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CHAPTER ONE
GUESTS | N CARTHAK

H s Royal Hi ghness Kaddar, prince of Siraj, duke of Yanut, count
of Amar, first lord of the Inperium heir apparent to H's Mbst
Serene Maj esty Enperor Ozorne of Carthak, fanned hinself and

wi shed di e TortaUans woul d dock. He had been waiting aboard the

| nperial galley since noon, wearing the panoply of his office as
the day, hot for autumm, grew hotter. He shot a glare at the
nobl es and academ cs on hand to welcone the visitors: they could
rel ax under the awnings. Inperial dignity kept himin this
unshaded chair, where a gold surface collected the sun to throw it
back into his eyes.

Looki ng about, the prince saw the captain, |leaning on the rail,
scow and neke the Sign against evil on his chest, A stinging fly
chose that nonent to | and on Kaddar's arm He yel ped, swatted the
fly, got to his feet, and renpved the crown. "Enough of this.
Bring nme sonething to drink," he ordered the slaves, "Sonething
cow

He went to the captain, trying not to wnce as
too-long-inactive legs tingled. "What on earth are you staring
at ?"

“"Tired of broiling, Your H ghness?" The nman spoke w t hout | ooking
away fromthe commercial harbor outside the breakwater enclosing
the inperial docks. He could speak to Kaddar with less formality
t han nost, since he had taught the prince all that young nman knew
of boats and sailing.

"Very funny. What has you naking the Sign?"

The captain handed the prince his spyg/ass. "See for yourself,
H ghness."

Kaddar | ooked through the glass. Al around the waterfront, birds

made use of every visible perch. On nasts, |edges, gutters, and
ropes they sat, watching the harbor. He found pelicans, birds of
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prey—en the hi ghest, |oneliest perches—songbirds, the gray-and-
brown sparrows that lived in the city. Even ship rails sported a
variety of feathered creatures. Eerily, that vast collection was
silent. They stared at the harbor wi thout uttering a sound.

"It ain't just birds, Prince," the captain remarked. "Lookit the
docks. "

Kaddar spied dogs and cats, under apparent truce, on every inch of
space available. Not all were scruffy alley nongrels or mangy

har bor cats. He saw the flash of bright ribbons, even gold and gem
encrusted collars. Cur or alley cat, noble pet or working rat
catcher, they sat w thout a sound, eyes on the harbor. Looking
down, Kaddar found sonething el se: the pilings under the docks
swarnmed with rats. Everywher e—war ehouse, wharf, shi p—human
novenent had stopped. No one cared to disturb that silent,
attentive gathering of beasts. Hands shaking, the prince returned
the glass and nmade the Sign against evil on his own chest.

“You know what it is?" asked the captain,

“I've never seen—wait. Could it be—2" Kaddar frowned. "There's a
girl, comng with the Thrtallans. It's said she has a magi ¢ bond
with animals, that she can even take on ani nmal shape.”

"That's nothin new," remarked the captain, "There's mages that do
it all the tine,"

"Not like this one, apparently. And she heals aninmals. They heard
nmy uncle s birds are ill—=

“"The worWknows thembirds are ill," nuttered the captain. "He can
| ose a battalion of soldiers in the Yamani |sles and never twtch,
but the gods help us if one of his precious birds is off its
feed,"

Kaddar grinmaced. "True. Anyway, as a goodw || gesture, King

Jonat han has sent this girl to heal Uncles birds, if she can. And
the university folk want to neet her dragon."
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"Dragon! How old is this |ass anyway?"

"Fifteen. That's why I'mout here broiling, instead of ny uncles
mnisters. He wants ne to squire her about when she isn't healing
birds or talking to scholars. She'll probably want to visit all
the tourist places and gaw at the sights. And Mthros only knows
what her table nmatters are |like. She's sone commoner fromthe far
north, it's said. I'll be lucky if she knows which fork to use."

"Oh, that won't be a problem"” said the captain, straight-faced.
"I understand these northerners eat wth their hands."

"So nice to have friends aboard" replied the prince tartly.

The captain surveyed the docks through his glass. "A power over
animals, and a dragon.. .If | was you, Hi ghness, |I'd dust off ny
map of the tourist places and | et her eat any way she wants."

At that nonent the girl they discussed inched over as far on the
bunk as she could, to give the man beside her a bit nore room The
dragon in her |ap squeaked in protest, but wound her small body
into a tighter ball.

The man they were nmaking roomfor, the mage known as Nunmair
Salmalin, saw their efforts and smled. "Thank you, Daine. And
you, Kitten."

“It's only for a bit," the girl, Daine, said encouragingly.

“I'f we don't wap this up soon, | wll be only a "bit,""
conpl ai ned the redheaded wonan on Numairs ot her side. Al anna the
Li oness, the King's Chanpion, was used to |arger neeting pl aces.

At | ast every nenber of the Tortall an del egation was crammed into
the smal |l shi pboard cabin. Magical fire, a sign of shields neant
to keep anything said in that roomfrom bei ng overheard, filled
the corners and franed the door and porthol es.

"No one can listen to us, magically or physically?" asked Duke
Garet h of Naxen, head of the delegation. Atall, thin, older man,
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he sat on the roomis only chair, hands crossed over his cane.

The mages there nodded. "It's as safe as our power can nake it,
Your Grace," replied Numair,

Duke Gareth smled. "Then we are safe indeed."” Looking in turn at
everyone, fromhis son, Gareth the Younger, to Lord Martin of
Meron, and from Daine to the clerks, he said, "Let ne rem nd aU of
you one last tinme: be very careful regarding your actions while we
are here. Do nothing to jeopardi ze our m ssion. The enperor is
willing to make peace, but that peace is in no nmanner secure. |f
negoti ations fall through due to an error on our parts, the other
Eastern Lands will not support us. W wi U be on our own, and
Carthak wi U be on us.

"We need this peace. W cannot match the inperial arm es and navy,
any nore than we can match inperial wealth. In a fight on
Tortallan soil, we mght prevail, but war of any kind would be

| ong and costly, in terns of lives and in terns of our resources."”

Al anna frowned. "Do we have to bow and scrape and tug our
forel ocks then, sir? W don't want to seem weak to these
sout herners, do we?"

The duke shook his head. "No, but neither should we take
ri sks—particularly not you."

The Chanpi on, whose tenper was fanous, blushed crinson and held
her tongue.

To the others Duke Gareth said, "Go nowhere we are forbidden to
go. Do not speak of freedomto the slaves. However we nmay dislike
the practice, it would be unwi se to show that dislike publicly.
Accept no gifts, boxes, or paper from anyone unless they conme with
the know edge of the enperor. O fer no gifts or pieces of paper to
anyone. | understand it is the customof the palace mages to
scatter listening spells through the buildings and grounds. Watch
what you say. If a problemarises, let ny son, or Lord Martin, or
Mast er Nunmair know at once, "
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"Kitten will be able to detect |istening spells," remarked Numair.
“I'"'mnot saying she can't be mag-icked, but nost of the common
sorceries won't fool her."

Kitten strai ghtened herself on Daine s |ap and chirped. She al ways
knew what was being said around her. A slimcreature, she was two
feet long fromnose to hip, with a twelve-inch tail she used for
bal ance and as an extra |inb. Her |large eyes were anber, set in a
| ong and sl ender nuzzle. Inmmature w ngs that would soneday carry
her in flight lay flat on her back. Silver claws nmarked her as an
i mortal, one of many creatures fromthe real ns of the gods.

Looki ng at the dragon, the duke sm | ed. When his eyes noved on to
Dai ne, the smle was replaced with concern. "Daine, be careful.

You'll be on your own nore than the rest of us, though its ny hope
that if you can help his birds, the enperor will |let you be. Those
birds are his only weakness, | think."

“"You understand the rul es?" That was Lord Martin. He | eaned around
the duke to get a better | ook at Daine. "No childish pranks. M nd
your manners, and do as you're told."

Kitten squawked, blue-gold scales bristling at the nmans tone,

“Dai ne understands these things quite well,"” Numair rested a
gentl e hand on Kittens nuzzle and slid his thunb under her chin,
so she was unable to voice whistles of outrage. "I trust her

j udgnent, and have done so on far nore dangerous m ssions than
this."

“We woul d not have brought her if we believed otherw se," said
Duke Gareth. "Renenber, Master Nunmir, you, too, nust be careful.
The enperor was extraordinarily gracious to grant a pardon to you,
and to allow you to neet wth scholars at the palace. Don't forget
the conditions of that pardon. If he catches you in wongdoing, he
will be able to arrest, try, even execute you, and we wll be
hel pl ess to stop him"

Numair sm |l ed crookedly, long |ashes veiling his brown eyes.
“Believe nme, Your Grace, | don't plan to give Ozorne any excuse to
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rescind ny pardon. | was in his dungeons once and see no reason to
repeat the experience."

The duke nodded. "Now, ny friends—+t is tinme we prepared to dock.
| hope that Mthros wll bless our conpany with the |ight of
wi sdom and that the Goddess will grant us patience."”

"So note it be," murnured the others.

Dai ne waited for those closest to the door to file out, fiddling
with the heavy silver claw that hung on a chain at her neck. Once
the way outside was clear, she ran to the tiny room bel ow decks
that had been granted to her. Kitten stayed topside, fascinated by
t he docki ng preparations.

I n her cabin, Daine shed her ordinary clothes, changing to
garnments suitable for neeting the enperors welcomng party. They
woul dn't see the enperor hinself until that night—+he pal ace |ay
three hours' sail upriver—but it was still inportant to nmake a
good i npression on those sent to wel cone them

First canme the gray silk shirt with Housed sl eeves. Carefully she
tucked her claw underneath, then slid into blue |inen breeches.
She checked the mrror to fasten silver buttons that closed the
enbroi dered neck band high on her throat. Over all this splendor
(as she privately thought of it) went a blue linen dress tunic. It
was hard to believe that back hone the | eaves were turning col or.
Here it was warmstill, warm enough that the pal ace seanstresses
had kept to sumer cloth while making her clothes for the journey.

A few rapid brush strokes put her curls in order, and a pal e bl ue
ri bbon kept them out of her face. Carefully she put sapphire
drops, Numair's Mdw nter gift, in her earlobes and sat on the
bunk to pull on her highly polished boots.

Froma hole in the corner energed the ships boss rat. He bal anced
on his hindquarters there, his nose twitching. So you're off? he
asked. Good. Now ny boat wll get back to nornal.

“"Don't celebrate yet," she advised. "I'Il cone back soon."
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What a di sappointnent, he retorted. Wien do | get to see the | ast
of you for good?

Silver light filled the cabin; a heavy, nusky snell drifted in the
air. When the light, if not the snell, faded, a badger sat on the
bunk where Kitten sl ept.

—Begone, pest—he ordered.

The rat was brave in the way of his kind, but the snell of this
friend of Daine's sent the rodent into his hole. He had not known
Dai ne was on visiting terms wth the badger god.

Daine smled at the first owner of her silver claw. "You | ook
well. How long's it been?"

The badger was not in the least interested in polite conversation.
—\Why are you here?-he demanded harshly. —Yhat possessed you to

| eave your hone sett? You are a creature of pine and chest nut
forests, and cold | akes. This hot, swanpy land is no country for
you! Wiy are you lnert?—

Dai ne nade a face. "I'Ill tell you, if you'll stop growing at ne."
She sat on the bunk opposite him and expl ai ned what the
Tortallans in general, and she in particular, were doing this far
sout h.

The badger listened, growing softly to hinself. —Peace? 1 thought
you humans were convi nced Enperor Ozorne was the one who tore
holes in the barriers between the human real ns and the real ns of
the gods, to | oose a plague of immortals on you. —

Dai ne shrugged. "He says it wasn't himor his nages who did that.
Renegades at the inperial university stole the unlocking spells.
They were caught and tried | ast spring, and executed."

The badger snorted,

“"Well, no one can prove if it's the truth or not And the king says
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we need peace wth Carthak nore than we need to get revenge."

—No one needs to tal k peace or any other thing here. This is the
wor st possi bl e pl ace you can be now. You have no idea.. Turn
around and go hone. Convince your friends to | eave, —

"I can't, and we can't!" she protested. "Wren't you |istening?
The enperor knows |'mcomng to | ook at his birds. If | go hone
now, when he expects nme—think of the insult to him And it's not
the birds' fault they live here, is it?"

Wth no roomfor himto pace, he was forced to settle for shifting
his bulk fromone side to the other as he nuttered to hinself. —+
must talk themout of it, that's all Wen they know, even they
wi Il have to under" stand the situation. It's not like a nortal
girl has the freedomthey do, after alL—

"Who wi || understand?" Daine asked, intensely curious. In all the
time she had known him she had never seen him so uncertain, or so
jittery. Like all badgers, he had rages, and woul d knock her top
over teakettle if she vexed him but that was very different from
the way he acted now. "And what's going on here? Can't you tell
me?"

—+t's the Geat Cods, the ones two-Uggers worship-** the badger
replied. —Fhey have | ost patience with the enperor, perhaps with
this entire realm Things could git very—chancy—ken soon. You are
sun you cannot make your friends turn back?—

Dai ne shook her head.

—No, of course not. You said it was inpossible, and you never

m sl ead nme. —Suddenly he cocked his head upward, as if |istening

to sonething, or soneone. He grow ed, hackles rising, and snapped
at the air. Then:—sl owl y—he rel axed, and nodded, -As you w sh, —

"As who w shes?" asked Dai ne.

He | ooked at her, an odd light in his eyes. —Cone here, Daine.—
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"What ?" she asked, even as she obeyed.

— have a gift for you. Sonething to help you if all goes ill-

H s words made her edgy. "Badger, | can't m sbehave while I'm
here. There's too nmuch at stake. You ought to talk to Duke Gareth
of Naxen. You know every tine you teach ne a | esson or give ne a
gift or anything, there's always an uncommon | ot of ruction, and
|'ve been told not to cause any/"

—Enough! Kneel —

She had thought to refuse, but her knees bent, and she was face to
face with him Opening his jaws, the great animal breathed on her.
Hi s breath cane out visible, a swrling fog that glowed bright
silver. It wapped around Daine's head, filling her nose, nouth,
and eyes, trickling under her shirt, flow ng down her arns. She
gasped, and the m st ran deep into her throat and | ungs. She could
feel it throughout her body, expanding to fill her skin.

When her eyes cl eared, he was gone.

Stunned and trenbling, Daine got to her feet. Wiat was all that
about ?

The door opened and Kitten entered. "You just m ssed the badger,"
Dai ne i nfornmed her.

Kitten, who had net the animal god before, whistled her
di sappoi nt nent .

"' msorry. He was being very strange, and he left in a hurry.”
Worri ed both about what he had said, and about what he didn't say,
she picked up

Kitten and steadi ed her on one hip, then wal ked out on deck. When
they reached the ship's rail, the animals awaiting her on the
docks burst into an ear-piercing welcone. Dogs how ed; birds cried
out in their many | anguages. Only the cats wel comed her quietly,
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purring as hard as they could. The girl listened with a smle. She
was so |lucky to have friends wherever she went!

Thank you for neeting ne, she called silently, her nmagic carrying
the words to her listeners. It is very kind, and | liked it so
much,' | hope I'll have a chance to get to know sone of you while
"' m her*. For now, though, please stop calling, and go hone. W're
maki ng the two-| eggers nervous!

They knew she was right. Birds took flight by groups, careful not
to bunp into one another,' dogs and cats left the docks. Only the
rats stayed, their attitude of decided unwel cone a steady itch in
her m nd.

Piffle to you, she told them and went to join Numair at the rail.

He was dressed sinply, but well, for their arrival. H's soft, wavy
bl ack hair was tied in a short horsetail, accenting a | ong nose
and full, sensitive nouth. A black silk robe that buttoned high on

the throat billowed around his powerful frane. Long, w de sl eeves
covered his arns to the wists,' the hem stopped short of the toes
of his boots. That robe was donned by only a handful of nmges, the
nost powerful in the world. Not even the fanmed Enperor Mage was
allowed to wear it. Nunmair always played it down. He said the

| ear ni ng needed to win the black robe was not worth nuch in the
real world, but Daine knew better. Once, when Numair was pressed
by an eneny sorcerer, she saw himturn the other nman into a tree.

“"Are you all right?" she asked, squinting up at him The effort
strai ned her neck: he was a foot taller than her five feet five
I nches. H's dark eyes were enotionless as he watched the dock.
Only his big hands, white-knuckled as they gripped the rail,
showed tension. She had wanted to tal k about the badgers visit,

but she could see that this was not a good tinme. "Is sonething
wr ong?"
“No, magelet," he said, using his private nane for her. "And | am

as well as may be expected. | can't say which prospect nakes ne
nore apprehensi ve—that of neeting old enemes, or old friends."
H s voi ce was unusual ly sonber.
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"Ad enemes, surely?" She understood his concern. Carthak s great
uni versity had been his hone for eleven years. Shortly before his
twenty-first birthday he had fled, accused of treason against his
best friend—the enperor. Now, alnost thirty, he was, in a way,

com ng hone.

“I don't know," was his quiet reply; "I was very different then.
And you know what the wi se nen say—Only birds can return to old
nests.'" He shook his head, and smled down at her, white teeth

fl ashing agai nst his swarthy face. "Mthros bless. You | ook very
pretty."”

Kitten chortled while Daine blushed. "You think so really?" she
asked, feeling shy. "I know | don't hold a candle to Al anna, or
t he queen—=-

He held up a hand. "That isn't strictly accurate. The Lioness is
one of ny dearest friends, but she is not an exenplar of fenale
beauty. Years and experience have given her charm and her eyes
are extraordi nary, but she is not beautiful. Queen Thayet is
astoundi ngly attractive, it's true, but you have your

own—sonet hing." He scrutinized her as she giggled. "You should
wear blue nore often. It brings out matchi ng shades in your eyes."

"I heard that about ny |ooks," Lady Al anna said, joining them
“1'"l'l get you later." Like Daine, she wore a tunic and breeches.
Hers were violet silk trimmed with gold braid, over a white silk
shirt. At her wai st hung her sword. She grinned at Daine. "You do
| ook good."

"Thanks," Dai ne said, blushing once nore. "So do you.”

The others, dad in daytinme finery, joined themnow that the ship
was about to dock. Under their conversation, Daine tugged Numair s

sleeve. "I need to talk to you as soon as you can nanage " she
whi spered as the sailors made the ship fast, "It's really, really
| nportant."

He nodded, but his eyes were on the ships around them She
couldn't be sure he'd even heard.
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Across the harbor a gong crashed three tinmes. The Carthakis on the
docks knelt and touched their heads to the ground as slow, regular
drunbeats sounded. A path had opened fromtheir ship across the
busy harbor to what appeared to be a canal | ock. Down that path
came a hi gh-prowed boat rowed by shaved- headed sl aves. Its gil ded
surfaces threw of f painful flashes as it swept al ong.

Dai ne peered at the man seated on a thronelike chair on the deck.
He wore a crown |ike a cap, one covered with dianonds, that
glittered fiercely. "Who is that!"

Gareth the Younger said, "Probably a | esser prince, one of the

i nperial court.”

"This prince isn't a |esser one." Nunmair's stage whi sper carried
to those behind him "See the lapis lazuli rod in his left hand?
That is an attribute of the heir—what's his nanme?"

"H s nephew Kaddar" one of the others said. "Age sixteen. Studies
at the university."

TheTortal lans got into the ships boat and were rowed to the
gal |l ey, where a heavy | adder was dropped to them Daine waited for
the senior nenbers of her party to board, then followed. Kitten

| ost patience with her slow progress up the | adder and scranbl ed
up past her, beating her onto the deck. Their order, as they

gat hered before the prince, was roughly that of inportance, wth
Duke

Gareth, Lord Martin, and Lady Alanna in front, Numair and the

ot her officials behind them Gareth the Younger, Daine, Kitten and
the Tortallan clerks kept to the back.

Soneone call ed orders. A drummer sounded a beat. Sunburned and
t anned backs on Daine's left stretched forward. The | eft bank of
oars di pped- the boat began to turn*

Standing by the prince was a herald. He wore a gold robe cut I|ike

t hose Dai ne had al ready seen on other Carthakis, a knee-length
tunic with short sleeves. Thunping his staff of office on the
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deck, he cried, "H s Inperial H ghness, Kaddar Gazanoi IIiniat,
Head of House Khazoi, Prince of Siraj—=

Dai ne | ost track of the rest. She was interested in the boat: once
It had turned, both sets of oars rose and fell on drunbeats, and

t he vessel raced across the harbor. On either side of the deck the
rowers sat at their benches. Each tinme they stretched forward or
pul | ed back, she heard a clatter under the drums thud and the
men's grunts of effort. It took her a nonent to realize that it
was the noise of die chain that |inked their ankle cuffs.

Her skin prickled. She made herself | ook away and listen to the
herald. "—H s Mdst Serene and | nperial Majesty, Ozorne Mihassin
Tasi khe, Enperor of Carthak—

Kitten went to the end of a bench, chirping and peering at the man
seated there. The girl went after her. "I'msorry," she told the
man, who watched the dragon fromthe corner of his eye. "She
doesn't know not to interrupt when fol k are worki ng— The sl ave

| ooked up at her, startl ed. *

"Eyes to your oar!" snarled a voice nearby. A |lash snaked out to
flick the man on the cheek. The slave hardly blinked, though the
whi p had cone dangerously close to his eye. Daine bit the inside
of her cheek and went back to her place, hoisting Kitten onto her
hi p.

Sonmeone passed a handkerchief to her as the herald began to nane
their conpany to the prince. She quickly w ped her eyes. By the
time she was under control, Gareth the Younger and the dean of
mages at the Tortallan royal university were bowing to the prince,
who greeted them both with distant courtesy. They bowed again, and
stepped to the side so that Daine and Kitten were reveal ed.

Awned, the girl saw that the odd shape of the prince's eyes cane
fromdark lines drawn on both lids and extended to his tenples. He
was a |ight-skinned black, with thin lips and |ong, thick

eyel ashes, dressed in a calf-length tunic of crinmson silk. H's
jewels shinmmered in the sun. He boasted three gold rings in his

| eft ear, a gold bangle shaped |like a many-fl aned sun, and a ruby
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drop in the right. Another ruby served himas a nose button. He
wore a col lar-1ike necklace of gold inlaid wi th nother-of-pearl
strips. Rings decorated fingers and thunbs; bracelets hung on both
wrists. Aflash drew her eyes to his feet, where she found rings
on toes bared by his sandals. It occurred to her that she m ght

not possess as nmuch jewelry in her entire lifetinme as the prince
wore right now.

“Veralidaine Sarrasri," the herald proclained. "The dragon
Skysong. "

"I greet you in the nane of ny august kinsman, the Enperor Mage of
Carthak " the prince said fornmally. Then he | eaned forward, eyes
sparkling with interest, "lIt's a true dragon?" H's voice was |ight
and fast. "Not a basilisk, which we've seen, but maybe a young
basi | i sk—=

Kitten wal ked to the raised chair and rose, bal ancing on her

hi ndquarters as she gazed at the young nan. "She's a true dragon,
Your Highness," replied Daine. She saw intelligence in his eyes,
paint or no. "Basilisks have pebbl ed skin, alnost |ike beading.
Kit |her nane's Skysong, but nostly folk call her Kitten—she has
scales. Her ma was the sane."

The prince frowed. "A nother? W were told there is only one
dragon in the nortal realns."

“"There is. Her ma was killed by— She al nost said "Cart haki

rai ders," but stopped herself. As she had been told over and over,
no one could prove they were Carthaki. "Pirates," she went on.
“She gave birth to Kitten a week before she died, and |I've been
raising Kit ever since."

“"I's it hard? What does she eat? Does she hunt |ive prey, or—=

The heral d coughed. "Your H ghness, the anbassadors have yet to
greet the del egation.”

The prince | ooked |ike any of Daine's Rider friends caught in a
m sstep. He nade a noi se that sounded |ike a sigh and eased back
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in his chair, holding the blue stone rod and gold fan crossed on
his chest once nore. "It is ny hope that, should you have idle
hours during your stay with us, you will permt ne to show you
sonme of Carthak's wonders."

Duke Gareth had told her such an offer would be made by a Cart haki
nobl e, so Dai ne had an answer ready. She bowed. "I'd be honored,
Your Hi ghness," she said, while thinking, He sounds so thrill ed.

“"May | present you of Tortall to your colleagues and fell ow
anbassadors," intoned the herald, nore as a command than a
request. He led their group to the spot where nen, sone dressed

| i ke the prince, sonme in robes cut in the sanme fashion as Numairs,
wai t ed under a canopy. Mst of their nanes escaped Dai ne, at the
rear of the Tortailan del egati on. She woul d have to deal wth

al nost none of these dignitaries, and saw no reason to nenorize
al i en nanes and ti des.

Once, a mage, did make an inpression. He was a different fish
anong so many bl ack-, brown-, and olive-skinned southerners—a
tall northerner, tan and weathered from sun and w nd, with earnest
bl ue eyes and silver streaks in his flyaway blond hair. He stood
with | esser mages and nobles, wearing a scarlet robe wth earth-
brown cuffs and hem He wore his robe unfastened, over a northern-
style shirt and breeches nmade of undyed cotton. Wen the herald
gave his nanme—i ndhall Reed—he and Nunair enbraced. Daine sm |l ed.
Ever since she had net Numair two years ago, she had heard nuch of
his old teaching master.

“"Arram " Lindhall said, using Numairs birth nanme, "welcone, if
that is the proper word"

Numai rs eyes were overbright. "I'msurprised you renenbered our
arrival," he replied, voice scratchy. "I thought |I'd have to root
you out of your workroom"

“"No, no." Reed's voice was quiet, cultured, and fast, as if he

fought to breathe. "I have a good assistant, better than you were.
She keeps track of everything. Unfortunately, she's about to go
live with the nerfolk and study their culture. | hear they're
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noving in all along the Tortailan coast. |1'd thought they'd live
in rookeries, like sea |lions, but their nature appears to be nore
tribal. And you are Arrams student," he said w thout a break,

| ooki ng at Dai ne. She junped at the change of topic. "He wote ne
so nmuch about you. He says you know how bats avoid objects and
catch prey. Wien | was a student | incurred censure when |

hypot hesi zed that they do it with mani pul ation of sound, and Arram
said you proved that to be true."

Dai ne smled up at this man, who was nearly as tall as Numair.
“Well, yes. They squeak at things. Their ears nove separately, to
gather in what they hear, and each sound has a neani ng—

“I don't like to interrupt,” Numair said apologetically, "but,
Li ndhal I, | have questions that require answers. Forgive ne, both
of you."

Li ndhal | | ooked wistfully at Daine. After friendship with Numair,
she recogni zed soneone who woul d rather tal k about | earning than
anything else. "Duty calls,” the older mage commented. "And | know
we shall have other chances to confer, since you are here for the
enperors birds, and I help himto care for them Very well, Arram
| amyours, for the tinme being. Unless— H's face brightened. "I
know you' ve al ways had encounters with whales. It is true, their
songs are conmuni cation, not nmerely noise? O comunication in the

sense of birdcalls, proclaimng territory, and so forth? |—=
“Lindbal | ," Numair said firmly, and dragged his old friend away.

| didn't even get to ask himwhat's wong with the enperors birds,
Dai ne t hought, and si ghed.

“Daine," called Al anna, "can you spare Kitten? Duke Etiakret and
Mast er Chi oke would |li ke a closer |ook at her, if she doesn't
m nd. "

Kitten whistled an inquiry to Daine, who smled. "Go on. They want
to admre you." Kitten, always open to admration, galloped off.

Trying not to | ook at the slave rowers, Daine went to the prow of
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the boat, where she could see the riverbank. During the

I ntroductions, they had left the port city of Thak's Gate behind,
follow ng canals that led finally into the River Zekoi. As the
oars tugged the barge south, the city on Daine's side of the boat
gave up its clains to the riverbank.

An arny replaced it. From here she saw barracks in |ong rows,
taki ng up hundreds of acres. Conpanies of soldiers stood side by
side on the riverbank, each soldier wwth a bright, rectangul ar
shield on one arm a spear in the opposite hand. Looking at them
she swal | owed hard. She was no stranger to mlitary canps. Since
her arrival in Tortall she had visited hone bases for the arny and
the Queens Riders alike, but none of themwere as big as this.

As the inperial vessel passed the first conpany of soldiers, Daine
heard a shouted order. As one nman, the soldiers banged their
spears three tines on their shields, then thrust the spears into
the air wwth a roar. The second conpany followed suit, then the
third, then the fourth. It seenmed to go on forever, drowni ng out
all conversation and nmaking Daine's ears ring. Duke Gareth is
right, she thought, feeling ill. Even if we could beat so nmany,
what woul d be left afterward?

The gods are up to sonething, she renenbered abruptly. Sonething
that m ght put a crinp in the style of this arny. If only I could
find out what's going to happen!

“"That is just the Arny of the North." The prince joined her at the
rail as they sailed past the |ast soldiers. "My uncle has three
other armes of identical size, all in conbat readi ness."”

It was hard to read his face, but he sounded as if he wasn't proud
of the inperial forces. "Wat's over here?" she asked, turning.
They now had a good view of the far bank al so. This side of the
Zekoi was untaned. Reeds grew head-high; a web of streans enptied
into the river. The | ogli ke shapes on the far bank were not dead
wood, she realized, but aninmals.

"Crocodiles." The prince had seen what she | ooked at. "Do you have
themin the north?"
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“"No," she replied, calling with her magi c. They stirred, drunk
with the sun. "They're giant |lizards, aren't they? | have a book
that tells of them" She called again, and felt a soft reply.

"G ant, water-swinmng, vicious lizards," replied the prince.

Dai ne counted to three, then said politely, "There's few aninals
that're Vicious' by nature, if you'll forgive ny saying so.
Usually there's a good

reason for themacting nasty—+ike you're stepping in their nests,
or you're stealing their food."

Food, agreed a |ow voice in her m nd. Hungry, commented another. A
third voi ce added, Waiting for food.

"Like all fermales, you are sentinental about animals," the prince
replied, his tone superior. "If you had a croc after you in the
wat er, you wouldn't be so quick to stand up for them"

"They canme after you personally?" She couldn't see this painted
fell ow doi ng anything that m ght winkle his clothes.

“Well, no, but everyone says they do,"

Soneday | nust read this scholar Everyone, she thought as she bit
her tongue to keep fromgiving a rude answer. He seens to have
witten so nuch—all of it wong.

She called to the crocodiles again, |'m Daine, she told the great
creatures, | come fromthe north.

You are odd, replied the one who had spoken last. You snell of
frozen water and too many trees. Do not scold that two-legger. If
he enters our water, we will eat himgladly,

A private boat, brightly painted, floated by. A man in a | ow
backed chair read under a canopy; a slave chased a boy who ran

Wi th sonmething that struggled in his arns. Cornering the child at
the rail, the slave tried to nake himrel ease his prize. The child
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| eaned away. Suddenly he screeched. H's
arnms flew open, and his captive tunbled into the water.

“I'f you can't hold on to pets, you don't deserve to have any,"
scol ded the slave. The child screaned as she dragged hi m away

wi t hout another |ook at the animal in the river. The crocodiles
did not share her disinterest. They slid into the water fromtheir
riverbank.

“"No, don't!" Daine cried to them aloud, forgetting her conpanion.
"Let it be!"

Hungry, said a voice. Food is food.
It will die anyway, replied the one who spoke nost. Look at it.

The crocodile was right. The tiny creature, whatever it was,
couldn't swm It fought to stay up, but the current dragged on
its fur and |inbs.

Stripping off her boots, Daine junped over the rail and into the
river. Sw nm ng agai nst the current, she struck out for the
drowni ng ani nal Pl ease stop, she told the crocodiles silently. It
isn't nore than a nouthful! One | ast punp of her arnms, and she had
reached the sufferer.

| hope you do not interfere in too many neals, remarked the
tal kative crocodile as the reptiles,swamoff. W do not have
enough food as it is.

"Il try not to, Daine promsed. Treading water, she punped |iquid
fromthe pets lungs. He gasped "Shh," she said. "lIts all right.
|'ve got you." He was a nonkey, tiny enough to sit on her palm

wi t h huge
gray-green eyes. Around his neck was a jeweled collar. "No wonder
you couldn't swm" She unbuckled the thing and let it fall "That

was probably too heavy dry, |let alone wet."

Bl ack, sparkling fire yanked themfromthe river and pulled them
through the air. Daine soothed the frantic nonkey until Numairs
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magi ¢ deposited themon the deck of the inperial barge.

The Carthakis, fromprince to slaves, gaped at her and her new
friend. Kitten began to scold as Dai ne bl ushed, Muddy water forned
a pool on the polished deck; her hair dripped. Her linen and silk
were rui ned. Soneone—a fenal e—giggled, A nman snorted. Daine

gl anced at Duke Gareth and saw that he had covered his face with
one hand as his sons broad shoul ders quivered wth suppressed

| aughter. More than anything at the nonent, she w shed she had the
power sinply to vani sh.

They went fromtheir quarters to the wonen guests' baths soon
after their arrival, to Daine s relief. Not only was she able to
wash, but maids brought a basin and extra mld soap so that she
coul d bathe her new friend. They even gave her towels for him She
dried himquickly there, then returned with himand Kitten to her
roomto do a nore thorough job. She used the work to get
acquainted with this odd creature. Lindhall had called hima pygny
mar noset. Inported fromthe Copper Isles, he'd been die pet of the
child he called the Monsterboy, the one who had let himfall into
the river. H's fur was strange—a m x of yellow, brown, gray, and
olive green, which looked as if it mght turn its wearer invisible
in a proper forest. The nmarnobset gave his nane, but it was in

whi stl es and cl ucks, inpossible for her to pronounce. She asked if
he would mnd if she called him Zekoi, or Zek, after the river she
had taken himfrom He seened quite taken with that, even trying
to pronounce it on his own.

Fi ni shed wwth Zek s groom ng, Daine got to her feet, "I need to
change," she told the marnoset when he clung to her, "Hold on to
Kitten*" Zek eyed the dragon with msgiving. Kitten chirped, and
of fered her forepaw. He clutched it and watched Dai ne s every
novenent .

Drawi ng on a shift, the girl surveyed her room It was sinple,

el egant, and costly. Walls, floor, and ceiling were polished
mar bl e. Carved cedar w ndow screens gave off their fanpbus scent.
The bed was delicately carved, the sheets fine cotton. Over it |ay
a silk conforter in autumm colors. The clean, sweet-scented privy
lay off a small dressing room That chanber, a few feet fromthe

file:///G|/rah/Tamora%?20Pierce%20-%20Immortals%2003%20-%20Emperor%20Mage.htm (20 of 212) [2/17/2004 11:34:53 AM]



CHAPTER ONE

bed, was furnished with a table and matching chair, a long mrror,
and a nunber of tiny jars which held various cosnetics, salves,
and perfunes.

There was but one feature she disliked—a tiger-skin rug. Its jaws
were open in a snarl; yellow glass eyes glared at the world. "I
have to ask themto nove this," she told her audience. "I can't
sleep with it here." Kneeling, Daine touched it sadly. She had
seen tigers in the king s nenagerie. They were magnificent cats,
and she preferred the ones whose skin was still attached.

Her palns felt hot, itchy. Suddenly they pul sed. Wite fire
spilled fromher hands onto the tiger. Slowy the eyelids feU, and
rose again. The jaw rel axed; the great nouth cl osed.

She thrust herself away so quickly that she feU over, "Did you see
t hat ?" she demanded of Kitten and Zek, "What \v«w it?" Both stared
at her, plainly as bew | dered as she was.

Al t hough she waited, the skin did not nove again. Using a | ong-
handl ed brush, she shoved it under her bed, poking it repeatedly
to keep any part fromsticking out. At last it was securely tucked
away, and she coul d dress.

TWO
| MPERI AL WEL COME

Sonme hours | ater, Daine |ooked round the antechanber to the throne
roomwth awe. Kitten did the sane. The nmarnoset Zek, who had
refused to stay behind, observed everything fromhis hiding place
under her hair, at the back of her neck. There was nuch to stare
at. The roomwas filled with nobles and nages dressed in their
finest. Shave-headed sl aves were everywhere, offering food,

drinks, flower garlands, and feathered or jeweled fans. Huge
screens had been pushed back to reveal a broad terrace and
gardens. Light cane fromlarge gl obes hung by chains fromthe
ceiling. As the sky darkened, the gl obes shone brighter.

"How do the |anps keep burning?" Daine asked.
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"Magi c." The speaker was Harailt of Aili, dean of nagical studies
at the royal university in Tortall. He was a stocky, round-faced
man with an endl ess supply of jokes. Stuck in his outer room
waiting to bowto the enperor, Daine had been grateful for each
and every jest. "Numair, why didn't you tell us

about this |ight spell?" Harailt asked. "To have strong, steady
i1 lumnation—=

Numai r | ooked up. "They didn't have it when | was here," he said
absently. "They did sonething with glass balls, but they faded
after a short tine. These aren't gl ass.”

"The globes are filled wth crystals,” Lindhall Reed expl ai ned.
"Remind ne and |I'll have one of the craft mages explain it for
you." Seeing the door to the enperor s audi ence chanber open, he
added, "You'll be all right, Arra—'m sorry—Numair?"

The younger nmge smiled. "I have to be, don't I?" As a page
beckoned their group forward, he took a deep breath. "Here we go,
into the presence of the one and only Enperor Mage. Huzza."

The Tortallans entered the inperial audi ence chanber, Daine, Zek,
and Kitten at the back of the conpany with the clerks. The
admring | ooks of that group of young nen told Daine that not only
had she been wse to wear this twlight-blue silk gown, but that
she had done well to accept the royal gift of a wardrobe for this
trip. "You go as a representative of the Crown, just like the
anbassadors" Queen Thayet had said, hazel eyes smling. "My lord
and | insist. Trust ne: there is nothing |ike a good appearance to
gi ve a woman confidence." The queen had been right. It was hard to
feel insignificant in a gown that whi spered as she noved and

w nked with silver enbroidery.

| ntroduced by a herald, Duke Gareth gave his speech to the
enperor, announcing their desire to neet Carthak hal fway and their
hopes for a lasting peace. He then presented gifts fromthe king
and queen to the enperor. As he spoke, Daine studied the ruler of
Cart hak, who sat on a tail throne before them flanked by his

m ni sters and nobl es.
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She had never heard of himuntil two-and-a-half years ago, when
she had conme frompalla to Tortall after her nothers death. Now
she knew himall too well. Mst Tortallans believed it was this
enperor who had nmanaged to break the walls between nortal and

di vine real ns on frequent occasions, turning |oose the creatures
known as immortals to prey upon Carthak s enem es. Daine herself,
working with Numair a year ago, had found evidence that Ozorne was
hel ping to plan a rebellion against the rulers of Tortall. Wen

t he nonarchs of the other Eastern Lands, those countries north of
the Inland Sea, had | earned of Enperor Ozorne's plot agai nst one
of them they had united. The threat of the entire northern
continent going to war agai nst the southern one had caused Enperor
Ozorne to back down, and to open peace talks with TortallL

Her first sight of the infanous Enperor Mage filled her wth awe.
She had thought the prince was fine, but he was a barnyard rooster
to his uncles peacock. Gold frosted Ozornes hair; gold beads

hung froma wealth of thin braids. Gold paint shimered on |ips,
brows, even his eyel ashes. Gold rings marched up the curve of each
ear; a dianond hung fromhis left earlobe. H s neck was ringed
wWth six rows of deep-blue stones that sparked w th nany-col ored
fires: black opals, expensive stones prized because they could
hol d magi cal power. Beneath them he wore the calf-1ength, short-

sl eeved robe of his people in heavy gold brocade. Looped at his
right hip and passing over his |left shoul der was a crinson drape.
The long end of the cloth was linked to the enperors left wist by
a gold bracelet. Each finger sported a ring. H's sandals were

gil ded. Like the prince, he wore toe rings, and added to them
ankl e bracel ets.

She'd heard of Carthaks wealth and power, but it was one matter to
hear such things, another to see one man decked out |ike an idol
I n gold and gens.

Duke Gareth had finished. Now the line of Tortallans started
forward as Duke Gareth gave their nanes, each bowng to the
enperor as they were presented. Watching them Daine felt a rush
of pride. Carthak m ght be proud and great, but Tortall had sent
w se and fanous people to work out a peace settlenent. Al anna the
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Li oness was a legend in the Eastern and Sout hern Lands, one the
Carthakis couldn't match; and as far as Dai ne was concer ned,
Numair was the fish their hosts had all owed to get away.

At |ast her nane and Kittens were called. Taking a deep breath,
Dai ne wal ked up to the first step of the dais on which the throne
stood, and curtsied, spreading her blue skirts at her sides. The
gueen had worked on the novenent with her for hours, and she was
glad to do her teacher proud. Kitten wal ked up the steps, halting
only when she reached the enperor s feet.

"Greetings, dragon child. This is a pleasure " He reached down.
Kitten sniffed his fingers, and sneezed. Gasping his hand with
her forepaws, she exam ned the gens on his rings with interest.
“"And you are her keeper?" inquired the enperor. "The one who is
al so a heal er of aninal s?"

She didn't |ike that word, keeper, but she nodded. Lord Martin
cleared his throat, and she realized she was supposed to answer
the ruler of Carthak. "I take care of her, Your I|nperial Mjesty.
And | have wild magic with animals of all kinds."

"How was she taken, your dragon? Atrap, or a pit? A net?"

Dai ne swal | owed. Traps or snares for Kitten? "I don't think you
understand our relationship, Your Inperial Majesty. |I'mnot a
keeper; | didn't take her. Kit's—Kitten' s—a died to protect ny

friends and ne. She left Kitten to ny care.”

"I ndeed?" He | ooked at her with curious anber eyes. "It is true,
then. You are able to commune with the imortals."

"The ones like animals, sire. The griffins, and w nged horses.
Dragons. The ones that are part human, no." She nade a face. "They
can communi cate w thout ny help.”

Kitten, bored with the conversation, voiced a whistle-croak. The
gens on the enperors fingers blazed with |ight.

“"Amazing,'" he cried, delighted "Has she al ways been able to do
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t hat ?"

“No, sir. She learned a year ago, froma basilisk. She |earns
things fast."

"Then she is blessed, as we are blessed to | ook upon her." He
nodded a di sm ssal, and Dai ne stepped back to join the others.

| nt roducti ons over, the enperor said, "To you, representatives of
our royal cousins Jonathan and Thayet, we say, welcone to Cart hak.
We pray that peace will reign between our |ands and know that wth
such a distingui shed conpany to snooth the way, peace is all but
assured And now, there is food outside, and drink, nusic, and good
conpany. |In your tinme anong us, we have arranged for entertainnent
that we hope wll arouse wonder and interest in our enpire. Enjoy
all these things, please. If you desire anything, only voice it to
our servants. Wthin reason it shall be granted you."

Dism ssed fromthe inperial presence, the Tortall ans bowed as they
backed up, until they were outside again. Once they had left the
area closest to

t he door of the audience chanber, a gong sounded and a gri nding
noise filled the air. Everyone, guests and servants, froze in
place. Slowy the walls that cut the audi ence chanber off fromthe
ant echanber sank into the floor. Now the enperors dais comuanded a
vi ew of the conbined roons. Everyone bowed or curtsied deeply to

t he gol den man on the golden throne. He waved a hand; tal k and
novenent picked up where they'd left off. A slave knelt beside the
throne, offering a bow of fruit. The enperor selected a fig, and
ni bbled it.

Dai ne felt |ike a puppet whose strings had been cut. Luckily
niches in the walls held couches, with brightly colored pillows to
cushion those who wshed to sit. She nearly fell into the cl osest
one. Zek squeaked and left his place of concealnent to clinb into
her | ap. Duke Gareth and Nurnair sat beside her, and the renmaining
Tortal | ans gat hered ar ound.

“"Are you all right?" Numair asked softly, cupping her cheek with
one large hand. "I had forgotten how intim dati ng he can be when
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he has all his inperialness on."

The girl looked at the gilded figure on the dais. "I noticed. Are
you all right? Dd he say anything to you?"

He smled. "No. If I'"'mlucky, he'll ignore nme for the rest of our
stay. That's how he al ways nmanaged such thi ngs when we were boys,
anyway. |f

soneone bested him at anything, he just pretended that person
didn't exist. He got to be very good at it."

Duke Gareth remarked, "It went quite well. You did us credit,
Dai ne. "

The girl blushed and smled at him "Thank you, Your G ace."

Gareth the Younger and Harailt, who had quietly left them
returned with servants bearing trays of cups. "Fruit juices," the
mage said as his conpani ons hel ped t hensel ves.

"So far, so good." Lindhall had cone with the servants. "Nunmair,
did he speak to you?"

“"He didn't even | ook at ne. He spoke the nost with Daine."

"But what about his birds?" the girl asked, confused. "I cane all
this way to see them and he didn't nention themat aU, "

"Rul ers don't act as other nen," Duke Gareth told her, "All

requi renents of protocol nust be net before personal

consi derations may intrude. You nust be patient until he sends for
you, "

“"But nore of them m ght get sick then," she nuttered. Numair
| ooked at her and put a finger to his |lips. Daine sighed, but
obeyed the command to be quiet,

“"Arrami said a fenmal e voice. Everyone | ooked around. A bl ue-eyed

bl onde in an open mage's robe of creamcolored silk approached,
hands out. Her
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pretty face was artfully colored with the contents of pots |ike
those that were on Daine's dressing-roomtable. Under the robe was
a northern-style dress of rose-petal pink, cut to accent a narrow
wai st and a richly curved figure. Daine, thinking of her own
nodest curves, sighed wth envy.

Nunair rose, a stunned | ook on his face. Alanna slid into the
place he'd just left.

"Vari ce?"

"The sane old Varice Kingsford,
“I'"'msurprised you renenber ne."

t he newconer replied, smling.

Numai r ki ssed first one of her offered hands, then the other, and
continued to hold both. "How could | forget you, ny dear? You're

| ovelier than | renenber. You nust tell ne everything |I've m ssed.
What changes are in the palace, and at the university? Are you
married; may | kill your husband— Laughi ng, Varice drew Nunair

t hrough the crowd, leading himto a niche across the room where
t hey sat down.

“I's that who | think it is?" Alanna directed the question to

Li ndhal I, who had cone to | ean against the wall beside the Lioness
and Dai ne.

“"She was his |lover before he fled the country,” the ol der mage
replied, "Apparently there were no hard feelings."

Dai ne frowned. "Way didn't she go wth hinP"

"He didn't ask, and evidently she didn't offer,"”
said Lindhall. "But she never married, either, and she's had a few
serious proposals.”

One by one, Ozorne s mnisters cane to speak with various
Tortallans and to introduce themto Carthakis. Mages cane for
Harailt, Lord Martin and both Gareths were | ed away by the

m ni ster who'd stood closest to the enperor in the audi ence
chanber. Even Al anna, who was unconfortable in social situations,
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was deep in talk with a general in the crinson kilt and gol d-
washed arnor of the Inperial Guard, better known as the Red
Legi on.

Li ndhal | beckoned to a slave with a tray of fruit. "Your snall
friend will |like grapes,” he told Daine, pointing to Zek. "You may
al so." He put a bow of grapes and pluns beside her. Zek devoured
the grapes, while Kitten selected a plum

"What does she do here? Lady Varice?" Dai ne asked.

"She is Ozornes official hostess,"” Lindhall replied, his voice
neutral. "Her magic allows her to specialize in things such as
entertai nnent and cookery." He frowned. "I hope

Arram-Nunai r—+ealizes that Varice is now conpletely devoted to
| nperial interests.”

Dai ne | ooked up at himand realized that here was soneone who
genui nely cared about her |anky friend. "You' ve m ssed him
haven't you, sir?"

Li ndhall smled. "I never had anot her student

whose interests so closely matched ny own, and when he was no

| onger ny student, we becane friends. It's good to see him now,

t hough | am apprehensive. The enperor never forgives. | doubt that
he would inperil the peace talks to settle his score with Numair,
but | cannot feel easy in ny mnd about his reasons for issuing

t hat pardon.™

Dai ne | ooked down, fighting the urge to tell this man of her own
worries and the badger s om nous warning. She knew it was a bad

| dea, however nice Lindhall seened, but she needed to tell

soneone. |If only she could get Numair or Al anna sonepl ace where
they couldn't be overheard! She didn't want to tell Duke Gareth or
any of the others. They didn't know her |ike Al anna and Numair
did, nor did they know about the badger.

"Master Lindhall, could we have a word?" soneone call ed.

Li ndhal | sighed. "You'll be all right here?" he asked Dai ne.

file:///G|/rah/Tamora%?20Pierce%20-%20Immortals%2003%20-%20Emperor%20Mage.htm (28 of 212) [2/17/2004 11:34:53 AM]



CHAPTER ONE

Yes, thank you," she replied, smling. "I'mnot going to budge."
Li ndhal | | ooked at the crowds before them "Probably that's just
as well. | promse, when we get the chance, | would like to have a
good, long chat about wildlife,"

“"Master Lindhall, the enperor's birds—=

The mage sm | ed, pale eyes synpathetic. "The
enperor wll explain, in his owm tinme. That is how things are done
here."

She wat ched himthread his way through the crowd, and shuddered at
the thought of neeting so many strangers. Zek gravely offered her
a grape; she accepted, with thanks. Looking around, she w shed her
pony, Cloud, were here. It had nade sense to | eave her at hone,
but now Dai ne |onged for Coud s horse sense and tart opinions.
She felt lost anobng so many adults and such magni ficent
surroundi ngs. The rulers of Tortall didnt have the kind of wealth,
or surplus of mages, to create roons like this for their pal ace.

Suddenly Kitten began to trill, producing sounds that rose and
fell like nusic. At intervals she uttered a chkl sound. Each tine
she did so, the girl could see a man-si zed distortion in the air
to her left where Kitten stared intently.

"She sees you,"” the girl told the distorted spot. "It's the first
thing student nages at the royal university try—the invisibility
trick. It doesn't work with her. You do it well, the best [|Ve ever
seen, but if you don't show yourself now, she'll bite. She really
dislikes invisibility spells,"

The air rippled: there stood the Enperor Mage. "I trust she won't
bite ne," he said in a mld voice. "I would hate to bleed on this
robe. "

Dai ne's j aw dropped; she turned to |ook at the
throne. He sat there, too, a figure identical to the one beside
her. "Sinmulacrum" he explained. "A living puppet. |I'm
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unconfortable at state occasions. They really don't want ne in
attendance, just sonething to awe the enpire's guests. | nastered
the art of magical copies so that | mght be able to nove around.
May | sit down?"

“I't"s your couch," she replied. For a nonent she had spoken to him
as she mght have to King Jonathan or Queen Thayet, nonarchs who
insisted on informality. Belatedly renenbering her instructions on
proper behavior with the enperor, she said, "I'msorry, Your

| nperial Majesty, | should bow, or stand, but |'d upset Zek and
the fruit and all."

"Then let us not upset Zek," said Ozorne, |ooking at the marnoset
in Dames lap. "He is the creature you dived so inpetuously into
the river to save?" The girl blushed and nodded. A smle tugged
the enperors lips. "It was a kind deed. W need nore of them"

Enbarrassed, Dai ne changed the subject. "About the copies of
you—an't the nmages tell it's only sorcery?"

Ozorne snapped his fingers, and a shimering curtain of |ight

envel oped the dais, hiding the other enperor fromsight. "No. | am
very good at them Practice, you see—plenty of state occasions
that require the enperor's inage, not the man. | tried to teach

your master, the fornmer Arram Draper, how to make them but he was
never as adept as I am"

She ignored the jibe about Numair. "Can it do nmagic or |ook |ike
It has magi c? The sim—=

“Simul acrum” He put his chin on his hand, anber eyes thoughtful
“"No. The fabric of the copy won't hold the chain of spells that
woul d give it the seemng of ny magical Gft."

Numai r can*do it, she thought. If the enperor hasn't heard it,
t hough, I'mnot going to tell him "Wy did you pardon Numair and
| et himcone back, if you're still angry with hinf"

He smled. "My dear girl—no, you don't care for that, do you?" he
asked, correctly interpreting the | ook on her face. "Then | shall
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call you Veralidaine."
“Dai ne, please, Your Inperial Myjesty,"

“"Dai ne? What is the point of so beautiful a nane if its not used?
Veral idaine. At the risk of destroying your illusions, | nust teU
you | have little control over what is done in this kingdom" He
offered his hand to Kitten. The dragon shook her head, and
crouched to exam ne his toe rings.

“l don't nmean to be rude, but of course you do. Its your kingdom
isn't it?"

"I ndeed, but—does ny royal cousin Jonathan have conplete freedom
to order what he likes? | assune he has councils and nobl es and
| aw to answer to, does he not? | believe Sir Gareth the Younger is

the head of his private council, to which Master Numair and Lady
Al anna al so bel ong. Duke Gareth | eads the Council of Lords, which
nunbers also Lord Martin of Meron, and Harailt of Aili is head of

his Council of Mages. Such nen are the real power in any realm
Ver al i dai ne, "

“"But they're just advisors. The king can do as he wants, surely."

The enperor shook his head. "Alienating one s nobles is a sure way
to put a nation into chaos. There are always those who think they
can do a ruler s job better. They need little encouragenent,”

Dai ne t hought of Yol ane of Dunkth, who had planned a rebellion in
Tortall wth this rulers encouragenent, and bit her tongue. Her
orders fromthe king and queen had been specific. She was not to
nmention the enperors attenpts to weaken Tortall, no matter how
much she m ght want to.

Zek, unconcerned by the enperors nearness or his scent, a m x of
anber and ci nnanon, picked his way through the bow of fruit. Wen
his stomach bulged with his discoveries there, he offered Daine

t he next grape he found,

“No, thank you" she said. "Perhaps H's Inperial Mjesty would |ike
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it," Zek held the grape up for Ozorne.
He accepted it gravely. "Thank you, Master Zek."

Wat chi ng himeat the grape, Daine said hesitantly, "I-heard your
birds are sick. It's why | cane, but—-are they better? Do you not
need ne to | ook at thenf"

Ozornes face brightened, "No, but | thought—-after your journey,
and all this—when do you wish to see then? | can arrange it for
the norning tonorrow, if you don't mnd."

"Un—+f they're sick, I'd like to see themnow. |If you can have a
servant show ne the way—

"Servants don't go near ny birds, except to prepare their food.
Are you certain? It seens too nuch to ask, to have you | ook at
themthe night you arrive."

She grinned. "Keeping ne here when you have sick animals is asking
too nuch."

He got to his feet, and she followed "Do you mnd if | veil us?"

he asked. "Oherwse we will be followed; ny mnisters wll want

me to stay.. "

Dai ne | ooked around "I really should tell the others.” The problem
was that she could spot no one else fromher conpany. Wile she
had been in conversation with the enperor, the crowd had noved
away fromthemto watch dancers in the garden. Al she could see
were richly dressed backs.

Ozorne rai sed a hand, and a sl ave appeared at his el bow. "Inform
Duke Gareth of the Tortallan guests that M stress Veral tdai ne has
gone to |l ook at our birds. And send the nage LindhaU Reed to us in
the aviary."

The sl ave bowed deeply, and the enperor offered Daine his arm She

didn't see how she could refuse w thout being rude, and surely the
sl ave woul d obey the order to tell Duke Gareth where she was.
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Carefully she rested her palmon Ozorne s forearm as she had seen
court ladies do at hone. The enperor gestured, and a copy of him
split away fromthemto wal k back to his throne. The shi ni ng
barrier that hid the raised seat vani shed when the copy reached

the dais, and the illusion blended with the copy on the throne.
Dai ne watched it, fascinated, as Ozorne |led her through a small
door at the back of the antechanber and into a narrow hall. Kitten

foll owed, while Zek settled hinself confortably on Daine s
shoul der.

A obes like those in the roomthey had just left were placed at
intervals along the hall. Passing the first, Ozorne gestured. It
lifted free of the clawed iron foot that held it up and foll owed
them lighting their way through a naze of corridors and enpty
public roons.

“I"ve tried everything," he explained. Since the humans they
passed bowed to them Daine realized he nust have dropped the
invisibility spell once they'd left the reception. "The new
quarters were finished this spring, and after we noved themin

they seened fine. Then sone of nmy birds took sick. | noticed a
palsy in their heads. They becane |istless; their appetites fell
off. Wthin two weeks of the first signs, the victins die. | know

a great deal of bird nedicine, and Lindhall Reed has nmade a study
of it, whichis why | asked himto join us. Indeed, there he is
now. "

Li ndhall awaited themin front of a pair of broad white doors on
whi ch green flowering vines had been painted. He bowed |ow to the
enperor and smled at Daine, then turned and opened both doors,
thrusting themw de. He cl apped twi ce. Light-globes in the hall
that lay before themcane to life, to reveal a wonder. On the
walls, birds had been inlaid with gold strips. Tiny gens served
them as eyes, while craftsnen had used pieces of bright, colorful
stone for their plumage. Kitten trilled her appreciation.

"Oh, glory," breathed Daine. "Your Inperial Myjesty, this
| s—wondr ous. "

“I't is well enough,"” the enperor said coolly, surveying the
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i nlays. "We thought it pretty when we designed it, but no inmage
can take the place of a living bird."

She couldn't disagree, but the walls still had to be the finest
thing to conme from human hands.

At the end of the hall stood another pair of doors, these nade of
| ong gl ass panels. They were frosted and set in a network of netal
pi eces enaneled a bright, enerald green and shaped |i ke vines.

“I am A fool" Ozorne was upset. "They will be asleep. W can have
| i ght - gl obes—+they are used to that; | often read here at night,
but to disturb their rest, even to care for sick ones..."

"You nust leave that to ne," Daine told him "I won't frighten
them and | won't |let the ones who are well interrupt their rest.
It's nore inportant to start work now "

“"Master Lindhall, will you remain and get whatever Veralidaine
needs?" inquired the enperor. Wen Dai ne | ooked at himcuriously,
he tried to smle. "To see themill, and to be hel pl ess—do you

think less of ne? | cannot watch."

She smled. "I don't think |less of you, sire. | know what it's
| i ke to be hel pl ess when a creature you love is ill and you can't
do anyt hing."

Li ndhal | sketched a rune in the air with a glow ng finger. Wen
t he design was conplete, the glass doors opened. He bowed deeply
to the enperor, holding the posture, until Daine realized that
both of themwere waiting for her to do the sanme. Again she'd
forgotten that she was not dealing with King Jonathan! She
curtsied, wobbling a bit, as Zek squeaked and hung on to her
curls. Kitten sat up on her hindquarters and bowed, too.

Enperor Ozorne nodded and left, vanishing in plain view as he
passed the white doors.

Li ndhal | went into the aviary first, using finger-snaps to wake
two small |ight-globes near the entrance. They illum nated the
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area around the door, revealing a marble bench and wal ks that |ed
bet ween banks of |arge, thick-1eafed plants. Daine | ooked up and
saw t he shadows of trees overhead. In the darkness she coul d hear
the murmur of fountains and brooks, and the brush of danp
greenery. In her mnd, she could hear the whispers of sleeping and
waki ng birds, both well and ilL

Li ndhal | cl osed the doors behind them

"You don't have to stay," she said quietly. The nunber of birds in

this chanber was surprising, and the thread of ill health weaving
t hrough her senses nade her feel slightly ill herself. She was
starting to regret the | ast grape she'd eaten. "It'll be fair

bori ng."

“I believe | wll stay in any event," he said, breathy voice kind.
"Partly because | should Iike to see you at work, but also partly
because | know Numair will feel better if | amwth you."

Dai ne nodded. "Wuld you m nd hol di ng Zek, then?" she asked. To
the marnoset she explained, "I'mgoing to need that shoul der."

Resi gned, the tiny animal clinbed down her outstretched arm and
onto LindhaU s i mense palm Zek was beginning to realize that his
new friend had her own ways of doing things. Lindhall sat on the
bench, stroking Zek s many-colored fur with one finger, while
Kitten | eaped up beside himand settled down to wait. "Daine, nmay
| give you a word of warning?"

Looki ng around, the girl saw the i nmmense bol e
of a tree nearby. "About what, sir?" She settled into a fold
between two |l arge roots, resting her back against the tree.

"The enperor."” LindhaU s pale eyes were troubled. "He shows his
best side in regard to his birds, and to aninmals in general. He
possesses—ot her sides.”

She smled at him "I'I|l keep it in mnd." She didn't think she
had needed the extra warni ng—Aot after two years of finding
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| nperial claws hooked into all parts of Tortall. C osing her eyes,
she called her patients to her.

The ones in the best condition cane first, heads bobbi ng on
weakened necks. Sone barely had the strength to fly, a result both
of the disease and of the appetite loss that went with it. Daine

| ooked deep inside herself until she found the pool of her nagic.
She drew it up not in threads, but in ropes, sending fibers of it
into each of the birds resting on her shoul ders and | egs.

|f they had a disease, it was |like none she had ever seen. To her
| nner eyes, it shadowed the dab of copper fire that was each
bird's wild magic, leaving a filmthat grewuntil it blotted out
the animals fire, and its life. She burned the shadows away in
every bird that could reach her, then rose to find those that
couldn't. She ached all over, particularly in her joints. She
ignored it and felt her way into the shrubbery that conceal ed the
rest of her patients

fromher. Many were on the ground, too weak to nove. Three had

di ed since the last tine the place was cl eaned. She stubbornly
went after each flickering life light she could sense.

Sone had nmade it to aboveground nests. The thought of clinbing the
| arge trees of this indoor enclosure was daunting, but she found a
stair that followed the walls in an upward spiral. Using it, she
searched out the rest of her patients. At |ast she had seen to all
of them Lindhall nust have heard her com ng down the stair: he,
Kitten, and Zek net her at the bottom

"How did it go?" the nman asked.

"They' re heal ed—<+or now, at |east. Ch, dear." Now that she was in
sonewhat better light, she could properly see that her hands,
arns, and dress were coated with heavy, white droppings. Before
com ng down, she'd scraped the worst off with | eaves and tw gs,
but her splendid gown was rui ned. Even one of Kitten's nagical
sounds woul dn't save the cloth.

“"Perhaps | should continue to hold Zek," Lindhall said tactfully.
“Would you |ike ne to show you to your roon®?" She bri ghtened,
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| ooking up at him and he | aughed. "My dear, |'ve |ost nore
garnments to ani mal droppings than | can count. Clothing is not
worth a candl e when pl aced agai nst what you have done here. Cone.
We'll go through the gardens, where no one will see you."

Kitten, following themdown the hall with the bird inlays on the
wal | s, whistl e-croaked- The stone birds Iit up. Lindhall grinned
with pleasure as lapis, jade, and citrine shimered in their
natural colors. Once that had faded, they went out into the

gar dens.

“What was wong with the birds?" he asked, navigating the tangled
pat hs.

“It's not a disease. Could they have eaten noldy seed or anything
like that? | think they were poi soned sonehow, "

"Its possible, though the slaves are vigilant with the food that
goes to those birds. They have to be. Do you think the poisoning
was del i berate?" They passed a |l arge, nmany-tiered fountain |lit
fromw thin by gl ow ng stones.

“I don t know. If they get sick again, | can check their food and
things like that. Should I nention poisoning to the enperor?"

"Pl ease don't. He would kill the slaves. It wouldn't matter to him
i f the poisoning were deliberate or not—enly that it happened. He
m ght torture themfirst, to see if it was deliberate, but it

woul dn't do nuch good. All his personal slaves are nutes."

Dai ne shivered as they entered another wing of the palace. Now she
knew t heir surroundi ngs: the guest quarters, near the w ng set
aside for the Tortallan delegation. A slave dozing in the central
area onto which the roons opened junped to his feet and held the
door to Daine's room trying not to stare at her.

"She will be going out to bathe in a few nonents," Lindhall said.

The sl ave nodded wi thout | ooking up. "Daine, wll you be all
right? Shall | have Lady Al anna | ook in on you?"
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She smled up at him "I'mjust tired, and I need to wash, that's
all. Thank you, Master Lindhall. Numair said you are very Kkind,
and he was

To her anusenent, the | anky nmage bl ushed, "WH, good night, then."
About to enter her room she said, "Oh, wait—-if its possible,

can the birds be left alone all day tonorrow? They can be fed as
|l ong as food's left quietly" She had seen food trays and water

bow s sonmewhere in the aviary. "If there's a way to keep it dark
in the aviary for half of the day, |I'd use it."

He | ooked interested. "OF course —I| can nmanage it, actually.

G ass walls conduct nagic well, and it's no great matter to nake

them dark. You want the birds to sl eep? Even the healthy ones?"

“I't won't harmthem and the rest will get the sick ones over
their reaction to the healing. Birds are funny." She yawned. "Wen
they're up and alert, their bodies use energy faster than any
other animals. The magic sticks better if they can sleep for a
while after |I'm done."

"I shall take care of it. Try not to fall asleep in your bath.
Good ni ght, Veralidai ne—and wel cone to Carthak." He cl osed the
door for her.

“I like him" the girl told Zek and Kitten drowsily.

So do I, replied the marnoset as Kitten al so nodded agreenent.

Slowy, half asleep already, Daine began to gather her bathing
t hi ngs.

She woke early, with no ill effects fromthe previous night's
work. By the tinme she dressed and left her room a |arge breakfast
had been kid out in the area commopn to the bedchanbers occupi ed by
the Tortallans. The others were energing fromtheir roons to eat

t here.

“I't went quite well last night," Duke Gareth said once they were
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settled. "Sone of the inperial mnisters are nore forthcom ng than
others, but that is to be expected. | amparticularly happy wth
the reports I've had of jyow, Daine."

Startled, the girl |ooked up, her teeth halfway into a bite of
mel on. Blushing crinson, she put the forkful onto her plate again.
“"Me, Your Grace?"

"Enperor Ozorne heard from Master Lindhall that you cured his
birds in one session,"” explained Harailt of Aili. "The enperor is
very pl eased—says he has to think of a proper way to express his
t hanks. "

“"It'"s like that with sonme nen in high places,” commented Gareth
t he Younger, buttering a rolL "Things that would inpress us have
no effect on them but a kindness done to creatures they | ove,
they never forget." He |ooked at Dai ne, brown eyes unconfortably
keen. "I hope you'll continue to stay on his good side. The

m ni sters' definition of concessions they will and won't make
changed to our

benefit after the enperor thanked us for bringing it you.

Dai ne frowned as she passed a roll to Kitten, That didn't sound
much i ke the way Ozorne had descri bed hinself—as a rul er whose
| ords told himwhat to do.

“"Which remnds ne " Nunmair said, feeding Zek as the nmarnobset sat
on his lap. "W're scheduled to have a tour of the inperial
nenageri e after breakfast."

Dai ne gul ped. "A nenagerie?" King Jonathan had possessed rare,
caged ani mal s when she first cane to Tortall. Even going near it
had been a tornent until the king began to change it, nmaking it
I nto encl osures that resenbled the captives' original hones.
"Ozorne woul d never ill-treat his animals,"”
the disconfort in her eyes.

said Numair, seeing

"Don't slight himby staying behind,"” added Gareth the Younger.

file:///G|/rah/Tamora%?20Pierce%20-%20Immortals%2003%20-%20Emperor%20Mage.htm (39 of 212) [2/17/2004 11:34:53 AM]



CHAPTER ONE

Al anna hugged Dai ne around the shoul ders.
“She wouldn't think of it, Gary. Leave her be."

Dai ne smled at her friend, and slipped the rest of her nelon to
Kitten. Sonmehow she wasn't hungry anynore.

They had just gotten up fromthe table when their guides arrived,
Pri nce Kaddar and Varice Kingsford. Daine scowed as the | ady,
dressed in dinging green silk wwth a transparent white veil over
her hair, kissed Numair s cheek, smling flirtatiously at him "I
shall walk with H's Grace," the lady told Numair, "but stay cl ose,
pl ease. You know so nuch nore about aninmals than | do."

Duke Gareth bowed over Varices hand. "Numair s loss is ny gain,
Lady Varice."

Pri nce Kaddar bowed to Alanna. "May | offer you ny escort,
Li oness?"

Al anna grinned, resting her hands on her sword belt. "On such a
beauti ful day you shouldn't be stuck with an old lady |ike ne,"
she said wickedly. "I don't believe Daine has an escort."

Kaddar smled and turned to Daine. "Then | amfree to offer ny arm
to you, |ady."

My friend, Daine thought, glaring at the Lioness. To Kaddar she
gave a lukewarmsmle. "I'mno |ady, Your H ghness—ust Daine."

The anenities over, the group was |ed by Varice and the prince
down a naze of paths that |ed past a fornmal garden and partway
around the shore of an ornamental |ake. Daine closed off the links
her magic forned to the animal world around her. She could no nore
hear Zek's thoughts and feelings than she would hear the zoo
captives, but the marnoset understood when she expl ai ned why she
was closing herself off. I don't like cages either, he said

bal efully, chittering in anger. They put ny mate and our little
ones and ne in a cage, and then we were sold.
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At | ast they wal ked through wought-iron gates topped by the
i nperial seal: a crossed sword and wand, topped by a crown,
wrapped in a jagged circle.

CHAPTER THREE
HALL OF BONES

"My unde loves animals," the prince said dryly as the girl stared
at the scene before her. "He tries to give themroom and the
foods they prefer, and conpanionship. The ones that don't thrive
in captivity he sends back to their hones."

She shoul d have realized that the man who showed such devotion to
his birds mght pay simlar attention to other creatures. Wile
the animals here were contai ned, they had far nore space in which
to nove than she had seen in the royal nenagerie when she had
first arrived in Tortal.

Li ons basked in the sun, living at the bottomof a well too deep
for escape. Alively brook flowed through the enclosure, and
desert trees grew on one side, offering shade fromthe m dday sun.
Chi npanzees raced around an i nmmense cage equi pped with a | arge,
many- branched and | eafless "tree" for their enjoynent. On an
island in the mddle of a deep pond, strange, reddish-faced
nonkeys Kaddar identified as nacaques clinbed over and around
heaped rocks.

Graffes gazed at her solemmly over a tall iron fence. Daine
couldn't help herself: she went to them hands out, letting the
wards on her power fall slightly. Startled, the giraffes dropped
their heads I ow on their inpossibly Iong necks to lip her fingers
and say hello while Zek warned themto behave thensel ves.

“It'"s all right,” the girl told him smling as a young giraffe
snuffled her tunic. "They're grazers. They won't hurt you,"

We don't have anything |ike that where / cone from the nmarnoset
replied with offended dignity. W have proper aninals there.
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Kaddar, who'd been taken aside by a keeper, rejoined her. "Has
your king anything this good?”

Dai ne bristled at the snugness in his voice. The hot reply on her
lips was cut off by Harailt. "Actually, we're trying sonething a
bit uncommon." He gave Daine a half wink. "W royal university
mages are working with builders on a new kind of nenagerie, a bit

| i ke this one, but nuch broader in scope. W duplicate the | ands
each animal cones fromplants, weather, and all; you see where the
mages cone in. Wien it's done, wthin the confines of the royal
menagerie, a guest wll visit small pieces of Carthak, and the
Copper |Isles, and Scanra."

Kaddar s eyes lit with enthusiasm As he pelted Harailt with
questions, Dai ne wandered down the curving path with Zek and
Kitten, out of sight of

the others. Here she discovered a pit in which giant, |ong-nosed
pigs drowsed in a deep pond. Their noses, shorter than an el ephant
s but nearly as flexible, pointed toward Dai ne as she passed.
Qpposite them a colony of nongooses watched her frombehind wre
mesh that encl osed a high and far-reachi ng nound of burrows.
Beyond themthe path took an abrupt left turn.

This last enclosure |ay bel ow ground | evel, inside a glassy wall
four yards down fromthe girls feet. The area was | ess well kept
than the others. A small pond lay near the wall, but nuch of the

water in it had evaporated. The grass was brown-edged and lay in
pat ches on bare, dusty-Ilooking ground. The renains of shattered
bones | ay everywhere. In back, lying out of the sun in a shallow
cave, were three shaggy, spotted brown bodies.

She opened a wi der crack in her nagics defenses, reaching for

t hese strangers. "Please cone out," she called aloud. A twtch of
novenent: three rounded pairs of ears cane to bear on her.

You snell of cold places, one voice, commandi ng and fenmal e, said.
You snell of frozen rain and pine trees. You snell of far away. M
and ny boys never had a whiff of soneone |ike you.

Bl i nki ng huge eyes in the sunlight, the speaker cane to the foot

file:///G|/rah/Tamora%?20Pierce%20-%20Immortals%2003%20-%20Emperor%20Mage.htm (42 of 212) [2/17/2004 11:34:53 AM]



CHAPTER ONE

of the wall. She was followed by two smal |l er nal es.

Dai ne wi shed she could neet the god who had

nol ded these creatures. There was a god with inmagi ~ nation. The
source of the shattered bones had to be those powerful jaws,

equi pped with strong teeth. The | east of these creatures wei ghed
nore than she did. On their fours they were tallest and heavi est
at the shoulder, their spotted fur covering slablike nmuscle. Their
hi ndquarters were | ow and short, but strong. Small tails sported
jaunty tufts at the end.

“"They're beautiful,"” she breathed.
"Spotted hyenas,"” Numair said at her elbow "Fromthe grass plains
of Ekallatum far to the south. Night hunters, for the nost
part—see the eyes? They have the strongest bite of any nortal
predat or—+t crushes even the bones of water buffal o. Hyena packs
are matri archal —=

“Matri-what ?" she asked. Kitten voiced an inquiring whistle of her
own.

Numair smled. "Their society is ruled by females. Each pack is
| ed by sisters.™

"Sensible of them" Daine said, grinning up at him
"Excuse ne." It was Varice. She bore down on themwth a brittle-
| ooking smle. "I'"'msorry. These animals aren't to be shown to
visitors. | don't know why the enperor keeps them when he doesn't
even |like them..Nunair, Daine, please cone back. There's another
part of the nenagerie you haven't seen." Linking her armthrough
Numair's, she led himaway fromthe hyenas.

Conme back sonetine, offered the female hyena. Me and ny boys are
al ways around.
“I'"l'l do ny best," Daine promsed. "Chon, Kit."

When she caught up to the rest of the group, the prince led them
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t hrough a second barred gate. "This is ny uncle's other
coll ection,” he announced. "Each and every one was captured and
brought here for causing trouble for hunans.”

Kitten screeched. Daine hushed her, but felt |ike screeching
herself. The cages in this w de courtyard, none of them as

pl easant as those for the nortal animals, held immortals. Brass

pl ates on each cage identified killer unicorns, griffins, the

fl esh-eating wi nged horses called hurroks, and giant, |izardlike
hunt ers known as Col df angs. Here, too, she saw unlikely

conbi nati ons of human and animal : gi ant, hunman-headed spi ders

call ed spidrens and centaurs of both the peaceful and bl ood-hungry
ki nds, the fornmer wth hooves and hands, the latter with tal ons.

To her surprise, one cage held a man and a woman with steel -
feathered wi ngs and claws instead of arns and | egs—St or mv ngs. The
mal e had a pale, intense face, aquiline nose, and fixed, hungry
eyes. The femal e s nose was hawkli ke, her dark eyes inperious. She
had been beautiful in her youth, it was plain, and now, older, she
was haughty and commandi ng.

Dai ne | ooked at Kaddar. "I thought your uncle was allied with the
Stormm ngs. ' "

"He is," replied Ozorne's nephew. "The price of the pact with the
Stormm ng Ki ng Jokhun was that Queen Barzha and her mate Hebakh be
kept here. Believe ne, she woul d have caused as nmuch havoc in
Carthak as Stormm ngs have in the north, if nmy uncle had not nade
the alliance.”

Dai ne was trenbling. "What do you feed thenP?" she asked, shaking
of f soneone's restraining hand. "Do you bring folk in and scare
them so they can live on that? And these cages are too snmalt The
griffin can barely open its wings." Kitten nuttered unpl easant

t hi ngs i n dragon.

"They don't need food, and they don't require nore room" said
Varice inpatiently. "You know these nonsters don't fall ill and
die. Unless you kill one, they live forever. Wuld you rather |et
themraid villages and destroy crops?”
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"We nean no criticismof the way the enperor chooses to run his
domain," said Duke Gareth. Hi s eyes | ocked on Daine with a nessage
she couldn't ignore. She |ooked at her shoes, biting her lip
before nore rash words spilled out. "Daine speaks only because her
bond with all creatures gives her a dislike of cages. Your

Hi ghness, ny lady, | regret to say | amnot as young as | was.

M ght we find sonepl ace shaded, and sit for a nonent? Your sun is
fierce, even this early."

Their group streanmed out through the gates. Dai ne al one hesitated,
staring at these captives. She had no reason to |i ke spidrens,

St ormm ngs, hur-roks, Coldfangs, and their kind. Too nuch of her
time in Tortall had gone to fighting immortals |ike these.
Stormwi ngs in particular had caused her, personally, a great nmany
probl ens. She ought to be glad these were | ocked away from doi ng
nore harm-eughtn't she?

At m dnorning she returned to her roons, to find an old servant
wonman there, straightening things. "Don't mnd ne," she said, her
grin revealing a handful of teeth. "You sit down. | won't be but
another mnute." She flicked a duster over one of the carved
screens.

Anwkwar d and unsure of what to say, Daine sat on a chair. She
guessed this was a slave, though she was nuch ol der than the other
pal ace sl aves that she had seen. The wonan's dress was undyed
cotton, |ooped over one bony shoul der and hangi ng just to skinny
knees. She wore straw sandals. Her only ornanent, if it could be
called that, was a tattooed bracelet of snaky |lines that tw ned
around each ot her.

Putting aside her duster, the old woman took the pillow fromthe
bed and plunped it. "You're fromup north, aren't you?" she asked.
"Up Tortall way?

Kitten trotted over and tugged the wonman's dress, chattering
| oudl vy.

“Not now, dearie," the slave told her, apparently confortable with
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a dragon in the room "I have things to do."
“"Over here, Kit," summoned Dai ne.

The slave laid her hand on Kittens nuzzle. "Enough," she said,

bl ack eyes dancing wickedly in a seaned face. The dragon was
instantly silent. Turning back to the bed, the wonan grappled wth
the slippery conforter

Dai ne barely noticed Kittens abrupt silence. Her upbringing got
the better of her, and she stood, placing Zek on her seat. Ma had
not raised her to sit idle, not when housework was to be done. She
al so had not been raised to let an el der work wi thout aid. "Here,
grandnot her—+et nme help. Kit, nove." The dragon ducked under the
chair. Together the girl and the old woman bared the sheets on the
bed and began to neaten them

"Yes, |'mfrom T Tortall," Daine said. "From Gall a, before that."

"Your first trip to Carthak? What do you nake of us Southerners,
eh? Dyou like it here?"

It occurred to Daine that the woman m ght be a spy, there to get
information fromher. "It's all right," she said hesitantly. "It's
very different from hone, of course.”

“It's in trouble, you know—the Enpire." The gnarled old hands were
busy, tugging and straightening. "Famne in the south, five years
running—did they tell you? Locusts—fol k out of work—wells drying
up. Its as if the gods have turned their faces fromthe enperor."”

“It—+t's not ny place to say,"” Dai ne stanmered.

"You ought to look around a bit. Really | ook. Long as you're here.
The priests don't |ike the onens, you know. They whi sper that a
cold wnds blowng fromthe D vine Realns. M ght be next tine you
visit Carthak, it won't be here. Hard to argue wth gods, when
they' re done being nice to nortals." Briskly she patted the
coverlet into place,
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Dai ne blinked at the wonman. Her words sounded too nuch |i ke what

t he badger had said. And weren't slaves supposed to be quiet and

timd? None of the others had talked to her like this one did: all
they'd said was "Yes, Nobility," "No, Nobility," and "Ri ght away,
Nobi lity"

“"Do you think the gods are vexed with Carthak?" she asked, digging
her hands into her pockets.

The sl ave ran her duster over the witing desk. "Ask themto show
you the tenples,"” she advised, apparently not hearing Daine's
question. "The shrines. They used to be the glory of the Enpire.”
The gnarl ed ol d hands were busy, tugging and strai ght-ening.
"Fam ne in the south, five years running—did they tell you?
Locusts—+ol k out of work—wells drying up. It's as if the
gods have turned their faces fromthe enperor.™

"Ilt—+t's not ny place to say," Dai ne stanmmered.

"You ought to | ook around a bit. Really |ook. Long as
you're here. The priests don't |ike the onens, you know.

They whi sper that a cold wind's blowng fromthe D vine
Real ns. M ght be next tinme you visit Carthak, it won't be
here. Hard to argue with gods, when they're done being nice
to nortals." Briskly she patted the coverlet into place.

Dai ne blinked at the woman. Her words sounded too nuch |ike
what the badger had said. And weren't sl aves supposed to be
quiet and timd? None of the others had tal ked to her I|ike
this one did: all they'd said was "Yes, Nobility," "No,
Nobility," and "Ri ght away, Nobility."

"Do you think the gods are vexed with Carthak?" she asked,
di ggi ng her hands into her pockets.

The slave ran her duster over the witing desk. "Ask them
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to show you the tenples,"” she advised, apparently not
heari ng Dai ne's question. "The shrines. They used to be the
glory of the Enpire. Now they think nages and armes are

i nperial glory. They think—+the enperor thinks—he doesn't

need the gods." Wckedly, she reached with the duster and
flicked the end of Kittens nose as the dragon peered out
fromunder the chair.

Kitten sneezed, then squealed wth outrage as her scales
turned angry red. Her voice rose as she hooted and
chattered with fury. Daine begged her to be quiet, but
there was no silencing the dragon this tinme. The girl knelt
and cl anped her hands on her nmuzzle. "Stop that this
i nstant!" she ordered. "Look at Zek—you're hurting his poor
ears, and you're hurting mnel"
Kitten gl anced at Zek. The narnoset sat gravely on the back
of the chair, paws over his ears. Slowy turning a sullen
gray, the dragon whistled what sounded |i ke an apol ogy.
"She wants discipline," remarked the old | ady, sounding
breat hl ess. "Her own folk would never allow her to speak
out of turn.”
Concentrating on Kitten and Zek, Daine had taken her eyes
off her visitor. Wien she turned to ask the servant what
she had neant, she discovered that the old wonan had dragged
the tiger-skin rug fromunder the bed and was attenpting to stand
with it bundled into her arnms.
Dai ne's reaction was automatic. "Here, grand-nother—'1l1 take
that," she said, holding out her hands. "Just tell ne where it
goes—
The woman dunped the bundle into Daine's grip, and white |ight
flared. Kitten shrieked as the skin began to withe. The girl
dropped it, horrified. Her head swam and she toppled over,
| andi ng on her hands and knees next to the fur.
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As she gasped for air, the skin rippled. The great forepaw, by her
toes, flexed. Long, razor claws shot out, then resheathed

t hensel ves. By her nose a hind paw stretched, then braced itself
on the floor. The runp, no |longer flat on the stone, wiggled.
Slowy, as if a body filled the enpty hide, the cat got to its
feet, hindquarters first, then forepaws. The tail |ashed.

Dai ne scooted away fromit. "G andnother, you'd best get out of
here!" she cri ed.

The door opened. A slave peered in, seeing first Zek and Kitten by
the chair, then Daine. The door hid the rug fromher view The

sl ave knelt and bowed her head, putting her right fist on her left
shoul der. "You called this unworthy one, Nobility?"

“"No," said Daine. "I nean, yes, | nmean—=

The sl ave touched the floor with her forehead. Daine |unged to her
feet, "Please don't do that," she pleaded, not sure if she spoke
to the slave or the tiger. "I don't—+ can't—+'mnot a Nobility,
all right?"

“"Forgive this one's faults, Nobility. Wat do you need? This
unworthy one is here to serve."

She took a breath and got herself in hand. "Pl ease get up.
And-—where's the ol d woman?"

"Ad woman, Nobility?" asked the slave. "There is no old woman
here."

Baf f| ed, Dai ne | ooked around. The old servant was gone, feather
duster and all. "She was just here a nonent ago—you nust have
passed her." She grabbed the door, holding it so that the kneeling
sl ave woul d have no glinpse of the tiger behind it. "She was
cleaning in here."

The sl ave | ooked up. "The care of your roomis this unworthy one's
task, Nobility," she said, clearly frightened. "It was done sone
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time ago, shortly after the Nobilities fromthe north went with
the prince and Lady Varice."

Dai ne thought fast. The old slave nust have fled in that nonent
when the Light blazed. No doubt she'd been frightened out of her
wits; Daine knew her own knees were deci dedly weak. She had to
cal m down, because now she was scaring this poor girl as well.
“It's all right," she said, attenpting a smle. "I—+ nust have
been napping, and had a—a dreamor sonething. |—=

She | ooked behi nd the door. The tiger skin lay on the marble
tiles, all four paws tucked underneath, tail curled around its
chest. The head rested on the floor, eyes closed. If she hadn't
known better, she would have sworn the thing | ooked smug—except,
of course, that dead ani mal skins couldn't nmanage that kind of
expr essi on.

"Woul d you do ne a favor?" She cl osed the
door so that the slave could see the tiger skin. "This—+ug. It's
very—dpsetting, to have it here. WIIl you take it away? Far away?"

From the | ook on her face as she rose, the slave was used to odd
requests. "Yes, Nobility." The rug offered her no nore resistance
t han a bl anket m ght have done. Wth a | ast bow, she l|eft.

Trenbl i ng, Daine said, "Thank you," and started to cl ose the door.

“Dai ne?" Alanna was in the central roomoutside, dressed for the
openi ng of the peace negotiations. "You'd best hurry or we'll be
| ate for the banquet,"”

Dai ne wi nced and shut the door. Between talking to the old sl ave,
having the rug cone to life on her, and handling the young sl ave,
she had forgotten she had to clean up and change again. "I don't
know how nmuch nore excitenent | can take," she told Zek and Kitten
as she stripped off her tunic and shirt. "To think the king

t hought | m ght get bored while | was here!"

The openi ng banquet started at noon, a feast of the light, cool
foods preferred in warner |ands for daytinme. Fromthe tal k around
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Dai ne, such neals were Varice Kingsfords special pride. It was the
kind of thing that had foreigners fromall over the Eastern and
Sout hern | ands singing the praises of the enperor's table. The
girl surveyed the bew | dering variety of choices and |l et Zek help
her choose. The marnobset was an expert on plant foods, at |east.

Vari ce was everywhere, seeing to the confort of the Tortall an
del egation and the forei gn anbassadors to Carthak who had been
invited to observe the tal ks on behalf of their rulers. Wth so
many lords to attend to, she didn't appear to notice that Numair
barely touched his food.

Dai ne noticed, and felt sorry for her tall friend Varice had
filled his plate herself, heaping it with delicacies |like eel
pastry, el ephant-ear soup, and snake nedallions in a black bean
and w ne sauce. It was the worst thing she could have done.

Numai rs body did not always travel well, particularly not after a
sea or river voyage. Usually he spent several days in a new place
eating mld, sinple foods—+he only things he could keep down. He
nodded and gave polite thanks when she stopped to ask how he did,
but Dai ne could see a tinge of green around his I|ips.

Luckily the dogs and cats who served as pal ace nouse and rat

catchers were everywhere, even here in the banquet hall. Daine
silently asked two dogs for help. When a paw on the nage's knee
caused Numair to | ook down, he saw themat his feet, wlling to be

fed. The | ook he gave Daine was filled with gratitude. She didn't
see the costly food | eave his plate, but she didn't expect to:
Numai rs hobby was sl eight of hand. The dogs she heard clearly.
They were delighted with their feast.

At |last the enperor led themto the roomwhere the tal ks would be
hel d. Tabl es and chairs had been placed in a | oose square, and
unshuttered w ndows all owed breezes and garden scents to pass

t hrough. The Tortall ans, the foreign anbassadors, and the Cart haki
m ni sters were given seats, their places marked w th nanepl ates of
gold inlaid with silver. Jugs of water, juice, and herbal teas
were at all the tables. Carthaki scribes sat cross-I|egged agai nst
one wall, ready to take notes, while the Tortall an scribes had
their own table, directly behind Duke Gareths seat. Those who
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woul d not take part, such as Lindhall Reed and | esser nobles and
officials, sat in chairs behind the del egations. Daine sat at the
end of her table, unconfortable even there. Kitten had a stool to
perch on, beside the girl; Zek hid in his usual place under Daine
S hair.

Ozorne rose to speak, dressed in a blindingly white robe and green
shoul der wap. H's hair, ungilded today, proved to be reddish
brown, though it was still in many fine braids, each tipped with a
gold filigree bead. Black paint lined his anber eyes back to his
tenples. He glittered with gens.

“"We bid you wel cone, representatives of our em nent cousin, King
Jonat han of Tortall, and of his queen, Thayet the Peerl ess, and of
our fell ow nonarchs and nei ghbors.” H's voice filled the room
"This day has been too long in comng. At last we are net in a
spirit of nmutual aid and support for our |ands, so |ong at odds.
Villains conspired to bring us to the brink of war, but w sdom and
vi gi |l ance have kept us from stepping over. Al our hearts desire
only peace.

"W thout our know edge and consent, evil nen contrived four years
ago to steal arcane learning secretly held for centuries. Wth
this ill-gained know edge, they reversed what the witers of those
spells had dedicated their lives to achieve, the banning from our
human, nortal existence those creatures |oosely called i mortals,

t he sem di vine beings who may |ive forever unless accident or
force brings their |life spans to a halt.

"To our sorrow, our person and our university were blaned for this
dreadful m suse of power. Qur cousins of Tortall, sore beset by

i mortals and by those who prey on a |l and open to attack, felt we
were to bl anme, and who could contest it? Loving freedom and
commerce, we kept too little watch on our library, on our

shi pwights, on those who hired nen and paid themin Cart haki
gold. To our shane and sorrow, our |ack of awareness caused our
Tortall an cousins to think we condoned the behavior of pirates,
bandits, and rogues. Let us now set the matter straight. Let us
strive together for peace between our peoples, and put aside all
past m sunder st andi ngs.
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"May the gods bless our endeavors, and may they foster the peace
for which we all long."

Cl asping his hands together, he touched themto his forehead in a
ki nd of salute, and sat down.

Duke Gareth rose to nake his reply, reading froma letter witten
to Ozorne and his mnisters by King Jonathan. Daine hid a yawn
under one hand. She m ght have found the letter nore interesting
i f she had not heard discussions about its contents on the voyage
to Carthak. Instead her m nd kept skipping away from Duke Gareths
voi ce, returning to the tiger-skin rug, or to the badgers visit,
over and over. She had nentioned the need to talk to Numair and
Al anna on their way to the noon banquet, but she knew it m ght be
sone tine before they could get the chance to safely hear what she
had to say. As the enperors guests, nost of their tinme away from
the tal ks would be taken up with entertai nnents and activities.
Bot h had prom sed to do what they could, and Dai ne had to be
content with that.

If only | knew what the gods had in mnd, or when it was going to
happen, she thought as the foreign anbassadors read nessages from

their own rulers. | don't know what Nunmir or Al anna can do with
"Sonet hing bad is going to happen.” | don't even know what / would
do with it!

Once the anbassadors were done, each of Ozorne s del egates had a
speech to make, followed by a speech fromeach Tortallan official.
Dai nes yawns began to cone thick and fast.

Suddenly a clerk tapped her on the shoul der and passed her a note
from Duke Gar et h.

There is no reason Jbr you to remain Jbr all this—your presence
i n Carthak has nothing to do with being bored to death. Why don't
you go? No one will mnd. Just renenber to he changed and ready

j br the supper banquet this evening, and go nowhere that is not
permtted.
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When she stuffed the note into her pocket, Zek woke fromhis after-
| unch nap. W're done now? he asked, hopeful.

That was enough to decide her. Maybe they aren't done, but | am
she told the marnoset. Leani ng around Al anna, she caught the
duke's eyes and nodded. He smled at her, and Al anna gave her
shoul der a pat.

"Kit," the girl whispered, "I'm]leaving. Cone on.

The dragon shook her head. She appeared fascinated by the
speakers. Dai ne tugged her paw, Kitten shook her head again. Wth
a shrug, the girl left her, and quietly nade her way out of the
room Looking back as she | et the door close, she saw her dragon
clinmb into the vacated chair.

Qut si de, she found herself in a long breezeway that opened on both
sides to gardens. She sat on a nmarble bench with a sigh of relief,
and lifted Zek

down into her |ap. "Amazing how nuch two-1|eggers can talk, isn't

i t?" she asked him

“"Gven that the alternative to speech this tine is war, | inagine
talk is alittle better." Lindhall had foll owed her. He sat on the
end of the bench and offered a hand to Zek. Curious, the marnoset
went to inspect his fingers. "I would |ike to show you sonet hi ng
of interest—sonething you would not see at hone. Unl ess you had
planned to return to the deliberations of the m ghty?"

"Goddess, no!" she exclained with a shudder, and picked up Zek.

As they set off through the palace, LindhaU said, "I wanted to
ask—+s it true marnosets form nonoganous groups in the wld? No
ones ever been able to actually observe themin their native

wi | derness. There are other tales, of course, such as the one that
clains they vanish in plain sight and reappear in another part of
the forest, which is clearly false—+sn't it?"

Dai ne, politely waiting for himto finish, realized that he had.
"Zek says they don't vanish. They freeze. The way their fur is
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colored, they seempart of the tree. O they zip around to the far
side of the trunk and keep it between them and whoever is

wat chi ng. And yes, they have just one narriage. Zek used to live
with his wife and their three children before they were trapped."

Li ndhal | shook his head. "WId things should remain in the wld.
Down this corridor."

They now entered the heart of the pal ace, where throne roons,
reception halls, and waiting roons were | ocated. Lindhall stopped
before a | arge doubl e door that bore a brass nanepl ate: The Hal

of Bones, The handl es on each flap were very |arge bones of sone
ki nd. Dai ne and Zek touched one with curious fingers.

“What do you know of fossils?" the mage asked,

"They're creatures and plants that |lived so | ong ago no nortals
remenber them There are sone in the royal nuseum-shells, batlike
creatures, fishes and such. Numair says there are others,
skel et ons of huge beasts called dinosaurs, but no one has found
any in the Eastern Lands yet,"

"Quite true" replied Lindhall. He spoke a word in a | anguage she
didn't know, and both door flaps swung i nward. Dai ne squeaked; Zek
darted under her hair. Peering at themfromthe shadows was a wy
| arge skull. Three horns sprang fromthe bony face: a short one,
near the end of its nose, and two | onger ones that pointed forward
over the eyes,

"Oh, you beautiful thing," the girl whispered, and went up to it,
hardly believing what she saw. She only canme as high as one of the
| arge eye sockets. "What is it?" Wth trenbling fingers she
touched the beakli ke plate of bone that seened to be the creature

s upper |ip.

Li ndhal | cl apped. Over head, throughout that inmense hall, |ight-

gl obes began to glow. "One of the horn-faced |izards. W call them
| i zards because they resenble |izards nore than other creatures,
but they didn't act |ike our nodern reptiles do." Daine blinked up
at Lindhall, who smled. "This one is a great three-horn. Al the
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horn-faced |izards had sone type of facial protrusions. The three-
horns and one-horns also had a sinple or ornate bone frill behind
the skull. This fellow was the | argest of his fam|y—the others
varied fromeighteen to twenty feet in length."

She saw a nassive, curved fan of bone behind the | ong horns. "Neck
arnmor ?" she asked. The hand with which she touched the skull
i t ched,

"Apparently."

"And they weren't |izards?"

"No. The appearance was reptilian, but nost were quite agile, and

| ess vul nerable to changes in tenperature than nodern |izards are.
They seemto have behaved nore |like birds than |izards. W know so
much thanks to those seers who are able to | ook back in tine. The
real world has little use for them but in a university they are

i n great denmand.”

“"Nobility— A slave had appeared in the doorway. Lindhall went to
speak to him

Slowy enough that at first Daine thought she inmagined it, the
skull turned to train a single eye socket on her. The girl stared
at it, appalled. She had mssed that flare of white light in the
flicker of the overhead globes. "Hold still," she hissed, flapping
her hands at it. "Quit noving!'"

The head cocked slightly to one side, as if to ask why she nmade
such an odd request. Carefully the dinosaur raised a bony foot and
wiggled its three toes.

“"Daine, are you all right here?" asked LindkaU. "There's sonething
| nust tend to/*

“1'"l'l be fine," she replied, not taking her eyes fromthe

skel eton. She watched it for sone tine after the mage left, but
t he bones' period of novenent was over.
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That was fun, Zek remarked. Wiy were you angry with it? Touch sone
nore of them

Dead shoul d stay dead, she replied silently and firmy. | wll not
touch any of them To enphasize her point, she thrust her hands

i nto her pockets, where they could start no nore trouble, and

| ooked ar ound.

To the right of the three-horn, where the large hall connected
with a smaller one, she discovered a far different dinosaur. Ten
i nches tall, it stood beside a nest of eggs, some whole, sone

br oken.

“A nmountai n-runner lizard. W don't know what killed him but at

| east we kept himwith his nest." Lindhall had returned. "There's
an adult of his kind standi ng guard." Dai ne | ooked where he

poi nted, and found a sonewhat | arger skeleton, eight feet |ong,
peering at her. They were clearly the sane aninal, and there did
seemto be a protective air about the big one. It stood in front
of a doorway that led to a chanber full of smaller dinosaurs.

"They al nost |ook as if they could nove, don't they?" the mage
asked.

Dai ne wi nced. "How did you fit the bones together?" she asked.
"Did you find themlike this?"

"The process is fascinating," replied Lindhall. "It was devel oped
by the School of Bardic Arts and the School of Magecraft. If you
under stand magi cal theory, you know that things once bound to one
another retain the occult tie, even when separated. Know ng that,
t he bards and nages create special nusical pipes. Played
correctly, they call the bones together to formthe original
owner . "

Dai ne nodded; she had seen Numair do the sane thing with skel etons
at hone. Together she and Lindhall roaned the collection. Behind
the three-horn she had briefly awakened, she di scovered anot her,
smal |l er three-horn, whose neck frill was larger and flatter and
whose brow horns curved up, rather than pointed strai ght ahead. A
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brass plaque set into the base of his stand identified himas a
bull three-horn, listing his height, weight, and the place he was
found. Following this |ine of skeleton stands, which ran down the
center of this branch of the hall, she discovered other horn-faced
| i zards, whose neck frills grew nore and nore ornate: a spiked

t hree-horn whose frill was topped by |arge, curved spines; the

t hi ck-nosed horn-face with extra bone plates instead of a nose
horn; and the so-called well-horned three-horn, who boasted down-
turned spikes on his frill. None of themwere |ess than ei ghteen
feet in length, fromnose to tail tip'

“"Don't you wish you could have seen them when they were alive?"
the girl asked Zek.

The marnoset, as fascinated as she was, shuddered. Dai ne

transl ated his answer aloud for Lindhall: "Only if they were grass
eaters. Even so, | should prefer to see themfromthe top of a
very tall tree." The mage | aughed at that.

They saw bony- headed skel etons |ike giant, |ong-1legged crocodiles,
covered with back and head spi kes and wearing solid bone clubs on
their tail tips. All were nore than ten feet |ong and bel onged to
a famly called arnored |lizards. They gave way to cousins, plated
| i zards, each with | eaf-shaped pl ates and spi kes runni ng al ong
their backs. These, too, were giants, ranging fromthirteen to
thirty feet in length. Each one's tail was |aden with a collection
of spikes that | ooked |ike a nace.

"There's so nuch | earning here," she remarked softly. "The king's
trying to build a university to equal yours, but it'll take years.
And when it cones to things like this..."

"Once Carthak was fanmous largely for its treasures." LindhaU s
voi ce was equally soft. "It was a citadel of learning, arts, and
culture. It still has those things in abundance, but now the arny
and the navy garner the attention of the world and of the
enperor. "

When she glanced to her left, her jaw dropped. The skel eton before
her, |abeled G eat Snake-neck, was ninety feet long. Its tiny
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head, at the end of an extrenely |ong neck, stared down at her
fromnearly twenty-five feet in the air. Wth small teeth only at
the front of a light jaw, and eyes that faced to the sides |ike
the three-horns, she knewit was a plant eater—A very | arge pl ant
eater," she told Zek quietly. The marnoset, who had clinbed on top
of her head for a better |ook, agreed. Behind this one, she saw

ot her snake-necks, though none so | arge.

Near the snake-neck was another, frightening skeleton, for all he

was only two-thirds as long as his neighbor. H's eye sockets faced
forward, and his heavy jaws bore a collection of sharp and jagged

teeth, marks of a neat eater. He had cousins, too, Daine saw.

They found a cluster of duck-billed skeletons and, behind them
di nosaurs who sported odd, bony crests on their skulls. One
rem nded her of a basilisk, only the skeleton had a | ong,
freestandi ng head knob, like a | arge bone feather on its owners
head.

"Now there's a hat," she remarked. Zek sniffed with disdain.

She had viewed nearly ten crested skel etons when she found a
second hall in the rear of the collection. Curious, she ventured

i nsi de, Lindhall behind her. Here stood a double row of el ephants.
The four closest ones were strange-looking, with hides covered in
shaggy fur and tusks curved up in an inconplete circle. The next
four el ephants had four tusks; two sharp ones on top, two smaller
ones on the bottom

“"Mammot hs, " Lindhall told her. "The world used to be nuch col der,
as |'msure Nunmair has taught you. In those days, el ephants needed
fur."

"I don't understand. Were these alive once? How are they here, in
their skins? Are they in a magical sleep?"

"They were brought fromice fields in the distant south,”
expl ai ned the mage. "They froze to death, and the ice preserved
themuntil we could work the spells to keep themas they are. |
use \ue in a general sense, since they were found a century to two
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centuries ago."

Dai ne stared at the great aninmals. "You have such wonders here. |
al nost wwsh | could stay | onger and see themall."

"I noticed you said alnost. | can't say that | blane you, though |
w sh that were not the case. | have a feeling we could learn as
much fromyou as you mght learn fromus."

Dai ne | aughed at that. "I doubt it, Master Lindhall. I'mjust a
girl with wild magic, when all s said and done. Wien | |leave in
si x days, Carthak wont even renenber | was here.”

Li ndhall smled. "But / wll renmenber, and so will the enperor's
bi rds, "

"I couldn't ask for nore," she said with a grin.

Ni ghtfall saw her in a lilac nuslin dress and the |ong, sleevel ess
surcoat that had just cone into fashion in the north. Hers was
gold silk, as frail as a butterfly's wing, wwth a beaded hemto
make it hang properly. The outfit nade her nervous. She was sure
that at any nonent she would step on the hemand rip it out.

She and the adults were in a reception roomwith floors tiled in
squares of night-blue lapis lazuli and white marble. The talks
were over for the day. Wiile the guests sipped fruit juices and
ni bbl ed delicacies, Daine waited for Numair to finish a
conversation wth the anbassador from Galla. At |ast that

gentl eman bowed to him and wandered off.

Turning, Numair smled. "You re becom ng a young |lady." He brushed
a curl fromher cheek. "If I'mnot careful, you'll be grown and
married to a deserving fellow before | realize it."

She ignored this as being too silly for comment. "Wen can we

tal k?" she demanded. "You' ve got to find a way, sonehow It may be
fair inportant.”

It may be ?
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"I don't know. |I'mnot sure." She thought for a nonent and deci ded
she had to take a chance and give himsone clue as to what she
wanted. "I spoke to the badger yesterday."

That startled him "Were?"

“Aboard ship. In ny cabin. He was"--she groped for a phrase—=not
hi nsel f ?'

Long brows drew together. "Not— The doors swung open. "Very
well —+"Il try to devel op sone opportunity," he said quickly.
"They' ve schedul ed these neetings so tightly we barely have tine
to scratch, let alone talk,"

The group of people surged forward, taking themwth it. In the
banquet haU the enperor waited beside a long, low railing nade of
gold. Behind it large, open w ndows gave a view of the sky and a
smal | | ake, Ozorne was as splendid as on the night before,

al t hough his thene now was silver, fromthe beads on his hair to
the paint on his eyelids. H s |ong underrobe was silver cloth.
Over it he wore a black velvet drape |like a cloak that covered his
back to the knees and | eft one shoul der bare. Strings of flashing
opals linked the free end of the drape to his wist. He bl azed
with gens at fingers and toes. Silver armets |ike giant snakes
wound about his wists.

Now, through the w ndows, two Stormm ngs dropped in to perch on
the gold bar. One was an older male with a pinkish-gray face,
tight lips, and small brown eyes. He wore a black iron crown on
thinning dark hair. The younger nale was green-eyed and | ean-
faced. He wore bones braided into his long blond hair. Wile
Ozorne and the crowned nmal e spoke privately, the younger one
shifted fromfoot to foot, clearly not pleased to be there.

Numair frowned "Daine, isn't that—rom Dunl at h?"
“None ot her," she said. The last tine she had seen the green-eyed

Stormmv ng, he had been in her bow sight. "How nice for us all W
can have a reunion."
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CHAPTER FOUR
STRANGE CONVERSATI ONS

Ozor ne beckoned everyone forward. "Honored guests, we present
Ki ng Jokhun Foul reek, our ally fromthe Stone Tree nation of
StormmM ngs, and his vassal, Lord Ri kash Moonsword. They will join
us" He didn't seemto care whether or not his guests wished to
meet Stormm ngs. Coolly he presented each of themto the imortals
by nane. Duke Gareth, bowing to themin greeting, caught a faceful
of Stormm ng odor and coughed,

Dai ne wat ched the inmmortals as the introductions unfol ded. Jokhun
stared at those being presented, not bothering to speak to them
The only tinme he showed enotion was when he saw Kitten: he
frowned, and murnured to his conpanion. Ri kash gl anced over.
Seeing Kitten, he found Dai ne and scow ed.

"H's face wll freeze like that if he isn't careful," nuttered
Dai ne, shifting Zek fromthe crook of her armto her shoulder. In
Dunl ath a year ago, Ri kash had acted for Ozorne in the plot to
overt hrow Ki ng Jonat han, and had | ost to Daine and Numair.

They were the last of the group to be presented to the imortals.
Jokhun paid themno nore attention than he mght a fly on the
wal |, but Ri kash bated her. "W've net," he said coldly.

"Moonswor d?" She had never known his |ast nane. "That's very
pretty.”

The Stormmi ng grinaced. "My ancestors were a sentinental lot. |
know you, too, nage," he told Numair. "I renenber the onion bonb
you threw at ne.

Ozorne smled, "Lord Ri kash, did you not say the wld ani mals of
Dunl at h behaved oddl y?"

“I certainly did," the StormmM ng repli ed.
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"You have Daine to thank," said the enperor. "She is bonded to
animals through wild nmagic."

The | ook on Ri kash s face was one of m xed rage, chagrin, and

| aughter. King Jokhun turned watery eyes on Dai ne. "Sone day we
must neet |ess formal |l y—when you are not protected by your host."
There was an annoying hint of a whine in the king's nasal voice.
"W wi || discuss a nunber of Stormm ng deaths that are laid to
your account."

“"Anytine," Daine told him smling as sweetly as she coul d.

Numai r bowed and nudged her to do the sane. Once they were away
fromthe enperor and the immortals, he nmurnured, "This visit gets
better all the tine, doesn't it?"

Dai ne nodded. She wasn't sure how she felt about seeing Ri kash
again. He was a Stormnming, a race of immortals she hated, but
personally he hadn't seened to be such a bad sort.

" There you are." Varice, in a red satin gown that fitted |ike her
skin, took charge of them Numair she guided to the very end of
the head table, far to Ozorne's right. The only seat next to his
was the one she woul d occupy herself. Daine, feeling cross,
realized i medi ately that the woman had arranged things so that
she woul d have Nunair to herself.

Wth Numair seated, Varice led Daine to the opposite end of the
mai n board, where Prince Kaddar waited. Daine curtsied slightly,

pl eased by the elegant sigh of her skirts, and once nore silently
t hanked the queen for her wardrobe. She never could have faced

t hese el egant people in the clothes

she normally dressed up i n—A bl ue wool gown for winter, and a pink
cotton for sumer. Even in these garnents, she couldn't hope to
match the prince. He was as finely dressed as he had been on the
ship, in a calf-length robe of fine wool tinted a delicate
aquamari ne, and a shoul der drape of white silk shot through with
gold threads. He glittered with jewels; against his dark face, his
eyes coul d easily have been black gens, for all the enotion they
showed as he bowed her to her seat.
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"You'll be fine wwth His H ghness,” Varice told Daine, and |eft
them t here.

Kitten, unnoticed by Varice, sat up on her hindquarters and
chirped, drawving a smle fromthe prince. "I don't know if your
food will be very good for her,"” he admtted.

"She eats anything," Daine replied. "Trust ne." Kaddar lifted a
hand, and a nal e sl ave appeared by his el bow. An exchange of

whi spers resulted in a stool being produced for Kitten.

Di scovering that she could see over the table if she sat on it,
she cheeped and whistled softly.

“She's thanking you," explained the girL "And so do |I. It was a
nice thing for you to do."

A smle tugged at Kaddar's nouth. "I read that dragons are curious
about everything."

Dai ne nodded. "They understand as nuch as two-I|eggers. More,
because they know the speech of aninmals as well as human tongues.
| can't speak dragon, but if she wants ne to understand her, she
makes her neaning clear.”

Ozorne cl apped his hands. Sl aves began to nove in streans,
bringi ng dishes to the diners so that they could sel ect what they
want ed. Fermal e sl aves, wearing | oincloths and not hing el se, went
fromguest to guest, filling w ne goblets.

For Dai ne and Kaddar, the dragon was clearly a safe topic of
conversation. Her wariness of himbegan to fade when she found he
asked intelligent questions, and listened to her answers. The
nmoment he felt his friend relax, Zek popped out of the sleeve
where he'd been hiding and clinbed onto Daine s shoulder. For a
noment the prince struggled wth well-bred di smay, then suddenly
grinned, for the first tinme looking |ike a young man not nuch

ol der than she was.

“Anyone el se?" he asked. "A sparrow in your pocket? A snake as
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your belt?"

Dai ne bl ushed and | ooked down. "No one el se. Zek just doesn't |ike
to be parted fromne. | think he's so relieved to be in ny care
that he doesn't want to et ne out of his sight."

“Under standably," replied Kaddar, stretching a hand out to the
mar noset. Zek observed his fingers with the sane grave air as he
did everything, then clinbed on. Wth that, the ice was broken
bet ween prince and guest. They tal ked about a nunber of subjects,
conparing stories of their lives. The only awkward noment cane
when a slave arrived with the neat course: antel ope steaks.

Dai ne swal | owed hard. She had managed skewers of roast duck and
peppers, snoked sal non and herring, and tarts filled wth cheese
and ham She had even tried snails in garlic butter. At the risk
of giving offense, she could not eat this. Wrse, she knew Kaddar
was bound by social customto eat only the things she did. "I'm
sorry," she whispered. "I can't."

Kaddar frowned. "Pl ease? They're ny favorite."

Her cheeks were hot. "Look—don't m nd ne. You go ahead.™

“I't would be churlish of ne to eat sonething that causes you
di stress."” Kaddar sighed and shook his head at the slave, who

renmoved the offending dish. "At least tell nme why."

Dai ne rubbed her face tiredly. "What do you know about nme? About
what | can do?"

"Well, you heal animals, and talk to theminside your head, and
t hey do your bidding.**

“"You wont |ike that,*' Daine told Zek, who was investigating a
smal | dish of hot peppers. To Kaddar she said, "I ask themto do
thi ngs, nost of the tinme. | don't like to order them around. Wuld
your friends like it if you always told them what to do?*'

Thin lips twtched, "Point taken. So you ask themto do things and
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you talk to them and heal . "

“I can also be them | |earned howto shape-shift a year ago. My
first mstake was when | thought |'d try deer shape, one day | ast
winter. See, | didn't know the royal huntsnmen woul d be out,

| ooki ng for sonme gane—

“I think | can see where this is going" He watched her with
i nterest, |eaning his cheek on one hand. "So you can't eat deer—=

“Last spring we were rounding up killer unicorns, and bandits
cornered ne. |'d gotten separated from Nunair and pani cked. |
changed into a wild goose." Renenbering, she sighed.

“"Big m stake?" There was synpathy in his voice. "They got ne with
a barbed arrow. | escaped, but alnost |lost the arm Anyway, ever
since | could take on a creatures mnd or shape, | can't eat gane
of any kind. | eat fish, and donestic neat |ike beef and chi cken,
but then, | never wanted to be a fish, and | close out the

t houghts of barnyard animals. |I'msorry. | used to hunt and eat
ganme with the best of them but not anynore."

The prince | ooked thoughtful "So there are drawbacks to your
power."'*

"There's drawbacks to any power, Your Hi ghness,"

Musi ci ans had entered the roomas they tal ked. Now, in the cleared
space before the nmain board, acrobats started a whirling, athletic
dance. Kaddar was feeding bits of snoked eel to Kitten, |eaving
the girl free to admre the performance. Wien it was over, she
remar ked that she'd never thought two-I|eg-gers had that nuch bend
in them which nade her conpani on | augh.

The acrobats were replaced by a nunber of unusually small bl ack
men and wonen and their animal conpanions. One old man held the

| eashes for a pair of tall, rangy, spotted cats. Twin girls
carried an assortnent of nonkeys, while dogs of varying sizes and
colors followed the entire conpany. The m nute they saw Dai ne, all
of the animals broke fromtheir handlers to go to her. Quickly the
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girl stood and wal ked around to the front of the table, know ng
that they would knock the table over to say hello if she didn't.
Zek squeaked in fear and burrowed under Kaddar s drape as one of
the cats rose on his hind legs to plant his forepaws on the girl s
shoul ders.

Dai ne petted her new friend. "Hell o—you' re a beauty, aren't you?"
Silently she asked, How do they treat you, these trainers of
yours? Do they hurt you to teach you things? In Tortall she'd
found that many animal trainers used pain to nake | essons stick.

The ani mal s gat hered around were quick to reassure her. Qur two-

| eggers are wi se, the cheetah nale who had [aid his paws on her
shoul ders said. They speak al nost as clearly as other beast-Peopl e
do. They never hurt us.

Dai ne saw why as the trainers, none of themtaller than her

ear|l obe, cane to her behind their aninmals. Flashes of copper
fire— | d magi c—sparked in their eyes and around their hands as
they chattered in wordli ke sounds. One wonman coaxed the cheetah
back from Dai ne, but the nonkey” and dogs crowded into his place.

“"They are Banjiku tribesnen, fromZallara in the south." Enperor
Ozorne had |l eft his dais and cone over to the group. "They are
saying that they think you are a god."

Soneone | aughed. Daine turned red. "Please excuse ne, but |I'mno
such thing."

"You are god," said the oldest man in heavily

accented Common. "I am Tano, the cat-nman. The cats cone to ne,
also to ny wife. W have cat-children." Daine realized his face
was tattooed with feline whiskers and ears. "Cholonbi is dog-man."
The man thus naned raised his hands to show dog-pad tattoos on his
pal ns. "Twi ns are nonkey-girls." The young wonen w th nonkeyli ke
tattoos bowed and grinned at Daine. "See? We all one-kind beast |f
you are not god, then you god-child. Yes? Wich god?"

Her bl ush worsened, and Daine knelt to bury her face in the female
cheetah s fur. The cat chirped.
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"I don't know who ny da is." She wouldn't have mi nded telling
t hese nice humans in private but doing so in front of the enperor
hurt. "My ma died before she could tell ne."

The Banji ku chattered briefly.

“"They think it's too bad you don't know your father." Numair had
al so cone over. "They wi sh they knew his nane. They woul d
sacrifice to himand ask himto visit their daughters as he did
your not her."

Dai ne was about to protest that she was not the child of a god
when she renenbered visions she'd had since her nothers death, of
her ma doi ng everyday tasks in a forest cottage. Al included a
horned man with hints of green in his darkly tanned skin. Could it
be...?

Ozor ne wat ched Dai ne and Numai r, face unreadabl e as he
waved a jeweled fan idly. "The Banjiku skill with animals is
| egendary," he remarked. "It was through their | egends that your

teacher cane to believe in the existence of wild magic. It seens
he was right—+n this case, at least. And now, if they would be so
kind as to do the work for which they have been sunmoned?”

The Banji ku bowed to Dai ne, and noved into place for their
performance. She returned to her seat and watched the entire thing
W t hout seeing it. Surely it wasn't possible that her da, unknown
for all these years, was a god! And yet—Ma had al ways told her
that she'd been conceived in the forest on Beltane, and that her
fat her was a stranger.

Appl ause brought her back to her surroundings. The Banji ku and
their animls had perforned beautifully and were | eaving the room
Dai ne nodded when the cat man wi nked at her. They woul d see each
ot her agai n.

The banquet over, the enperor's guests returned to the reception

area. Musicians played in a corner while slaves offered pastries
and drinks to everyone, Daine was tal king about the habits of
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griffins with Numair and Lindhall when a slave approached, pushing
a wheeled cart. Perched on its surface was Ri kash. Jokhun had | eft
during the banquet, but evidently his vassal had ot her plans.

"Go away," he ordered the slave, then nodded to Nunmair and Dai ne.
Zek, on Daine's shoulder, craned forward to stare at the imortal,
hol ding a tiny paw over his nose.

Ri kash grimaced at him "Still consorting with tree rats, | see."

Dai ne smled. R kash s |ast encounter with her had invol ved a
squirrel nanmed Flicker. "Now you know what di sease the Dunlath
ani nal s had, "

“"Was that you, shape-changed?" he asked.

The girl shook her head. "Not then, | had just |earned how to put
nyself within an animals mnd, Flicker and that eagle were hel ping
ne. "

" Shape-shifting goes with that skill," die Stormm ng | ord poi nted
out, "I would have thought you would know that by now. "

Numai r grinned. "She does."

"How del ightful for us auUf" the immortal said, voice extrenely
dry. "I nust renenber to give Tortall a w de berth.”

|dly he scratched the brass that sheathed the top of the cart
under his feet, drawi ng squeals fromit wth his steel ckws. Daine
gritted her teeth; Numair w nced.

Li ndhal | bowed. "If you wll excuse ne?" He patted the humans on
the shoul ders and | eft.

“"We were having a nice tal k before you cane,"” Daine infornmed

R kash,

"I am devastated to have ruined your fun." Looking down, he asked
in a very different voice, "Do you hear from Maura of Dunl at h?"
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"She wites Daine often,” said Numair. "She m sses you," Dai ne
told the Stormm ng. "She says her guardian is nice, but he doesn't
have your sense of hunor. You could visit her, you know. She'd
like that."

Ri kash pried up a bit of the netal he stood on. "I nust renain
here with King Jokhun, for now, " he replied. "I believe ny stay
wi Il not endure for nuch longer, and then | nmay be free to pursue
nmy own life. If that is the case, | wuld |ike to see Maura again"

"Oh?" Numair asked. "It sounds as if you anticipate a nonent ous
event. What is it?"

Ri kash | ooked at himsharply, then grinned. "Finish your business
here qui ckly, mage. Carthaks unhealthy. It will get worse before
it gets better." To Daine he said, "Frankly, |I'msurprised to find
either of you at this court. It is wise to nake a peace with the
man who tried to overthrow your king?"

“It's very wise, if the greatest arny and navy _are on your
eneny's side," Numair said dryly.

Dai ne toyed with the silver claw at her throat. "Its no different
fromwhat you did, is it?"

Ri kash stanped the pulled-up brass into place. "Wat is that
supposed to nean?"
“"Don't play innocent." It was such a relief to be able to speak
her mnd to soneone. Ri kash, At |east, would never conplain of her
| ack of di pl onacy.

"We' ve seen the nenagerie, Lord. Ri kash. They have one of your
gueens and her consort here."

Kitten whistled confirmation, and silenced when the Stormu ng
gl ared at her.

“"You are wong," he said flatly. "There are no queens m ssing from
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the other flocks, and | have no queen in mne. The old one was
slain in conbat by King Jokhun, after our custom"”

"Then maybe the prince was m staken," said Numair with a shrug.
"He seened convinced that Barzha was a queen,”

Ri kashs steel feathers ruffled, then settled into place with a
series of muted clicks. " What did you say her nane was?"

“"Barzha," Daine replied as she scratched Kitten behind an ear.
"Her consort was naned Hebakh. The prince said their being in a
cage here was the price of the alliance with King Jokhun,"

Ri kashs frown deepened. Suddenly he | eaped fromthe cart, w ngs
punpi ng. GQuests scattered as he flew through the window into the
night In his wake, nobles and skves alike struggled to repair
their dignities.

"I wonder where he was going,"” nmurnmured Numair. "lIs it possible he
did not know of Ozornes special nenagerie? And what was that about
the health of Carthak?"

Dai ne chewed her lower |ip. She had a feeling R kash neant the
sanme thing die badger had.

| don't like all this, Zek told her. Back honme, we know the
feeling of a comng

storm and we hide. This feels |like a really bad stormin the air,
but it doesn't snell like water.

VWhat does it snell |ike? Daine asked silently as Numair went to
find Lindhall.

Zek thought for a nonent or two, tiny nostrils flaring as he took
deep breaths of the air. Fire, he said at last. A stormof fire.

Soon after that, Daine found the enperor at her el bow.
“Ver al i dai ne, good evening. The birds have been left all day, as
you ordered," he said, offering Kitten one of his rings to play
with. "Can they be visited tonorrow?"
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Dai ne nodded. O f and on during the day she had called to the
aviary with her magic, touching the mnds of the occupants to see
how they did. "They'll be up with the sun if they can see it. |
should warn you, they'll be fair hungry. Figure they'll need at

| east double, prob'ly triple rations."” _

The enperor smled. Daine realized that his watchful air vani shed
only when he tal ked about his birds. "They shall have them" he
prom sed. "You may ask any price of ne, any reward."

“I got the only reward |I want—know ng they're better. |'m not

al ways | ucky enough to save aninmals when they're sick. Sonetines
they die, no matter what | do for them It happens often enough
that | never get tired of making themwell again.”

Kitten offered the ring back to Ozorne with an inquiring whistle.
Smling, he replaced it on his finger, then vanished. Kitten
squawked her irritation.

Dai ne sighed, feeling as if she'd been clanped in a vise for
hours. She yawned and stretched. "Let's get sone air, Kit"

Wth a cheerful whistle, the dragon led the way onto the terrace.
Prince Kaddar found themthere, watching the noon ri se.

“"This is beautiful,” Daine said, waving at the formal garden |ying
off the terrace. It was laid out in patterns, with hedges and
flowers form ng precise, graceful curves and spirals. "W don't
have anything that's this fine."

"Your king spends his noney on very different things," replied the
prince, watching the silver-gilded pattern. Before she could ask
what he neant, he said, "I have to go, but | wanted to ask, would
you like a guided tour in the norning? | could neet you when your
friends | eave for the talks. Your Duke Gareth said it was all

ri ght, when ny uncle asked him"

Dai ne i nspected his face. "Are you sure you don't mnd? | would be
at loose ends, it's true, but | can al ways anuse nyself!"
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He grinned, teeth flashing wickedly. "I would |like sonmething to
do, frankly. W're between quarters at the inperial university,
and there's little going on for ne until classes start."

"Then | accept with pleasure,” she replied, seeing no resentnent
in him

“I'"'1l come for you tonorrow, when the tal ks open,"” he prom sed,
bow ng over her hand. He left her there, and once nore the girl,
mar noset, and dragon had the terrace to thensel ves.

Taki ng advant age of her solitude, Daine went down and around the
side of the steps, where the raised wall of the terrace net the
ground. Qut of sight in this niche, she slid off her surcoat,
folding it neatly and giving it to Kitten to hold. Zek she placed
I n an opening of the marble banister, where he would be safe.
Unencunbered, she let the garden bats cone to say hello, as they
had cl anored to do since she had wal ked into di e open. They
arrived a dozen at atinme, tocling to her hair, dress, hands, and
shoul ders, talking in their high, clear voices. She |oved bats,
but had | earned years ago that few humans agreed. It was al ways
better to sit and gossip with themin private.

She didn't keep themlong. There were still pounds of insects for
themto catch, and she ought to return to the sil k-and-perfune air
i nsi de. She sighed as, one by one, the bats |left her, and w shed

t hem good hunting. Mre than anything, she would have liked to
shape-change and go with them but she had the feeling that Al anna
and Numair would frown if she did. That was funny in itself,
because Al anna |liked el egant parties far |ess than Daine did.

"And |'mgetting fair tired of themnyself," she nurnured to Zek.
"Kit, would you do the neaten-up trick?"

The dragon drew herself up. Suddenly her eyes glowed silver; she
made a soft, cooing sound. Curl by curl, Daine's hair, nussed by
the small mammal s that had clung to it, straightened to lie neatly
under its lilac velvet ribbon. Small threads in her gown, pulled
free by claws, plunged back into their proper weave once nore.
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Little spots, the kinds left by creatures who never had to worry
about cl othes, vanished. Creases fl attened; pockets of nusty odor
evaporated. It never would have worked on a dress saturated with
bi rd droppings, but it was perfect for little nesses. Dai ne had

di scovered this bit of dragon magi c nonths ago, when Kitten fixed
her appearance after she'd been called fromriding to hear a noble
s conpl ai nt about w nged horses.

"Thanks!" The girl accepted the surcoat fromthe dragon and donned
it, "Why did you do it so quiet? You—

The dragon held a claw to her nuzzle, signaling Daine to hush, and
pointed to the terrace behind them Confused, Daine peered through

the openings in the rail. In the shadows where terrace net
bui | di ng, hidden fromthe view of those inside, was the old slave
woman. Perched on the rail in front of her, talking softly and

fiercely, was Rikash,

Dai ne frowned. She wasn't sure which was odder: the
conversation itself, or the parties to it. Wiy would R kash talk
to a slave, any slave? He was hopping in fury, waving his w ngs as
he tried to make a point; the slave shook her head. A slave,
refusi ng an order from anyone}

Sonet hi ng el se troubl ed Dai ne. She was sure this was the slave she
had seen that norning, but now the woman's shaved head was covered
by stubbly hair. Her rough gown hung from both shoul ders, not just
one, and her sandals were |eather, not straw. They |aced all the
way up to those bony knees.

Suddenly the ol d woman produced a gl eam ng silver cup. Show ng it
to R kash, she rattled it, producing the unm stakabl e sound of
di ce.

Dai ne col | ected Zek and marched up the short flight of steps,
Kitten beside her. Rikash would get the poor old thing into
trouble, and the gods al one knew what m ght happen to her if one
of her masters saw this.

"Seven," the slave remarked. She and R kash stared at the fl at
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surface of the rail beside the upended dice cup. "You win. For
now." She turned, and w nked at the approaching Daine. "Push this
bad boy off the rail, there's a dear,"” she said. "He's going to
beat a poor old lady out of her life's savings."

G abbi ng the dice cup, she placed a hand on the rail and ninbly
vaul ted over. When Daine ran to stare down at her probable |anding
site, sure the wonman had broken an ankle at |east, she was nowhere
to be seen.

"Who was that?" demanded the girl of Rikash. "What were you doi ng
wi th her?"

The immortal's eyes danced. "You saw her? Who was she?"

"The poor old slave they nade clean ny roons this norning!"

The Stormmi ng guffawed. "Oh, indeed?" he said when he had cal ned
down. "Well, if you want to believe that, go right ahead. You'l

| earn.”

"There's sonething you're not telling ne."

“"No, it's her. Ask her what she's not telling you. And be careful.
She's tricky."

Sonething glittered on the rail where the dice cup had been. It
was a netal feather. "Are you nolting?" asked Daine. "Do you nolt?
You don't look like you |lost a feather."

“"Never mnd that," he snapped. The girl shrugged and turned to go.
“"No—wait. Please.”

She noved to stand upwi nd of him "WlI?" she asked, when he
didn't seeminclined to speak again. "Anything?" He remined
silent, frowning in thought. "You left in a hurry before."

"I woul d apol ogi ze for ny rudeness, if | had manners. Happily, |

don't. You ought to try our shape sonetine. People expect you to
be crude. I'mtold it's liberating for nost humans."
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She snorted "You won't catch ne that way. Numair warned ne what
happens when humans take on the shapes of immortal s—we can't
change back."

"Wanted to try dragons shape, did you?" She stuck her tongue out
at him and he sm | ed.

"I wasn't |ying—about the Stormmi ngs in the nenagerie." She
fiddled wwth the feather on the rail, careful not to touch the
edges. If it was one of his, it would cut better than a knife.

"I know. | saw them-Barzha and Hebakh. They told ne how they cane
to be there."

“I"’msorry.”

"I am angry, not sorry. Jokhun |ied when he took over our fl ock.
He said he killed Barzha and Hebakh in conbat, and their bodies
dropped into one of your oceans." R kash had begun to rock from
foot to foot; his green eyes sparkled angrily as his feathers
bristled. "Wt believed himbecause we were tired of battles..

.StormmM ngs—+tired of battles! W betrayed her, just as he did. And
to find this smling, lying nortal in | eague with hi m—=

Humans cane onto the terrace. d obes sailed overhead to light the
darkness. Ozorne was in the forefront, with Alanna on his arm and
Duke Gareth on his other side. Seeing them he cane over.

"Follow ny lead," Ri kash nuttered softly.

" Pl ease. "

She | ooked at him puzzled, but nodded. She didn't think he would
get her into trouble, eneny or no. She did have to admt their

tal ks here weren't hostile—nore |ike the exchanges between friends
who enjoyed a good argunent. That was enough to nake her head

Spi n.

“Veralidaine and Lord Ri kash," said the enperor, smling
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m schi evously. "Now here is an odd pairing. We had heard this
young | ady hates St ormm ngs."

The imortal shrugged. "W val ue a good eneny, |nperial Mjesty.
If | may be permitted to say so, opponents cone in nmany guises. |t
is well to get to know them al L"

The enperor nodded. Al anna frowned, |ooking fromhimto R kash to
Dai ne. The girl shrugged to |let her friend know that she hadn't
the | east idea of what the Stormm ng neant.

“"Forgive ne for ny departure earlier, but | had thought of a gift
to make to you, as a personal token of ny appreciation for our
association. It would be ny very great pleasure if you would
accept it." Rikash nodded toward the feather. "Gve it to him if
you pl ease. "

Dai ne carefully picked up the feather and offered it to QOzorne,
who smled and took it, holding it with care. "Is sone particul ar
virtue attached to this gift?" he asked.

"I ndeed," replied the Stormm ng. "Any such token froman i mort al
has—qual ities."” Daine touched her throat, brushing the chain for
t he badger's cl aw.

"Heed ne," Ri kash went on. "If ever you are in peril of |life and
throne—and it nust be peril that drives you, not curiosity—take
this feather and thrust it into your flesh. Wien it m xes with
your blood, you will fly fromyour enemes as if wnged with
steel, and escape beyond the Black God's reach for all tine."

Ozorne replied evenly. "Neither our life nor our throne is in
peril, Lord R kash, nor do we believe they will ever be. Qur hold
on our enpire is

firmindeed."

"But the wheel turns," Rikash answered. "Wat is up nmay cone down;
what is brought Iow may rise. The gods are not fickle—but they
have been known to change their mnds. One day you wll know the
val ue of Stormm ng esteem "™ He bowed to the enperor, then | ooked
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at Daine. "I never know what to make of you," he said dryly. "I
suppose | never will-He took off, and vani shed into the dark.
Dai ne watched for the | ast sweep of his wings. You aren't al one,
she thought.

The sun was not even above the horizon when she woke the next
norning. It would be an hour or nore before Numair and the others
began to stir, and Kitten and Zek were still deep in slunber. Wth
no mnd to go back to sleep and no books to read, she decided to
visit the enperor's birds. Leaving the dragon and marnoset, she
asked the nousers and rat catchers for a path to the aviary. The
one they gave her took her through gardens to a door in a glass
wall. It was open, with no magical |ock to undo. She slipped

i nside and cl osed the door softly behind her.

The first to cone neet her were small, green birds with red faces
and tails, called parrot finches. They eyed her froma branch
several yards away before dropping to her shoul ders. The next
arrivals were unli ke any bird she'd ever seen, finches who | ooked
as if they had rolled on an artist's paint board, sporting red,

yel | ow orange, or black faces, aqua collars and tails, enerald

W ngs, vyellow bellies, and purple breasts. Twittering, they hopped
on nearby tw gs and on her fingers, eyes bright in their vivid
faces. What had she done to herself, to be dressed as a

dirtwal keri 1 they asked.

| was born this way, she told themsilently, hearing quiet nale
voi ces fromthe direction of the door into the palace. |I'ma two-
| egger and Peopl e.

The finches were not sure they approved.

Red-crested cardinals arrived. Wth them cane tanagers whose

pl umage shi mered green and gold or green and blue. None of the
birds could renmenber nuch of their first encounter w th Daine;
they had been too sick. Now they inspected her eagerly.

Greetings over, a tanager pair invited Daine to cone see their

nest. Finding the stair nearby, she accepted the invitation,
ascendi ng as quietly as she coul d.
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Most of the birds stayed with her, though sone left to get food.
Chattering, being rude to their conpanions, they explained that
the Man fed and talked to them He cane at all hours, but he
didn't wake themif it was dark, and he al ways brought their
favorite treats in his pockets.

Dai ne shook her head. The nore she saw or heard of the enperor,
the nore confused she felt.

At the topnost |evel of the aviary, she found a very small col ony
of leafbirds, sone with blue-violet stripes breaking their bodies
into halves, the top green and the bottom orange-gold, sone
wi th orange heads and red edges to their wings. Here, too, were

royal bl uebirds, who appeared drab until they turned in the |ight
to reveal wings and tails of a blue so intense it seened to gl ow.

She was beginning to see why humans fromtlje western islands to

t he eastern kingdons of the Roof of the Wrld cane to see the
enperor's aviary. These birds were |ike feathered jewels. She al so
noted the care they received, which inpressed her nore than all
the enperors wealth.

Checking the sun's position, she saw there was plenty of tine
before she needed to return for breakfast. |I'm going to change,
she told her new friends. Don't worry—+ won't hurt anyone.

Renovi ng her boots, she crouched on the platformand cl osed her
eyes, renmaking herself as a starling. Her body shrank swftly,
clothes falling away. She sprouted bronze-and-bl ack speckl ed
feathers, and grew a yell ow beak. Her | egs becane stilts, her feet
three long toes. Done, she ruffled her feathers and cackl ed, then
took to the air.

The | eafbirds joined her. The parrot finches cane behind,
twttering in their eagerness to show her the nooks and crannies
they had di scovered. The birds had nests tucked everywhere in this
huge room Not only had they nade use of the trees and bushes t hat
were natural choices, but they had built in the joints of the
enanel ed green netal strips that supported the panes of gl ass
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formng the ceiling and nost of the walls. Only one wall was
stone. This the birds foll owed down, headed for the Man and his
treats. Wiile the food and water dishes throughout the aviary were
kept full, the Man al ways had sonet hing extra good.

She was so wapped in the flock that she nearly followed themto
beg a treat from Ozorne. Only when she saw himand a newly arrived
conpani on did she back up hurriedly, alnost colliding with the
finches. The enperor would know that a starling did not bel ong
with his exotic treasures. She perched.

concealing herself in a clunp of | eaves. Qzorne's

conpani on was Nunair.

Once out of view, she changed the shape of her head and ears,
becom ng nore like an owl than a starling. Now she could hear the
men clearly.

"—hecked the baths, and the gardens, and she is nowhere to be
found. If she is here and you are concealing her fromne—=

"Be assured, Draper, she is nor here. W had hoped she woul d be,
to see how our birds have i nproved.”

“I'f they have, then you have no further need of her. W all prefer
that you | eave her in peace."

“"We are inclined to give her grace and favor." QOzorne's tone was
haughty. "She has served us well, and we wish to reward her."

"She requires no rewards for your providing, Your Inperial

Maj esty” Never before had the girl heard Nunmair sound this harsh.
“She is well enough as

she is.”

"Such heat over a girl child, and one without . famly or
connection to recommend her. Wiy concern yourself in her affairs?
You will forget she exists the nonent sone rare tone of magic
conies into your hands, or sone arcane toy. That has al ways been
your way. You take up with soneone, make them feel you are their
sworn friend, then turn on themthe nonent you have what you
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wanted fromthem™"

“"How | i ke you to see it in those terns,"” retorted Numair. "She is
nmy student. You will never understand that. You never could
sustain so profound a tie. Once you gai ned your throne, you

deci ded you no | onger required nere human bonds. "

Stop it, Numair.' Daine thought, watching the enperor's eyes
flicker wwth sone odd enption. Can't you see he wants to upset
you?

"Human bonds," Ozorne said quietly, studying gilded nails. "I am
certain you and your |ovely student have a nost profound bond.
Must you share a bed with her animals as well as wth her?"

Numai r s hand | ashed, and sl ammed agai nst the suddenly visible
sheet of enerald fire that appeared around the enperor. Lights
flared where he struck; he yanked the hand back, rubbing it. "If
you interfere with her, if you harmher in any way, it wll be a
breach of the peace accords." Hi s breath cane hard under the
words. "All of the Eastern Lands will unite to destroy you." He
stal ked out of the aviary, dark cheeks burning crinson.

Dai ne was breathl ess. What had possessed himto hit Ozorne? The
suggestion that Numair was interested in her for sexual reasons
had been nade before; he'd laughed it off. If anyone took offense
over such things, it was Daine herself, and only because the
speaker did not understand Numair was too honorabl e ever to take
advant age of her.

The enperor renmained oddly still for several |ong nonents after
Numair s exit. Wondering if he were in a trance, she changed once
nore, until she | ooked at himw th an eagl es eyes. Now she saw
fine-pearled sweat on Ozorne s face. The pupils of his eyes had
opened all the way up, in defiance of the light that streaned
through the glass walls. H's breathing cane deep and soft; his
nmout h trenbl ed

slightly.

Slowy he lifted his right hand and held it pal mup. Enerald Iight
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in four different streaners spi-raled fromthe air before him
formng a small and fiery cyclone in his open palm Bit by bit it
solidified into a human shape. It was Numair dressed in rags, hair
tunbl ing around his face.

Wien the i mage was conpl ete, QOzorne, left hand pal m down, began to
crush it. The image shrieked, its tiny voice a perfect copy of
Numair s own. It screaned and screaned as Ozorne bore down. The
enperor was smling.

Daine fled to her clothes. She heard the image s cries as she
became human, dressed, and left the aviary as silently as she
coul d. Racing back to the guest wing, even with her hands over her
ears, she thought the screans followed her.

Numai r sai d not hi ng when she cane |ate to breakfast, picking at
his food as she told the others she'd paid a predawn visit to the
aviary and gotten |lost - com ng back. |If anyone noticed that she
barely ate, or that she trenbled so hard that she spilled her
juice, they made no coment. Afterward, as they were preparing to
go, Nunmmir said, "Daine, you asked to speak to ne alone. Let's go
to ny room"”

Al anna heard. "Then | go, too.

"I't isn't needful +t's just a magic thing," explained the girl.
She' d prefer to confront hi mabout what she'd seen with no
W t nesses.

“I'f you visit a man's room you need a chaperon.” The |ady kni ght
shook her head. "Really, Nunmair, you know Carthakis. They think an
unvei |l ed woman is no better than she ought to be. Until we | eave
here, you can't talk with her unless she is chaperoned or you can
manage it in public,"”

“"A fine thing, when | can't talk to nmy student alone," said
Numai r, red-faced, "Lets go, then."

| nside his room Daine sneUed perfune in the air, a m xed-fl ower
scent she recognized, "Did Varice have a chaperon?” she nuttered
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to Al anna.

The woman ki cked "her lightly. "Perhaps she didn't want one for
what she was here to do."

Dai ne scow ed. A m dw fes daughter, she knew very well that nen
enj oyed going to bed with wonen they weren't necessarily married
to. Lately, the know edge that Numair had such affairs had begun
to irk her. She didn't want to nention that to him she was afraid
he' d | augh.

Once inside, the door closed, Numair spoke a word. Black fire

bl ooned in every corner, covering the wndows and door. "It's safe
now." He sat on the

bed next to Alanna. "Talk."

Dai ne told them what the badger had said, and rem nded Nunair of
Ri kash's words. "It's hardly new," the nage said once she was
done. "Seers throughout the Eastern and Sout hern Lands have been
gi ving warni ngs of sone disaster that |oons over Carthak. Wthout
better information, we have no reason to break off the tal ks and
return hone. Have you such information?" Dai ne shook her head.

“"Next tinme, tell the badger he nust be nore specific, if the
warning is to be of any use."

“"What about that breath thing the badger did?" Al anna inquired.
“"Do you know what it is?"

"Oh, | know," said Daine grimy. "And | don't |ike it—not one
bit."

A dead animal was on display in this roomas well as in hers: not
a tiger, but a stuffed king vulture, fully two-and-a-half feet

|l ong. It was posed on a tall pedestal in the corner, the purples,
reds, oranges, and yellows of its head were as bright as if the
huge bird were still alive. Daine went over and renoved the
handker chi ef soneone had put over its skull. Looking at it, she
saw that the fine canbric bore a delicately enbroidered initial,
V.
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Scow ing, she thrust it into her pocket and | ooked at the adults.
"Here's what the badger did." She rubbed her pal ns on her
breeches, then grasped

the vulture with both hands. Light blazed around her fingers,

bl i nding her. She blinked rapidly, trying to clear her vision, but
the first hint that she had succeeded canme when a wi ng brushed her
ear. When the spots were gone, she found the vulture | eaning
forward, his many-colored face inches from hers.

Dai ne smled. "Hello," she told him "I need to sit." Her knees
qui vered; she went to the bed. Once sitting, she put her head
bet ween her knees to hold off a faint.

FI VE
PALACE TOUR
“Dai ne?" Al anna cane over to check her pul se.

"I"'mfine. Just dizzy." She closed her eyes and took a few deep
breat hs, then sat up. From sone pocket Numair had produced his
vial of wake-flower, a scent guaranteed to revive the dead. Just
the threat of having to snell it cleared her m nd.

The vulture fl apped awkwardly across the room clutching the
wooden screen over the w ndow. He pecked at the openings in the
wood. Six feet in w ngspan, he nmade the room nuch snall er.

"I's your weakness part of this new working?" asked Numair.

“I don't know. The tines it happened before—the tiger rug in ny
room and a three-horn skeleton in the Hall of Bones—+t was just a
flash. They didn't nove about for |ong."

“I need to sit," Alanna said, and did. "The—what did you
say?—tiger, and the three-horn. Did you bring themto |ife on
pur pose?"

“"No. It was an accident." The vulture hopped onto the bed and
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| eaned agai nst Dai ne.

"That may explain why you' re weak. This tinme you tried to do it."
The Chanpion | ooked at Numair. "Do you agree?"

The mage tugged his | ong nose. Daine braced herself. That tug

al ways cane before a flood of learning. "To reason w thout
information is fruitless. To acquire nore information, Daine nust
conduct further experinments." Numair rubbed his tenples. "Wat
precisely did the badger say?"

She repeated it as closely as she could renenber.

"The tiger and three-horn—what happened?" He paced as she
expl ained, the vulture watching himw th interest, "You are sure
nei ther the slave in your room nor Lindhall saw anythi ng?"

“"No, | don't think they could have covered up if they saw "
Al anna | aughed shakily, "Nor could If*

Dai ne tickled the bird's foot, and he ni bbled her hair, "I can't
talk with him It's like he's got no m nd. But he nust, nustn't
he? He | ooks |ike he can think."

“"The timng is inconvenient," Numair said, toying wwth his bl ack-
opal pendant. "W can't investigate properly while we are here, |
w Il say this nuch-what you have done sounds like no wld nmagic I
have ever heard. Only the gods can bring the dead back even to a
seemng of life,"

“I"' mno god," protested Daine. "What if the badger passed sone of
hi s godness on to ne?"

The mage shook his head. "There is nothing in the witings about
animal gods to indicate they are able to do such a transfer. Not
only that, but normally their power affects only those of their
own species. The badger's nmagi c should apply to badgers al one, as
the wol f god applies only to wolves, and so on. Only the great
gods have power that translates across species: Mthros, the
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Goddess, the Black God, the Graveyard Hag, the Master of Dream
Gai nel —=

"Don' t nane them all, Al anna  said, too patiently,
Numair smled, "No-—ef course not. In the neantine, Daine, | think
it would be best if you said nothing of this and, in particular,
did nothing with it until we got hone."

"Il try. It keeps getting away from ne, though " "What about
hi " asked t he Chanpi on, pointing to the vulture. "W can't
just let himrun around in here. He's losing feathers, for one

t hing."

It was true: the bird s novenents had shaken a nunmber of snuall
feathers fromtheir noorings.

Dai ne asked, "What do you want to do, w ng-brother?"

The vul ture hopped fromthe bed, |anding on the deep W ndowsill.
Keepi ng his balance with the help of his w ngs, he pecked at the
cedar screen.

"You want out ?"

"Taki ng himout now is tough" Al anna renmarked. "People wll ask
guestions. | assune you want this kept quiet."

"As quiet as possible,” Numair said. "You don't know Ozorne. If he
f ound out she could do this.. .You don't ever want himto find
out."”

Dai ne said nothing. After what she had seen that norning, she
pl anned to give Ozorne as wde a berth as possible. Sonething
about the way he'd nmade the image scream w thout | etup had chill ed

her to the bone. To the vulture she said, "If | take you to ny
roons, Wll you stay there and pretend to be stuffed if the
servants cone in? Wien its dark, we'll go outside."

The wvul ture nodded,
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Numair reached into his belt pouch and produced a round stone.
"This cats-eye agate will nmake you two invisible once the spell is
activated, Wien you re in your room put it in your pocket. Qut of
the light, the charmw |l end. Don't bunp into anyone, or they
will see you, spell or no,"

"Cone on," Daine told the vulture. "You'd best walk. You're too
big to carry."”

The bird hopped to the floor, w ngs half opened for bal ance.
Numai r nmade a sign over the cats-eye, then gave it to Daine.
Wt hout | ooking at

her tall friend, she said quietly, "Numair—you shouldn't have
tried to hit him | don't think he liked it."

Qui ckly, before he could answer, she left, the vulture hopping
besi de her.

Kitten dropped a pawful of ribbons and screeched when Dai ne wal ked
into her room Zek, absorbed in the paint pots on the dressing
table, didn't see Daine and her conpanion until the girl put the
invisibility stone away. The vulture | ooked at him and Zek
chattered unhappily.

"He's all right," Daine assured the nmarnoset. "He's dead. He wont
hurt you"

Did you do the thing to himyou did with the tiger and the big
skel et on? Zek asked.

“"Yes. Seemngly, if | do it a-purpose, it lasts longer." The

vul ture hopped onto her desk and folded his wngs. "Tonight |'l]
take you out and put you where you won't be found," she told him
“"And you two leave all this alone," she scolded Zek and Kitten,
seeing the ness on the dressing table. "Pick those things up,
Kit," Replacing tops on the jars, she noticed her hair in the
mrror.

"CGoddess!" Sitting, she grabbed the brush and attacked her curls.
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“"I't looks like birds nested in it," Soneone tapped on her door.
"Cone in."

Al anna entered, smling when she saw Dairie in front of the
mrror. Then, |ooking at each corner of the suite of roons, she
flicked her fingers, sending

balls of purpie fire into them Once they reached their
destinations, they stretched, |engthened, and turned into sheets
of purple Iight that covered the door and w ndows. Coming to

Dai ne, she took a ribbon fromKitten and began to thread it
through the girl's hair.

Dai ne | ooked at her in the mrror, "Wiy<i you ward the roonf? Are
we tal king secrete now?"

“"Who did Numair try to hit?"

Dai ne rel ated what she had seen. Wien she was done, Al anna cursed
under her breath. "You're right to be upset, | can't believe he
was so foolish!"

"He gets fair protective of ne, sonetines."”

“"He al so as nuch as toMthe enperor you're his weak spot." Daine
nodded,

“I don't think Ozorne woul d endanger these tal ks, but—there is
|life after themto be considered. Wien we go hone, it wll be hard
to stop Ozornes spies fromtrying to nurt either of you. Men! Wy
they can't just keep quiet about things— Qutside a gong sounded
the call to the tal ks. Al anna sighed. "I have to go. Be careful in

what you say to die prince. Renenber he is the enperors heir."

“"I"'' mhardly likely to forget, as nmuch jewelry as he wears " Dai ne
said dryly.

Al anna grinned. "Be polite. And if you see Numair about to do
anything else stupid, try to stop him"

Kitten chattered agreenent. Daine nodded. "Believe ne, | wll"
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Al anna cl apped her on the shoulder and left. The girl | ooked at
the vulture. "Are you still awake?" Its great w ngs spread, and
fol ded again. "Al right Renenber what | said."

The bird's feathers ruffled, then went snoboth, as anot her hand
rapped on the door. "Excuse ne—tady Daine? It's Prince Kaddar."

"And here we go," she told Kitten and Zek, lifting the nmarnoset
onto her shoulder. Kitten raced ahead and opened the door.

Kaddar blinked when he saw her conpanions. "Wn't they be happier
| nsi de?"

“No, they would not, thank you. Kittens a smart creature. |If you
don't give her new things to do and see, she finds them"

"Like a puppy and ny new slippers?" he inquired.

“Li ke a bear cub in your wardrobe, only bear cubs don't have
magi c. She does. She can whistle | ocks off doors—anong ot her
t hi ngs. "

"Very well. You would know best, of course. Since we're touring
the palace, is there any area in particular that you would like to
see?"

She took a breath, "Actually, 1'd like to | ook at chapels and
tenpl es and such. Have you any here?" Until that nonent she had
forgotten the old slave wonan had suggested it. |'d |like to have a

nice long talk with her, next tinme | see her, she thought grimy.

Kaddar frowned. "Well—yes, but—they're nothing special. You
probably have finer ones at hone. Except for the tenple of Mthros
in Carthak Gty—+t's very beautiful"

“I'f it's all the sane, 1'd like to see your tenples here, please."

Hi s reluctance hardened her resolve. She smled up at him "I'm
maki ng a study of them vyou see,"

file:///G|/rah/Tamora%?20Pierce%20-%20Immortals%2003%20-%20Emperor%20Mage.htm (89 of 212) [2/17/2004 11:34:56 AM]



CHAPTER ONE

It was the right argunent to enploy with a young man who attended
the inperial university, "Very well, though I still think you'l
be di sappointed. Its also a bit of a walKk,"

When he offered his arm Daine put Zek there instead of hangi ng on
to it as he seened to expect He | aughed, and let Zek dinb to his
shoul der, then set off through the gardens.

Dai ne wal ked besi de him | ooking at himsidel ong. He | ooked
different fromthe tines she'd seen hi mbefore. He still wore his
ruby drop and ruby nose button, but had sw tched his other
earrings to small hoops. He wore only a single, heavy silver
bracel et and no rings; boots; a white shirt; and | oose, maroon
breeches. An open collar reveal ed a nuscul ar chest, and his dark
hands were | arge and strong-| ooki ng,

“"Are you related to the enperor on your nothers side, or your
fat hers?" she asked, curious.

Kaddar, grinning as Zek inspected the gold rings in his left ear,
asked, "What?" She repeated the question. "My nother, Princess
Fazia, is ny uncle's sister. My father was a prince of the Chel ogu
province in Zallara, far to the south. As you can see"—his teeth
flashed in a broad grin—ny father was nuch darker than ny

not her . "

"Forgive nme for asking, but you said he was?"

"Five years ago he was killed, putting down a rebellion in
Siraj—¥hat in Mthros nane is going on here?"

They had turned onto a broad walk lined with trees. Com ng toward
them was a squad of five soldiers, marching in order, arnmed wth
spears and snmall, round shields. Instead of arnor they wore gil ded
breast pl at es over knee-length scarlet tunics. The enbl em on

shi el ds and breastplates alike was part of the inperial seal of
Carthak, a crown wapped in a jagged circle.

"What's the matter?" she asked. "They're nenbers of the Red
Legi on—sol di ers—and they're here. The arny isn't allowed on pal ace
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grounds—fver. WII| you excuse ne for a nonent? | nust speak with
t hese nen.”

Dai ne took Zek back fromhim "Go ahead*” He left briskly, seem ng
to grow an inch or two in authority as he advanced on the
sol di ers. They bowed deeply in unison, right hands placed on their
hearts. When he spoke to them Daine could see he addressed them
as a prince, not as a teenager, and their |eader spoke to himwth
respect. She wondered if she ought to inprove her hearing to
eavesdrop, and decided against it. Instead she | ooked around,
wonderi ng where she was.

To her left, on the far side of a bed of |ate roses, she saw an
arch that led to an encl osed garden. At its center was a fountain,
a tower of ornanmental sculpture rising froma w de, deep bow On
its rimsat the old slave wonan. At |east, Daine was fairly sure
of the sitter s identity, but her appearance had changed agai n.
The bl ack stubble on her head was now at | east an inch |long. Para
of it were even |onger, and gray. Her gown reached to her cal ves;
the | eather sandals of |ast night had been changed for worn
slippers with holes through which the |ady's bunions protruded, A
knobby wal ki ng stick | eaned agai nst the rim beside her.

More startling than the change in her appearance was her conpany,
a mass of black and brown rats. She was feeding them-at her feet,
i n her lap, and from her hands. Frowni ng, Daine headed for the
fountai n. Wat ever was going on here, she wanted to know what it
was—Ao nore hints!

Kitten squawked a denmand, and the old woman | ooked up. One of her
w cked bl ack eyes was gone; a mass of old scar tissue rilled the
socket. The ot her

eye danced at the sight of Daine as its owner grinned and waved.

The rats turned to stare at girl, dragon, and narnoset.

Dai ne stepped up her pace, only to find that no matter how f ast
she wal ked, the woman and courtyard noved away, keeping the sane
di stance from her as they had been when she first saw them Kitten
stretched her I ong neck oat and trilled, the sound harsh in Danes
ears. Undoubtedly it was a spell of sonme kind, but it had no
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effect on the gap between Daine anci her quarry.

When the girl halted to catch her breath, the receding courtyard

pi cked up speed, getting smaller and snmaller as it noved away. At
| ast it vani shed. That was interesting, commented Zek. Can you do
t hat ?

"No." Vexed, Daine put her hands on her hips.
"Sonmethingjwirry i s going on here."

Kitten nodded agreenent, her eyes half silver, her scal es pink
wth irritation.

“Dai ne, what in the nane of Bright Mthros are you doi ng?" Kaddar,
panting, ran up to them "Didn't you hear nme call? You were
supposed to stay where |

| eft you!™

Her | egs and feet suddenly felt odd, the nuscles | oose and
trenbling, as if she'd run, or wal ked hard, for a long tine. She
sl unped onto a nearby bench and rubbed her aching cal ves. "But |
just turned aside to |look in the courtyard—=

" What courtyard?”

“I't was right off that wal k where you left nme." She | ooked around,
and gaped. The trees, the walk, the five soldiers—all had

vani shed. Instead they were at the top of a long, dusty street,
wWith no courtyards or fountains in sight. Buildings, each with a
statue over the door, lined the avenue. At its far end | ooned a
big tenple-like structure with a gol den done. "Were are we?"

"The Sacred District." Kaddar yanked out a handkerchi ef and w ped
his sweaty face, patting carefully to avoid snearing the paint
that lined his eyes. "And you couldn't have seen it fromwhere we
were, because it's a quarter mle away fromthere. You' ve been
here before, haven't you?"

She stared up at him "Are you crazy? |'ve never been to Carthak
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innmy life." The additional thought—+that she was starting to w sh
she hadn't cone nowshe kept to herself.

"Nonsense. You wal ked as if you were born here. And you didn't
stop for ne! Don't you realize you can't run around here w t hout
an escort?"

Dai ne bl otted her own face on her sleeve. The direct sun was
brutal without trees to shield them "I didn't walk here. | saw
the old sl ave woman by the fountain, and I was trying to reach
her. Do you know who she is? An ol d wonman, about ny height? |

t hought she was a sl ave. Yesterday she straightened ny room-=

Kaddar's eyebrows snapped together. "Why would | care about any
sl ave, young or ol d?"

Daine felt as if she'd been punched. She fiddled with the cuffs on
her shirt and collected herself. At |ast she said quietly,
“"Because | thought you were a decent human bei ng."

Kaddar scowl ed and wal ked away for a few paces, rubbing the back
of his neck.

Al right, Daine told herself, it's plain the old woman isn't a
slave. A slave wouldn't feed rats, or dice wwth Ri kash. And |I'm
sorry he's in a pet, but I did think naybe he cared nore about
ot her people than sone of themthat |ive here,

None of the furred ones care about no-furs—what you call slaves,
said Zek. That is, they care when they hit the slaves, and that's
all. The slaves work and try not to nake the furred ones notice
them Wen furred ones—

Omers, Daine told himsilently, to keep the prince from heari ng.
Two-l eggers with fur—ath hair—-who order slaves to do work are the
owners of the slaves.

Li ke the Monsterboy owned ne: 1 asked the marnoset.

The girl petted himgently. It's nuch the sane.
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Kaddar had mastered hinself. "lI"'msorry if |
was rude," he said as he returned, his voice cold and
clipped. "You nust understand, |'mresponsible for

you. |f any harmcane to you, ny uncle would be—

di spl eased. And your old wonan cannot be a sl ave. \Wen pal ace

sl aves reach a certain age, they are given tasks better suited to
them in the weaving roons or warehouses or nurseries. The sl aves
i n the guest quarters, and the inperial and nobles' quarters, are
young. Now, if you please, you asked to see our chapels."”

Kitten made an extrenely rude noise. For a nonent Dai ne thought
the prince would | ose his tenper again. He fought the urge, and
smled at last. "She knows what that sound neans?"

“She knows the neaning of every sound she nmakes." Daine tried on a
smle of her owmn as she got to her feet. After hearing that the
old weren't allowed to work where they would be seen by anyone
| nportant, she knew it wasn't a good smle, but Kaddar accepted
it.

He guided her into the first of a series of small chapels. This
was dedicated to a god of the inner desert, far to the south, and
a statue made of red sandstone was placed over the altar.

Wil e statues and altars changed from buil ding to building,
certain things were the sane everywhere. Dust lay in corners and
under what few benches or offering tables renained. Dai ne saw none
of the things she expected to see: incense, flowers, candles,

| anps. The air in these houses of worship was stal e and unnovi ng.
The dust in the shrine dedicated to the Threefold Goddess was so
thick that Daine couldn't make out the details of the wall

nosai cs.

There were exceptions to the lack of offerings. The Trickster, god
of thieves and players, presided over an altar where |ay scattered
playing cards and a few wi |l ted bouquets of weeds. Several soneones
had | eft shells or bits of coral for the Wave Wal ker, but the gilt
on the sea goddess's statue was peeling. H dden behind the altar
of Shakith, goddess of seers, were a score of candle stubs and a
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battered | anp. For Gainel, the Master of Dream Kitten found two
| avender - stuff ed packets, too small to be called pillows,
conceal ed under a bench.

“"Are these | ess-known tenpl es?" Dai ne asked. "Are there
ot her s—Apre popul ar ones?"

Kaddar's sm | e was crooked. "These are the only pal ace tenpl es.
The ones in the city are not in such bad shape as these.”

Only Mthros s tenple, the one with the gol den done, had serving
priests—a three-man staff, explained Kaddar, with tw boys as
acolytes. Al of themcane running to greet their guests by
dropping to their knees and touching their heads to the ground, a
gesture that nmade Dai ne unconfortable. Priests of any god should
only bow to other humans, not genuflect as the Carthakis expected
their slaves to do.

This tenple was in better condition. Brightly polished sun disks
caught outdoor light and reflected it into the sanctuary, but
streaks of soot above wall brackets told her that |ight after
sunset cane not from |l anps or candles, but inexpensive torches.
She snelled incense burning, and freshly cut flowers lay on the
| arge altar, but the priests were underfed.

Once they'd | ooked around, Kaddar |ed her toward the back of the
tenpl e, past the altar. "Were are we going?" she asked "Aren't we
returning the way we cane?"

"There's one nore," explained the prince, "Mthros is the best
known, and the king of the gods, but our enpire had its own,
personal goddess. Uncle built her a tenple behind Mthross house,
so he could nake offerings to her once he was finished with his
duties as the Sun Lord's high priest.”

Passi ng through a small door, they entered a | ong, open gallery.
At its end was a door inlaid with a patter of bl ack-and-scarl et

di ce. Statues of hyenas sat on either side of the portal. A group
of three rats sat over it.
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Dai ne | ooked at those carvings for so |ong that Kaddar had to
reach back and pull her through the entrance. Inside, the air held
a faint odor of perfunes, but the silver candlesticks and chalices
on the altar were tarnished, and the floor was unswept,

Behind the altar was the image of the tenpl es goddess, the nost
unusual statue Dai ne had ever seen. For one thing, hyenas and rats
crouched at her

feet |ike pets. One hyena held a dice box inits jaws, while two
rats offered a die each to their m stress.

Except for the Threefold Goddess in her third aspect of the Hag,
or Crone, goddesses tended to be young or mature wonen. This one
did not show w sdom or grace as statues of the aged Goddess did.
This Hag was bent, |eaning on a gnarled stick, grinning so wdely
that the onl ooker could see that she had only a few teeth |eft.
Her eyebrows were bushy; one of themwas cut in two by the strip
of an eye patch.

Dai ne and Kitten stared at it, gape-nouthed, while Zek chittered
hi s shock.

"What 1s it?" asked Kaddar, bew | dered. "Dai ne? What's t he
mat t er ?"

“It's—+ think it is. I can't say for sure, with her hood up, and
bei ng stone, not colored |ike a—=

" What an you t al ki ng about ?" Kaddar demanded.
“"Her. It's— She was about to say "the slave" when her throat

cl osed off, and she half swall owed her tongue. She choked, then
coughed until her eyes

ran,

“"Are you all right?" The prince thunped her between the shoul der
bl ades. "Wuld you |ike water, or sonething else to drink?"

Dai ne shook her head. "I'mfine," she gasped. "I was just going to
say, that statue—=
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Coughs erupted, tearing at her throat. Both her

nose and eyes ran this tinme. Wenever she thought she was better,
each tine she tried to explain about the resenbl ance between the
slave and the Graveyard Hag, she began to hack as if she had | ung
di sease. The explosions didn't let up until Kaddar took her
outside, into a garden. She sat on a bench and took deep breaths
t hrough her nose, while the prince went to find water for her.

| know what this is, Daine thought furiously, clenching her teeth
to stop the explosions. She thinks she can silence ne this way.
What |'mgoing to say to her the next tinme we neet...

Who are you tal king to? asked Zek, confused. Her. That-—Hag these
sout herners worship. |I'mcoughing because she doesn't want
e telling Kaddar she's been about!

Then don't say anything, if she doesn't like it, Zek said. Qur
gods, Chrrik and Preet, don't |ike us tal king about themto
out si ders.

Dai ne bl ew her nose. Chrrik and Preet? Chrrik is the first nale of
t he pygny marnosets, explained Zek. Preet is his mate. They are
very private gods.

Dai ne ran a finger down the marnosets varicolored fur. That | can
believe, she told him But fromall Numair has said this is not a
private goddess, and she cannot play with ne! | don't know why
she's here and showing herself to nme, but she can either let ne
speak out or |eave ne al one!

She doesn't only show herself to you, Zek pointed out. She was
talking to the Big Stinker—Ri kash—and to the rats.

Kitten, follow ng the conversation, nodded vigorously. The girl
scow ed. They were right. Mreover, Rikash had acted |like the old
| ady was soneone i nportant.

“"And he didn't tell nme who she was," she remarked al oud, her voice
a croak. "Maybe he couldn't. But why stop ne fromtal king about
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her ?"

“"What did you say?" Kaddar had returned. Wth himcane a young

sl ave bearing a tray, a pitcher, and two cups. "I thought grape
juice mght help." At his nod, the boy put the tray on a nearby
bench and poured juice for both of them Once he presented the
cups to Dai ne and Kaddar, the prince ordered, "Leave us, but don't
forget to return and clean this up."

"Thank you," Daine told the boy with a smle. He bowed deeply and
retreated, still bow ng.

"Per haps your body reacted to the incense or flowers in the

tenpl es," Kaddar renmarked when Daine enptied her cup. "My life is
a msery with sneezes and coughi ng at haying tine, and ny not her
cannot be near roses w thout her eyes watering.

Dai ne knew her problem had a very different cause, but she
appreciated his concern. "l feel better now, thank you," she told
him thinking that seem ngly she'd go on feeling better if she
didn't tell anyone their Hag was out and about.'

“No doubt you're wondering about the tenples.” He didn't neet her
eyes, but fiddled instead with his ruby-drop earring.

“"Perhaps fol k here keep shrines in their honmes?"

Kaddar shook his head. "I wish | could explain. There is no
good—never mnd,"

“"What's the matter?" Dai ne asked. "Is sonething bothering you?"
Kaddar shook his head and put a finger to his lips. The girl
frowned, not understanding. Wth a sigh, he reached up and tugged
his ears. Pale green magical fire sparkled around his fingers.
Magi c? Ears? Dai ne thought, then renenbered Duke Gareth s

war ni ngs, "There's no listening spells on M5, Your H ghness.
Kitten wouldn't allowit."
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Kaddar frowned. "What is that supposed to nean?"
n Ki t ?II

The dragon voiced an ear-splitting whistle. Light flared, fromthe
rubi es at Kaddar s nose and ear, fromthe etched and heavy sil ver
ring on his left

Wi st .

"So the only magic is on the things that gl owed—+s that so. Kit?"
asked Dai ne, The dragon nodded. "Your jewels are magi cked," the
girl told Kaddar. .

He covered his bracelet and the ruby drops with his hands. "Not by
Uncl e or his nages."

"What are they for?"

He | ooked at her, tugging the drop. "Kitten really knows if
there's nmagi c near?"

Dai ne nodded. "If she feels it, she uses a sound to nake it
appear. Unless it's invisibility or illusions—+those she sees
normal | y. She caught your uncle, our first night here, sneaking
around the reception while he was invisible."

Kaddar took his hand fromthe bracelet. "Do you want to stay
here?" he asked Kitten. "You' d have whatever you desire. Do you
know how val uabl e she is, Daine? A creature that can tell when a
spell is in place? Qur nobles would give you her weight in

di anonds. "

"She's not for sale," replied Daine. "She's her
own self, and goes where she wants."

Kaddar sighed. "Oh, well. Did you know rubies

are protective stones?" Dai ne nodded. "M ne ward
me fromthe sendings of | esser mages, though they
may not work agai nst a powerful one. The bracel et
wor ks on drugs and poison in ny food. Even * if |
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eat them the magic turns them harm ess. That one
was so costly ny nother won't tell what she paid the
Shusi ni mage who nade it. | think she sold famly
heirloons to pay for it, but I don't |like to ask,
because it's saved nme five tines."

Dai ne shuddered. "Wat of the tenples?" she
asked, putting the subject of Kaddar s close calls out of her mnd
for now "You were going to say why they're so neglected.”

"My uncl e decreed that, since the gods are eternal and his is not,
t he peopl e should not spend their noney on offerings, but on

t axes. Anyone caught making an offering to a god is fined the cost
of the item The priests, all but one or two, and those the

ol dest, have been put to work for the enpire as clerks and
overseers. City tenples fare sonewhat better than the ones here,
but even they don't | ook their best anynore. On the other hand,
the treasury is full. That's all ny uncle cares about—npre gold
for weapons, and the arm es, and nages." He seened relieved to be
able to criticize his uncle without fear of being overheard.

They stood and followed a walk that |ed away fromthe Hag's
tenpl e. "But people need to worship, don't they? If they haven't
got soneone to call on, soneone bigger who helps themwth their
troubl es, what can they hope for? Al creatures need hope—wo-

| eggers or beast- People."

"My uncle says if they need to worship soneone, they can worship
hi m" Kaddar's shoul ders drooped. "He says that he can change or
ruin their lives nore quickly than gods bother to."

The hair on the back of her neck stood up. "But that's fair
crazy'.1

“You noticed."
For a long tine they wal ked in silence, Daine nulling over what

she'd | earned. They reached the gardens that supplied the kitchens
wi th common herbs, part of the working areas behind the pal ace.
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"We have a choice fromhere," Kaddar said. "W can turn south and
visit things |like the wood shops, forges, stables, kennels, and so

on. If we turn north, we'll cone to the training yards used by the
nobl es and bodyguards. The warhorses are stabled out that way. M
friends should still be there, practicing their battle and hunting
skills.™

She had made hi mtake her to the chapels, knowing he didn't really
want to go. "Way don't we see the training yards?" Shiel ding her
eyes to |l ook up at him she was rewarded by his grin.

As he led her down the small roads that marked this area into neat
squares, she asked, "Wy were you so upset by those soldiers

bef ore?" The worry and concern that had marked hi m behind the
Hag's tenple returned to his face, and she al nost w shed she'd
kept qui et.

“"It's a breach in custom"” he explained, nodding to the group of
hostl ers who bowed to hinm as they | ed horses past,
“Traditionally, the arny is forbidden to cone closer than a mle
to the palace. The nen said the orders canme fromny uncle, who
commanded regular small patrols through the pal ace and gardens,
starting last night." He shook his head.

"I's that such a bad thing?** she wanted to know. "At honme we have
the King's Om, the Guard, and the Queens Riders all quartered at
t he pal ace. "

"TortaUs arm es have never had a habit of rebelling against its
rul ers—eurs do. Evidently ny uncle— He |ooked at Kitten. "No one
s |istening?" The dragon shook her head. "Thank you. My uncle
doesn't think he needs to be wary of the arny. He | ooks nore at
certain nobl es who have protested the state of things in the
enpire, and who |ive here. He should worry about the arny. Too
many officers cone from conquered | ands and have no reason to | ove
any of us."

At the archery butts they found a handful of males their own age,

practicing with short, double-curved bows. They were | aughi ng,
wel | - grooned young nen, their skin ranging fromtan to brown to
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bl ack. Al were dressed sinply in brown, knee-length tunics and
| eat her sandal s. Their rank and wealth showed only in their

j ewel ry-—earrings, nose rings or nose buttons—and in the high
quality of their weapons.

When Dai ne stayed with the Queen's Riders, she took a daily turn
shooting with them or with the guardsnen, pages, and squires. Now
her hands fairly itched to try that short, well-nmade bow, but she
was too shy to ask. Instead she watched, |eaning on the fence that
separated yard fromstreet, as the youths joked and pummel ed
Kaddar. They didn't appear to be in awe of the heir, but treated

hi mas an equal. For a nonent she saw Kaddar rel ax, becom ng as
carefree as any of them The sight of his wide grin and danci ng
eyes told Daine how nmuch on guard the Prince acted with her.

As she waited, Zek clinbed onto the fence to observe. Kitten

wri ggl ed under the bottomrail and sat up to watch. It was the
flash of the dragons bl ue-gold scales that drew the attenti on of

t he young nen. Kaddar, recalled to his duties, introduced Daine to
everyone. The foreign nanes and tides flew in and out of her ears.
She hoped no one expected her to renenber all of this infornmation,
but nodded and smled cautiously. She did not |ike the way they

| ooked her over, bold eyes lingering on her face, her chest, and
everything fromthe wai st

down.

O course, she thought, red-cheeked from enbarrassnent and
irritation. They don't usually see wonen with no veils, and in
br eeches.

“"Daine is fromTotta/l" Kaddar said warningly, noticing the sane
thing that Daine had, "She cane wth the peace delegation to care
for ny uncles'

birds."

"I have birds, sweetling," teased one youth. "Wuld you care for
them if | asked you nicely?" He barely flinched when Kaddar
jamed an el bow into his ribs.

"Tortall +hat's where they have a femal e as Ki ngs Chanpi on, "
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remar ked anot her.

“Maybe Tortallan nen are easily beaten,” said one. "No Cart baki

nmen are bested by a woman."

Dai ne i nspected her fingernails. Anger was a warm conforting fizz
under her cheekbones and al ong her spine, driving off the gl oom
she had felt since her visit to the chapels. "And are you willing
to bet on that?" she asked gently.

“Bet that we could beat your Lioness?" asked soneone.

"Oh, no—she's busy, | can't bother her to teach a | esson to boys.
"Il beat you. At archery.”

They | aughed, even Kaddar, and her blush spread, Kitten was
muttering to herself, not at all happy with the way this tal k was

goi ng.

“Sorry, Daine," said Kaddar, "but we have only nen's bows. You
couldn't draw one."

Her blue-gray eyes glittered up at him "Ch?" She let herself into
the yard. "You' d be surprised what | can do," she told the
grinning young nen. "Have you | ongbows?"

The young nobl es | aughed, or groaned. One of themteased, "Ch, |I'm
scared. "

"Careful, Kaddar, she m ght be one of those Queen s Riders, the
ones that letjmalts joinT

"Or so they say. |'ve never seen one of these Ri der maidens, have
you?"
Dai ne's smle was sweeter than ever. "I work for the Rider

Hor sem stress. Trust nme—there are females in the Riders, and they
work for a living." To Kaddar she said, patiently, "A bow?"

The prince took her into a shed at the side of the yard. "They
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will be too strong for you" he remarked as she checked the
unstrung | ongbows placed in wooden racks on the wall. Mich as she
wanted to try the recurved bow they used, she felt she ought to
stick to the weapon she knew best.

“I'"l'l judge what's too strong for ne, thank you" Running her
fingers down two bow staves, she shook her head. The next felt
better, but when she lifted it down she could tell that the
bal ance was of f.

"We assuned those tales of wonen fighting anong the R ders were
only tales. No wonan has ever asked to enter our armes."”

"Wth you so open and wel com ng of the idea, |I'mnot surprised."
She found one that mght suit her and examned it carefully,
warm ng the stave in her hands as she checked grain and texture.
"This will do. Have you strings?"

He stalked to a cabinet, rem nding her of an offended cat, and
opened a drawer to reveal coils of bowstring, each in oiled paper.
She picked one out.

“"Wonen aren't up to the discipline of mlitary life."

Looki ng over quivers full of arrows, she chose a handful. "You
must tell Lady Al anna that sonetine. I1'd do it froma distance."

"I hope you lose," he nuttered as she went outsi de.

In the yard she. backed up to the fence, since her bow had greater
range than theirs. The targets were eighteen inches across, with
two rings and a bulls-eye—a difficult shot even for a good archer.
The Carthakis watched as she stuck her arrows point-first into the
ground, keeping twd. These Kitten held as Daine | ooped the string
around the foot of the bow and stood that end between her feet

"She'll never bend that," she heard soneone nutter.

If only she had her own bow, the one that even the Lioness had
troubl e bendi ng! Holding the stave in one hand, the free end of
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her string in die other, she easily slid the [ oop over the top end
of the bow. Wen she had taken her stance, |eft side toward the
target, Kitten handed over the first arrow. Daine put it to the
string, careful to keep the arrow pointed at the ground,

"Stand back, or I'll hurt you," she warned her observers, then
added, "Tortall and the Queen's Riders!" She swung the bow up, and
| oosed. Bow down, second arrow fromKitten, to the string, up and
| oose. The target was in her mnd, not her eyes; she didn't have
to take the tinme to aimthat these nmales did. Now, pulling the
arrows one by one fromthe ground, she fired until they were gone.
Done, sweat gl eam ng on her forehead, she told the Carthakis, "You
may check ny ainf

At first nobody noved. Finally one of themwent to | ook. Their
judge carefully exam ned the arrows, by eye and by touch, where
they were clustered in the center target. At |ast he called, "W
must cut them |l oose fromthe bull's-eye. They are too deeply
enbedded to be renoved by hand."

The young nobl es crowded around her. She was incredible, they told
her; could all the Tortall an wonen shoot |ike that? Wen she
nentioned she'd like to try the recurved bow, six of them were

of fered at once.

CHAPTER SI X
CARTHAKI MAGECRAFT

Finally Daine and Kaddar returned to the pal ace, the prince
carrying the dragon, Daine cradling Zek. They entered by the
mar bl e water stairs that led fromthe river to the guest quarters.

On her arrival that first day, the girl had been too busy keeping
Zek warmto notice the statues on either side of the stairs. She
st opped now to | ook them over. The crowned i nages were both
Ozorne: one sinply dressed, with birds on his shoulders and a pile
of scrolls and books at his feet; the other draped in robes, a

j ewel ed scepter in one hand, a crystal orb that sparked wth gol d-
and-green fire in the other.
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"I'n case you' d forgotten whose house this is." Kaddar's dry remark
was nade quietly, for her ears al one—+he anbassador from Tusai ne
and his staff had cone out to take the air. "You could say ny
uncle has two faces." He smled politely as the others approached-

The anbassador shook his head. "It did not go as well today," he
remarked with a sigh. "Problens arose over fishing rights. One
coul d have wi shed for a nore flexible attitude fromall parties.
If only the strait between your |ands were not so narrow-

The sky was bare of even the tiniest cloud. None of them expected
a loud crack of thunder to interrupt the anbassador as it ripped
through the air, drawing shrieks fromKitten and Zek. Lightning
fl ashed down from above. Splitting in two above the stairs, it
struck each of the inperial statues with a roar. When Dai ne s
vision cleared of spots, all that remai ned of Ozorne and his two
faces were gl obules of nolten gold and charred, shattered marble.

No one noved for a | ong nonent Then, w thout speaking, they all
rushed i nsi de.

Returning to her roomto cal mdown, bathe, and change for supper,
she di scovered sonet hi ng was m ssing. Where was the king vul ture?
The desk where he'd settled was enpty, but its top shimrered.
Rising on tiptoe to look at its surface, Kitten squawked in
out r age,

Dai ne | ooked. There was a nessage scratched into the varnished
wood, in witing that glowed.

Dearie, | cane to fix your room but sone nortal took care of it
first. Very nice work on the vulture. I'"'mtaking himwth ne, so
don't worry about him W'I|| talk soon, never you worry.

Burned into the wood in silver was the print of a rat's paw

"She is getting on ny nerves,** Daine told Zek and Kitten. "The
things | amgoing to tell her—*

file:///G|/rah/Tamora%20Pierce%20-%20Immortals%2003%20-%20Emperor%20Mage.htm (106 of 212) [2/17/2004 11:34:57 AM]



CHAPTER ONE

The witing vani shed. Only the paw print renained. Furious, the
girl shed her clothes, nmuttering about gods who hung around where
they weren't invited or wanted.

That ni ghts banquet was held aboard a | arge boat kept for the
enperors use. Once his guests took places at tables in the stern,
the enperor —seated in lonely state on a deck rai sed above them—
nodded to a nearby slave. The man |lifted a silver pipe-whistle to
his |lips and blew a wavering string of notes. In the bow and in
the stern, three nen and a veiled woman, in the scarl et naster-of-
sorcery robe fromthe inperial university, clapped their hands and
bowed their heads. The vessel shuddered, and began to nove north
on the river, slowy at first, then gaining speed. Soon they were
novi ng faster than oars or sails could drive them while other
craft drew closer to the banks to get out of their way.

What a waste of magic, Daine thought to Zek. W could have stayed
at the pal ace.

“"Would you like to visit the university tonorrow?" asked Kaddar,
offering her a bow of olives. "Master Lindhall will be here, and
he's said he wants you to see his workroom"

“I"d like that. Kaddar, what did your uncle say when you told him
about the lightning that —"

She stopped, puzzled. The prince was shaking his head vi gorously.
“"Don't talk about it" he ordered, |ips barely noving.

"Why? It happened, didn't it? And he can't have a |istening spell
on us, or Kit would ve said sonething." The dragon, sanpling
punpkin slices stewed in cumn, and sea urchins in bay sauce,
shook her head. "So why can't we tal k about it?" Daine asked
reasonabl vy.

The prince took a deep breath, as if he were about to yell, then
let it out slowy. Still hardly noving his |ips, he said, "Anong
the servants, he has spies who read |ips."

She digested that for a nonent, and accepted the olive that Zek
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offered. "Are there many things you aren't allowed to tal k about ?"
Kaddar propped his chin on his hands, "You have no idea."

They had just finished their main course, stuffed goose, when
Numai r cane over to their table. "May | join you?" he asked, and
sat down. He |l eaned forward, smling at the prince. "W haven't
really had a chance to chat. | understand

you're studying with nmy friend Lindhall Reed."

The prince nodded. Dai ne peeled an orange for Zek while Kitten
munched on a goose bone.

"What course of studies, may | ask?"

“"The relation of nen, animals, and plants to one another, with a
mat ching course in law. Next spring, if things permt, | hope to
go south with Master Lindhall and a group fromthe university to

| ook into the causes of the drought W' re hoping—well, the nasters
are; |I'll just be there to carry things—we hope to find sone way
toendit. Five years is a long tine."

"I see. Commendable. Wth regard to your position as his heir, has
your uncle arranged a marriage for you?"

Dai ne | ooked sharply at her teacher. What was he doi ng, asking
such a personal question?

Kaddar passed his goose bones to Kitten. "He is negotiating wth
the king of Galla for the hand of one of his daughters. There is
al so a princess in the Copper Isles who ny uncle feels is a
possibility."

"l see. But you are involved with girls, are you not? Students at
the university, young nobl ewonen. Are they aware you are not
permtted to marry to pl ease yoursel f?"

Dai ne, cheeks flam ng, kicked Numair under the table.

Kaddar stiffened. "No gentl enan deceives a worman in that nanner,
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sir.

“I ndeed not. Stop kicking ne, Daine. You understand, she is very

i nportant to a nunber of powerful nobles and mages in Tortall."
Numai rs voice was quiet, alnost friendly; his eyes were hard.
"Their majesties. Lady Al anna and her husband, the baron of Pirate
s Swoop. Me. Al of us would take it amiss if we thought for one
nonent she was being trifled with, particularly by a young man who
wasn't free to do the right thing by her.™

“Numair," Daine growed. "Can | speak to you privately for a
nonent ?"

“"No. Stepping on ny foot won't work, either. Do | nake nyself
cl ear, Prince Kaddar?"

The younger man sat up straight, eyes glinting. "I understand you
well, Master Salnmalin.”

“Good." Numair stood. It seened to take himforever to rise. Wen
he was up, he | ooked taller than ever, and faintly shadow around
the edges. "Lindhall tells nme you al so have an excellent nenory. |
hope so."

Dai ne covered her face with her hands as he returned to his own
table and Varice. "I'mgoing to kill him" she whi spered, shaned
al nost to tears.

Kaddar drained his cup of ponegranate juice. "Nonsense. He was
just | ooking out for you."

“I can | ook after nyself?" Daine retorted.

Kaddar smled. "You are |ucky to have sonmeone who cares so nuch
about you. He knows we're spendi ng—

Druns began to hammer, on their boat and in the distance. QOzorne
rose and wal ked to the bow, his guests follow ng him Mving under
t he power supplied by the master w zards, they had reached the

i nperial harbor in Thak's Gate in little nore than an hour, a
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voyage that normally took three hours. A |lighthouse on the far
side of the lock admtting vessels to the commercial harbor shone
i ts beacon overhead. Even with its beamit was hard to tell what

| ay past the | ock, but Daine could just make out a forest of

mast s.

A horn call sounded fromthe harbornasters tower on the
breakwater. Sparks of magical Gfts flared froma hundred sources
just beyond the lock. Fiery ivy sprang fromthose sources to clinb
masts and tw ne around yardarns. Mre and nore such "vines"
sprouted, until Daine realized that each belonged to a single
shi p, docked or anchored in the comercial harbor.

Anot her horn call: a shout went up fromthe assenbl ed ships. The
vines grew brighter, larger, until they burned |like trees around

t he shadowy nmasts. Now the entire harbor was visible, as colored

| i ghts bounced off shield rins, arnor, and spear points. They were
| ooking not at civilian shipping vessels, but at war galleys with
two or three banks of oars, fully nmanned.

The whistle on the enperor's barge trilled again. From anong the
guests, Master Chioke and three other mages, who'd been pointed
out to Daine as the nost powerful at the inperial university,
stepped up to join the red-robed mages. Chi oke and those w zards
who had been with the guests lifted their arns to point upward.
Magi cal fire stabbed into the cloudless night sky. The mages who
had brought them downriver |eaned over the rails, allowng their
power to fall into the water.

Ti mbers creaked; wooden joints popped. Fire ran from one red-robe
s hands to the next, until the hull lay in a disk of |ight. Chioke
and the three nages in civilian dress cried a single word; the
streans of light fromtheir hands broadened. Slowy, its tinbers
groani ng, the boat rose into the air.

Kitten shrieked. "No, Kit, stop," Daine whispered. "Be quiet,
under st and?" The thought of what m ght happen if any nmage lost his
or her concentration nade her queasy.

The dragon shifted frompaw to paw, chattering angrily as she
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buried her face in Daine s skirts.

Kaddar knelt beside them petting Kittens slender neck. "I can't

say that | blanme her," he grow ed softly. "I hate it when he does
things like this. Wiy can't he put such power to use against the

drought, instead of staging idle dis—=

“"Hush," Daine said gently. "It isn't safe to talk, renenber?

The boat continued to rise. Sweat gl eaned on
the faces of the nmages who controlled its notion.

At |ast the whistle shrieked again. The rising boat stopped,
nearly eighty feet above the inperial harbor. The |ighthouse
beacon went out. Fromthe harbornasters tower cane anot her,
different horn call, one that was picked up by horns in the ships
bel ow. Kitten, Daine, and Kaddar returned to the rail. Zek, seeing
where they were, squeaked and tore Daine's hair fromits knot so
that he could hide, trenbling, in her curls. She didn't have the
heart to scol d.

More horns bell owed. New fires sparked past the white finger that
was the |ighthouse tower. Like those in the harbor, these new

fl anes becane vines grow ng up and al ong sone dark trellis. They
flared, magic piercing the night, to reveal hundreds of vessels

| yi ng at anchor past the harbor.

There was a roar or shout of sone kind. Torches were set to gl obes
that burst into flane. They were balls of liquid fire, it as they
rested in the slings of catapults aboard the infanpous Carthaki war
barges. At one catapult per barge, Daine calculated, there were
twenty outside the harbor, formng solid ranks between the
breakwat er and the naval vessels farther out.

"I's he nmad?" Kaddar whi spered, appalled. "This isn't just the
northern fl eet—-he's brought the western one up as well! Did he do
it to—+o \rrag—

A hand gripped his arm "Shut up," Varice said fiercely. "Wat's
the matter with you? Do you want to di sappear like his |ast heir?"
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But —

Dai ne el bowed hi m-hard. "She's right—shut up!" Kitten cl osed her
jaws lightly on the princes leg. "If | tell her, she'll bite,"
Dai ne said coldly. "And you haven't been bit till a dragon does
it."

Kaddar's hands cl enched, but he shut his nouth and gritted his
teeth; they could see his jaw nuscles twitch. The enperors boat
hung in the air for a few nore nonents, then descended slowy.
Except for sailors passing on orders, no one aboard said a word.
Only when they were safely in the River Zekoi again did Kitten
rel ease the prince s |eg.

The red-robed mages who had brought them downriver were replaced
by four new, fresh nmasters. They cl apped in unison and were bow ng

their heads when a ringing sound, |ike a gong being struck,
shattered the air. It was foll owed by another, and another, and
another. It sounded, Daine realized, |ike a horse s wal k.

The air around the harbormaster's tower was gl ow ng. Fromthe
enperors frown, this was not part of his planned entertai nment.

The cl anging drew nearer. Around the towers side and down the
shortest breakwater, enclosed in a | oose ball of |ight, appeared a
gol den rider on a golden horse. The cl angi ng sound canme fromthe
ani mal's hooves as they struck the boul ders. Together rider and
nmount were twice, nearly three tines larger than normal. Both
slunped, as if stricken with weariness or grief, the horse's
muzzle barely a foot off the ground. The sword and shield that the
man hel d drooped from his hands.

"Goddess bl ess,"” whispered Kaddar. Al around them hands made the
Si gn agai nst evil.

Do two-1eggers grow so bi g? asked Zek, awed.

"No, " Daine whispered. "That's not a two-leg-ger. Zek was asking,"
she expl ai ned when Kaddar and Varice | ooked at them
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"Its a statue" Varice replied softly. "OF—ef Zernou, the first
enperor. It stands in Market Square, in Carthak GCty, before the
Tenple of Mthros."

"I don't think its standing there anynore,” Al anna conmmented from
t he shadows near by.

Horse and rider reached the | ock between the inperial boat and the
har bor, and stopped. The horse reared, pawing the air with his
forelegs. The rider cried out a word in a voice |ike a giant gong.
Again he cried out. The third tinme, he shouted words in a strange,
guttural |anguage. He pointed to their vessel with his sword.

I nstantly magi cal defenses went up, formng walls of |ight between
t hose onboard and the statue, but no attack cane.

The horse gathered itself and | eaped, clearing the | ock, to | and
on the seawall on the far side with a ringing crash. Horse and
rider gall oped down the wall, striking sparks fromthe granite
boul ders. Just before they reached the |ighthouse, the gl ow ng
figures | eaped off onto the oceans surface, and raced across it,
dodgi ng the naval vessels and headi ng north. Daine watched in
silence as the glow that surrounded them faded, and was gone.

"What did he say?" Varice asked Kaddar, voice hushed. "It was A d
Thak, wasn't it? The first |anguage of the enpire?”

"He said '"We.'" The princes voice was qui et and even. "And ' We."
Then he said, 'We to the enpire—we are forsaken. The gods are
angry!""

In her dream she glided down a green river in a flat-bottoned
barge, a silly, overdecorated affair painted yellow and white. A
dai nty yell ow awni ng kept off the sun overhead. A rat offered her
a white straw tray filled with a choice of small tatfs. Two nore
rats slowy waved huge fans nmade of bl ack feathers. Looking
around, the girl saw vultures perched on the forward rail.

"Don't worry, child. I may not even need you." The G aveyard Hag
reclined in the straw and-white striped cushi ons next to Daine,
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choosing tidbits fromthe tray held for her by yet another rat.
These appeared to be nade of worns, beetles, fungi, and noss.

Dai ne shuddered. The food being offered to her

seened normal enough, but she decided not to take a chance. "No,

t hank you," she told the rat serving her. "I'"mnot at all hungry."
He waddl ed away, awkward on his hind | egs.

"I't'"s quite possible Ozorne wll heed the three warnings." The Hag
chewed noisily, .her nouth open. "Still, here you are, the perfect
vessel, should I need one. | wanted to give you the power, just in
case. Gve you a little tine to practice, to get used to it."

"Won't soneone el se do? |I' m supposed to behave nyself here. And
don't you already know if he'll listen to your warnings? You' re a
god, after all™

The Hag crackl ed, spraying food on the cushions. "You are a funny
thing! No, a vessel for a god s power can't be just anyone."

“I's it because ny da really is a god, like the Banjiku sai d?"

“"No, or we'd have even fewer vessels than we do now. Most nortal
wonen die giving birth to a god's child, for your information. No,
for a vessel we need a nortal with imgination, a strong will, and
determ nati on. And anger—plenty of it."

“I'"'mnot angry."

"Nonsense, dear. Think of your nothers death. Think of how you
were treated in that awful village you cane from"

Dai ne | ooked down at her hand. The goddess's words had awakened
menories of those tines, as fresh as when she'd |ived through
them For a nonent she actually knelt beside Mas body, feeling how
cold she was. Menory flickered: she was shivering, naked, running,
the village hunters cl ose behind, calling her nane.

As if she'd spoken, the Hag said, "Well, there you are." Briskly
she wi ped her fingers on the cushions. "And no, | can't tell if
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he'll attend to the warnings or not. W can see ahead a bit, but
not far, and not when the events concerned will create so nuch
change. QOzorne's choice will determ ne the path that history takes
thereafter, which neans it's like trying to see through nud. You
nortal s have to nmake your own choices. W poor gods only get to
conme in and straighten up after you choose.™

Dai ne rai sed skeptical brows. The goddess's self-pity was |aid on
a bit toothick. "I'd no idea what a struggle it is for you."

“Ch, you don't appreciate ne. Just because you're a good vessel
doesn't nean I'll stand for your sauce! Back to bed with you!" The
Hag fl apped a hand.

Dai ne sat bolt upright in bed. She was in her roomin the inperial
pal ace. Kitten and Zek were grunbling at her. "Just a dream" she
whi spered, and sank back onto her pill ows.

Entering the common room for breakfast, she saw only Al anna. "I

got rid of the servants,"” the Lioness said tiredly as she put food
on a plate. "I hope you don't mnd. | can't deal wth slaves, not
t oday. "

“Where's Nunmir?" Daine asked, sitting down. "And Master Harailt?"

“I'n their roons, reading." Al anna handed the plate to Daine. "The
Cart hakis have allowed us to see the spells that open gates into
the Divine Real ns, but we aren't allowed to copy them and we
can't take themwth us. Harailt and Numair are nenorizing as nuch
of them as they can.™

Dai ne buttered a rolL "Where's the rest? Duke Gareth, and his son,
and Lord Martin?"

"Tal ks won't start today until noon," expl ained the Chanpion with
a yawmn. "If they have any sense, they'll sleep in. Same with the
clerks."

“"You're not sleeping in," Daine pointed out,
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"More '"rest' like | got last night and you'll find ne atop sone
tower, baying at the noon."

"Bad dreans?"

Al anna flicked her fingers at the rooms corners. Purple fire
raced to encircle them shutting out eavesdroppers. "Bad

thi nking," the Lioness said grinmy, peeling an orange with
cal lused fingers, "Bad sights."

"What's the matter?"

"Prince Kaddar is right. Carthaks northern fleet is small—about
thirty vessels. They don't have many troop ships or war
barges—they aren't necessary. This shore of the Inland Sea is all
theirs: none of the lands on our side have a navy worth sweati ng
over. They have the war barges and transports for nen and horse on
the western coast, against Scanran raids, or trouble with the
Copper Isles, or to keep their southern holdings in line. They
need those ships there, unless—

"Unl ess he's got sonething for all of themto do," Daine said.
"But—he's going to sign a treaty with us! Nobody brings in the
navy during peace tal ks, do they?"

“I'f we were actually having peace tal ks, no; but we bogged down
yest erday. "

She renenbered the Tusai ne anbassadors remarks. "Fishing rights?”
“"That, and sonething else. W were told Ozorne wants Kaddar to
marry Kalasin in the spring and bring her here to live. No

marri age agreenent neans no treaty, in spite of the fact that he
never nentioned a weddi ng when he and the king arranged these

tal ks."

Dai ne s jaw dropped. "But she's only ten. Queen Thayet won't hear
of a marriage being set up till she's thirteen or fourteen!"

“I think the enperor knows that, Daine." The wonman | ooked tired,
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and ol der than she had when they | anded. "Look. Perhaps |I'm being
an al arm st, but—-he showed us that fleet for a reason, and he's
pressing this nmarriage for a reason. Be extra careful, understand?
Wat ch your step. W may have to leave in a hurry. Qur permts to
be here are good only so long as he says they are.”

She expl ai ned everything to Zek and Kitten as she fed them and got
ready to go. On their way to neet Kaddar in the guest courtyard,
she peered into Numairs room hoping for a word with him Although
t he door was open, black fire sparkled in the entrance. She could
just see himthrough it, stretched out on the bed with a book in
front of his nose. Zek touched the fire and squeaked, yanking his
paw back.

Did that hurt? Dai ne asked

No. It was only strange. | don't think he wants to talk to anyone,
t hough.

No, probably not, she agreed

They wal ked on, energing into the norning sun in a yard where the
guests who rode cane and went. Awaiting them was Kaddar, hol di ng
the reins of a pair of horses.

They raced to the ferry landing, then crossed the broad river to
Carthak City. Zek burrowed into Daine s shirt once they boarded
the ferry so that he wouldn't have to | ook at the river that had
nearly killed him Kitten, sitting up in Daine's saddl ebag,
observed with interest every sight that net her eyes.

At the top of the far bank the capital stretched before them
avenues beckoning. To their left stood a walled encl osure: the
fanmed i nperial university.

Humans, afoot or nounted, passed through the gates in a stream
Once inside, they foll owed a paved avenue |ined by handsone

bui | dings set on grooned | awns. Around her Dai ne saw every hunan
color in the world, fromthe blue-black of southern tri bespeople
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to the pale skins of the far north. Mst wore over-robes of the
sane | oose cut as those worn by the nmages, in a variety of colors.
Wi te robes, explained Kaddar, plain or with colored trim neant a
novi ce in any programof study. Wde bands of color at cuffs and
hem neant the wearer was a journeyman in his course of study.

Sol i d-col ored robes indicated nastery; trim on a solid-

col ored r obe nmeant advanced nastery. Daine sinply enjoyed the
human scenery as they rode down the avenue.

"That's it," Kaddar said, pointing to the large five-tiered
bui |l di ng that straddl ed the avenue. Tall, graceful colums painted
a deep blue were arranged across the front of the ground fl oor,
their bases and capitals gilded and bright in the sun. "Lindhall's
study and workroons are there."

Hostl ers took Kaddar's mare, Westw nd, and Dai ne's gel di ng.
Sonet hi ng about them was strange, Daine realized, and about the
gardeners who trimmed the grass and bushes al ong t he avenue.
Stretching her | egs, she puzzled out what it was: all of them had
hai r. "Kaddar, aren't there any sl aves here?"

“"None inside the university conplex. The academ cs won't allow it.
Too many northerners teach here, and they aren't confortable with
sl aves. "

"I can't imagine why," Daine nuttered.
“What is that supposed to nean? Are you unconfortable wth
sl avery?"

Yes.
“It's the first tinme you've nentioned it."

The girl shrugged. "Ma al ways taught ne that when you're visiting
soneone el se's house, you shouldn't be carping about the way they
cl ean. Besides, we're supposed to be on our best behavior here.
The peace between us is nore inportant—that's what Duke Gareth
said." Thinking of those warships the night before, Daine
shivered. To a girl whose famly had been nurdered by raiders,
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t hose ships were a bloody prom se. She would do anything to
prevent its unfolding.

Kaddar picked up Kitten and I ed the way to doors behind the blue
pillars. "And what do you think of slavery? Don't worry—+ won't
repeat it." To Kitten he said, "And no one's |istening, right?"
The dragon nodded vi gorously.

“"I't makes ne think of cages," replied Daine. "And cages nake ne
feel like | can't breathe.™

Me, too, said Zek, peering up at her. They put us in a cage. Then
they took ny famly away.

"I know," she whispered, stroking his fur. "He rem nded ne that he
was a captive," she explained to the prince.

He | ooked at them "I thought it nust be wonderful, to be |inked
to animals the way you are, but it isn't always, is it? | have a
bad enough tine just know ng human sadness, |et al one the sorrows
of every other living creature.” He shifted Kittens weight to his
hip, so that he could carry her one-arned. "You aren't anything

| i ke what | expected.”

He |l ed her into a huge, high-ceilinged roonf where plants grew and
fountai ns played. Daine stopped, awed by the great nopsaics that
lined the walls. Kaddar followed her, still carrying the dragon,
as she went to inspect each one. Msaics were a Cart haki

specialty, but these were splendid even by their standards. Each
panel, ten feet by ten feet, depicted a craft or branch of

| ear ni ng. One showed Carthak's fanous dyes: a woman di pped cloth
into a vat to turn it a rainbow of colors. One panel was dedi cat ed
to nmages: a red-robed man was hal fway transforned from human to
horse, a yell owrobed woman had pl ant s gr ow ng from

out stretched pal ns, and behind them a bl ack-robed figure, back to
the viewer, opened a fiery portal in a nighttinme sky. O her panels
wer e dedi cated to astronony and engineering, as well as to

gl assnmaki ng, weavi ng, and netal working. The picture Daine |iked
the least was of a soldier in the scarlet tunic and gold arnor of
the Red Legion, standing with one foot on the back of a fallen
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bl ack man who reached vainly for a spear.

To his left, a brown wonman in green brocade |lifted her hands,
pleading; to his right, a pale woman in the tall headdress and
tiered gown of Ekall atum pushed forward two naked children, a boy
and a girl, in chains.
“Qur glorious heritage." Kaddar s voice was very soft; his |ips
barely noved. "The splendid enpire. W | oot our conquests until
they can no | onger feed thensel ves. Then we take the noney from
what food and goods they buy to pay for wars to acquire nore
conquests. "

She stared up at him astoni shed.

He noticed, and sm |l ed crookedly. "It's true. What's the matter?"
"You're not exactly what / expected, either,"” she said frankly.
“And what did you expect?"

She brushed Zek's mane with her fingers as she consi dered her
reply. "Soneone who enjoyed being inperial nore. What did you

expect of ne?"

He grinned and tweaked her nose. "Soneone who ate with her
fingers."

“"There you are.'" Lindhall approached, hands out in welcone, open
robe fl apping behind him "I amlate—forgive ne. | just found a
reference to ich-neunenons, and | was trying to locate its source.
Cone.1 | think perhaps the Anal ects of U uhegal the Bl asphener, or
perhaps it was Thoral d Mdonaxe..."

Kaddar rolled his eyes at Daine as they followed their host down a
| ong corridor.

"l do nor eat wth ny fingers," she whispered, trying not to
smle.
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"The inprovenent in the enperor's birds is astonishing," Lindhall
told Dai ne over one shoulder. "It's inpossible to tell if they
were ever ill. He is very pleased with your work. Don't be
surprised if he invites you to remain, and even offers you a bribe
to do so."

“"There's nothing he has that | want," Daine said. "I was just glad
to help the birds."

"Which is as it should be," the mage said wth approval. "lIs she
heavy?" he asked, |ooking at the prince and Kitten. "Could I hold
her ?"

"Kit?" Daine asked, and the dragon nodded. Kaddar gave her to
Li ndhal I, who | ooked startled. "She hasn't the weight | would
expect of a creature

of her nmass."

“"Dragons are holl ow boned, like birds," the girl explained.
“Numair found a scroll that told all about dragons from when they
lived in the nortal realns.”

“He Draconi an Codex" Lindhall and Kaddar said together, and smled
at each ot her.

Maki ng several turns down long corridors, they finally reached
their destination, a door with a bras”™ nanepl ate bearing the
wor ds: Master Lindball Reed—Plants, Aninmal Behavior and Habits.
“"Let ne in, dolt," Lindhall said, and the door opened.

“"That's how he talks to the key spell," explai ned Kaddar.

“I alnost feel as if there is a sprite at work, not a spell."

Li ndhal | placed Kitten on the floor and dunped his robe next to
her. "A small, not very clever, spiteful one." The robe glided
through the air to drape itself over a hook on the wall. That

spel | Daine had seen before, in Numair's tower.

“What about your assistant?" she inquired, greeting a very |large
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turtle who seened to have full run of the room He was pl easant
enough to Daine, but tried his best to take a bite of Kitten, who
screeched at him Zek, mstrustful of anything that tried to bite,
clinbed to the top of Daine's head and clung there.

"Qut on fieldwork for the day." Lindhall glared at the still-open
door. "Close up," he said crossly. "I don't want any visitors
until further notice." Meekly the door obeyed. To the turtle he
added, "And that wll be enough out of you, Mister Sunstone."
Picking up the great reptile, who was pursuing Kitten's tail, he
carried himacross the roomto a door beside a cluttered desk. He
opened it and put the big reptile inside. Daine, watching, noticed
sonething in there that | ooked unconfortably |ike a human form on
a bier, covered wth a dark cloth.

Li ndhal I shut the door before she could get a
better |ook. "Wat do you think?" he asked, waving
a hand to include their surroundings.

Dai ne put the odd shape out of her m nd and | ooked around. Al ong
the walls were small kingdons in huge glass tanks. Sone were

| andscapes with plants, streans, and enough roomfor snmall aninals
to live confortably. One tank was set up like a pond, with
underwat er greenery and rocks to | feed and shelter the fish and
frogs who lived there,

“I inherited the pond fromny nmaster. The rest | made, wth help.
That is the advantage of a university: soneone is always there to
help create things, just to see if it can be done. Mges hel ped
gl ass-nmakers with the tanks, or we never could have nade them so
| arge and so clear. | try to keep the environnents as nuch |ike
the animals' true hones as possible.” Lindhall watched as she
exam ned a tank that housed a trio of large green |izards, whose
conbli ke crests ran the length of their spines. "They are iguanas,
fromthe Copper Isles. Are they happy? Do they need anything? I
think I would know if they were pining, but I can't ask them and
| don't wsh to be cruel.™

Dai ne held up a hand, |aughing. "Master Lindhall, if you'll wait a
nmonent, |'I1 ask!"™ Well, sun-brothers? she inquired silently. Are
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you happy in there?

They rushed to the glass. Lindhall reached in
and lifted themout, to Zek's di smay.

"They like you," Daine said, listening to the iguanas. "Their only
conplaint is that it gets close in the tank, but since you | et
themout all the tine, they don't really mnd. No, the turtle
isn't here right now," she told the |izards, who had asked. As
Kitten and the iguanas sniffed each other, Daine wal ked around,
talking to the inhabitants of the other tanks. They had only good
to say of Lindhall. Mst didn't even know t hey were confi ned.

Kittens voice called her away fromthese small kingdons. The
dragon stood before an enpty corner expressing indignation as only
she could, with a series of bone-piercing whistles. Before Daine
coul d warn whoever was using the invisibility spell, the air

shi mrered, and Numair appear ed.

SEVEN

WAKI NG DREAMS

“You bad to informeveryone," the mage scol ded t he dragon,
scowming. Kitten nibbled on his breeches. He sighed and scratched
the top of her head.

"But —I saw you, i n your room " Dai ne pr ot est ed,
feeling decidedly odd.

"I't was a simulacrum |'mexpressly forbidden to | eave the
pal ace. "

"What if one of their nages cane around, |ooking for you? What if
t he enperor spies on you?"

"I enbodied it wwth sufficient anounts of ny Gft to deceive

anybody. Shoul d soneone try to disturb the copy, it will enclose
the room conpletely, so no one will enter until | am back inside."
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"And if you're caught?" she demanded. "He'd |ove to catch you
breaking the rules!"

"Dai ne, we had to talk." The voice, surprisingly, was Kaddar's.
"There's no other way we can do it w thout being spied on."

Dai ne faced himand Lindhall. They watched her, not her teacher.
“"You knew he'd be here this norning. That's why you brought ne."
"I also wanted you to see ny friends." The kindness in Lindhall's
voi ce broke through her anger. She knew himwell enough by now to
realize that he was telling the truth. "You are nore than wel cone
here in your own right, ny dear."

She smled at himreluctantly, and nodded. To Numair she said,
“You could have trusted ne."

He took her hands in his. "I do trust you, magelet. | sinply
didn't wish to discuss it under Ozorne's roof. You aren't
particularly adept at concealing your state of mnd. You would
have been visibly apprehensive if | had left with you and H s
Hi ghness, whether | was invisible or not”

Si nce there was no answer she could make to that, she scow ed.
"How did you get here?"

"Hawk shape. And now, we've little tine and nuch to discuss. Wuld
you mind | ooking at the aviary for a while? O would you rather be
privy to our discussions?"

“1"l'l go look at birds," she said hastily. "I'"mthat tired of
secrets. Kit? Stay or go?"

Kitten, who | oved secrets, shook her head and sat. The i guanas
pronptly began to clinb on her.

Li ndhal | opened anot her door, different fromthe roomw th the
turtle. Daine entered a |large, sunny area wwth a ceiling that was
hal f gl ass panes, and cl osed the door behind her. Under the gl ass
and behind a silken barrier net was an aviary. It was different
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from Qzorne's: the plants were northern, not tropical. On the
trees the | eaves had turned color and were falling. Sonething in
the room produced a faint chill, like the kind she'd feel at hone
at this tine of year. The air was drier, and the birds who

| nhabited the aviary were northerners: |apw ngs, turtl edoves,
crested | arks, nightingales, song thrushes, and green and gold
finches.

"Here's a man who wants to go hone," she said to herself, |oo0king
at the birds. "Of all the pretty southern birds he could have, he
pi cks you, | like his

taste."

The birds flocked to the netting to peer at her and tal k. She
chatted with themfor sone tine, listening to them gossi p about
their neighbors and Lindhall. Like the inhabitants of the glass

ki ngdons next door, these birds had nothing but good to say of the
mage.

Once each bird had been greeted, she | ooked at the counter on the
far side of the room Witing materials were scattered over its

| engt h, and a nunber of aninmal skeletons stood on it, posed as

t hey woul d have been in life. She also found a | arge sl ab of

| i mest one. Enbedded in it was an inconplete skeleton, that of a
small animal with only three extrenely long, birdlike toes to a

| eg, and a lizards bony tail. Its skull was odd conpared to those
of the birds she knew, but its end fornmed a beak. Most

I nteresting, in the chipped-away stone around it, she saw outlines
of what |ooked |ike feathered wngs. Mssing were the [ ower ribs
on the right, part of the spine, the right femur, and the end of
the taiL A label on the front of the shall ow box that contained
the linestone read, Lizard-bird, found in the Jal ban Quarry,
Zal | ar a.

"Have you ever seen a bird like this, Zek?" she asked.
No, replied the marnoset. Never.

After the Hall of Bones, she wasn't about to touch the conplete
skel etons. On the other hand, surely there was nothing wong with
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touching a collection of bones enbedded in rock, particularly if
parts of the entire skeleton were mssing. Gngerly, she touched a
thin claw with her finger.

The flash burned into her eyes. Blinking to clear her vision,

Dai ne heard the last thing she wanted to hear in the world: the
sound of crunbling rock. First to cone free was die skull,

foll owed by the heronlike neck. Next cane the overlong arm bones,
spine, and bits of ribcage. Pieces noved as if connected, even
when they weren't Qutlying chunks of bone junped fromthe rock and
gat hered around the main skel eton as the hi pbones separated from
their tonb.

Look! said Zek, squeaking in excitenent. If there's any m ssing,
the bones | eave roomfor it!

"Wonderful ," she whispered. She didn't share
his enthusiasm it nade her queasy to | ook at those
absent —er i nvi si bl e—ehunks.

The | egs yanked thensel ves free. The skeleton tried to stand and
was brought up short, its tail still enbedded in |inestone. It
| ooked back over its runp to see what the hol dup was. The beak
opened in a soundless cry that revealed snmall teeth. It swtched
its hips, freeing its tail. At liberty, the lizard-bird extended
its arns, then its |egs, having a good stretch after a | ong nap.

Dai ne sat on a nearby stool, hard. Zek, who couldn't understand
why she was not pleased, junped from her shoulder to the
countertop, skidding until he turned and brought hinself around.
The skel eton was about the size of a crow. It turned to peer at
Zek, crouching to get a better | ook.

"Wth eyes that aren't there,"” Daine said, and gi ggl ed hel pl essly.
Bot h the skel eton and Zek | ooked at her reproachfully. "Sorry."

"Mthros bless, |I didn't know you had the magi cal assenbl age
spell!" cried Lindhall. Numair and Kaddar, behind him only
st ar ed.
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As if | weren't having enough fun yet, thought Dai ne.

"It doesn't seemto matter if pieces are mssing." Lindhall wal ked
to the counter for a closer ook at the creature. "But that's why
| didn't use the assenbl age spell on ny own. It doesn't work *f
the skeleton is inconplete.”

If it knewit was inconplete, the lizard-bird didn't act it.
Looki ng around, it stretched, wagged its arns clunsily, then

| eaped off the counter. Al four humans lunged to catch it, but
the skeleton had other ideas. It flew up, bony arns fl apping
awkwardly, as if it still wore the feathers that had left their
inmprints in its rock tonb.

"But there aren't any birds with claws in their arns!" Daine
protested as the skel eton swooped and turned around the |ight-
gl obe overhead. "And its bones are solid, not hollow like a
bird s. Bats have sort-of fingers, but those are genuine clawed
toes, not like a bat's wng."

“I't was no bat. It is a |link, between the dinosaurs in the Hall of
Bones and ani mal s—birds—alive now," Lindhall explained w thout
taking his eyes fromthe flier. "The seers who | ook back in tine
have seen lizard-birds in the sane era as the | argest snake-necked
di nosaurs and the |lesser tyrant lizards. They have foll owed the

| i zard-bird' s devel opnent, and it is true—+t cones fromthe | and
wal kers. "

"Instead of scales, feathers,” said Numair, as interested as
Li ndhal L "Also a bird's w shbone and a bird's gripping foot. But
it has abdom nal ribs, as reptiles do, and a flexible tail."

The skeleton, tired of exercising invisible wings, settled on

Li ndhal I s shoul der. Kaddar |eaned in to inspect the enpty spaces
in the bones, and nearly

got pecked. "Stop that," Lindhall ordered, stroking

the creatures beak. "He was only | ooking."

"This isn't the assenbl age spell"” the prince said, |ooking at
Dai ne. "I1've never seen anything like this in ny life. Wat did
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you do to it?"

Kitten, who had foll owed the nen, squeaked a reproach at Kaddar's
tone. The iguanas cane in fromthe other room prepared to defend

Dai ne. "I can't—+'m not— Dai ne stammered. She | ooked at Nunair,
who was rubbing one tenple. "I think you nust explain," he told
her .

"These roons are war ded, " Kaddar said. "That's how |

could talk with Master Numair safely."

“"What's in place here is unlike normal warding spells," added

Li ndhal |, | eani ng agai nst the counter. The |Ilizard-bird on his
shoul der ran his beak through the mage's fine, gray-gold hair,
groom ng him "The enperor nust never suspect these roons are

war ded, or he would cone to discover what | have that's worth
concealnent. |If he or his servant nages try to eavesdrop in these
roons, they will hear only dull, innocent conversations and noi ses
nmade by ny aninals."

Dai ne whistled. After two years with Numair, she had an i dea how

conpl ex a spell-weave |like that would be. "It's a newthing that's
happened," she told Lindhall and Kaddar. "I'm not sure of the
details... Numair, what should I say?"

“"Al'l that you told ne yesterday," was the quiet reply.

She obeyed. When she finished, no one said anything. Waiting for
one of themto speak, Daine went to talk to the aviary birds. They
want ed reassurance that the bone thing was not going to get into
their hone. Daine soothed themuntil they returned to their nornal
pursuits.

The first to speak was LindhalL "You nean it isn't permanent?" The
skel eton, bony tail hooked around the nmage's neck, was gnawi ng his
shirt buttons. "He'll stop being alive?"

Dai ne nodded. "lI'msorry, but it does seemto run out, after a

tinme." She wanted to add that she wasn't sure if the vulture had
run down, since the old woman had taken him but thought the
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better of it at the last mnute. She didn't want to start coughing
agai n.

"You should try this in the Hall of Bones," the ol der man
remarked, turning the skeletons head from a neckl ace he wore under
his shirt. "Stop that. If you bite it, you'll hurt yourself.

Al t hough | suppose it would be a bit inconvenient if any of the

di nosaurs were to wal k away."

Kaddar made a face at Dai ne, who giggled. "lInconvenient puts it
mldly," the prince draw ed. "But Daine's right to keep this
secret. | hate to think what ny uncle would do with sonmeone who

has such power. Can you i nagi ne? An arny of dead
creatures that cant be hurt by normal neans?”

Dai ne thought of the great fused lizards, with their plates and
spi kes of bone, and shivered. One of themwould do serious harmin
a small vill age.

“I't would be precisely to his taste," agreed Numair. "He m ght
deci de such power is worth a war in Tortall, perhaps even all the
Eastern Lands."

"Well, while he's with us, | amgoing to call this one
Bonedancer," Lindhall declared, stroking the |izard-bird' s skull.
"There's one thing | find troubl esone about all this, however.
Numair is right—w | d magi ¢ does not function this way, as far as
we can determine. What is the provenance of this power? Even the
Black God is unable to give a senblance of |life to the dead.™

"Mynoss—2" suggest ed Kaddar . " No. He judges only"

“In The Ekattatum Book of Tonbs it's said the Queen of Chaos once
rai sed an arny of the dead,"” nmurnured Numair.

“"But the Scrolls of Qawe Uenage refute it," Lindhall replied.
"According to him the Queen of Chaos assenbl ed dead wood and
stones to be her arny. No, the only god, | believe, who can
resurrect that which was once flesh and is now dead is the

G aveyard Hag."
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"That's right," Kaddar said. "Renenber? There are | egends

of bonedancer s—+t he resurrected dead—+$romthe fall of the

| khi yan dynasty, and the end of the QOmanat priest-kings— He
stopped, realizing what he was telling them and the nen | ooked at
each ot her.

Dai ne s throat | ocked as if a bony hand gripped it. —BPon't even
think of it, dearie—a voice advised insider her head. —+t doesn't
suit nme that these handsone friends of yours should know |'m
about. M/, they're a taU set, aren't they? Not a one of them under
sixffct. | like these big fellows. Make a girl feel sheltered and
fragile, that's what | always say. —

You're as fragile as granite, thought the furious Daine.

—&F course, —was the anused reply. —+'m a goddess after all. But
it'"s nice to feel as if | mght be fragile, old and rickety as |
am Now, renenber, |'m keeping an ear on you, so don't try to warn
them |f you force ne to silence you fast, I mght hurt you.—

The hand on her throat squeezed, and Dai ne gasped, fighting for
air. When her knees buckl ed, Nunair caught her and held her to a
seat. "Are you all right?" he asked, dark eyes worried. "Bringing
things to life tires you, doesn't it?"

She nodded. Kaddar went into the other roomand returned with a
pitcher and a cup, which he filled and handed to her. Daine
sipped. It was water, freshened with a leaf of mnt.

“"We have to be careful talking about the Graveyard Hag," he said,
gently teasing. "Yesterday she had a coughing fit in the Hag's
tenple. It didn't let up until we were outside."

Li ndhal I frowned, troubled. "Should you have visited her tenple?"

"W visited themal//," said Kaddar.

“It's ny fault," Daine said, voice hoarse. "I wanted to | ook at
them™
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"Uncle can't fault nme for doing it when he told ne to take her
wher ever she wanted.”

"No, of course not," Lindhall still |ooked uneasy. O early shaking
it off, he said, "Numair, | think you nust be getting back—t's

al nost noon. And what will you young people do? | could have | unch
brought to us and then show you around a

bit."
Daine smled at the fair-haired man. "1'd |ike
that, if it's all right wth Kaddar. | can get to know

your friends better."

Li ndhall smled as the |lizard-bird preened feathers that were | ong
gone. Numair took a deep breath and began to shape-change. "Only
when he was conpletely a hawk, oversized and bl ack, did Lindhal
open a door so that he could fly into a garden, and away.

That night, Varice shifted the banquet to a series of broad,
shal | ow terraces overl ooki ng an ornanental |ake. Daine and the
prince were dinner partners once nore, seated at the end of the
mai n group.

Harailt was on Daine s other side. Wien the opening course was
served, he anmused hinself by slipping tidbits to Kitten as he
filled the two younger people in on the uneasy progress of the
tal ks.

The enperor hadn't even nmade an appearance at the tal ks that day.
Duke Etiakret, head of the Carthaki negotiators, wal ked out after
Duke Gareth said King Jonathan and Queen Thayet would not agree to
buy silk, dyes, and glass fromno one but Carthak. Etiakret
returned, only to say that Carthak refused to surrender one of its
| ords, a pirate who often raided Tortall, to northern justice.

When Harailt turned to the woman seated on his other side, Daine
told Kaddar, "It doesn't |look at all good, does it?"

“"Do you see any happy faces around here?" he asked, indicating to
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the servers that they woul d have the catfish.

Dai ne shook her head. "Nary a one." She | eaned back and reshaped
her ears, know ng the grow ng shadows woul d hi de the change from
nost. Scraps of talk cane to her and faded as she twitched themto
and fro.

"—amnot going to let those things ruin his party, Numair. H's

| nperial Hi ghness was sinply in a nood. Etiakret will conme to your
peopl e tonorrow, all smles and conciliation—Hust you watch. Try
the dormce, won't you? They're rolled in honey and poppy seeds—

Dai ne wi nhced—+n her view dornmce were food for ows, cats, and
snakes—and | i st ened el sewhere.

"—the result of a m sunderstanding on ny part, ny dear Lord

Martin. The enperor has taken ne sternly to task and, | assure
you, the progress of the talks in the norning will be far
di fferent—=

M—to honor her for her service to our treasured pets, Duke Gareth.

Surely your rules will not ask a penniless child to turn down a
title and property of
her own."

Dai ne made a face. She wanted no | ands or tide fromthe Enperor
Magel Wth a sigh she returned her ears to their normal shape and
concentrated on the neal and her conpanions. As the sky darkened,
they ni bbled fried pockets of noodles and pork in a sweet sauce
and tal ked about Kaddar s nother and sisters. Kitten, thinking
hersel f unobserved, gobbled boar's tail wth hot sauce, then had
to leap for the water pitcher.

"Does she ever get sick fromeating human food?" Kaddar watched as
t he dragon managed to dunp half the water down her throat and half
all over herself.

Dai ne sm | ed. "She never gets sick from anything, Once she ate a

box of nyrrh. She was only three nonths old. | thought every
little accident she had would harm her for life."
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"She didn't get sick?"
"“She burped snoke for a week, that's all."

"I should have a stomach |i ke hers. Especially these days." Kaddar
s eyes flicked to where Ozorne sat, fanning hinself idly.

"Conme back with us," she said inpulsively. "Make a real life, one
with no cages init."

Hs smle was both sad and bitter. "I cannot. He's got ny famly,
ny friends, even ny horse. Do you think he would stop at hurting
theni to bring ne honme?" He patted her hand. "No. Once he clains
sonet hing, he never, ever lets go. Its a mracle your Master

Sal malin has managed to renmain free and unharned all this tine."

Dai ne, knowi ng that Nunmair had worked as a street magician and
nearly starved during his first years in Tortall, shook her head.
Not daring to use his Gft out of fear that Ozorne would | earn of
it and hunt hi m down, changing his appearance and nane, noving
often before he nade friends who brought himto the king's
attention—+to her that said he'd paid a high price for his mracle
of survival.

Di shes cane and went until the neal was over at |ast. By then the
| i ght - gl obes were burning, and nusicians tuned their instrunents
at the far end of the terrace. Sl aves arrived pushing a | arge
netal cart slowy down the line of tables. It bore an i mmense
cake, the pinnacle of a pastry cook's art, shaped |like the

| nperial palace down to each bay, ell, and tower. Looking at it,
Dai ne now saw that the palace was built like a rising sun, a large
half circle with wings Iike short and | ong rays.

"The cooks nade each piece and all the spun sugar, cream
decorations, and so on," explained Kaddar, "but it's Varice who
designs the cake and puts it together and supervises the
decorating. Wthout her magic they couldn't do anything so fancy."

The guests appl auded; Daine, reluctantly, dapped as well. Varice
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| ooked proud of herself as she offered the pastry knife to the
enperor, Ozorne smled and indicated that she should do the
cutting.

As die blonde turned to the cake, Daine realized that sonething
was wong with Kitten, The little dragon was claw ng at her nuzzle
and rocki ng back and forth. Bending cl ose, Daine could hear her
squeak, as if she were trying to talk with her jaws glued shut,

"Kit, what's the matter?" She bent down to grab the dragon's
forepaws. "You're—-

Varice's shriek raised echoes on the lake. A slave rilling Gareth
t he Younger's gl ass dropped his pitcher; it shattered on the

fl agst ones. Dai ne jerked

upri ght.

Rat s—ADstly browns, with a smattering of bl ack ones—poured out of
a hole in the front of the cake in a stream their nunbers far
greater than even this cake would hold. They tried to clinb
Varice's skirts as the blonde continued to scream Al anna was on
her feet, groping for a sword she didn't wear; the nages were
hel pl ess, unable to throw fire at the animals w thout hurting
Vari ce.

"Stop!" Daine cried, running out from behind her table. The rats
turned to stare at her. "l said, stopl"” Opening herself up, she

| et her power flood out until it swanped them In their m nds she
read the know edge that they were passing through a magical gate
fromtheir riverbank hones into the center of the confection. She
al so saw clearly the inmage of the G aveyard Hag in their thoughts,
pointing themto the gate with her gnarled wal ki ng sti ck.

"I nperial Majesty!" soneone cried, shaking Daine s concentration.
The nonent she faltered, the rats broke free. Six of them | aunched
at her face; she slammed themw th her power, killing three
instantly. Two fled; one fastened his teeth in her sleeve. Coldly
Dai ne shook him of f.

The man who' d broken her concentration was still yelling.
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"Maj esty, even you can't continue to ignore the portents! You
must —

Ozorne pointed; enerald fire lashed to wap around the speaker, a
Cart haki nobleman. Enerald flanes | eaped fromhis skin. He had
time for one agonized shriek before the fire ate himup.

Dai ne took a breath and renewed her magical grip on the rats,
yanki ng them back fromtabl es and guests. They fought hard. She
dug her nails into her palns, hunting for sonething to make her
furious. She found it when she saw the ruin that had cone to the
cake Varice had worked so hard to create. Gathering up the anger
she felt on the part of Varice, she turned it on the rats.

W don't have to obey you, snarled a brown. W don't owe you
anyt hi ng!

W serve a powerful mstress, added soneone el se. Next to her, you
are only a shadow

She bore down, producing shrieks of rage and pain fromthem "Back
i nto that cake, buckos," she ordered, eyes glittering. "Back where
you canme from Do it now, before you really vex ne."

They struggled wldly, but she had them Wen she began to tighten
the pressure, she felt their surrender |ike the buckling of a
wall. She called silently, Tell your mstress, if she has a bone
to pick wwth Ozorne, pick it with him not with themthat have to
obey him

The rats | eaped onto the cart and into the cake, vani shing through
the gate. Wen the | ast of them had gone, the pastry coll apsed.

She | ooked around. Sl aves propped up a fainting Varice. Nunmair
clinmbed over his table. Gving his wakeflower vial to Harailt and
pointing to Varice, he cane over to Daine. "Are you all right?" He
cupped her cheek in one | arge hand, eyes worried. "One of thembit

YOI

She held up her armto show himthe rip in her sleeve and sm | ed.
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"Didn't even nick the skin. It was only rats, Numair."

He | ooked at the chaos around them Slaves who had fled the
rodents stayed in the shadows, afraid to cone out. Duke Gareth and
Duke Etiakret were debating hotly in whispers, as Gareth the
Younger | ooked on. Harailt was pulling the wake-fl ower from under
Varice s nose as she coughed and gasped. Al anna tal ked softly into
Kaddars ear; she had to stand on tiptoe to do it, and Kaddar had
to stoop a little.

“"We need to get out of here before the sky starts raining blood or
sonet hing equally pleasant,” Nunmair remarked "Were's Ozorne?"

The enperor had left.

The banquet was over. Varice, hysterical after she roused from her
faint, was only able to cling to Numair and cry. Al the guests,
Carthaki and foreign alike, tal ked of the om nous signs they had
seen and heard of in tense, |owered voices. No one seened to care
i f the enperor spied on themor not.

Dai ne and Kaddar watched, quickly getting bored. "It's not as if
we can do anything about all this,"” conplained the girl, cradling
a dozing Zek. "I get the feeling the only ones who can do
sonething are your uncle and his mnisters."

“"Would you like to go for a wal k, then?" Kaddar asked. "Is there
anything you' d like to do?"

Dai ne | ooked around. On the far side of the | ake, behind the
wllows on its shore, she could sense the nenagerie. "Can we Qo
| ook at the aninals agai n?"

"Let nme ask." The prince went to talk briefly with Al anna, who
came back with him

"I don't blane you for wanting to go sonepl ace el se," the Lioness

said with a glare at Varice. "Just don't be gone too |ate.
Tonorrow i s anot her day—provided it cones, of course.”
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Dai ne stared at the Chanpion. "Do you know sonet hi ng we don't?"

Al anna shook her head. "Only that | didn't reach ny station by
ignoring the gods. If his inperial majesty doesn't consult
t hemsoon—-he will w sh he had. Now scat, before / start crying."”

They scatted, passing a squad of guardsmen on their way around the
| ake. Kaddar sl owed and stared at them after they passed, his
mouth tight. Then he shook his head, and they wal ked on. On
reachi ng the nenagerie, he left her at the closed, |ocked gate.
When he returned, he bore a huge key ring. Sorting through the
keys, he read their tags by the mage-light he cast over their
heads.

"What kind of Gft do you have?" Daine asked. "Nobody ever said
what you can do."

"Very little." He chose a key and fitted it in the lock. "Call

| i ght, nmove things a short way, call fire." The gate swung open.
“What | do best is grow

things. Trees, flowers, vegetables. | |ike to garden. The plants
Li ndhal | has for his creatures—+ grew those." He closed the gate
behi nd t hem

"That's wonderful ," Daine replied, opening herself to the captive
animals. "A shane you're stuck being a prince when you can do
sonet hing inportant. Do those keys open the cages and encl osures?
| want to go inside."

Startl ed, he yel ped, "You want to—M Renenbering where they were,
he finished in a rough whisper, "-what? Go in? Qut of the
guestion. Absolutely out—=

"Don't be m ssish, Kaddar," she replied flatly. "If you don't |et

me in proper, |I'll ask Kitten to do it, and maybe she'll nelt die
| ocks of f"
Kaddar | ooked at the first enclosure, die lions', "You swear you

won't be har ned?"
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"Goddess strike ne if | lie," she said, holding up her right hand.

Shaki ng his head, Kaddar went to a door set into the wall next to
the lions' pit, looking for the right key.

Zek watched, fascinated. These keys things—do they always open
cages and doors?

"One of themis just called a key," replied Daine. Kaddar gl anced
at her. "Zek's asking," she explained. To the narnpbset she added,
“"They open what doors and cages they're nade to open. Two- make

| ocks to keep doors shut unless you

have the right key. It keeps folk fromstealing what's ours. It

al so hel ps us keep prisoners.”

Then a key is magic, Zek said, gray-green eyes | ocked on Dai nes

face. If |I'd had keys, | could have freed ny little ones and ny
mat e.
Next tinme, | will have a key.

Dai ne cuddled him "No one's ever going to cage you again, Zek; |
prom se. "

Kaddar unl ocked the door. Open, it led to a small, dark stairwell
t hat wound downwar d.

"Lights?" asked the girl.

"Just snap your fingers."

She nade a face at him "I can't snap ny fingers, Your Hi ghness."
"You can'fi Really? But it's easy. You just—

"l know what you just. |'ve been trying to for years."

He grinned, teeth flashing against his dark skin. "You don't know

how much better that nakes ne feel. You can outshoot ne and talk
with aninmals, but you can't do this." Raising a hand, he snapped
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his fingers, and snmall |ight-globes enbedded in the wall flickered
on.

“"No need to rub it in," grunbled Daine. "Kit, are you com ng?"

The dragon went in, but Kaddar hesitated. "Maybe Zek woul d rather
stay with ne."

| would, Zek told Daine, nostrils flaring as the scent of big cat
rolled up the narrow stair.

Dai ne handed himto the prince. "WIIl | need keys down there?" she
asked.

“"No. The inner doors are held with bolts. They aren't | ocked."

May | see his keys? asked Zek. When Dai ne translated, the prince
smled and held the ring up for the marnoset to exam ne.

Dai ne followed Kitten down the stairs and opened the door that
took theminto the lions' pit The cats were awake. Mwving to | ook
at Dai ne, they caught a whiff of Kittens alien scent and snarl ed.
“It's all right," Daine assured them bathing the big animals in
reassurance, "She's a friend. |'d think, downw nd of those

i nunortals, that you'd be nore open-m nded, "

There was a | augh from above. She | ooked up and saw Kaddar | eani ng
on the raiL "Is that what upset then?"

She sm | ed crookedly. "You'd think they never snelled a dragon
before,"” she joked, holding her hands out for the lions to snell.

Entering their mnds, she could feel they m ssed open ranges, even
t he ones who were bred in captivity, who | earned of their true,
wldIlife fromthe others. That had bothered her fromthe first,

t he sadness of their days even in confinenent as pleasant as this.
She could not turn them | oose. Even if she could, they would be
hunted down. Now, at |east, she could do sonething for them

Li ndhal | had gi ven her the idea when he showed her the smal |l
wor |l ds he'd fashioned for his friends.
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She asked the cats' permssion first; they gave it. Starting with
those born wild, she used their nenories to build a waking dream
Fromdifferent parts of their m nds she drew scents, inages,
sounds, until she felt as if she'd been transported to a hot,

di stant | and. She gave the dreans shape with the chill of w nter
rains, air perfuned with dry grass, zebra dung, fresh bl ood, the
grunts and | owing of herds of fat prey. Carefully she sowed the
dreamin each lion, rooting it firmy in their mnds. Now, when
they chose, all they had to do was shut their eyes and renenber.
The dream woul d awaken; they woul d be hone and free.

Wth Kitten she clinbed back up the stair and went to the

chi npanzee encl osure. Kaddar noved away from her as she passed,
and | ooked at her with awe as he unl ocked the chinps' prison. One
by one, she visited all the nenagerie captives. Dream pl anting
wasn't physically hard, but it was tinme-consumng. Kitten grew
bored and j oi ned Kaddar and Zek. The prince, to his credit, never
conpl ai ned about how | ong this took.

At | ast she reached the hyena enclosure. Al three inhabitants sat
at the bottomof the glasslike wall, dark eyes up and wat chi ng,
rounded ears pricked forward.

"Per haps you shoul d pass by these,"” Kaddar suggest ed.
She 'stared at him "Goddess bl ess—why?"

"They're not |ike other aninmals, Daine, They're cowards. |If an
animal fights them they run away. They steal kills fromlions,
cheet ahs. They even devour their young."

She scratched her head. For sone reason, what he said irritated
her. "Steal kills, is it? Doesn't Carthak do the sanme? Carthak has
eaten all her young-Siraj, Ekallatum Amar, Apal, Zall ara,

Shusi n—even Yanut, all the way to the foot of the Roof of the
Wrld." He stiffened up, offended "Forgive ne for speaking so

pl ain, but you do nake them sound |like this country of yours. I'm
sorry to be rude when you' ve been kind to ne, but animals, at

| east, do fwything for a good reason—+o0 eat. To survive."
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Hs smle would have gone unnoticed if she hadn't given herself
cat eyes to see into the shadows around them It was sour, but it
was a smle. "You just rem nded ne that hyenas are sacred to our
patron goddess. You know+the G aveyard Hag."

“How del ightful for theni she replied, also sour. "WII you let ne
in there or not?"

He shrugged and opened the door that would admit her to the stair
down. Once she energed into their pit, the hyenas surrounded her,
sniffing eagerty.

So you cane back after all, remarked their | eader, the female. |
am Teeu. Meet ny boys—Aranh is the one with the nicked ear. Iry
has nore spots than he can use.

Dai ne sm | ed, running her hands over powerful shoul ders, exploring
t he nuscl es under the hyenas' rough and wiry fur. "I'm honored to
nmeet you, all of you."

Too bad you weren't here before, Teeu said, touching Daine's

cl osed eyes with her cold nose. This close, the reek of nush and
dead neat nmade it hard for the girl to breathe. The hungry one was
her e.

This tinme he wasn't just hungry; he was scared.

It's the best we ever snelled him

“What hungry one?" she asked, curious.

The hungry one, said Teeu, sniffing Daine fromtop to toe. The one
who wants to eat the world. He hates us, but he can't stay away.
And toni ght he was

sooo afraid.

"How do you know?"

W snell it, Iry's voice nurnured. We can snell himaquite well
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when he stands up there.

May | ? Dai ne asked Teeu. The fenmale let her into her mnd, to
experience the world as they did. Kaddar was partly right when he
spoke of hyena nature. Teeu had killed her twin not |ong after
they were born; it was hyena custom In sone ways they thought

| i ke a wolf pack, but their noses were ten tines better than even
a wolf's. They mapped their | andscape with scent as a bat woul d
map it with sound. She breathed with Teeu, and |earned. The w nd
brought a bouquet of odor to the nose, one the hyena sorted
through for her. She snelled Kaddar: |avender from his clothes,
his own uni que personal snell, each food he'd consuned that night.
Kitten's scent was conpletely alien, even to one who lived on the
ot her side of the wall fromthe imuortal's nenagerie. Teeu savored
it, making sure it would never be forgotten, before she turned to
Zek. H's odor was nusky, touched with hints of the fruit he | oved,
and m xed wwth the fear he felt as the hyenas' snell reached him

What about the hungrv one? she asked Teeu.

The hyena's nenory for scent was as vivid as Daine's for sights.
Their "hungry one" snell ed of expensive cloth, soaps and hair
oil s, anmber and ci nnanpon, spicy food and wne. The girl was
startled to recognize it, though her nenory of that particular
odor was far |less strong than Teeu's.

Leavi ng the hyena's m nd, she conforted Zek briefly. Wen he was
calmshe called up to the prince, "Kaddar? Wiy is your uncle
afraid of the hyenas?"

The prince | eaned over the wall to | ook down at her. "Wio told you
t hat ?"

Dai ne rested a hand on Aranh s sloping shoulder. "lIfoy did. They
snmell it on him Kaddar, | swear these creatures can snell
anyt hi ng"

Kaddar fingered his eardrop. "Kitten, is there a |listening spell

on us?" The dragon whistled. The sound produced flares from
Kaddar's gens—ot hi ng el se. "Thank you. Whenever you w sh, you nmay
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live wwth ne." Lowering his voice, he told Daine, "Wen Uncle took
the throne a prophecy was made that hyenas would |l ead his doomto
him If Chiokf£ hadn't rem nded himthat hyenas are sacred to the
G aveyard Hag, he would have killed every one in the enpire.

| nst ead, he keeps these. W have a saying about things |ike that:
'buying off the grave diggers.'" He lifted his head. "Wat was

t hat ?"

She gave her ears bat shape and listened. "There are humans in the
i mortal s' nenagerie.”

“"No one can go there without ny uncle's perm ssion." Kaddar
exam ned the keys. "I should check."

"Can't we |eave it be?"

“"No. Do you know the nmagic that can be done wth griffins blood or
spidren wool ? If you want to wait, fine."

She | ooked at her new friends. "Do you want the waki ng dream the
one | gave the others?"

Teeu yi pped her anusenent. W woul d rather have what is here, she
replied. The snells in this place are nuch nore interesting than
the ones at hone.

She left them racing up the stairs to the main wal k. Kaddar was
quietly trying to fit keys into the special nenagerie s | ock. Wen
she joined him he was scow i ng.

“Splendid,"” he nuttered. "The guards have a way in, at the back of
the imortals' enclosure, but I don't want to go past them 1'd
hoped I'd find a normal |ock, one for the cleaning slaves, but
there isn't one. This lock is magical and ny Gft won't open it. |
don't know if the underground tunnels cone out this far, either."”

She heard voices on the far side of the gate. "Are you sure this
I s needful ?"

"A drop of saliva froma flesh-eating unicornin a mn's food wl|l
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kill himafter three days of intense pain. Its undetectable as a
poi son unl ess you know exactly what to | ook for."

Dai ne sighed. "I suppose that neans yes. Kitten? Don't nelt it;
just open it."

The dragon sniffed the keyhole. Backing up a few steps, she gave a
demandi ng whistle, and the gate swung open. Kaddar strode past

Dai ne. Zek, on his shoulder, |eaped into the girl's arnms, and she
and Kitten foll owned.

El GHT
THE BADGER RETURNS

Humans were in the courtyard between the cages. Sonme were the
Banji ku she'd net, as well as other tiny black nen and wonen who
could only be their kin. The remaining humans were sl aves. They
were placing offerings—fruit, flowers, incense—before the

i mortals' cages. Apparently they'd heard nothing outside the
gate: they froze in shock when Kaddar reached them

No one spoke. At last the StormmM ng queen unfurled great steel

wi ngs, the netal flashing in the light of torches set around the
courtyard. "So, girl who slew Zhaneh Bitterclaws." Her voice was
dry and stern. "Do you cone to taunt ny consort and nme?" The
humans went to their knees, bowing to Kaddar until their foreheads
touched stone fl ags.

"Does every one of you know what | | ook |Iike?" Daine asked the
St or mM ng.

“"Your face is in our mnds," was the icy reply. "It is rare that
we are bested by one so small, and unG fted." The queen turned

dark eyes on the prince. "Have you cone to see what you w ||
I nherit, nortal? Do you think to master us? You nean not hi ng.
These others at | east know they are slaves and give ne fear
because they know nothing el se.”

Her nmate shifted on his perch, sidling to and fro, never taking
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his eyes from Dai ne and Kaddar. The fenmal e was Barzha Razorw ng,
Dai ne renenbered, and he was nanmed Hebakh,

“"I"'mnot that different fromthese slaves," Kaddar said politely.
“"Perhaps all | knowis fear. It seens that way, often enough,”

“"A pretty reply."” The queen spat on the floor of her cage. "That
is what | think of it,"

"StormM ngs," Daine nuttered. "Anything they do, they have to be
di squsting first,"

"How el se may we act, nortal ?" demanded Hebakh, burning eyes fixed
on Daine. "Qur nature is what it is, don't you see? Qur very
imMmmortality makes us i nmune to change.™

“"Mortal ? No, no!" The protest cane fronflano, the Banjiku who had
done nost of the tal king when Daine first nmet himand his people.
“She is a god, or the daughter of a god whose nane she does not
know. She is no nortal."

"Nonsense, " scoffed Bar zha.

“"Forgive, forgive," said Tano, "but how can Banji ku be wong about
god things? Qur tribe was birthed by Lushagui, sister to Kidunka,
the world snake, the all-wise. To us it is given to bind nen to
beast - Peopl e, to know gods, and to be sl aves."

They nust thank their gods every day for that |ast, Daine thought
to Zek, who nodded.

"Nonsense," Barzha repeated. "Look at her. She is a scrawny,
underfed, unattractive spawn of nortal get, a killer of
St or mm ngs. "

Hebakh bated, then settled down. "There's evidence of the Banjiku
gifts, nmy dear. | recall hearing about it from Lushagui. GrL You
know Ri kash Mbonswor d?" He sidled across the cage to a perch near
the bars, where he had a better view of her. "You told himwe are
here." "Yes, sir," Daine replied. "Wiy? Wy tell Ri kash anythi ng?"
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demanded Hebakh. "You hate StormM ngs."

Suddenly the griffin gave a shuddering, screamng roar, unfurling
her wings as far as the confines of her cage would permt. She
took a breath, then roared again, and again.

“"We nust go," said a slave urgently. "The guards wll cone any
noment to silence her.”

"Fol | ow us, "Tano instructed Dai ne and Kaddar, pointing to an open
trapdoor. "There are tunnels for slaves to work here. W w ||
gui de you away, and no one will be the wser."

"So the tunnels do come out this far," Kaddar nuttered.

Dai ne hesitated, wanting to help the griffin. Reaching with her
magi c to ask the great creature to be quiet, she felt what was in
her mnd. The griffin was half crazy frominprisonnent. Soot hing
her woul d take precious tine. She could already hear raised voices
behind the door at the rear of the courtyard, the guards' entrance
t hat Kaddar had nenti oned.

"Dai ne, cone on!" hissed Kaddar.

Dai ne, Kitten, and the prince raced to the opening and down the

| adder that led fromit Last cane Tano, who drew the door shut and
threw the bolt A gnarled finger to his lips, he grabbed a | antern
on the floor. Already the others were gone.

They followed their guide down a |long, w nding corridor for nearly
sixty feet, where it branched in three different directions. Each

one was marked with pictures in softly glow ng paint: a bucket on

one, atrio of broons on another, and a horse's head on the third.
That was the one chosen by their guide.

“What were you doi ng?" Kaddar denmanded softly. "You know you
aren't supposed to be in that area unless you work there, and even
then only during the day."

The ol d Banjiku replied, "W worship captive gods."
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"Wor shi p—~ sputtered the prince.

Tano stopped and | ooked up at the tall young man. "Wrship," he
said firmy. "Soneday they will no | onger be caged, young naster.
When they are

free, will not their anger be terrible? Better to nake offerings
now, so the great ones will renenber not all nen are jailers"

Dai ne shivered. H s words had sounded nuch |i ke a prophecy.

“"They aren't gods," argued Kaddar. Now they passed other stairs
out of the tunnel, each marked with a picture. "They can be
kill ed. That neans

t hey' re not gods.™

“"No nore is your master a god, Nobility" Tano said cheerfully,
"but he wants offerings fromaU. Wen Black God clains us, who
wi Il be punished for giving worship and power to a fal se god? The
prince? O Banjiku? Now. " He stopped by a | adder narked by an

i mage of a flower and a fountain. "Go up here and you will be in
garden of guests, where | ady stays." He bowed to Daine.

“I"'mnot a |ady," she said, offering her hand. "Just Dai ne. Thank
you, Tano"

He took her hand in his callused ones. "W are friends of the
Peopl e toget her"

Kaddar had gone ahead and was hol di ng the trapdoor open. "There's
no one about. Cone on."

| mpul si vely, she | eaned down and kissed the [ittle man on the
cheek, then followed the prince.

They energed between two hedges. The guest quarters shi mrered
whi tely nearby. Once Kaddar shut the trapdoor behind them it

| ooked |i ke part of the gravel wal k. There was a snmall birdbath
next to it; Daine suspected it was there so the gardeners m ght
find the door again. "Are there tunnels just under the gardens?"
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she asked. "There are tunnels everywhere under the palace," he
replied. "Mstly used by slaves, but others find them handy, too."
They fell silent, enjoying the cool evening. Kaddar noved first,
stretching his arns. "Were in trouble, Daine. All Carthak is. See
that?" He pointed at the sky.

Dai ne | ooked up. Stars spilled everywhere overhead. The noon was a
sliver; another night, or two, and it would be full dark. The dark
noon, for the working of dark magics, she thought, and shivered.
"See what? Stars?"

"You shouldn't see them This tine of year, the skies should be
thick with cloud. Maybe an opening or two, but not clear skies,
night after night. W've had very little rain. In the south,
peopl e starve while ny uncle readies for another war, so he can
wast e taxes, food, slaves, nen..." He |ooked at her and sm | ed
bitterly. "You are too gods-blest easy to talk to, Veralidai ne.
You watch me with those big eyes, just listening, and the words
drop off ny waggi ng tongue."” He shook his head and offered an arm
“I'd better escort you to your room It's getting |ate."

She rested a pal mon his armand | ooked away as he | ed her inside.
She wi shed he hadn't found her easy to talk to. There was not hing

she could do to help a Carthaki human friend. He wasn't a nobngoose
or giraffe. She couldn't give the enperor's heir any waking

dr eans.

In her dreans, she stood with Kitten and the Gaveyard Hag at a
crossroads in the mddle of a barren | and, and argued. An audi ence
of rats and hyenas | ooked on. The Graveyard Hag wanted her to go

| eft, into a fenced-in graveyard, where the tonbstones | eaned at
strange angl es and hunman bones poked through the earth. Daine
wanted to go right, where she could see di nosaur skel etons
enbedded in the ground. Kitten, <chattering furiously, wanted
Dai ne to go back the way she had cone. She slashed at the old
woman's legs with a forepaw.

"“Enough, dragon," the Graveyard Hag said. "I can't stop your

comng here, but | don't need to put up with your inpertinence,
either. You aren't near old enough to do battle with nme." She
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smacked Kitten on the nuzzle with her gnarled stick, and the
dragon's jaws snapped shut. She pawed at her nouth, but it
remai ned cl osed.

"You stop doing that to her, and stop pushing ne around," Daine
told the goddess flatly. "lI'mnot one of yours, and |'m getting
tired of your playing wwth ne and ny friends."

The Graveyard Hag grinned, showng all five teeth. "You' re a sassy
one, dearie," she said with approval. "Wll, | always did like a
girl who could stand up for herself. But you're being naughty al
the sane. Cone into ny little garden here and play."

Hands on hi ps, Dai ne shook her head. "By the tinme you bury two-

| eggers, they're glad to rest,"” she retorted. "I don't want to
play with them They' ve earned the right to be |let alone. Look at
the way you've left them all higgledy-piggledy like that |I should
t hi nk you' d have the decency to straighten up around here." Part
of her mnd knew all this was a dream but what on earth were they
tal ki ng about, anyway? It made no sense.

A gnarled hand that had been enpty suddenly boasted a silver dice
cup. The Hag rattled it, her one good eye twi nkling cheerfully at
Dai ne. "Toss you for it."

“"No. You cheat. Cnon, Kit." They marched toward the di nosaur
bones. At first the going was hard. It took all Daine s mght to
lift her legs, and she could tell that Kitten was havi ng equal
trouble. The girl clutched the heavy silver claw around her
throat. It dug into her palm draw ng bl ood, and suddenly she was
novi ng forward along the barren dirt road.

Then she sl owed, frowning. Things were changing, as they did in
dreans. The dirt under her bare toes felt |ike cold marble,
pol i shed snooth. The bl ackened hills and barren trees of the
orange-lit world around her were fading, becom ng shadows t hat
hi nted at great shapes wthin.

Dai ne opened her eyes.
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She was not in her guest bedroom wth its |uxuriant bedcl othes
and sweet-snelling wood. Though she still wore her nightgown, cold
stone under her bare feet was nuch too real to be a dream and the
draft that flowed agai nst her back nmade her shiver. Kitten was
draggi ng on the hem of her ni ghtgown, chattering softly with anger
and fear.

"Kit?" Daine asked, kneeling to cuddle the dragon. "lI'msorry—did
| sl eepwal k?" She'd never done so before, but things had been too
strange during this journey for her to be nuch surprised. She
changed her eyes to those of a cat, thinking she'd wandered out
into the common room or even the hall.

They were in the Hall of Bones.

“"What in the nane of the G eat Goddess— she breathed. "How did we
get in, without the spell to open the lock? Kit—did you open it?"
The dragon shook her head.

Crazy as it seened, Daine had a very good idea of how they'd
gotten here. "Wien | get hold of her, | will snatch what hair
she's got left," she growed. "That's it for toying wiwth ne!"

Turning to | eave the hall, she stunbled and went down. Throw ng
her hands to eaten herse/£ she struck the thing that had tri pped
her, the stand for the nountain-runner nest. One hand plunged in
anong t he eggs.

There was a blinding flash, one that etched in |ightning both the
baby di nosaur standing by the nest and the eggs. She heard a

di stressed shriek fromKitten, but |acked the strength to tell her
dragon that she was fine, just a little tired. She fainted before
her body crunpl ed.

She and Kitten wal ked a trail that led up a densely forested hilL
Suddenly the girl felt better than she had for days. Surrounding
her was a northern woods, the air scented with pine, |eaves
turning color. The day was fading, but even so, everything she

| ooked at seened extra clear. An oW called; in die distance a
wol f sang die first song of the night, Al around she heard snall
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woodl and creatures prepare to go to bed, or to start their nights
f or agi ng.

The peace around diem seened to cow the dragon. Staring at
everyt hi ng, she wal ked so close that Daine nearly tripped over her
several tines.

Ahead was a thatched cottage, its white plaster walls gleam ng as
the night drew down. Light poured fromthe open door and w ndows.
On the threshold, a man with anders rooted in his curly hair
argued with a badger. She heard themclearly, though she was only
hal fway up the hill.

"—ask you to keep an eye on her, keep her safe, and you allow ny
child to be used in tfcari”

"Flatten your fur, Weiryn," replied the badger. "Wat nakes you
think | had any choi ce?"

"The Great Ones can find another instrunent! Wiy didn't you tell
them so?"

“I did tell them you horn-headed idiot. They didn't |isten. She
didn't listen. If you have a conplaint, you take it up wth the
G aveyard Hag."

A wonman appeared in the doorway behind the horned nman, drying her
hands on a cloth. She was graceful and solidly built, firelight
fromindoors gleam ng on her pinned-up golden hair. "Wiryn, does
t he badger want to sup wth us? We— Looking past the man's

shoul der, she caught her breath; one hand went to her cheek. Man
and badger turned to see what had gotten her attention.

Weiryn pointed at Daine, but it was the badger who spoke, "There!
You said she would be fine, and here she is. You know what that
means! You never should have |left her there—=

“I'f you were so interested in fathering, you shouldn't have put

her in ny care. She's old enough to get into her own tangl es,
whet her you like it or not." The badger sighed. "I'l|l take them
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back. Talk to the Great Ones if you want, but | think it's too

| ate. Can't you feel things noving forward?" He trundl ed down the
path toward Daine and Kitten. "This place isn't for you. Turn
around—

“Badger, that's ny ma," she protested. "And—ny da?"

"Yes, yes; you should listen when the Banjiku tell you things.
Turn around. "

She obeyed, and fell into a mass of rolling gray clouds.

When she opened her eyes, she was flat on her back. The badger
stood on her chest, claws digging into her shoul ders.

—+diot kit!-—he snarled. —You drained your life force for this.
You' re supposed to use a spark, just a spark, to wake them up!—

She blinked dazedly at him "How was | to know that, pray? You
didn't tell nme anything. You just breathed on ne and left."

—Nonsense, O course | told you.—Dai ne shook her head. —No—The
badger clinbed off her. —Then | kst ny tenper, at being used to
place this on you, | should have taken tinme to explain. It VM5 a
grievous m stake, and a disservice to you, —

Kitten, much vexed, chattered at the badger, punctuating what she
had to say with earsplitting whistles.

Dai ne groaned and covered her ears, while the animal god turned on
the imortal,

—hen | wish for your opinions, dragonling, | witt ask for them
Si |l ence!l —

Kitten subsided, nuttering under her breath.

Dai ne sat up. "Kitten was there with ne," she said, frowning.

—&F course, +he badger sai d—Bragons go where they will, even the
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young ones. —He snorted rudely. — Pesky, interfering creatures. —

Kitten made an equally rude noise in reply.

Dai ne heard a rapid clicking, as if sonething bony ran on the
marble tiles. Instantly she checked the nountain-runner nest. Not
only was the standi ng skel eton gone, but the eggs had hat ched.

—Fhat is why it killed you,—said the badger, peering at the nest.
—You woke themall Wat -were you thinking of? The energy to spark
this waking magic has to cone fromw Il d nmagi c. Waki ng the whol e
nest drained you. You'd better Jind a way to draw the spark from
ot her sources. 1 can't bring you back fromthe D vine Real ns
whenever you nmake a m stake and die.—

"D e? But—+ thought-humans go to the Bl ack Gods real ns when they
die."

-~-Human$ do. You will have a choice, the Black God' s ki ngdom or
the hone of your father, when the tine cones. You nust be careful
not —What do you | ot want ?7—

Hi s question confused Daine, until she noticed the nountain-runner
skeletons to her left, the ones fromthe nest. Seven of themwere
only a foot tall. The last was the eighteen-inch skeleton. All

wat ched the badger, the tilt of their small skulls giving them an
odd | ook of attentiveness.

“Oh, no," she whispered, and covered-her face with her hands.

"However do | explain this! Badger, | can't be going about waking
up dead creatures. |I'm
not

—No, but the G aveyard Hag granted you this power to
further her own ends, -he retorted. + amsorry, ny kit. | was not
given a choi ce. —

"She can push you around?"

—+n Carthak, which is her own, she can do whatever she pl eases.
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Here she is one of the great gods. In Tortallyou would be safe, —he
snarl ed. Y would be safe fromher: She is only a m nor goddess
anywhere but the enpire. Here, Bright Mthros, the Threefold
Goddess, all but the Black God nust bow to her; and she is the

Bl ack God's daughter. In Carthaki nmatters he listens to her.—

“Lovely/' Daine grunbled. "The boss god of all Carthak wants to
get me in hot water. Next tinme | get the notion to travel, I|'ll
remenber this and stay at hone." She sighed and | ooked at die
nount ai n-runner skel etons. One, braver or nore foolish than the
rest, had crept forward, and reached out to touch the badger s
coat .

—bon't you dare—snarl ed the badger. The nountai n-runner | eaped
back and tripped on its bony tail.

Kitten rushed over to place herself between the downed |izard and
t he badger, scolding loudly, the color in her scales turning pink.

"Kit, hush! He didn't nean to frighten the little one. Soneone
wi Il hear; please be quiet."

The badger sighed. —4t is tine for ne to go, and for you to return
to your room —To Kitten, he said, —+f you do not behave, | wll
tell your famly that Daine is spoiling you, and that they had
better take you fromher care ij they do not wi sh you to be ruined
jor life.—

Kitten shut up with a | ast cheep.

Dai ne hid a smle. Looking at the nountain-runners, she said, "But
what about thenf | cant hide these. And |I've no idea of when
they'll go back to sleep. The lizard-bird | woke at Master

Li ndhall's was still up and about when we |eft."

The badger scratched an ear. —Mst of those you wake will sleep
when the Graveyard Hag's need, whatever it is, ends. Only a Jew
wll care to stay, when their kind and their world are gone. As
for these—He eyed them They had crept around Kitten and were

stroking his fur wiwth gentle forepaws. —Fhey wll go with ne. It
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is the least | can do. | nade a m stake, not hel ping you to
under stand what you can now cause. —

"Badger—do all gods nmake m stakes?" He glared at her.

—Rarely. 1 have not nmade one in ten centuries, so perhaps | was
due. Even the greatest gods err now and again. Wen they do, the
results are catastrophic.—He | ooked at the di nosaur skel etons

| oomng in the shadows. —Fheir world ended through a god's

m st ake. —

"Horse Lords," whispered the girl, eyes w de.

The badger | ooked at the nmountain-runners. —dinb on. And no
pulling ny fur. —

The nmountai n-runners lost no tine in obeying. Custered on the
god's broad back, they rem nded Dai ne of nothing so nuch as
children on a boating holiday. "Badger? Does it hurt themto die
again? O if a mage bl asted them say?"

—How could it hurt flesh that is not thereP This awakeni ng you
give themis not true life. Wien they sleep again, they wll
return to the otherworld that serves the spirits of the People.
Now, go hack to hed, —he advised. -And teU the Banji ku that
Lushagui never neant for themto he slaves. —

Silvery light blooned. It w nked out, and Daine and Kitten were
al one.

As they sneaked back to Daine s room the girl began to yawn. Her
body ached as though she had been pumel ed. Gently noving Zek from
the center of the bed to the side, she got in next to him Kitten
gave a small croak, and the |l anps went out. Daine s |ast thought
was of noving her feet to make roomfor the dragon, and then she

sl ept.

The odd night she'd had didn't cause her to sleep late, but as she

cl eaned her face and teeth, dressed, and brushed her hair, she
felt as if a griffin had | anded on her. Kitten roused as she
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buttoned her shirt and uttered a forlorn cheep.

“"No, don't," the girl said, voice gravelly. "One of us ought to
rest.”

Kitten nodded agreenent and went back to sleep. Zek, curled up on
Dai ne's pillow, sat up. You vanished, he said. Kitten got angry
and vani shed, too. Wiy didn't you take ne?

Dai ne smled. "I didn't know | was goi ng anywhere, Zek, or | would
have taken you. Renenber, | prom sed you'd be safe fromnow on. |
won't | eave you behind. Now, go back to sleep." Ever agreeable,

t he mar noset obeyed.

Cl osing her eyes, Daine reached with her nmagic for the enperor's
birds: she wanted to check then-progress. The nonent she found
them she knew sonet hing was wong. Each appeared in her nmgical
vision as a tiny ball of light. On a handful, shadows di med their
fire. Sone of the birds were falling sick in the sane way as they
had bef ore.

Leaving a note in the common room she trotted al ong the shortcut
to the aviary, frowning. In conversation with Lindhall the

previ ous day she had | earned he woul d never change the birds' feed
wi t hout an excellent reason. He'd also said that the enperor was
too good with birds to neddle with their diet when they'd been
sick, and she believed him Then why were they ill again, and how
| ong would it be until the disease spread to the entire flock?

When she reached the door in the glass wall, she saw enerald fire
around its edges. G ngerly she touched the knob. If the nagic was
to foil intruders, it failed: she felt nothing. She went in and

cl osed the door quietly. When she turned away fromit, an oval
patch of enerald fire hung in the air before her. It rippled; the
face of the Enperor Mage appeared. He was bare of all nmakeup save
for the black paint around his eyes, with only a few gil ded braids
i n his casual hairstyle.

"Ver al i dai ne, good nor ni ng, " he sai d. "I thought it
m ght be you. WIIl you cone to ny table? |I'mby the door into the
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pal ace."

She scuffled a shoe agai nst the ground, not wanting to say why she
was there until she had a better idea of what was wong. "Coul d |

| ook at the birds first, please, Your Inperial Mjesty? They need
me to check themover a bit, now they've had a couple days free of
the sickness." To excuse herself the half-lie, she crossed her
fingers behind her back, where he couldn't see.

"Far be it for ne to cone between you and your charges." H's smle
was sweet, if a bit nelancholy. "You wll cone to see ne, though?
Once you have spoken with thenf"

She didn't want to, but there was no graceful way to refuse.
"“Yessir."

“"Very good." The imge faded; the fiery oval collapsed on itself
and vani shed.

Parrot finches cane to |ead her up the curved stairs to a pair of
stricken birds, red-crested cardinals. They clung side by side to
a branch well away fromthe sun, blinking. She saw no signs of
trenbling, and their eyes were bright, but she could feel the

i1l ness starting to work in their bodies. She gathered the nmale

i nto her hands.

What have you been into? she asked silently so that the enperor
woul dn't hear. Wat have you been eating or drinking to nmake you
si ck agai n?

The bird | ooked at her dully. He couldn't renmenber. He was fine
the day before, visiting all his favorite places. And he wasn't
sick, precisely. Just a bit off his feed.

She opened her mnd to his. The illness showed as bl ack threads
runni ng along the bird' s nerves, growing toward his spi ne and
brain. Once they reached those, he would know he was sick. She
bore down with healing fire, burning out every thready trace.

When he was well, she opened her eyes to find he'd marked her arns
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and feet with thick white droppings. She frowned. The night she'd
first cone to the aviary, her mnd was too full of the thing she
had seen and the work she was doing for the birds' dung to

regi ster as anything nore than the reason for the loss of a pretty
outfit. Now she scooped up a bit and rubbed it in her fingers. It
was heavy, al nost pastelike. Wat it should have been was conpact,
wet, dark, with perhaps a few undi gested seed hulls m xed in.

The fermal e red-crested cardi nal had the sane kind of droppings.

Dai ne spread her power through the aviary, calling the other three
whose new il |l ness she had detected: a green-and-gold tanager, an
orange-bellied leafbird, and one of the royal bluebirds, with its
| npossi bly blue wings and tail feathers. Al three nested close to
the glass wall. Al three of them

enpti ed thensel ves of heavy white droppings as she heal ed them
She held them away to spare her cl othes nore-damage.

Wth themtaken care of, she summoned the red-crested cardinals
back to her. Al five of her patients clustered on branches around
her at the top-nost |evel of the stair, |ooking at her curiously.
Where do you nest? she asked the cardinals.

The nale flewto the tree where he |ived, and back. Like the
ot hers, he nested by the gl ass.

Sone kind of magic gone awy in the windows? she wondered. Getting
her handkerchi ef, she scrubbed her hands with it as she thought.

A ass splinters falling into the nest or the food? she wondered,
but that wasn't right. If splinters had caused the damage, the

bi rds' dung woul d be bl oody and bl ack, not white. Wite paste—wahy
did she think there was sonething i nportant about white paste?

A picture cane to |life in her nmenory, of Numair nmaking paints,
usi ng—

Lead conpounds, she thought, eyes lighting up. They're getting

kadi That's what's com ng out of their bodies when | heal them'
Tel |l me what you eat here, she ordered.
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Red-faced parrot finches had cone to watch everything she'd done,
fasci nated. Now they chorused, Seeds.

What ki nd of seeds? she asked. What do they | ook |ike? Show ne.
Al the birds cane, to shower her with i mages of seeds.

Enoughl she ordered when they began to repeat thenselves. Only
seeds, or is there other food?

Fruit, said the tanagers. Figs, grapes, fluffy leaves with plenty
of wet in them

Dai ne sm | ed, recognizing the image of lettuce in their m nds.
VWhat el se?

Sonetimes green food, said a parrot finch, perching on Daine s
shoulder. It's good. It's different. Hs red face twisted up to
hers. They had green food, he said, neaning Daine s patients.

So what is it? she asked. Wat kind of plant? Not a plant,
exactly, the helpful parrot finch said. He gave up trying to see
her face from her shoul der and perched on her hand. Not a pl ant.
G een seetb she asked. No, said the parrot finch. It is green
food. Over here.

He fluttered up into the air, and darted at the glass. She was
about to warn himnot to hit it when he stopped, clinging to a
vinelike tendril. It was a decoration on one of the netal strips
that held the glass panes there. He pecked at the green enanel
surface.

"Goddess bl ess," she whi spered. She reshaped her eyes and face to
give herself a hawk's vision, and focused on the netal strips near
the parrot finch. Wth so nuch extra visual power, she noticed a
gl ossy surface on the enanel that was clear, a layer that had to
be | acquer of sone kind. Cracks ran through it like fractures in
ice, and tiny bits had flaked off, revealing the | ess-shiny green
enanel underneath. Everywhere she | ooked, the clear surface was
pitted. In a nunber of |ocations, the danmage to the clear |acquer
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was even greater, and there were pocks in the green materi al
itself. She would know the distinctive marks of beaks and daws
anywher e.

| s that what you've been eating? she asked her patients,
remenbering to do it silently.

It's good, replied the green-and-gold tanager, cocking his head at
her. It tastes different. |I'malways thirsty after the green food,
but | still like it The others chorused agreenent.

Dai ne put her hands on her hips. Salt in the enanel, she thought
Wi th disgust, Only they're eating lead along with it.

She called the birds to her, even those begging tidbits from
Ozorne. Now listen to ne, she told them when they were quiet. The
green food is kitting you. It's poison. You have to prom se ne
you' |l | never, ever touch it again. As she spoke, she pressed down,
reinforcing her words with magi c so that they would avoid the
stuff forever.

| still have to tell the enperor to have the coatings changed, she
t hought as she trotted gleefully down the stairs. O new strips
put in, or sonething.

"I found out what made them sick!" she said when she found him He
was seated in the area with the nmarble bench, a seed-filled bow

at his side. Atable and two chairs had been placed there, and
breakfast was already laid out. "The enanel on the netal things
that hold up that glass? They're eating it for the salt and taking
in lead. If you change the paint, or cover it with sonething that
won't crack or break, they won't get sick again. |'ve talked to
your birds"—they were com ng back to hi mnow, perching on his
shoul ders and on nearby branches as he offered themfood fromthe
bowl —and thy won't go near it anynore, | nmade fair sure of that!
But you'll have to fix it before any chicks hatch, because
doubtless | won't be here to nmake themleave it be,"

He smled up at her, holding seed-filled palns steady as birds
perched and ate. "You have done ne a trenendous service,
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Veral idaine. WIIl you do ne another and take breakfast with ne?"

She | ooked at the table, set with filled crystal goblets, delicate
porcelain and silver, then | ooked down at herself and bl ushed.
“"Your Inperial Majesty, I'"'ma ness. It would hardly be fitting—=

Wth a gentle novenent he dislodged the birds and noved the bow
away so that they could sit on the rimand stuff thenselves. He
cl osed a hand and opened it, to reveal a ball of green fire. "W
requi re a washbasin and those things necessary for the cl eansing
of hands. Also a robe-blue, or lilac,

bl ue-gray—suitable for a young | ady who stands as hi gh as our
chin." He closed his hand, and the fire was gone. Looking up at
Dai ne, he smled wstfully. "Please accept. | dislike neals taken
al one, and it seens—ef |ate—+ am not the nbst sought-out of
conpani ons. "

What could she say to that? "Thank you, Your I|nperial Myjesty,"

Three sl aves cane through an arch partly shielded by greenery. One
carried a gold basin that steaned faintly; another soap, a

washcl oth, and a neatly folded towel on a tray; and a third
sonething lilac and very fine draped over his arm

“Qur roons open into this aviary," explained Ozorne. She noti ced
that he'd switched instantly to the inperial we on the arrival of
the others. "Qur birds will not cone there—+t is too bright and
noi sy for them-but we enjoy the sound of the aviary fountains at
ni ght."

The slave with the basin knelt on one knee before Dai ne, holding
it above his head Iike an offering. She stepped back, confused.

"Go on," the enperor said, "Wash."

She was supposed to clean her griny hands this way? Wth a human
washst and?

The slave with the tray set it on one of the chairs. She and her
conpani on proceeded to delicately unbutton Daine s cuffs and rol
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her sl eeves above the el bow. The girl gritted her teeth and did as
she was expected to, wetting her hands and scrubbing them Wth
the best intentions in the world, she couldn't avoid splashing the
boy underneath the basin. Wen she was finished, the slaves dried
her hands and hel ped her into the |ilac robe. She wnced as it

cl osed around her dung-streaked clothing. The garnent, a finely
made thing with silver braid and tiny pearls worked around hem
collar, and cuffs, would never be the sane.

Once she was covered, the slaves served the food as Daine and the
enperor each took a chair. \Wen they were done, Ozorne dism ssed
them "I find nutes make the best slaves," he remarked, curling
one hand around a crystal goblet. Daine had one just like it
before her, filled with sonething that was the bright red of fresh
bl ood. "They do not chatter. Shall we have a toast, then?"

Dai ne stared at him hands tucked into her |ap. "A toast, Your
| nperial Maj esty?"

He raised his goblet. "To birds," he said gravely. Relief filled
her: she had feared he'd want to toast Carthak, or the ruin of
Tortall. Don't be silly, she scol ded herself as she raised her
goblet. He wouldn't try to nake ne do sonething bad |ike that, not
when | just hel ped him

She sipped the red liquid. It was ponegranate juice, a bit thick
and oversweet. She woul d have preferred to water it down, but the
enperor drank all of his straight down. Good nmanners dictated that
she do the sane. Wen the goblet was enpty, she drank from anot her
filled wth cold water, to rinse the heaviness out of her nouth.

“What do you think of the progress being nade in the peace tal ks?"
he asked, delicately cutting a bite of ham "Have you been kept
abreast of what transpires here?"

She fiddled with the napkin shed put on her lap. "I knowit's not
goi ng very wel L"

"No. It was too nuch to hope for, really, with so nuch el se taking
pl ace—al | these dark onens. Do you know why the gods are angry?"
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The girl shook her head. It was nmuch too hot in here. Sweat was
trickling down her tenples, and it was a little hard to follow
what he was saying. It also didn't seemlike the tine to nention
that she had sone idea of the source of the gods' displeasure.

“I let a threat to Carthak exist. A powerful crimnal, sheltered
by ny eneny, Jonathan of Tortall. The gods do not |ove a ruler who
permts a threat to survive. It was nade clear to ne, the night of
t he naval review. Zernou hinself pointed out ny error, and
suddenly | understood."

She took a deep breath. It was an effort to draw air in. "He
pointed to you," she whi spered.

Ozorne s smle was anused and pitying. "Not to ne, Veralidaine. To
the crimnal. To Arram Draper—your teacher, Nurnair Salmalin. |
knew that | was noved to allow his return for a good reason. My
hand was gui ded by the gods thenselves."” Rising, he cane to her
side of the table and lifted one of her arns, placing his
fingertips over her pulse. She tried to yank away, but all she
could think of was Nunair.

"You cannot fight dreanrose," Ozorne remarked. "Its a cousin of
wakef | ower, and very strong. A spear dipped init will drop a
chargi ng el ephant. Frankly, | am amazed you are still awake."

"You—an't hurt us,
Sacred—

She fought hard to say it. "Anmbassadors.

"1 wll hurt no one, ny dear." He placed her armin her |ap again
and brought his chair close, sitting where he could watch her
face. "You will run away and vanish into the kingdom | wll be
furious. For all | know, you are anong crimnals in the
underground, urging themto rebel against ne. Your friends will be
forced to | eave i medi ately, under guard. Even Tortall s allies
will be able to see that these talks failed due to you, not to ne.
| will have ny Tortallan war, and no one will stop ne.

“"Better, | know that he | oves you—the traitor Salnmalin. That |
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coul d see when he cane here seeking you, and the night Zernou
pointed himout to ne—the night the traitor warned ny heir not to

trifle with you. Since we will go to war in any case, Sal nmalin
Wil return for you, and I will have him" There was nothing in
his voice, or eyes, but kind interest. "This wll turn out for the
best. | like you, Veralidaine. The way you have wth ny darlings—
He shook his head admringly. "You will have a title—ountess,

per haps? Even duchess. You will have your own estates, your own

sl aves, whatever you wish. You will even have the dragon, too. It
wi ||l be necessary to keep her under the sleep until you are well
settled here, but once you are, she will be content as | ong as you
are content. | will not risk waking her until | amcertain she
will not turn on ne.

Sl eep was w apping around her |ike a cloud-filled bl anket,
"Numair.,."

Ozorne stood. "He dies, ny dear. The gods demand a bl ood
sacrifice, and so do L"

CHAPTER NI NE
DAl NE LOSES HER TEMPER

She had the oddest dream She was Zek, and the world was hug.
Kitten, who to Daine was the size of a nediumtall dog, | ooked

| i ke a three-horn to the marnoset. He watched the dragon sleepily
fromthe bed as she walked to and fro on the floor, talking to
herself. He could tell she was worried, but not about what,

Then a section of the wall that was farthest from hi mswing open
with a sound. Zek/Daine | eaped fromthe bed, and hid under neat h.
Kitten whirled, turning orange with fright, as the Enperor Mage
cane in, a solid black crystal in his hand. He | obbed it gently at
the dragon. It shattered on the floor without a sound, filling the
air with snoke. When Zek could see Kitten once nore, she was
frozen in place, unnoving.

Ozorne knelt in front of her and drew a hank of thin, black cord
fromthe pouch at his belt. Swiftly he unrolled it and bound
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Kittens nmuzzle and paws, tying the two ends together when he was
done. When he let go of the cord, it shone green,

t hen vani shed conpletely. Kittens eyes closed, and she col | apsed
i nto the enperors arns.

Ozorne pointed to the door; green fire left his finger, spreading
to cover the opening. He then waved to soneone in the hole in the
wal L Sl aves cane, gathering up Daine s things. "Be certain you
take aU of her bel ongings," he instructed quietly. "Not a single
hai rpin nust remain.”

Zek, wits made sharp by exposure to Daine, |ooked around. There
was no place under the bed to hide if they |ooked there, and there
was magi ¢ on the main door. He didn't know what |ay beyond the

opening in the wall, but in any event the enperor was between him
and it. He peered at the corner near the wi ndows. A cloth hanging
was on the wall. Above it, near the ceiling, he saw a rectangul ar

openi ng: an air vent.

The enperor's face appeared under the foot of the bed. "There you
are." Fire collected at his hand, and | ashed forward.

The tinme to think was past. The narnoset raced from under the bed,
scranbl ed up the hanging. Enerald fire lashed the cloth below It
burst into flane. Zek junped into the vent and found hinself in a
| ong, dark tunnel not nuch bigger than he was. Turning, he saw
that the tunnel ended nearby in an opening with a fine screen over
I C no escape that way.

"Where are you, little rat?" he heard Ozorne
say. Zek fled down the long end of the tunnel, into
t he pal ace dept hs.

Dai ne continued to dream after that, funny inmages that had little
in common with the dreans she was used to. She wondered if she
ought to conplain to whoever was in charge of these things, but
Gai nel, the Master of Dream was not one of the easily found gods.
Wth no one to protest to, she paid attention once nore to the

dr eans.
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GQuards fornmed a square around the Tortallans, marching themto a
wai ting ferry. Al anna wal ked gri mfaced behind the covey of

cl erks, eyes watching everywhere. Duke Gareth, Lord Martin, and
Gareth the Younger kept their heads together, whispering urgently.
Harailt gripped one of Numair's arns, talking fast as he half
trotted beside the nuch taller man. Dai ne wondered at the | ook on
Numair's face. His nostrils and |ips were white-rimred; his eyes
bl azed. Hi s unfastened robe spread behind himlike black w ngs.

The scene changed. She was in the inmmortal s’ nenagerie,

wat chi ng as Ozorne hinself gently placed the sleeping Kitten
on a giant cushion inside a cage. Next to it, flesh-eating

uni corns | ooked on I wth eyes that blazed hate

The next dreamwas an entire play set in a cranped shipboard
cabin. It glowed in the corners with sparkling fire, shielding
agai nst eavesdr oppers.

Harailt, Gareth the Younger, and the clerks were absent. Lord
Martin and Duke Gareth were side by side on one of the bunks,

wat chi ng Numair on the other. Lindhall was al so present,

Bonedancer the lizard-bird on his shoul der; he | ooked deeply
worried. In her dream Daine was mldly surprised to see that Bone
was still awake. She noticed, fascinated, that his enpty eye
sockets foll owed each speaker?*

“I npossi ble,” Lord Martin said curdy. "Qur duty is to return hone
and warn the king."

"She's one of ours" retorted Al anna, The Chanpi on | eaned agai nst
the wall, fisted hands thrust deep into her breeches pockets.
“"That letters a forgery—+t nust be. He's keeping her sonewhere,
and using it as a pretext to end the tal ks and decl are war.

Duke Gareth | ooked at her, eyes sad. "W cannot prove that, ny
child. Neither can we help Daine; we nust warn the country. As it
is, Tortall wll stand al one against him By announcing it before
the foreign anbassadors, he nade certain they believed his proof
that Dai ne conspires against him As far as our allies are
concerned, u* caused the talks to fail."
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“"You can warn Tortall, then, and the king" Numair said quietly. "I
won't | eave w thout her."

"We never should have brought that child," snapped Lord Martin. "I
knew it would be trouble!" Standing, he approached the door. "Let
nme pass,” he ordered. A hole appeared in the magic; he opened the
door and left. Once he was gone, the fire sealed the roomtightly
agai n.

“"Arram there is nore at stake than any girl, even this one."

Li ndhal Ts absent m nded air was gone. "The information passed to
you—ontacts, new routes for the slave underground, conspirators'
names—+t nust go north, now, before the borders are closed by war.
W nay have to get the prince out in a hurry if the enperor begins
to suspect him and the only way to do it safely is to have aU
prepared on your end."

Nunair shook his head "I don't care. Soneone el se can take the
i nformation to the king."

The Chanpion whirled and slamed both fists into the wall. "I hate
not doing sonmething!" she cried. "I bate itf | want to go back
t here and—=

The lizard-bird | eaped fromhis perch on Lindhall, flapping
clunsily across the roomto |land on Al anna's shoulder. He ran his
beak through her hair, trying to confort her. "Go away, you old
Bone," she whi spered, but her heart wasn't init.

"You cannot, ny dear," Duke Gareth said, his voice filled with
pity. "Wt are going to war. Your place is at honme with tne &g
anofnis armes."

Al annas eyes brimed with tears; she turned away fromthe nen.
"Numai r™ if you choose to remain, | cannot
stop you—you are too great a mage," the duke said. "Please think,

then. The enperor is mad, but not stupid. He knows you woul dn't
| eave Dai ne here. My concern is that he has planned for just that

file:///G|/rah/Tamora%20Pierce%20-%20Immortals%2003%20-%20Emperor%20Mage.htm (167 of 212) [2/17/2004 11:34:57 AM]



CHAPTER ONE

eventuality."

Numai r and Li ndhall exchanged |ooks. "I'm aware of the danger.
Your Grace," Numair said quietly. "I have taken precautions. They
may be enough. Ozorne has trouble believing in his heart that
anyone el se has nore of the Gft than he does, even when his m nd
knows there are nore powerful nages. | can use that to fool him
As for the know edge of the prince s conspiracy—

"Gve it to ne," Alanna said curtly. "lIt's the least | can do."
She handed Bonedancer to Lindhall. Numair |ooked at the duke, who
si ghed and nodded. CGetting up, the tall nage went over to Al anna
and placed his fingers on her tenples. Black fire sparkled where
t hey touched.

Dai ne woul d have liked to view nore, but the dreamwas pulling her
away, and her head ached.

The dream headache turned into a real one as she awoke. Putting up
a hand to shield her eyes froms |jght-gjobf overheat), Daine
found that she was stiff in places she hadn't known coul d get
stiff. Arns and fegs aAke were s(ow to respond as she sat up and
put her feet on the floor.

Here was a strange thing—she sat on the floor, The bed on which
she lay was only a thickj>ad covered with a blanket. A stack of
cl ean, fresh clothing

| ay next to thepad.

As her eyes got used to the light, she realized that she was
sonepl ace totally unfamliar. The roomwas a box; its white
plaster walls, floor, and ceiling were bare of any ornanent. Three
skins of liquid and a napkin bundle rested beside the pile of

cl othes. The skins contained water, the napkin stale rolls and
grapes. A wooden bucket sat in the corner, she assuned for use as
a privy.

Fear chilled her. The door had no handl e or knob. Running her

fingers along the frame as high as she could reach, then down to
the floor, she sought a lock or latch w thout success. She
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stripped off the clothes soiled in the aviary and put on the clean
garnments. It didn't escape her attention that they were her own
things. She ate the rolls and fruit greedily and coul d have eaten
nore. How | ong had she been asl eep? How |l ong would it be until
soneone | et her out?

Did anyone nean ever to let her out?

She searched the room seeking |ocks, vents, or anything el se.
Only plaster nmet her fingers. A year earlier Numair, telling her
of his captivity before he'd escaped to Tortall, had said there
were roons under the pal ace that cancel ed nagic, used fromwthin
themor fromw thout. If she was in such a room Nunair, Al anna,
and Harailt mght seek her wwth their Gft and never find her. And
what about her dreans? Had they been true? Wlere her friends
still in Carthak?

By then she was trenbling. She was caged. "I want out," she

whi spered. The roomwas stuffy. She tried to fill her |ungs,

Wi t hout success. Wth no vents, she mght run out of air. The
wal s drew closer. In a nonent she would stretch out both arns and
be able to touch them—"No!" she screaned, slammng into the door.
“No/ No/"

The pain cleared the |ast traces of drug fromher m nd, and she
could hear her friends outside. Her prison mght cancel the Gft,
but not wild magic. The People screaned with her, throughout the
pal ace and in the city, over the river. Daine roared her fury.
Ani mal s turned on the two-1eggers. Dogs set on master, cats the
nearest passerby. Birds drove nearby farners out of their fields.
Daine was in all of them shrieking defiance of cage buil ders.

In the pal ace, dogs and cats | eaped for the nage Chi oke. He threw
up his hands: orange fire | ashed, crisping their bodies. Daine
shri eked as their agony shot through her.

“"Stop/" she cried to the others. "No, don't! Stop/ They'll hurt
you, they'll kill you/"

A hunter shot his horse with a crossbow, a soldier speared his
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canel; Ozorne flamed a chargi ng pet nonkey. The rest of the People
cal med down

and hid fromsight. Daine collapsed to the mattress and wept. She
had gotten her friends killed, and she was still trapped.

She heard a thunp sonewhere near, and a click. Taking a deep
breath, she shaped herself. Bones shifted. Skin and senses changed
swiftly; claws sprouted frompaws the size of plates. Daine the
bear pl odded over to a corner behind the door. Rearing up on her

hi ndquarters, she waited.

The door opened. A cheetah entered the chanber, with Zek on his
back. The marnoset clutched silvery netal in his paws. He | ooked
at the bear, and showed her his prize.

Keys, Zek said proudly.

Zek and his new friend, Chirp, the Banjiku perforners' male
cheetah, | ed Daine through the web of branching tunnels under the
pal ace, avoiding humans. At last they cane to a round chanber deep
under ground, where odd-I| ooking signs and runes had been pai nted on
the walls. Tano, Chirp's trainer, waited there with fruit and

wat er for Dai ne.

"It is safe to speak here and to be here,"” he told the girl as she
ate. He pointed to the signs on the walls. "This is protected

pl ace. Sl ave magic protects here from owner-nages. Tell ne what
you need, and we wll find."

She swallowed a nouthful of grapes. "My friends—are they
her e?"

He shook his head. "Two days ago enperor say you run off to get
slaves to rebel. H's warriors take your friends to boat and guard
it until they |leave. The armes prepare for war. Their great druns
pound all night." He shook his head. "Sleep very bad."

She t hought over what all of that neant. The arm es woul dn't

march; her animal friends would see to that. "I need to talk to
Prince Kaddar. WII| you trust himif you bring himdown here? O
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you could blindfold him if you aren't sure. But | trust him if
t hat neans anyt hing."

Tano nodded. "You wll leave this place, go hone?"

"I have to do one or two things, but then I'm going." Now that she
was awake, her dreans felt solid, nore |ike visions than dreans.

| f that was so, then Numair was here, sonewhere. "Tano—+ have a
message for you, fromthe first badger. The nal e badger god. He
said to tell the Banjiku that Lushagui never neant for you to be
sl aves. "

The bl ack man frowned. "Never?" Dai ne shook her head. Tano thought
this over, pulling thoughtfully on his lower |lip. "W nust talk
about this, the Banjiku. Talk cones later. | go for prince nowyou
wait."

As he trotted away, Chirp curled up next to Daine, while the girl
petted Zek. "How did you find the keys?" she asked. "Were were
t hey? How

did you know they'd be the right ones?"

| found the enperor when he went to feed his birds, Zek replied,

ni bbling a fig. Then he went to his room In his wall, there was a
way down to the cage where he put you. He went down twi ce to | ook
at you. Afterward he put the keys near his bed. | took them and

asked Chirp to bring ne to you a different way than through his
room Al the People knew how to find you once you woke up. Snugly
he added, But | amthe only one of the People who knows about

keys,

"You are the wi sest, cleverest creature |'ve ever net," she
whi spered, cuddling him "You saved ny life and ny wits. D d you
see where he took Kitten? | dreaned he enchanted her."

Zek shook his head* He did not visit her, the marnoset expl ai ned.

Dai ne | eaned back against the walL "He wouldn't hurt her. |I'm not
at all sure he can. So he's put her somewhere—perhaps in the
menagerie with the other immortals. | dreaned that's what he did,
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anyway. We'll | ook and see.™

Still cuddling Zek, she dozed off until Chirp nudged her awake.
Kaddar and Tano were com ng. \When the prince saw her, he stopped,
dark face turning ashen. "Daine? Tano didn't say—

She glared up at him "You know what your uncle did to ne?"

“"We have to get her out of here," Kaddar inforned Tano. "Once he
finds her gone, he'll tear the pal ace apart."

“I'"'l'l go happily, once | get Kitten back," she said. "Tell ne
sonething, if you please. Do you know anyt hi ng about a drug call ed
dr eanr ose?"

"It produces sleep,” he replied pronptly. "And true dreans."

She nodded. "All right, then. | think=+'mfait certain—Numir's
still in Carthak, Once | find Kit, will you snuggle ne to the
university? | can't |leave this place without him He”" The | ook on
die princes face brought her up short, "Sonething's wong."

"Dai ne—=
She rose. "What"

Kaddar put a clumsy hand on her shoulder, "Please, try to remain
calm™

Your uncle tricked nme, drugged ne, put ne in a | ocked roomwth
no air and stale food, and then he nade ny friends | eave w t hout
nme. He al so ki dnapped ny dragon, and | want her. And he's using
this as an excuse to start a war with TortaU, | won't be calmfor
weeks, so you'd best tell ne!"

"They caught him Master Numair. He gave themthe slip in Thak's
Gate, but they found his hiding place at the university. And ny
uncle wouldn't risk his escape. Not a second tine. He was
executed, a day ago."
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For a nonent she listened but heard only an
om nous thudding in her ears. Then she said flatly,

"You're lying."
He squeezed her shoul der. "Not about sonething like this."
“"Then Ozorne lied to you."

"I sawit. He nade ne watch, along with everyone el se at the
university. Daine, I'msorry. Numair Salmalin is dead, and we have
to get you out of Carthak."

Cool ness trickled into her mnd until her skull was filled with
it. Her world seened extra sharp and extra real. Part of her,
sonepl ace deep inside, wailed; that seened unreal, as if she
wat ched a crying baby froma great distance.

Kaddar was shaki ng her. "Daine! Can you hear ne?"
She gently pushed his hands away. "Stop that. |'mthinking."

H s eyes and Tanos held the sane worried frightended | ook. “you
wernen’t answering, you |ooked frozen—=

She put a finger to her lips, and he shut up, A thought was com ng
in the distance. She waited, patiently, skin rippling in brief
shivers, until itj reached her: Ozorne had to pay.

The gods had taken too long to say whatever it was they'd planned
to say here. Wth all those onens and portents they had sent, the
sol e effect

had been her ki dnappi ng and her friends execution. Plainly she
woul d have to take care of this herself. If any gods tried to stop
her, they would regret it

“"What tinme of the day is it?" Her voice sounded distant, but
reasonabl e. Sonet hi ng about her, though, nust not be right. She
saw that Chirp backed away to press against Tano s |legs, fur on
end. Both nen began to sweat.
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"M d-afternoon,"” replied the Banjiku, eyes bright with concern.
“Where i s Enperor Ozorne, Your H ghness?"

"Across the river, reviewing the Arny of the North, They march in
two days to the staging point in Thak's Gate."

She had no interest in armes at this nonent "WIIl he return
t oday?"

"Yes. He has to neet with some official s—
"When?"

Kaddar w ped his forehead on his arm "After sunset”

"Tano, could you pass word to all the slaves by dusk, if you had
to?” The bl ack man nodded. D ane | ooked at Kaddar. *“Does anyone
that you care about live in the pal ace?”

He wet his lips with his toung. “Yes. But-*

“Tell the slaves and your friends to be ready by nightfall. Wen
thi ngs break | oose, they nust |eave the palace. | don’'t care
where they go so long as they do." She sat down again and | et Zek
climb into her | ap.

“You can't just—=

Sonmet hing in her face made hi m stop back. "Please don't say what |

must and nmustn't do, Highness." It was amazing, how cold she felt.
“"Hurry, now. Dark cones early here, |I've found. Tano—the enperors
birds."

The little man bowed deeply, hands crossed over his breast. "One
of the tunnels opens inside the glass birdhouse, Geat One."

“I'f I tell themto go with you and your folk and not be
frightened, will you carry themto a safe place? They won't try to
escape you."
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Tano nodded: "W wi |l take them away, gladly."
Dai ne nodded. "Thank you. Before dark, please!"

Tano bowed again, and drew the prince away. Chirp foll owed them
i nto the tunnels.

Dry-eyed, the girl stared at the ceiling. "You don't have to stay,
Zek. It may be scary"”

| will stay, replied the marnoset, Scary with you is better than
scary w thout you,

Dai ne tickled his stomach gently, then closed her eyes. "I didn't
get to say good-bye or anything." She swallowed hard. Her friend,
her teacher—-he had shown her the use of her wld nagic, |ooked
after her when her first trial with it backfired, taught her the
science that enabled her to | earn nore about the People than she
had ever dreaned of know ng.

Gat hering up her power, she spoke first to Ozorne's birds. It was
qui ck work to persuade themto go with the black nmen and wonen who
had al ready begun to energe froman opening in the aviary fl oor.
Once all of them had gone back into the tunnels with the Banjiku,
she cast her wild nmagic to the far side of the R ver Zekoi, and
summoned every snmall creature that crawl ed, wal ked, or flewto the
canp of the Arny of the North, Let Ozorne see how far his soldiers
could march with gnawed rope and | eather, bad food, foul water,
and usel ess weapons. Anyone who tried to use ballista or catapult
woul d be in for an unpl easant surprise, as would the wagon
drivers. Mil e skinners and horse-nmasters woul dn't go very far

wi t hout their charges.

She had done it before, calling on her friends to harass the eneny
in a siege or to keep soldiers too busy to go to anyone's aid,
Never before had she done it on this scale, but it wasn't that
hard to summon t housands instead of hundreds or tens. It was

al nost a relief.
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| f Ozorne's gods weren't prepared to instruct himon polite
behavi or, she woul d have to do so.

The m ngl ed voi ces of her friends above die ground told her at

| ast that dark had cone. @Quided bv a hel pful cat, using cat's eyes
to see in the dark, she found her way through the underground
tunnels, until they had reached a trapdoor that opened into the
Hal | of Bones. "Thank you," she told the cat as she tucked Zek
into her shirt. "And now, you'd best get out. It's going to be
very busy here for a while."

The cat rubbed affectionately against her shins and raced off into
t he darkness,

"Ready?" Dai ne asked Zek. She could see his wde eyes and feel him
trenble slightly.

No, he told her. Go ahead anyway.

She clinbed the | adder to raise the trapdoor half an inch. The
room above was dark and enpty. Cinbing out, she | ooked around.

She was in a niche between the nountain-runner nest and the hall
where the small er skel etons were kept. These woul dn't do. Turning,
she entered the hall of the larger dinosaurs, and went to the
three-horn that faced the main door. It seened right to begin with
hi m Rubbi ng her hands, she touched the skeleton's |ong nose horn.
Wiite fire blazed. The dinosaur tossed its head, as if to shake
of f sl eep.

“"Now, that's the wong way to go about it," said a cracked voi ce.
“"You'l |l kill yourself again, and you won't rouse nearly enough of
t hem"

Dai ne faced the Graveyard Hag. "You," she hissed coldly. "Am|
angry enough now? Isn't this what you want ed?"

“"No," was the frank reply. "I wanted you to wake the human dead.

Gve '"ema start to see corpses dancing in their streets. It'd be
just like the old days. Wl | before your tine, of course.”
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Dai ne rested a hand on the three-horn's neck frill. It had noved
up beside her and stood firmy braced, as if telling the goddess
that she would have to go through it to get to Daine. "And when
the dead |ie back down, the nortals will forget A couple weeks, a
nonth, and it'll seemlike a bad dream | want to give them a

| esson that wi U keep them busy awhile."

"What m ght that be, dearie?"
“Pal aces are inportant,"” replied the girt "Rulers keep their gold
and gens and art in palaces. The tax rolls and inperial records
are here sonewhere. If | rip this palace apart, it'll take them
years to clean up. They'll have sonething besides going to war
with their neighbors to do. And if | kill king, a new enperor

m ght not be so bad. Guaranteed, they'd go back to proper worship
of the gods—I inmagine that would nmake all of you happy"

The goddess frowned. "Its not what | would do.”

"What you woul d ve done you should ve done years ago!" Daine

cried, voice breaking. "If you hadn't let it go, and let it go,
t hi ngs m ght not have cone to this state! But you didn't, and you
left it to ne, so nowwe'll do it like / want to! Add your own

flourishes if you wsh, but either help ne or get out of ny way!"
The Hag sighed "You don't understand."
"I don't want to understand!"

“"We can't just do whatever we feel |ike," the goddess said "There
are rules, even for us. We can only work on sonething like this
through a nortal vessel, for one thing. Do you know how nv nortals
can be used as a god's vessel w thout dying on us? And | was
reluctant to act, | confess. That nice boy Ozorne wooed ne |ike a
mai den— |l owers on ny altar every day, precious oils, public feasts
I n nmy honor—eh, it was grand! So, maybe | wasn't strict with him
and now he's too big for his breeches. It hurt when he stopped

| eaving flowers, you know. | was the last god still defending him
in Mthros's court." She sighed and shook her head. "These nen say
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they care for ne, and I fall for it every tinme. Too good-
hearted—that's ne."

"My heart bleeds buttermlk," Daine snapped

The Graveyard Hag shook her stick at the girl. "If | didn't need
you—

"But you do. You said it yourself-vessels are hard to cone by. So,
can we get on with it, please? | need strength enough to wake up
all these big ones.™

"Strength." The Hag rubbed her chin. "There's always the rats.
You'll have to offer them sonething, though. Even / can't make
them hel p for nothing. There's—=

"Rul es, yes, you told ne."

The Hag tapped her on the head with her stick. "Don't be inmpudent,
Weiryn's daughter! And think up sonething nice to offer ny rats!"”

The tap nade her ears ring and her eyes burn. She rubbed bot h;
when she | ooked around again, the Graveyard Hag was gone.

Zek poked his head out of her shirt. Are you all right? he asked.
Your bones are hunm ng.

“I'"'mnot surprised,” she murnured, patting the three-horn's neck
frill when he nudged her. "Zek, what can | offer rats?"

Food, he replied imediately. Rats are always hungry. | could do
wth a bite nyself.

She dug in her pocket for raisins left fromthe neal Tano had
given her in the tunnels. As the marnoset nibbled them she

t hought hard and fast. On the edges of her awareness, she could
feel rats approaching, hundreds of them Were could she get
enough food to bribe themall?

She was in a palace. Mdst of the provisions for Varice's fancy
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di nners were already here. O course, the food stores were guarded
by an arny of rat catchers.

Smling grimy, she called to the hundreds of cats and dogs who
wor ked t he pal ace and grounds.

As she conferred with them rats streaned into the Hall of Bones

t hrough every hole, vent, and crack. Once the dogs and cats agreed
to her request,

she | ooked around. The great dinosaur skel etons now bore
passengers: rats, black ones and brown, large and small; well-fed,
gl ossy ones and scrawny river rats decorated wth scars.

A brown female with one m ssing eye stood at Daine's feet. Herself
told us you want to nmake a deal, she said. Sonething to trade for
our wild magic, so you can wake these old bone piles.

The three-horn apparently heard this. It | ooked down and nudged
the rat wwth its nose horn.

The rat bared yellow incisors. You don't scare ne, dead beastl she
snarl ed. There's enough of us here to do for you!

Dai ne patted the skeletons neck frill. "It's all right. They're on
our side—+ think,"

W don't side with anybody that ain't a rat, the fenal e snapped.
Fromthe darkness all around them cane chittering agreenent from
the others. Pipe down! ordered the rat chieftain. So what's the

deal, then, two-Iegger?

“I plan to | eave this palace a weck; plenty of supplies buried
under stone and in roons the nen can't reach," replied Daine. "So,
I f you give ne what | need, the dogs and cats agree not to hunt
anywhere in the palace or on the grounds for a year and a day, |
can't get rid of die human nages, but the dogs and cats wll go—+f
you help ne. That's the deal,"”

The rats conferred, their whispers loud in the echoing hall.
Finally the one-eyed femal e—who | ooked |i ke the G aveyard Hag
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her sel f —squeal ed, W have a bargai n!

The rats noved into the second hall, where the smaller dinosaurs
were kept. Once they were settled, Daine got to work, draw ng on
the power they gave her as, one by one, she woke the great

skel etons. Down the row of horn-faced reptiles she went, rousing
each of their kindred: the bull, spiked, close-horned, one-horned,
t hi ck-nosed, and wel | - horned di nosaurs. None were shorter than a
man's hei ght at the shoul der, and sone were half again as tall.
Each cane to life at a white-fired touch, and stretched |azily.
They seened to know she had business with them for while they
flexed linbs, tails, and bodies, they stayed in place, waiting.

Next she went to the arnored |lizards, with their back and head
spi kes and their bone-tail clubs. Mxed in anong themwere their
cousins, arnored |izards, who had traded the tail club for heavy
side spikes. Mst of the arnored |lizards were as taU as the horn-
faces. They, too, woke readily at her call, working kinks out of
muscl e and cartilage that were no | onger there.

o After them she went to the plated lizards, renenbering
their macelike tails. Next she woke the snake-necks. Wile they
weren't arnored as the others were, their bulk and long tails
woul d make fast work of obstacles.

At | ast she reached the tyrant lizard and his kin, the neat
eaters. Originally she'd thought they would be little help, since
their arns were so weak-1ooki ng, but she had reconsi dered.
Sonet hi ng about those great skulls, with their forward-pointed
eyes and saw edged teeth, told her they woul d nake excel |l ent
hunters. Their cousins the wounding |lizards had stronger arns,
with | arge cl aws.

Once they and the ei ght manmmot hs were awake, sne went to the front
of the hall Now she heard boom ng sounds at the doors; evidently
soneone had raised an alarm and humans were trying to cone in.
Even if they had a nage to speak the opening spell, it would still
take themawhile to enter. The bull three-horn | eaned agai nst the
I nwar d- openi ng doors, holding them shut.
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"Friends," the girl said, voice echoing, "the nmaster of this

pal ace killed ny friend, stole a dragon, and tried to cage ne. He
is a thief and a nurderer. He needs a |l esson. You can't be hurt as
ny nortal friends can. You are ancient and powerful. WIIl you help
me get revenge? | would like to rip this palace apart, stone by
stone. | want to topple the colums, break the walls, crush the
fountains. WIIl you do it?"

Fromtyrant |izards to horn-faceds, the skulls of her allies
pointed to the ceiling as one. She couldn't hear their roar of
agreenent, but she felt it in the quiver of the ground under her
feet.

A four-toothed el ephant wapped his trunk around her waist, and
pl aced her gently on the back of a shaggy mammot h, out of harms

way. "Thank you," she told him To the others she said, "I'd
druther not kill any two-1leggers, but | knowif you' re attacked,
you' I | fight back. Just, please, |ook where you step, and don't

hurt anyone who's snmart enough to run."

The bull three-horn backed away fromthe doors. Both | eaves

sl anmed open, to reveal a very young nage and a squad of nen from
the Red Legion, The Hall of Bones was still unlit: the mage

cl apped to waken the |ight-globes. Wen they blazed into life,
they reveal ed nearly seventy | ong-dead creatures who had | eft
their pedestals and were wal king toward the intruders.

The mage screaned and ran. The guardsnen foll owed, dropping their
spears.

Qutside the Hall of Bones, Daine's arny split into three groups.
One, led by the great three-horn she had awakened first, turned in
the direction of the wing in which the palace records were kept.
The second group, led by the chief tyrant |izard, began in the
great haU where they now stood, snmashing pottery, w ndows, and
benches; rammng the walls; and toppling fountains. A plated

| i zard di scovered the anchor chain of an i mense |ight-globe
chandelier and began to tug it fromits nooring.

The third group, which included Dai ne, her marmoth, the bull three-
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horn who had bl ocked the door into the Hall of Bones, and others,
was ready to go. "Zek," she asked the marnoset, "could you find
the way back to the enperor's chanbers?"

He cl anbered down the front of her shirt and along the mammoth's
back until he perched in solitary grandeur on the creature's head.
That way, he said, pointing left.

Dai ne tapped the mammoth with her |left foot, and he obediently
noved forward. The tiny animl on his skull |urched and al nost
fell, then grabbed tufts of the mammoth s fur to use as reins.

Two snake-necks, each over eighty feet long, wound their tails

t hrough the door handles to the Hall of Bones, and began to wal k
away. They didn't stop, even when their tails were stretched as
far as possible. In the end, it was the doors that gave way,
snappi ng out of the franme and leaving it in splinters. The snake-
necks then followed Daine, freeing their tails fromthe weckage.

Behi nd thema ringing crash signaled the end of the plated |izards
attention to the chandelier.

Zek s next turn brought theminto a long gallery lined with
niches. In each stood a gold statue of a Carthaki enperor,
decorated wth gens and designed to show the nonarch with those
things that synbolized his reign. The dinosaurs got to work,

pul ling statues down and tranpling themflat. One plated |lizard
made the wi ndows his sol e task, snmashing each and every one with
his spiky tail. A

four-toot hed el ephant ripped doors off hinges with his trunk.
People spilled fromthe roons that opened into the statuary hall,
stared at the dinosaurs, and fl ed.

Near the end of the gallery, a side door |eading to the nobles'
wi ng crashed open. Five people rushed in. Two of the wonen were
veiled; a female slave carried a baby. \Wen the wonen saw Dai nes
friends, they began to scream The old man and the boy put

t hensel ves between their wonenfol k and the threat, though their
hands trenbled as they gripped their weapons.
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"Stop that noise," Daine ordered. "No one's hurting you." The only
one to listen was the slave, who tried to cal mthe shrieking
infant. "Get out of here,"” the girl went on. "My friends won't

hurt you if you don't attack them and don't get under their feet.
Now nove!" The humans ran.

Dai ne | ooked at Zek. "Do we go the way they did?"

Zek shook his head. Straight, he said, pointing to the doors at
the end of the hall.

In the distance they heard the crash of falling stone. Behind them
t he thick-nosed horn-faced di nosaur | eaned on the marble wall.

When an arnored lizard joined him the bl ocks of stone began to

gi ve way.

Zek led themthrough a tree garden, which they left as it was. The
next turn brought theminto one of the palace s nmany bat hhouses,
this one set aside for nobles. It seened that those inside had not
heard the distant sounds of mayhem They were taken conpletely by
surprise and fled without recovering their clothes. Tyrant |izards
ri pped up sections of the tile floor, laying bare a forest of

gl eam ng pipes. A mammpbth and a four-toot hed el ephant seized

t hese, yanking themfromtheir noorings and showering everything
with hot and cold water. Arnored |izards wal ked t hrough roons
where cl ot hing, robes, and towels were kept, catching them on
their side spikes and draggi ng them al ong. Mud bat hs were overset,
rubbi ng tables torn apart, steamroons di smantl ed.

Their next turn led themthrough storeroons. Snake-necks destroyed
countless jars of raisins, olives, dates, fresh fruits, and
vegetables, wielding their tails like whips. Tyrant lizards tore
their sharp teeth through pounds of dried and salted neat. Daine
noticed coolly that the food vanished once it had entered their
nmout hs. The others preferred the grain stored in great burlap
sacks.

The | ast storeroom held drinkables in bottles, jars, and barrels.

They had gone to work when the other mamoth in their group lifted
a screamng female froma hiding place behind the casks. Pal e blue
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fires danced around her body as she fought the trunk around her
wai st, w thout success. The mammot h brought her to Dai ne and set
her gently on the fl oor.

Dai ne stared down at Varice Kingsford, fingers knotting in her
mammoth s long fur. "Tell nme why | shouldn't have you ripped to
pi eces?" she demanded. "Wre you at his killing? Were you serving
pretty food and fancy w ne?"

Varice got herself under control, and shook her head,
“"Did you betray himto the enperor?"

"I don't expect you to believe ne, but no. Maybe | would have, if
he'd cone to ne. You don't know what it's like, to be in the
service of a man |ike Ozorne. But | didn't betray Arram"™

Zek | ooked at Daine fromhis seat on the macmmpoth s head. Wy are
you angry? he asked. She has been sad. She isn't wearing the
snelly stuff she likes, or the pretty colors on her face and
hands.

He was right. The woman was pale, her eyes red with | ong weepi ng.
She wore no nakeup at all. Her blonde hair, uncurled and
unarranged, hung | ank and strai ght down her back. Even her dress
was plain, a |oose-fitting gown of dove-gray cotton, Her nmge's
robe was nowhere to be seen.

Varice net Daines eyes. "You nust think |I'museless and silly.
Maybe | am | just like things pretty. |Is that so bad, to want
peopl e to enjoy thenselves? Only, when you have the G ft, you
can't just go to parties and keep house. They expect you to study,
and to do sonething in life. Arram-he always wanted ne to |earn
nore spells and be fanpbus. | don't want to be fanmous! What | do is
useful. And | like using ny Gft for cooking and baking. G eat
power hasn't brought the nages | know happi ness or peace of mnd."

Dai ne stared down at the bl onde. Varice sounded |i ke M, whose

greatest pleasure had lain in dancing and working in the garden or
kitchen. Quietly she said, "You needn't explain yourself to ne.
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Varice blotted her eyes on her sleeve. "I she said, voice hoarse.
"Sonetines it works. | said, what's the point of killing Arranf
O her nonarchs woul d fear Carthak nore, if he showed nercy to his
betrayer. But it didn't help. He nade ne watch when they killed—
"Il never forget that as long as | live."

“Varice," Daine said. The cold inside her prevented tears, but she
felt bad for the ol der woman. "W have no quarrel with you. The
gods are unhappy with Ozorne, and |I'm hel ping them but you don't
have to be involved. Get out of here. Shelter at the university,

I f you can get across the river, or the estates outside the pal ace
grounds. You won't be safe here.”

Vari ce nodded and gathered up her skirts. Daine s arny parted to
| et her pass, then set about destroying the room The horn-faced
| i zards, testing the walls, found they were wood, not stone. They
began to smash them wall after wall, working back through the
storage roons. \Wen Dai ne noved on, sone arnored |lizards and a
mamot h stayed, as did the bull three-horn, to handl e the stone
wal | s. The echo of crashing stone foll owed Dai ne out.

TEN

STEEL FEATHER
They cane to a | ong passage where the ceiling was supported by
col ums studded with sem -precious stones. At the end waited a
squad of determ ned-looking soldiers. Half bore small, doubl e-
curved bows; the rest |ong-bladed pikes.
She held up a hand; her arny stopped, "I wish you no harm" she
called. "But | want the enperor. Gve himto ne or get out of ny
way, but choose."

"W wi |l defend our enperor to the death!"™ cried one.

"That's fair foolish. My friends are a bit hard to kill. They've
been dead al ready. "
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One of themfired. H s hands shook so nuch that the arrow fl ew
W de.

"Wtch!"™ a man screaned. "Sorceress!”

Did they think nanmes mattered anynore? "For the last tine, get out
of nmy way."

They did not nove. She waved: the spiked three-horn canme up and

| onered his head, the spines on his neck frill like rays of the
sun. Five arnored

| i zards stunped into place behind him A wedge forned, the

skel etons headed for the guards. Arrows flew Those that struck
their targets shattered; the rest could as well have been rain.
The pi kenen |unged, to find their weapons gripped in bony jaws and
wrenched fromtheir grasp.

Those still on their feet ran. Three lay on the floor after being
knocked down. The arnored |izards nudged them out of the way.

| npatient, the spiked three-horn rammed the door. It shattered.
Orange fire billowed out of the room the skeletal creature
exploded into a mllion fragnments.

The arnored |izards opened their jaws in what Dai ne knew was a
silent roar, and charged. Orange fire ripped the side off a doubl e-
arnored lizard and broke the right-side spines on its nei ghbor.

The remai ni ng skel etons kept going. Daine covered her eyes agai nst
a bright flare of magi c beyond the door, then urged her mammoth
forward. Inside the doorway, Chioke lay crushed. He was pinned
there by a thirty-threc-foot-long arnored forest |izard whose

skull and front half were nelting, Daine slid down and went to the
di nosaur, trying not to cry as it fought to | ook at her.

"Go back to sleep," she said, patting the undamaged spi ne. "You've
done a wondrous thing here, and | thank you. Go back to sleep."

The di nosaur rel axed, letting what remained of his head drift to

the floor. For a nonent copper fire shone brightly in the girl's
eyes, running along her friends bones. In it she saw the forest
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|izard as he nust have |looked in life, skin a gleam ng chestnut
brown, all his spines and plates whole. He was trotting away from
her, bound for a lush forest that shone in the distance. \Wen her
vi sion cl eared, even his skel eton was gone.

Checking the pair who had been half destroyed outside the door,
she saw that they, too, had vani shed.

A snake-neck grabbed her by the waistband and Iifted her onto the
mammot h s back. Pl ease be careful about getting downl scol ded Zek.
Even if we fight the ones with magic, you are safer up here!

The mamoth waited for the last of the skeletons to enter Ozorne s
roons, then followed. Two snake-necks, finding that they would
never get their |arge bones through the door, began to | ean
against the walls, trying to force them

"Enperor Ozorne!" shouted Daine. No one answered. The girl | ooked
at her warriors. "I think you'd best go to work."

They ripped the elaborate suite of roons to shreds. They tore open
chests and cl osets, broke whatever could be broken: furnishings,
tiles, glass, pottery. The secret exit through which Zek had seen
Ozorne go to visit a captive girl was laid bare. Daine urged her
manmmot h t hrough the different chanbers

until they passed through Ozorne's bedroom and entered the aviary.

Here were the benches, and the table where he'd fed her dreanrose.
A book lay open on it, and a decanter of w ne had shattered on the
fl oor. Soneone had been here recently, and had left in a hurry.
Looki ng around she saw that the panes of the rear wall were
shattered, as though a giant fist had punched through the gl ass
and its green netal fittings. Soot streaked the panes on the

out side; the odor of scorched bone hung in the air. Mre than
ever, she was glad she had arranged for the birds to be taken away
before any of this began.

Her mammoth followed the tyrant |izard through the broken wall and

into the gardens. Here |ay sone of the warriors from anot her part
of ner arny: a four-toothed el ephant, two plated |lizards, and a
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snake-neck. Their remains were blackened and tw sted by nagi cal
fire.

"Thank you," she whispered to all of them

Copper fire bl oonmed; scorched bones rose and becane whol e bodi es.
The di nosaurs headed toward a distant forest, to vanish as the
copper |ight faded.

"Curse it," she nuttered, |ooking at the burned area where they
had lain. "Curse it, curse it— She pounded the mamoth s back in
fury. Where had Ozorne gone, if indeed he was the one who had done

this? He could be anywhere, up to any kind of m schief!

A small, winged shape with |ong, |eathery ears dropped to flutter
bef ore her nose, squeaking a welcone. This was a | arge, nouse-
eared bat, on his nights hunt for insects. He was glad to see her,
he said. Al kinds of strange things were going on tonight. Ws
there anything he and his colony of the People could do?

Zek eyed him suspiciously. Can they be of any use? he asked.
“"One way to find out,” she replied with a grimsm|e.

Cradling the bat against her shirt, she called the others, both
nouse-eared bats and common pip-istrelles. The ones cl ose by cane
to Daine herself, gripping her clothes or lighting on the mamot h
s wi de back. Those bats within the range of her magi c but not

cl ose enough to reach her in person found roosts and waited to
hear what she had to say.

As Zek peered curiously at these new guests, Daine built for them
an i mge of Ozorne as he would "l ook" to bats, his face and form
drawn with sound, not |ight. She gave them everything, fromthe
tinny echo of beads in his hair to the clear whispers that woul d
return fromhis gens. "Can you hear hinP" she asked. "Is he
anywhere near you?"

Wait, they told her in a single voice, and took to the air.
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As the rest of her third of the skeleton arny caught up, Ozorne s
chanmbers now so nuch rubble, she wondered what to do if the bats
wer e unsuccessful. They could find himoutdoors, even if he were

i nvi si bl e: no cl oaking spell was invulnerable to sound. |If he were
I ndoors, or wore another shape, that was a different matter. They
woul d recogni ze the form not the wearer.

| f he couldn't defeat the dinosaurs, would he run? It was hard to
| magi ne the Enperor Mage running froma girl and her arny of dead
animals. Still, blasts Iike the one that had finished the

di nosaurs outside the aviary had to be costly in terns of his
magi cal strength.

Reports began to cone back fromher spies. Bats were fast in the
air, and they built sound pictures quickly. Wthin m nutes Dai ne
knew t hat not only was the enperor nowhere in the gardens, towers,
or outlying buildings, but that parts of the conplex were in

fl anes.

“Pull back, then, all of you,"
good you getting cooked."

she said, wanting to cry. "It's no

Maybe we can help, a voice said from behind her.
Dai ne turned, and gasped. The hyenas were out.
"How—what —2" she stanmmer ed.

Teeu, the boss female, cane forward to sniff Daine s mamoth. The
Mstress |let us out, she said. Add One-Eye. She is a goddess of
two- | eggers, but she hel ps us, too, now and then.

Light reflected fromnetal in the air. Rikash | anded on a bal cony
nearby. "I believe she felt you would require assistance," draw ed
the green-eyed StormMv ng. "You mi ght want to know, a conpany of

di nosaur skel etons opened the nenageri e cages and dunped trees
into the pits so the animals could clinb out."

"Kitten?" she asked Ri kash. "My dragon? | dreaned she was in the
i mortals' nenagerie.”
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"You dreaned truly. She is there under a sleep spell,” he replied.
“Your friends tried to break into that collection, but failed. The
spells on the gate and cages are keyed to Ozorne. They won't give
way until he dies."

W are going to find this Ozorne, Teeu said cheerfully. The
M stress rem nded us: we have a score to settle. She said you
m ght want to cone, too.

Dai ne thought fast. A hyenas sense of snell was keener than any

other living creature she'd ever net. She was willing to bet
Ozorne wouldn't think to change the uni que scent given off by his
body, no nmatter what shape he took. Better still, Teeu and her
“boys," Iry and Aranh, were creatures Ozorne had reason to fear.

What better hunters could a girl bent on vengeance ask for?
"Lift me down, please?" she asked the mammoth, who conplied. On
t he ground once nore, she | ooked at Teeu, "I want to shape-shift
and

becone one of you. Then we can hunt the enperor together, if
you're wlling."

Teeu gave a strange-soundi ng yi p—a hyena |augh. Get on with it,
the hyena urged. The night is young, and Ozorne has a head start,

Dai ne | ooked up at Ri kash. "It just occurred to ne—what in the
nane of all the Horse Lords are you doi ng here?"

The Stormming ruffled his feathers. "I was paying ny respects to
ny tine sovereign, Queen Barzha, and her consort."”

"Ri kash— she said warningly, not believing him

“"Well, as it happens, |1'd heard that tonight would be an
i nteresting night for Carthak."

“"You nean the Graveyard Hag told you."

“Per haps, "The StormmM ngs eyes glittered as he smled. "There's a
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chance the enperor mght feel the need to use the gift that | gave
him | wanted to be here to see the fun."

“I'f he has any sense, he's run ofr?

"Ah, but a man with sense never woul d have ignored so many
war ni ngs. | doubt he has fled."

"He killed Numair" Daine said hoarsely.

"I know," The inmortal rocked to and fro, cleared his throat, and
said, "I amsorry."

“"Me, too," she whispered. She rubbed her sleeve over her eyes and
turned to her skeleton arny. "WIIl you go on tearing things up? |
don't know if you can follow where |'m about to go, and | really
want to leave this place a ruin."

Al'l of them nodded. Zek cl anbered down fromthe nmammot hs back. She
patted each skel eton and el ephant as they passed her, w shing them
a good hunt and giving them her thanks. Wien they had gone, she
asked Ri kash, "Wuld you | ook after Zek and see he cones to no

har nf?"

He frowned, but nodded. "If he does not object, | will place him
i n the dragons cage." He junped to the ground, using outspread
wings to slow his fall.

It will be good to see Kitten, Zek said. Even if she's asl eep.
“I'"d hate for anything to happen to Zek," Daine said quietly,
neeting R kash's eyes with hers. "Mthros knows why, but | trust
you." She kissed the top of the marnoset's head, then held him out
to the Stormmi ng. Zek clinbed over Ri kash's shoul der, where steel
grew out of flesh, and hid under the StormmM ng's | ong hair,
graspi ng handfuls of it.

He snells terrible, the marnoset confided to Daine.

"Good hunting," R kash said, and took flight. Before he and Zek
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had gone from si ght, Daine began the painstaking busi ness of
entering hyena form She drew her nenories of Teeu's m nd around
her, letting her body shift. Her jaw spread

and | engt hened to becone a nmuzzle. Her teeth broadened, w dened,
sharpened. At |ast she sat on the stone of the courtyard, a
spotted hyena.

We can pick up the scent inside, she told her conpanions. His
roons are through that hole in the gl ass.

Teeu grinned, show ng bone-crushing teeth. By all neans, |let us
get a whiff of his lair. Daine and the nmales grinned back.

The di nosaurs still at work inside paid no attention to the four
hyenas sniffing the enperors bedcl othes and garnents. The reek of
Ozorne's many perfunes made Dai ne feel queasy; snells that had
been al nost too much for her as a human were far nore powerful to
a hyena's nose.

| don't see why he soaks hinself in all this, Iry conplained. It's
di sgusti ng.

Don't whine, ordered Teeu. You should be grateful he left such a
clear trail for us.

As they followed the scent through shattered glass to the outside
once nore, Daine found changes in it. Bitter tones, nore powerful

even than the perfunes, lingered around his steps. Qutdoors, where
snells of burned ground and scorched bone filled her nose, she
could still find those bitter traces. The hyenas snuffled the

earth, their nostrils taking information fromthe odors there.
Dai ne growl ed, her rage surfacing at |ast as a hunters eagerness
to find her prey.

Got it? Aranh asked.

She realized she woul d know Ozorne s scent for the rest of her
|ife, perhaps even in human form Got it, she replied.

Then let's go, Teeu said.
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The hyenas picked up the trail along the outside wall of this w ng
of the palace. Teeu |l ed the way, Daine at her side. The nal es
spread out behind them chattering in yips and whines.

What are those bad snells in his spoor? Dai ne asked the fenale.
The ones that cane into his odor as he left his roons?

Teeu bared her teeth in a laugh. Fear, she replied gleefully. Your
friends chased himfromhis lair and into the dark, on foot. Those
are fear scents in your nose. If he were a wi |l debeest with that
snell, you'd know it was beaten and you were about to nake a nice
KilL

They stopped at a fresh battlefield. A dead human in arnor |ay
against the wall. He'd dragged hinself away fromthe manmot h t hat
had crushed his | ower body. The mamoth itself was a pile of
enbers that burned copper and vani shed when Dai ne pawed at it,
whi ni ng. Two nore skel etons nearby had been crisped by magi cal
fire. They vanished |ike the mammot hs renmai ns when she touched
themw th her paw. A red-robed nmage | ay noaning in the bushes
where he'd been thrown.

Cone on, Iry called to Daine. The trail will get coldi

They found two nore sites where the Enperor Mage had been forced
to defend hinself. There were so nany bodi es at the second—seven
in all —that Daine thought of the sacrifices demanded at the
funeral s of ancient kings, whose households were put to death so
that the king m ght have attendants in the afterlife. Carefully
she thanked each of the fallen dinosaurs and el ephants that had
died a second tine for her, and watched as their remains vani shed
from si ght before noving on.

Next the trail brought them around a corner and into the light. At
the end of a short nmall ahead, the pal ace was abl aze. Between the
hyenas and the fire stood a squad of arned guards. One of them
yel ped, seeing the beasts, and brought up a | oaded crossbow.

Aranh | eaped, strong | egs propelling himacross the distance
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between them and tore the weapon fromthe guard's hand. Bats

swar med out of the dark, blinding the other nen with their w ngs
before they could shoot the attacking hyena. Snarling, Aranh
crushed the bow stave, making the weapon unusable. The rest of the
guards dropped their weapons and fl ed.

The hyenas noved on.
The night air carried a thousand nessages.

Dai ne i gnored the uni nportant ones and concentrated on the odor of
her prey. The enperor's scent changed as they followed, as if it
were a living thing that grew under her eyes. In his roons it had
been one of a very well tended man, tinged wi th al nond rubbing
oil, aloe lotion, orris-scented shanpoo, perfuned nmakeup, the
acrid snell of gilding powder and gold, |avender from his clothes,
and the personal scent of a man who ate and drank richly. In the
avi ary, anger and then fear had been added to the m x. Qutside
he'd acquired a touch of charred hair and bone. Now the snell of
burned things was nuch thicker. So was the fear.

Thunder rolled overhead. Flagstones gave way to gravel as the
hyenas foll owed a path between tall hedges. The snell of recent
burning drifted into their faces. Three di nosaur skel etons nust
have cone at Ozorne fromthe far end of the path: their bl ackened
remains lay in a heap there. The enperor had fled through an
opening in the hedge. Stopping to thank those fallen allies, Daine
trenbl ed. He'd escaped her arny again. A growl runbled in her
throat, and her nmane stood up.

He' s weakeni ng, remarked Teeu as the heaped skel etons shi mmered
and vani shed. Al the bones of the others were black through and
t hrough. These had white in them and they still held together

| nstead of breaking apart.

Good, snarled Daine. The |ess nmagic he has, the better.'
The hyenas yi pped agreenent and picked up the enperors trail,

| aced now with bl ood and sweat. His thin shoes had given out on
the gravel, |leaving footprints etched in blood. Their path tw sted
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around a fountain, followed the curve of the artificial |ake, and
headed strai ght down a path shaded by willows. Here the great
three-horn, the first dinosaur she had awakened, and a huge snake-
neck nust have been waiting for him

The snake-neck was the first they'd seen who bore few nmarks of
burning. Instead tiny cracks had riddled its bones. Sone had

di sintegrated conpletely, |eaving snall powdery heaps. Wen Dai ne
nudged its skull, the skeleton shaped itself, becomng a living

di nosaur. The snake-neck waited patiently while the girl turned to
the three-horn. Ozorne had tried to burn himw thout success, then
nelted him the way Chioke had nelted the bull three-horn. The
great skel eton had gone down fighting: blood painted the tip of a
| ong, sharp brow horn. Daine sniffed it: the blood was QOzorne's.

He's running out of fire, Iry told the others with savage gl ee.
Look at this one—barely charred.'

Sadly, Daine licked the three-horns beak. It gave under her tongue
as flesh m ght.

Wiy are you unhappy? Teeu wanted to know. Does it hurt themto
di e?

No, Daine replied softly as copper fire raced over the half-nelted
skel eton, calling the owner back to the true shape of its |iving
days. The badger said it didn't, anyway. It just hurts ne.

The great three-horn stood, his beaded hide a deep, gol den bronze,
his face, with its horns, restored. Through him Dai ne could see
the trees dinmy. Good-bye, she said, though she knew he coul dn't
hear. 1'll mss you.

The three-horn bowed his head, touching her gently with his nose
horn, then followed the snake-neck down a road to a di stant
jungle. The vision faded as they left the hyenas, until only the
garden trees were |eft.

Rage and sorrow built in Daine s heart until she thought it m ght
burst. | want Ozorne! she snarled at her conpanions. | want to rip
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himup |like he's ripped ne up!

Then bunt, cried the hyenas, eerie voice echoing in the dark.
Snell, and find!

Dai ne set off, nose to the ground, the others behind her. QOzornes
scent was nearly fresh and thick with the sourness of exhaustion.
Drops of sweat had fallen with his blood, the red liquid dripping
heavily now that the three-horn had marked him

The trail turned beside a wall and passed

t hrough the shattered gates of the nenagerie. Inside the noral

ani mal s' enclosure, no aninmals were left. The cages were open, the
fences pulled down, and trees reached fromthe pits to the ground
| evel . The gate of the immortal s’ nenagerie stood open and whol e:
soneone who knew the spells had unl ocked it.

He's here! she cried, and | eaped.

Kaddar stood before the griffins cage, hand uprai sed. At the
hyenas' snarl, he whirled, and the shape he wore evaporated. It
was QOzor ne.

The nonment he spotted her and the others, die reek of fear al nost
W ped out his other snells. He was di shevel ed, sweat -soaked,

bl eedi ng, soot-streaked. He wore only a |ight green robe and
costly, shredded slippers. The fabric over his chest was torn:
beneath lay a | ong, open wound that stiU bled sluggishly,

He's trying to escape on the griffin, | bet, Daine told her
conpani ons. He can think again!

She sprang and hit the enperors magi cal shield headfirst, nmaking
it flare briefly. She how ed, barely noticing the pain of a

brui sed head and neck as she dropped. Far nore inportant than pain
was the fact that the magi cal shield had weakened a hair when she
struck it,

Teeu and Aranh | eaped and hit the barrier, sparking twn flares in
it They fell, snarling in fury. Daine, watching, saw that the
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flares weren't as bright

as when she'd hit. Iry attacked from Qzorne s left. This tine the
enperor's shield only flickered fromthe inpact. It still held
firm but he was | osing strength.

The caged immortals watched silently.

Enmerald fire gathered, slowy, around Ozorne s hands; he swayed as
it grew. There was a white-hot edge to its glow, the kind that

| eft a streaky inprint on eyes that watched it too | ong. The
hyenas circled to the mans left and right, yipping with
excitenent. Daine stayed in front of him teeth bared, mane erect.

One nore bl ow should do it! she told the others. One nore and he's
ours,

“"No!" cried a human voi ce behind her. Sparkling fire | eaped
through the air to forma bubble around the enperor.

Dai ne snarled w thout |ooking away from her quarry. How dare two-
| eggers cheat her of what she had won? She threw herself against

the new fire barrier, and received a nasty shock on her delicate
nose.

"You'll have to choose, Uncle." This voice was different fromthe
one that had cried "No." "Abdication and inprisonnent—er the
hyenas. You nust give in. Your Gft is alnost used up. W can see
you're taking it fromyour own |life force now "

Ozornes fire had evaporated. He swayed, his skin gone cheesy white
under streaked facial paint. "Abdi—? Never!" H's voi ce was hoarse
wth effort.

“"Then it nust be the hyenas, Uncle, just as the G aveyard Hag
prom sed. "

"@ve himto the animals!" cried the female Stormm ng, Barzha.

"They have worked hard for his flesh—4et themhave it! Let them
feast, so vw can sup on his fear!"
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The enperor stared at the female immortal in open terror. Daine,
Teeu, Aranh, and Iry cried their triunph in a series of hollow
yi ps that made Ozorne shudder. Dai ne stalked up to the sparkling
barrier, intent on the man inside. You're mne, she thought, and
bared white, bone-crushing teeth. For Numair, you're m ne,

Ozorne s eyes brightened feverishly, "Promses, is it? Wll, |
have a prom se in reserve!" he grabbed the hair on the back of his
head, funbling anong its strands.

A rattle of steel nade Daine glance to the side. Barzha and Hebakh
were at the bars of their cage, staring at the Enperor Mage wth
gri m eoneentra-don. Above them on the roof of their prison,

Ri kash had al so cone to watch,

"See!" (QOzorne cried Daine's head whi pped around. The enperor held
a netal feather—the one Ri kash had given him pulled froma
brai ded strand of hair, "I have this promse!"

She snarled in fury and threw herself at the barrier as Ozorne
drove the feather through his arm

Sonet hi ng exploded in a burst of |ight, Daine,

falling through a vanishing barrier, slammed into netal that cut.
She rolled away and struggled to her feet. A Stormm ng with
Ozorne's face and hair stood where he had just been. Steel
feathers and talons gleaned as if newly mnted. The gash on his
chest was now a cl ean, broad scar.

Chinmes filled the air. One after another the cages di sappeared,

rel easing the inhabitants. The griffins and hurroks wasted no
time: they fled into the night sky, filling Daine's ears with the
sound of flapping wings. Magic of a deep-gray shade, al nost |ike
fog, washed and wapped itself around the killer unicorns,
spidrens, and killer centaurs, holding them where they were, as
the nore peaceful centaurs fled. Kitten, in a cage at the far end
of the courtyard, sat up wth an inquiring cheep; Zek clanbered up
her back to perch on her shoul der. The Col df angs | ooked around,
tongues sliding out to taste the breeze.
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Bar zha and Hebakh stretched their wings in a slow, on nous
novenent, exercising each feather. "Humans, stay out of this,"
conmmanded the queen. "Now he is in our form he nust answer to
Stormm ng justice!”

Ozorne gaped in horror, "No! | amthe Enperor Mage, |ord of
Cart hak. "

"No immortal may hold a nortal throne," Hebakh said, rocking to
and fro. "Wake up, Enperor Mage! Do you understand now the trap
that was laid for you?"

“"No immortal may rule over humans or use human magic." Ri kash had
drifted gently to earth, w ngs outstretched, when the StormM ng
cage vani shed under him Now he stood behind his queen and her
consort, razor-sharp teeth bared in a nasty grin. "Go ahead—try
it."

Ozorne croaked a word. Sonet hing booned, and he went flying end
over end, as if blown by a powerful w nd. He snmashed into the
menagerie's rear wall and | ay stunned.

“"You forgot our earliest |essons, Ozorne," said a voice behind
Daine. It struck a chord in her nenory, but if her life had
depended on it she couldn't have | ooked away fromthe dranma taking
pl ace before her nose. "Once you take immortal shape, you can
never change back."

"We are free!" cried Barzha in triunph. "First | take paynment from
that not herl ess worm Jokhun and then I wll tend to you, QOzorne!"
She took to the air, Hebakh behind her.

Ozorne screaned and struggled to stand up on his awkward new
claws. "I have magic! |+ have Stormm ng nagic!"

“"Of course you do, sweetheart,"
know how to use it?"

Ri kash said pleasantly. "Do you

A scarlet bolt edged with gold struck fromover-head to bl ow a
hole in front of Ozorne. For a nonent he stood there, panting,
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mout h working as he tried to speak. Sweat rolled off him

“"You'l| get the hang of it in a few days or so," R kash told him
with false synpathy. "If you live that |long, of course. There is a
reason the fornmer King Jokhun didn't want to fight Barzha
Razorwi ng on her terns."

A second bolt struck the flagstones behind the new Stor mM ng,
spraying himwth sharp fragnents. Ozorne cursed bl ackly, then
| eaped, punping his wings clunsily. For a nonent he dropped. At
| ast he began to rise, bit by slow bit. Everyone watched as he
clinbed into the darkness over head.

Ri kash sighed. "I nmust go after him | wouldn't like himto |ose
i nterest, not after it took so much work to get himinto the
proper claws. Barzha will want himeventually, after all." He

| ooked at the hyenas. "Is one of you Dai ne?"

The girl trotted to the edge of the dais that had once been a
St ormM ng cage.

Ri kash waddl ed over to | ook down at her. "If it counts for

anyt hi ng—though I'mnot sure that it does—you have ny gratitude.
And things aren't as bad as you think. You m ght | ook around."” He
took flight and sped away, calling, "Ozorne, ny precious, where
are you?"

The hyenas gat hered around Dai ne. What did that nean? asked Teeu.
Look around for what?

| don't know, the girl replied, turning to find the human nages
behi nd her. Kaddar was standing by the griffins enpty cage.

Li ndhal I , Bonedancer on his shoul der, was keeping the killer
centaurs, spi-drens, and killer unicorns penned with his fog-
col ored nmagi c.

In the gateway stood Numair Sal mali n.

Dai ne gasped and | ost her grip on the hyena shape. She turned
human i nst ant| y—human and uncl ot hed—and sat down hard. "No," she
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whi spered, breathless. "Gods, this is too horrible. Don't do this
to ne."

The hyenas shifted to forma circle of furry bodies, concealing
her, as the man cane forward.
“I"'mreal, sweetling. It truly is ne."

"Kaddar and Varice saw themkill you. You' re a—a ghost, or
a—puppet. A sinu-thing."

He |lifted a hand: black, sparkling fire grew around it. "Ozorne
couldn't attach nmagic to a sinulacrum renenber?" He let the fire
di e as the hyenas wat ched, heads cocked in interest.

She swall owed. "Very well, then—you're one of Numair's sinmal —=

"Sinmul acra. Magel et, renenber how we net? | was a shape-shifted
hawk. You nursed nme until Alanna hel ped ne regain ny true form
Last year, in the courtyard of Dunlath castle, | changed Tristan
Staghorn into an apple tree with a word of power." He renoved his
cl oak and tossed it toward her.

Borne by his magic, it settled onto Daine.

Ri si ng, she wapped the cloth around her with nunb fingers. She
didn't think a fake would know so nuch. G ngerly she stepped away
fromthe hyenas and reached for him then yanked back, terrified
that if she touched him she would know he was dead.

"Kitten?" she cried. "Is it really hin®"
The dragon chortled happily and nodded.

Numai r wai ted, one hand extended to her. Steeling herself, she
reached again and placed her hand in his. Roughly he pulled her

i nto an envel oping hug, arns encircling and lifting her off her
feet. Nose buried in his shirt, she breathed his unique snell, one
of spices, soap, and clean clothes. No one would think to copy
that, she realized, and began to cry.
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He nurnured softly to her, arns wonderfully tight. Wen at | ast
she stopped, he Il et her go and produced a handkerchi ef.

(bedi ently she w ped her eyes and bl ew her nose. "Were have you
been?"

“"At the university. Once the enperors nen arrested ny sinulacrum
| had to play least-in-sight for a day or two."

“"But +hey knewVarice and Kaddar were sure it was you."

"I't was a very good sinmulacrum ny dear. | worked on it for weeks
in secret and had it shipped to Lindhall from T Tyra. | didn't quite
trust Ozorne s good intentions, I'mafraid.”

Menory flared: in Lindhal Ts office, Lindhall had placed the turtle
i n anot her room and she had seen a shape |ike a body covered with
cl ot h,

"Why didn't you tell nme?"

Numai r sighed and smled ruefully down at her. "I have no idea. |
think I forgot."

"Oh." That nmade nore sense than it didn't. "How d you find out?
About —al |l this, then?"

"Kaddar made it across the river. W have enjoyed a nost
i nformati ve evening. Are you aware that the entire west w ng and
Astrononer's Tower are burning?"

She scuffed a foot on the ground. "I thought they'd killed you. |
| ost ny tenper."

Numai r' s eyes danced. "Magelet, that is the greatest
understatenent | have heard in ny life."

"She had hel p," said a cracked fenal e voice. "She couldn't have
done it without ne." The Graveyard Hag had appeared at the back of
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the immortal s' enclosure, cane, eye patch, and all. The badger
waddl ed at her side.

“"That's true enough," Dai ne snapped. She hadn't forgotten her
anger with the goddess. "But if you'd done what you're supposed
to, none of this would ve been necessary."

"And | told you, we have rules." As she passed
the Col dfangs, they slid their tongues out, tasting her cape. "Oh,
go away, Yyou," the goddess ordered. Silver |ight gathered around

t he Col df angs, and they were gone. "You, too," she said, pointing
at the spi-drens, then at the killer centaurs and unicorns wth
her cane. "I'll talk to you when | get back." Silver fire

gat hered, and they vani shed.

“Interesting conpany you keep these days" Numair told the badger
as Daine stifled a yawn.

—+f |'d had a choice, | would have given up the experience, —was
the grunbled reply. —You did very -well, kit,—-he told Daine.

She smled at him "Thank you, Badger. Coming fromyou, it neans a
| ot . "

The Graveyard Hag cane over to Daine. "Well, dearie, it's been
fun, but you have sonething of mne, and I want it back."

Numai r put a protective armaround Dai ne's shoul ders. "She doesn't
have anyt hi ng of yours, Goddess—does she?"

“Bringing the dead ani mal s back," Daine said, yawni ng. "That
part's hers. You can have it," she said, extending a hand to the
goddess. "It makes ne nervous."

The Hag wrapped a gnarl ed hand around Daine's. Wite |ight blazed,
and vani shed. Suddenly the girl's knees felt rubbery. She swayed,

and Numai r caught her. Kitten, who had nmanaged to | eap down from

the platformof her forner

cage with Zek on her back, trotted over, whistling angrily at the
goddess whil e her scal es turned pink.
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"Oh, stop it," chided the G aveyard Hag. "She's nst a bit tired.
It's only to be expected.”

"Goddess—wi ||l you listen to ne for a nonent?" They had forgotten
t hat Kaddar was al so there. Wien they turned to | ook at him he
went down on one knee. "Pl ease?"

The Hag grinned cheerfully and | eaned on her gnarled stick. "Wat
have you got for ne, handsone?"

"Gracious lady, ny uncle's palace is a shanbles, its treasure
burning or scattered or buried. H's chief nage is dead, as are
many of those mages who supported him There are people of good
Wil inthis realm people who feared to cross ny uncle while he
ruled. | know the gods are angry, but-—please, will you stay your
hand from nore destruction? Intercede for us before Mthros's
court? Gve us a chance to prove our worth. | represent a secret
fell owship of nobles, academ cs, and nerchants who genuinely w sh
things to change here. Carthak is not beyond hope."

Li ndhal | bowed deeply to Kaddar. "Your I|nperial Mjesty," he said.
"So he is," remarked Numair, and bowed.

Dai ne, after a nonents hesitation, copied them yawning. Wen she
strai ghtened, the Hag fixed the girl wth her one good eye. "Wat
do you

recommend? Seens to ne, since you did the hard work, you ought to
have a say."

"@ve himthe chance," Daine said, fighting yet another yawn.
"Prince—Enperor Kaddar, | s'pose—he cares about the [and and the
people. If you gods were only interested in destroying the enpire,
not saving it, you wouldn't have waited to use ne. You'd ve gotten
on wth it."

The Graveyard Hag grinned and | ooked at the badger. "You were

ri ght about her," she said. "Sharp as a Shang bl ade, she is."
Looki ng up, she said, "Well, ny brothers and sisters? What do you
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think? | say let's give "emthe benefit of a doubt."

For a nonent not hi ng happened. Then a rich wind filled with the
scent of growing things filled the air. Overhead, thunder booned
again, along, rolling crash that seened to peal forever. Wen it
ended, rain poured down in sheets, drenching everyone.

“Very good," the Graveyard Hag said with approval. G pping her
cane, she stunped over to the new enperor. "Get up," she
commanded. "Silly for a ruler to kneel in a cloudburst.”

Kaddar obeyed, | ooki ng dazed,

"I hope your nenory is better than Ozorne's, sonny," she inforned
him "I won't be ignoredl Not in nmy own enpire! Now, give ne your
arm W need to talk."

The young man swal | owed and offered his arm
to the goddess with a courteous bow She took it, cackling.

"That's nore like it," she said, leading himtoward the gate.
“"Now, don't worry about the arnmy and the Guard. They were told to
stay put or they'd risk the gods' wath if they cane to help your
uncle tonight. By dawn they'l|l be ready to go to work. Ch, wait"

She | ooked back over her shoulder. "Arram or Nunmai r—whatever you
call yourself—put that girl to bed. She'll sleep for three days,
give or take." To Kaddar she said, "Were was 1? Now, | |ike fresh
flowers in nmy tenples, and no nore cheap pine incense." Her voice
faded as they wal ked off into the gardens.

"Three days?" Nunair asked, |ooking at Daine wth concern.

—+t was divine power noving through her,—said the badger.

Dai ne found that tal k was too nuch work just now, as was standi ng.
She sat and smled up at Numair.

—Sleep is all she needs. —
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She sm | ed agreenent, then hugged Kitten and a deeply unhappy, wet
Zek.

—bon't worry about the escaped nenageri e ani nal s. —The badgers

voi ce was the last thing she would renenber as she cl osed her
eyes. —We animal gods will see to it that they reach their proper
honmes unhurt. It is the |east we can do.—

EPI LOGUE

When she opened her eyes, it was raining softly outside her

w ndow. A breeze carrying the scent of wet earth cane in, to
mngle with the scent of sun-dried cotton sheets. She inhal ed,
smling, and a joyful, earsplitting trill sounded from around her
feet. When she sat up, Kitten | eaped forward to stri ke her chest,
al nost knocki ng her back down. "Easy, Kit, easy," she protested,

| aughi ng. "Cal m down!" Zek junped onto the bed and cane to curl up
on the girl's shoul der.

"So you're awake." Al anna cane over to the bed. "How do you feel ?"

"Rested." Cuddl i ng dr agon and mar noset. Dai ne frowned.
“Weren't you shi pped back honme?"

"W were called back. You were busy to sone purpose here,
youngl i ng!"

Dai ne had the grace to blush and | ook down. "I [ost ny tenper—

“"And the gods did the rest. At |least you're alive and well, after
such an experience!"

“I's Carthak still going to war agai nst us?"

Al anna shook her head. "Kaddar's—the enperor's—ninisters are
signing the treaty with Duke Gareth today. Not that the Arny of
the North could march in any case. They seemto have run out of
supplies that are fit to use." She lifted an eyebrow at Dai ne, who
bl ushed agai n.
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Alanna filled her in as the girl cleaned her teeth and dressed.
She had slept for four days, and they were in guest quarters at
the university. At first they had gone to Kaddar's nother's house.
That had lasted until the princess learned the full story of the
events at the pal ace. Once the word got out, nothing the new
enperor could say woul d convince her or her servants that Daine,
asleep in the wonen's quarters, would not pull the villa down
around her ears.

"That's what they'll think back hone, too, isn't it?" asked Dai ne.

Al anna handed the girl sone breeches. "Not necessarily. See,
youngster, it's a good thing that all this happened in Carthak. By
the tine those in Tortall hear the tale, they'll think it's just a
tale."

"Real | y?" Daine asked, clinging to her friend s hand. "They won't
shun ne, like the servants and the princess and all?"

“"Trust ne. There will always be sone who dislike you, but that's
life. Over this business?" The Chanpion grinned. "People like to
hear tales of things in distant real ns, but they never believe
them There m ght be strangeness at first, but

you' Il bt surprised how quickly they forget."

Dai ne rested her head on the woman's shoul der.
"Good," she whispered. "I don't |like the person |'ve
been here."

Al anna held her. "No one can refuse a god."

Her voice was kind. "It's over, and you' re the sane
person you' ve al ways been. Once you're hone, it wll
seemlike a tale even to you."

The next day, in a break between rains, she and Nunair were
sitting in a garden, watchi ng Bonedancer, Kitten, and Zek play
with brightly colored stones, when Al anna brought Kaddar to them
He smled hesitantly as the girl and Numair got to their feet.

“May | talk with you briefly?" he asked Daine. "I won't take nuch
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of your tine."

“Take all you want, Your |nperiousness,
patting the chair next to hers.

she replied with a grin,

"Here, |addybuck," Alanna told Numair. "You cone with ne."

The tall mage sighed, but didn't argue. The Chanpion | ed hi m back
i nto the house.

"Sit, please, Daine. | know you haven't been up very |ong." Kaddar
joined her. The new enperor was dressed sinply, as he'd been on
his tours with her. The only changes she saw were a gol d sunbur st
ring on his left index finger, and an air of purpose. For a nonent
t hey watched the ani mal s pl ay.

"What about Lindhall's Bone?" he asked. "The other dinosaurs you
awoke have vani shed, but he's still here.”

“I don't know," Daine admtted. "It seens to be up to Bone."

Bonedancer | ooked up at them and nodded, a trick he'd | earned from
Kitten.

"This is the first tinme |I've seen himaway from Lindhall. He nust
| i ke you." Kaddar | ooked at his hands. "They'll be going north,
too, it seens.”

“"Numair nentioned it. I"'msorry," she told him "I know you'll
m ss Lindhall."

"I offered all | could to get himto stay. Gold, books, a
menagerie |ike your king is building. Head of the university, or
just of the School of Mgecraft. He says he's borne it here as

| ong as he can. He wants to go north, where he won't see anot her
sl ave." He | aughed shortly. "It seens his only reason for staying
this long was to hel p runaways out of the country!"

"Are you surprised?" Dai ne asked.
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"No, not really—+ had ny suspicions all along. | just w sh he
could stay. | trust him | don't know about sone of these other
people, particularly the mnisters who served ny uncle.”

"Can't you get rid of thenf"

Kaddar shook his head. "The country's already in turnoil. | need
to keep a few of the sane faces around, at least until | get their
nmeasure. "

“I't doesn't sound like much run. I wsh you luck with it."

“1'"1'l need |uck," Kaddar took her hand. "Daine, | found ny uncle's

papers. He was going to have ne arrested and charged with
conspi ri ng agai nst hi m—whi ch neans he planned to have ne kill ed.
| owe you ny life. I knowthis will sound trite, but | nean it:
what ever you want that | can give, even to half of ny kingdom all
you need do is ask."

Dai ne gave him a skeptical [ook. "Your mnisters wouldn't |ike the
hal f - ki ngdom part."

He grinned. "Actually, they want to arrest you for crines against
the state.”

n %?Il

“I't wwll take a year just to figure out how nuch we | ost. W have
to do a census now, and draw up new records and tax rolls for
every part of the enpire." Daine whistled, inpressed. He went on,
“What anmzes ne is that creatures dead | ong before nan ever wal ked
the earth fixed on the treasury and the inperial records, where

they could do the nost damage. We'll never replace it all, and
what we do replace will cost a fortune."
She fingered the badgers claw around her neck. "I had help," she

rem nded him

Yes, but haven't you seen how often people | ook for soneone to
bl ane? Not to find a way to keep sone bad thing fromrepeating
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itself—4ust to blane.”

"Send themto the Graveyard Hag," Dai ne suggested inpishly.
"She'll set them straight.”

Kaddar shuddered. "My blood runs cold at the very thought." He

squeezed her hand. "I nean what | say. | want to reward you, soO
think fast. Your ship sails at dawn. | know you've no famly or
home of your own, so shall it be gold or jewel s? My own weal th was

i nvested here in the city, and there are inperial treasures all
over the enpire. W may not have a pal ace, but neither are we
poor. Nanme your desire.”

She stared at the dragon, nmarnoset, and skel eton. Bone had

di scovered a puddle to splash in. "I want sone humans—sl aves—+to be
freed, wth enough in their purses to start a newlife. A good
life, with work they enjoy, the chance to buy apprenticeships for
their children, and proper clothes and food and such. If they want
to return to Tortall with us, they can.”

"All these things for others? Nothing for yourself?"
“No, Kaddar. The Graveyard Hag did nost of this, not ne. Use
what ever you m ght have given ne to help themthat suffered in

your fam ne."

He | ooked her in the eyes for a nonent and saw that she neant it,
“Nanme t hese people, then."

"The Banji ku—all of them please, and their animals. And the
enperors nutes, "

"The nutes?" She nodded. "But—they're useful, and since they're
mute al ready— Dai ne stared at him The enperor sighed. "Very
well. | have to bustle, if they're to | eave tonorrow. "

As he tried to get up, Daine held himback. "Kaddar, it's not ny

place to criticize the way you live, but if I were you, |I'd think
about your slaves. Animals endure cages if they nust, but not two-
| eg-gers. If your slaves ever think to break out, it'll nake what

file:///G|/rah/Tamora%20Pierce%20-%20Immortals%2003%20-%20Emperor%20Mage.htm (210 of 212) [2/17/2004 11:34:58 AM]



CHAPTER ONE

| did |ook Iike nud pies."

He sat down again. "It would beggar the enpire if we freed them
No one could pay wages to so nmany when they pay only for room and
board now. My nobles would rise against ne. Even ny soldiers would
rebel, thinking that freed slaves would attack and their hones and
famlies would be in danger™

"I know it'd be hard, but please, think about it. If you whip an
animal | ong enough, it turns on you. If all the world were sl ave,
| don't knowif it would be so dangerous, but all they need do is
| ook across the Inland Sea to know |ife doesn't have to be like
this."

To her surprise, he lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it, "I
will think about it; | promse."

At dawn, she stood on one of the ships that would convey the now
much | arger TortaUan party north to Corus, the Tortallan capital.
Their small convoy woul d rai se anchor once the Banjiku and their
ani mal s boarded Daine s ship. The nutes—+hose who had chosen to
cone—were al ready aboard another vessel. To Daine's surprise, half
of them had chosen to stay behind. Talking in sign | anguage to
Numai r, they had explained that they preferred to stay with the
life they knew. Enperor Kaddar woul d be far kinder than his uncle,
they were sure, and Carthak was their hone.

“When's the coronation?" she asked Kaddar, who had conme to see
them of f, Numair, standi ng nearby, picked up Kitten, trying to
pretend he wasn't I|istening.

“Full noon" the young man said, "I w sh you could be there."

"I don't," grunbled Numair. Daine kicked hi mgendy.

“You'l | wite?" asked Kaddar, turning to go. The Banji ku had
fini shed boarding. "You prom se?"

“I''l'l wite," she replied. The early fog had burned off at |ast,
giving her a clear view of the palace. Wile sone parts remained
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as they had been, she saw plenty of cracked and broken walls, The
upper reaches were by flanme and soot O its five towers, only
three remai ned standi ng.

She al so saw one nore thing. "Your I|nperial Myjesty? Kaddar!"

On the dock, he | ooked up at her. "Yes?"

"About the palace? | wouldn't rebuild over there, if | were you.
You're going to have a dreadful problemw th pests, and no dogs or
will stay init"

The captain shouted the order to cast off. She waved cheerfully.

"Pest s?" Kaddar gl anced across the river. The entire sl ope between
pal ace and water was covered with rats.

It's ours, now, they thought to Daine.

It's only fitting, she told them and waved goodbye. Thunder
rolled softly overhead as, once nore, it began to rain.

file:///G|/rah/Tamora%20Pierce%20-%20Immortals%2003%20-%20Emperor%20Mage.htm (212 of 212) [2/17/2004 11:34:58 AM]



	Local Disk
	CHAPTER ONE


