Six-breasted women with the tongues of vipers. Ladies clad 
in funeral shrouds with the decay turning their faces a deli-
cate green.”

“A seeming then?” he proposed. “You’re good at glamours. 
We could be anyone. Anything.”

Lady Magida had slept in the tombs of magicians so feared 
that their names had never been written down, walking into their 
death-dreams, leafing through their grimoires that had long ago 
turned to dust. When she strode through the necropolises the 
ghûls fled like whimpering hares.

 She smiled and for a moment her seeming flickered. She wore 
the face of a hag, her teeth much too long and her eyes white as 
bone, without a single pupil. 

Jadhen knew it was only another glamour. His cousin wore 
so many layers he had probably never seen her true face. If she 
still had one…

“We’ll come as alchemists from far Tasuun,” Lady Magida 
said. “He has been asking around for anybody who can do Had-
marin duplications or contagions. There have been no takers af-
ter the first three. It is said that he asks for instant proof and if the 
braggart fails, Hiram’s mummies instantly tear off his head and 
parade it through the streets.”

“So he owns something and wants it duplicated?”
“That would seem the case. But he doesn’t take it outside. He 

asked the alchemists to duplicate a simple finger bone. A cursed 
finger-bone and the idea is that the second bone still wears the 
same curse.”

Jadhen thought for a moment. An alumnus of the Philosoph-
ical Madrassa, he usually did the extrapolations and planning, 
while he left the derring-do and the unspeakable spells to his 
companion. “So it must be about an amulet. Hiram is the strat-
egos of king Zotulla and the king avidly eyes our city. He hun-
gers for our vineyards, the river harbors filled with colorful 
sails.” He frowned. “Now an amulet can either be a weapon or 
a shield. If it were a weapon…” He pursed his lips. “It isn’t a 
weapon. If you’d own a very potent weapon you would want to 
keep it close, to carry it on you. I mean a warrior wouldn’t leave 
his best sword at home.”

“Go on,” Lady Magida urged.
Jadhen’s face had become as slack as the face of an idiot. The 

opposite was the case: all his life force was now flowing to his 
brain, his thoughts a whirlpool of pure cogitation.

“It is a shield. A shield against a weapon he doesn’t own yet.” 
He looked up at the star Achernar, a dazzling blue point even at 
noon. It hovered just above the cupolas of the royal palace.

“Achernar,” Jadhen whispered. “The baleful star that bears 
sickness and mad thoughts on its rays.”

“The Silver Death,” Lady Magida concluded. 
“Yes. A thousand years ago it seeped down from Achernar, 

turned every sufferer into a silver statue. Only the king of Faraad 
survived because his magician had made him a ring that kept 
him safe. But he received the ring too late: he was already infect-
ed and the ring only kept the sickness dormant. 

“After his city died, he fled and ended up at the Island of Uccas-
trog. They were a cruel people and tortured him and finally took 
off his ring, which was his last and most precious possession. And 
the Silver Death leaped forth from his body and killed them all.”

“Hiram owns that ring now?” Lady Magida said.
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“If his soldiers all wear such a ring they would be immune. 
The king could take any city he wants. The only inhabitants 
would be silver statues.”

“That is right. But there is more…” His face came up. “He has 
the ring but the sickness is gone. He’ll have to call it down again 
from Achernar.”

Jadhen opened his mouth like a beached salmon and slumped 
down, suddenly a boneless marionette with his cords cut.

Lady Magida could only just catch him before his head hit the 
flagstones.

•  •  •

I T  took him three days before he woke again. The human 
brain and body aren’t made to think that hard and deep.

“I’m back, it seems,” Jadhen said. A fierce headache throbbed 
between his eyes and his mouth tasted of bile, with a tongue dry 
as leather.

 “I didn’t waste my time,” Lady Magida said. She lifted her 
left hand, drew a spiral that corkscrewed in a direction that made 
Jadhen’s eyes roll in their sockets.

A man of mature age suddenly stood there, the flowing beard 
mahogany speckled with white, the nose a raptor’s beak. On his 
brow, a blue six-pointed star shone. It had the same baleful hue 
as Achernar.

 “How about this?”
 “You look very competent, lady. Just the kind of magus Hi-

ram has been seeking. The star is a nice touch.” 
She held up a mirror. Jadhen’s face duplicated her own.
“We are supposed to be brothers?”
“Twins. Twins are the best, touched by the gods. Many vil-

lages strangle them the moment they emerge from the womb.”
“Better safe than sorry,” Jadhen nodded. He reached up to his 

chin and the beard felt quite substantial.
“This feels a bit more powerful than a seeming,” he said. “I 

hope you can change me back?”
She laughed. “Why? Afraid virgins will hesitate to kiss the 

lips of a man perfumed with mummy dust? Whose eyes reflect 
the light of the moon?”

“Virgins have been known to be picky.”

•  •  •

T H E  villa of the strategos stood next to the temple of Tha-
saidon. A good choice, Jadhen thought, the ground must 

have been dirt cheap. Most citizens don’t like to hear screams of 
mortal agony in the middle of the night or the grating chant of 
ultraterrene demons. A strategos of course revels in it.

A row of torn-off heads flanked the garden path. They weren’t 
dead: lips moved in silent pleas, tongues flapped in agony. No flies 
were in evidence: even they avoided the taint of such virulent magic.

Now don’t look up to the roof. He could hear the clicking of 
nails on the tiles, the rustling of feathers. Basilisks came in many 
shapes but always an unholy mix of cock and snake.

One of the mummies stepped forward, raised a sickle claw.

“Do you have business with the strategos?” His voice was a 
weary whisper, yet filled with hate. The dead don’t like to be 
awakened from their sweet sleep.

“We don’t have an appointment,” Lady Magida said. “But I 
am quite sure he’ll want to see us.”

The mummy gestured to one of the impaled heads. “Ludwin 
the Thrice-born thought so, too.” His nail lengthened until it 
grew long enough to touch the next head. “And the day before 
Indmar the Walker-between-Worlds walked the same path, quite 
sure of himself.”

Lady Magida folded her arms. “Call him.”
“Well, there are still two stakes left.”

•  •  •

I N S I DE  it was the kind of palace storytellers are always 
raving about, damask curtains, the floors inlaid with jasper 

and azure false-ice, leviathan-bone pilasters.
A naked lady stepped from the fresco along the wall, smiled at 

them. It was a smile that rather spoiled her beauty, being shark-
toothed. And she cast, of course, the triple shadow of all demon-
kind.

“Please hand me your mantles and your caps. You can keep 
your daggers and throwing darts. No steel, even enchanted, can 
ever cut the skin of the king’s strategos.”

“Bathed in dragon’s blood, eh?” Lady Magida said.
“Something better and even more painful.”
Even more painful. Jadhen shuddered. His own throat and the 

skin above his heart were protected. The dragon blood had burned 
like molten lead, blackening his skin until it peeled away to show 
the patches of baby-pink, but now quite invulnerable dragon hide.

The corridor stretched into the distance, hundreds of doors 
and alcoves, with the exit no more than a dazzling dot.

 “Very imposing,” Lady Magida said. “Must be easily nine 
miles long. But we got exercise enough walking a fortnight 
through a waterless desert to get here.” She lifted her left hand, 
snapped her fingers.

The corridor instantly retracted until no more than a score of 
doors were left. It was still a rather long hallway but no longer 
an impossibly long one.

“Imposing,” the girl said. “Perhaps you won’t be wasting the 
time of my master after all?”

“We fully intend to walk out of this villa clutching bags of green 
gold,” Jadhen said. Only sorcerers of the most potent kind would 
ask for green gold. Any mere mortal who handled it became very 
mortal indeed, sickening and dying in a matter of hours.

•  •  •

“H E R E  it is,” the girl said at the seventeenth door. 
“Open it yourselves. It is ghost-proof and my fingers 

would recoil.” She stepped back in the wall and became once 
more a motionless fresco.

•  •  •
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