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      Assassin’s Dagger. The Dagger of Hassan ibn al-Sabbah. A fidayeen dagger. Tara pressed her stylus against the screen of her Palm Pilot and squinted at the tiny type. This was no way to do research.

      She leaned her head back against the train’s plush seat and rubbed the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. The man across from her was staring at the French countryside as if he had never seen fields filled with cows and centuries-old barns before. Next to him, a petite woman read a book about the Resistance. And on Tara’s left, a man concentrated on Le Monde as if he were going to be tested on its contents.

      No one watched her, but she kept her PDA turned toward the window anyway. After the mess in Penzance, where she’d had to close the Cornish Magick Shoppe pending further inquiry, she didn’t want any more trouble.

      Besides, the wounds on her arm were finally beginning to heal.

      She sighed and wished she could call Marc-Alain Chartier from the train. But the questions she had to ask weren’t questions mundanes should hear. Chartier had awakened her that morning, and she hadn’t thought to ask him then.

      “We have trouble,” he said after identifying himself as the manager of Le Petit Château. “Someone has returned a dagger.”

      “You’re not supposed to be selling black arts equipment,” she’d mumbled into the phone, without lifting her head from the satin-covered pillow the Hôtel Intercontinental had provided. The lights were out and she was sprawled sideways on the king-sized bed, enjoying her first eight-hour sleep in nearly three weeks.

      “I didn’t,” he said.

      “Then they couldn’t’ve very well returned it, could they?”

      She’d been about to hang up, already making a mental note to ream out someone in Corporate Publications for listing both her name and cell phone number under trouble-shooting, when Chartier said, “We’ve had to close the shop. I’m not sure, but I think we could have an Assassin’s Dagger.”

      That woke her up and, ultimately, had gotten her on the next train from Paris. She wheedled part of the story out of him: He’d come in that morning, saw the dagger on his counter with a small hand-written receipt attached. The receipt had the seal the store had used throughout most of its nine-hundred-year history, long before Abracadabra Inc. folded Le Petit Château into its corporate mantel.

      A note left near the door explained that the dagger’s purchaser wanted a refund in full—545 French francs—without interest or penalty. The money was to be left in an envelope just inside the door two nights later, and “the entire incident would be forgotten.”

      Chartier didn’t know what incident and he didn’t have access to old French francs. He also knew enough about Assassin’s Daggers to stay away from the one on his counter—there was no way to tell, without an expert opinion, whether or not the thing was still lethal.

      Tara wasn’t sure how she counted as an expert opinion. She knew about Assassin’s Daggers, of course, and she’d studied them in the Magicks of Antiquities section of the British Museum. But she’d never disabled one. To her knowledge, no one alive had.

      And then there was the problem of the dagger’s identification.

      She studied the tiny images on her Palm again, wishing for a larger screen. Sometime in the past, she’d downloaded twenty-five books on all aspects of her career as a corporate trouble-shooter for Abracadabra, and fortunately one of those books had been on lethal objects of enchanted world.

      But the text was in 17th Century Church Latin, a language whose subtleties had never been one of her strong suits, and she’d managed only to confuse herself more than help herself.

      She knew that there were three types of daggers often labeled an Assassin’s Dagger, and they all had different powers and purposes.

      Legend said that the Assassin’s Dagger had its origins in the Middle East in the 12th century. Named for a Muslim religious sect that specialized in assassination, the daggers could kill on their own.

      Unlike the sect, however, the daggers often killed indiscriminately. Their targets were magically assigned—one specific victim or two, or an entire host of victims who happened to be in the dagger’s vicinity. Once the dagger fulfilled its mission, however, it was dormant until some other mage programmed in a new set of victims.

      If, indeed, what Chartier had found was an Assassin’s Dagger, he was right in calling corporate. No telling how many people could have been hurt if he hadn’t closed and locked the door to his shop.

      He had done the right thing, and now it was up to Tara to do the same. She had to figure out if she was facing an Assassin’s Dagger, a Dagger of Hassan ibn al-Sabbah, or a fidayeen dagger. Or a hoax, designed to cut into the profits of the corporation’s best performing provincial store.

      Tara shut off her PDA and gave her eyes a rest. She couldn’t do much more until she got to Le Petit Château. Then she’d begin the process that made her the very best magical business troubleshooter in the entire world.
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      Le Petit Château was about five miles from the train station, far enough that Tara decided to rent a car and check into her hotel room before finding the store. The city, small by American standards, was a major commercial port. Bombed in World War II, most of the architecture was wretched late 20th century steel and glass, but a small segment of the medieval metropolis survived.

      A castle—le grand château, Tara supposed—flanked the large river that brought most of the industry into this part of France. The castle had been built in the 13th century, and three of its four towers were intact. Newer buildings stood off the courtyard—buildings built in the 16th, 17th, and 18th centuries respectively—and dwarfed the ancient walls. But the castle still had an air of magnificence that dominated the entire area.

      Tara’s hotel room overlooked the castle, the river, and a huge cathedral, which had been built in the 4th century and added onto by each succeeding generation. She loved Europe—the sense of history here that had not existed in her Michigan hometown. She had been about to quit Abracadabra Inc. when they transferred her to Europe, and her discontent fled.
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