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Untitled
TORTALLBOCKS
BYTAMORAPI ERCE

The Song of the Lioness Quartet
Al anna: The First Adventure

In the Hand of the Goddess

The Wnman Who Rides Li ke a Man
Li oness Ranpant

THE | MMORTALS QUARTET
Wld Mgic

Wl f - Speaker

Enperor Mage

The Real ns of the Gods

Protector of the Snall

First Test

Page

Squire

Lady Kni ght

TAMORA Pl ERCE captured the imagi nation of readers twenty years ago w t hAl anna:
The First Adventure . As of August 2003 she has witten twenty-one books,

i ncluding three conpl eted quartets—¥he Song of the Lioness, The Inmortals, and
The Protector of the Snall-set in the fantasy real mof Tortall. She has al so
witten the Circle of Magic and The Circle Qpens quartets. Her books have been
translated into nmany different |anguages, and nmany are avail abl e on audi o.
Tanmora Pierce’' s fast-paced, suspenseful witing and strong, believable heroines
have won her nuch praise: Enperor Mage was a 1996 ALA Best Book for Young

Adul ts, The Real ns of the Gods was |isted as an “outstandi ng fantasy novel”
byVOYA in 1996, Squire (Protector of the Small #3) was a 2002 ALA Best Book for
Young Adults, andLady Knight (Protector of the Snall #4) debuted at #1 on theNew
York Times bestsellers list.

An avid reader herself, M. Pierce graduated fromthe University of

Pennsyl vani a. She has worked at a variety of jobs and has witten everything
fromnovels to radio plays. Along with witer Meg Cabot (The Princess Diaries
series), she co-founded Sheroes Central, a discussion board about fenal e heroes,
remar kabl e wonmen in fact, fiction, and history, books, and teen issues. She now
runs Sheroes Central and Sheroes Fans with the help of her bel oved

Spouse- Creat ure and dedi cated board nenbers of all ages.

Tanmora Pierce lives in New York City with her husband, Tim a witer and Wb
page designer and administrator, and their four cats, two birds, and various
rescued wildlife.

For nore information visit:

WWW. t anor a- pi erce. com

Sheroes Central at:

www. sher oescentral . com

To Phyllis Westberg,

for knowing the best tinme to fire nme and

for giving me the best rewite advice

|'ve ever gotten:

read al oud

In atime of fear, the One Wio | Promised will cone to the raka, bearing glory
in her train and justice in her hand. She will restore the god to his proper
tenple and his children to her right hand. She will be tw ce royal, w se and
bel oved, a living enblemof truth to her people. She will be attended by a wi se
one, the cunning one, the strong one, the warrior, and the crows. She will give
a hone to all, and the kudarung will fly in her honor.

—Fromthe Kyprish Prophecy, witten in the year 200H. E

CAST OF CHARACTERS
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Al an of Pirate’s SwoopAlianne’s sixteen-year-old twin brother, a
third-year page
Al anna of Pirate’'s Swoop and 4 authe King s Chanpion, |ady knight
Alianne of Pirate’s Swoopdaughter of Al anna the Lioness and George, baron
of Pirate’s Swoop
Ar akher di ng dog
At han Faj eringdi sgraced |uarin nobl eman
Bonedancer | i vi ng Archaeopteryx (di nosaur bird) skel eton
Bronau Ji maj ennon-royal luarin prince of the Copper Isles
Buri (Buriramformer commander of the Queen’s Riders
Chenaol free raka servant and head cook for the Balitangs
C nnamonAl y’ s chestnut mare
Cor am Snyt hessonbaron of Tortall
Dai ne (Veralidaine)hal f-goddess, called the Wl dmage for her skills with
animals, Aly’'s adoptive aunt
Dar knoonAl anna’ s hor se
Di | subai Hai m ngl ast raka queen of the Copper Isles
Dovasary (Dove) Mequen’s hal f-raka daughter fromfirst marriage
DunevonKi ng Oron’ s youngest child, son of third marriage, heir to Hazarin
EkitVi sda’ s brother, Tanair herdboy, raka
El eni of O auAly’s grandnot her
El srenMequen’ s second full-luarin child with Wnnam ne
Fal t hi npart-raka bower at Tanair
Fesgaoraka man-at-arms who protects Sarai and Dove
Gary (Gareth the Younger)heir to fief Naxen, King Jonathan's principal
advi sor
George of Pirate’'s SwoopAl anna’s husband and Aly’s father, baron and
second-i n-conmand of his realms spies
Graceherdi ng dog
Graveyard Hagtrickster and primary goddess of Carthak, Kyprioth's
ki nswoman
Qur hartpart-raka nerchant, caravan | eader
Hanorenson of King Oron’s second marri age
Hasui part-raka kitchen slave and royal spy
HazarinKing Oron’s hal f brother
I anj ai weal thy raka merchant famly
I mj aneKing Oron’s half sister
Imary Vlsecond-to-last raka queen
I nrah of Legannl ord, knight-master to Prince Roald
Jaf anaf ornmer luarin nursemaid to Petranne and El sren
Jonat han of Cont éki ng of Tortall
Junai Dodekar aka daughter of Uasim Ay's guard
Kaddar |Ilini atenperor of Carthak
Kel adry of M ndel ancall ed Kel, |ady knight
Kypriothtrickster god
Landfal |l Tortallan spy in Scanra
Lokeijraka hostler for the Balitangs
Ludas Ji maj ensecond-i n-comuand of the luarin invasion of the Copper Isles
Maggur Rat hhausakScanran king and warl ord
Maude Tanner housekeeper and healer at Pirate’'s Swoop
Mequenexi l ed luarin duke, head of the Balitang famly
Musenda Ogunsanwo (Sarge)training naster of the Queen’'s Riders
M/l es of O au, baronAly’'s grandfather, head of royal intelligence service
(spi es)
Nawat Crowa crow who turned hinself into a nman
Nurei r Sal mal i npower ful nmage, Daine’s husband
NuritinDuke Mequen’s luarin aunt
OCchobu Dodekar aka mage and nother of U asim
Onua Chant onghorseni stress to the Queen’s Riders
Oon Rittevonmental ly-ill king of the Copper Isles
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Penberypart-raka, slave of the Balitang famly
Pet ranneMequen’s first child with Wnnam ne
Pi I i aPohon resident, watches Ochobu’s house
Raoul of Col denl ake and Mal orie’s Peakl ord, Knight Commander of the King' s
Om, Tortallan hero, known as the Gant Killer
Ri hani raka heal er
Ri spahbaroness of Trebond
Rittevon of Lenmanl eader of luarin invasion
Rubi nyan Ji maj enl uarin husband of Princess |najane, Bronau' s ol der brother
Sar ai yu (Sarai)Mequen's ol dest daughter, half-raka, fromhis first
marri age
SarraDai ne’ s not her, now the mi nor goddess The Green Lady
Sarugani of Termai daMequen’s first w fe, raka, nother of Dove and Sarai,
died in a tragic riding accident
Thayet of ContéQueen of Tortall, co-ruler with her husband, King Jonathan
Thom of Pirate’s SwoopAly’'s ei ghteen-year-old brother, a student nage
Tul pami |l er’s daughter at Tanair
Tyanannew dowed | uari n nobl ewonan
U asinfree raka servant and head footman to the Balitangs
Veronluarin sergeant in command of the Balitang nen-at-arns
Vi sdar aka ni ece of Chenaol, goat herder
W nnami neexi |l ed duchess, Mequen’s second wife
Wl don of Cavalllord, district conmander of Tortall’'s arny in the north
Zebur onroyal council menber, eneny of Rubi nyan

fronThe Luarin Conquest:

New Rul ers in the Copper Isles

by M chabur Durse of Queenscove,

published in 312H E

In the bl oody decades before the year 174 of the Human Era, the Kyprish Isles
were locked in strife. Rival branches of the royal house traded the throne on a
nunber of occasions. In turn the crown had | ost control over the warring houses
of theraka, or native, nobility. Scholars said of those years that only the
jungl es prospered, for the trees and vines fed on the blood of the raka. During
this time the Isles exported nore slaves than inported them victors sold their
enem es into the Eastern and Southern Lands, only to enter slavery in their own
turn when they | ost the next battle.

Queen Imary VI of the house of Haim ng made repeated attenpts to negotiate
peace anpng the raka. Her efforts failed. She was overthrown after twelve years
of rule. Her successor and nurderer, Queen Dilsubai, also a Haimng, favored

t hose nobl es who supported her shaky claimto the throne, and inprisoned their
rivals. The gl ori ous days of the copper-skinned warrior queens of the Isles were
over.

On the nmainland, the pal e-skinned easterners calledluarin by the Kyprish people
saw t he disorder, and the wealth, of the Isles. R ttevon of Lenman, younger son
of a lesser noble house in Maren, found opportunity in the Isles’ disorder. He
rai sed funds and allies anbng the realns of Tusaine, Glla, Tortall, Maren,
Sarain, and Tortall’s southern nei ghbor Barzun.*For an arny he summoned younger
sons, adventurers, and nercenaries, all bought by the pronise of the Isles
wealth. Wth them cane battle nmages trained in the arts of war at the university
in Carthak. Rittevon and his chief ally, Ludas Jimjen, son of a Tyran mnerchant
clan, placed their souls in pawn for the gold that bought the services of their
battl e nages. They bought all the raka nobles they could in advance, prom sing
them status when Rittevon sat the throne.

The first assault came in stealth on April 5, 174H E. The invaders struck not
the capital at Rajnuat, where rival Haimng cousins fought over the crown, but
the stronghol d of the noble house Ml ubesai, on the southern island that bears
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their name. This nost powerful clan was taken conpletely by surprise. Their
hones were left in ruins, their warriors in nmass graves, and their descendants
in chains, all at the hands of the luarin nmages.

For the next seven years, luarin ships and armies ranged the islands from

Mal ubesang to Lonbyn, from | nmahyn to Tongkang. Lesser raka nobles and various
clans, seeing how the wind blew, offered their allegiance to the conquerors.
These becane the | esser nobility of the Isles, allowed to retain |l ands, freedom
and lives, but taxed into poverty after their stronghol ds were destroyed. For
the greatest raka nobles and the royal house of Hainming, the luarin offered only
sl avery or death. On Mdsumer’'s Day 181H E. , the first Rittevon king was
crowned as ruler of the newy renaned Copper |Isles.

The dom nation of the raka people continued. The luarin nobles—ence tailor’s
sons and bl acksmiths, |andl ess younger sons and nercenaries—took for their new
houses and fiefdons the names of the Iand and the ol d nobl e houses. Mre luarin
arrived to settle and do business. Marriage anong the raka was encouraged for
the luarin | ower classes, producing a nmultitude of part-raka servants and

sl aves. The luarin were there to stay.

Li ke nbst who | ose such struggles, the raka declared that only war in the Divine
Real ms explained the failure of their patron god, Kyprioth, to defeat the
luarin. The luarin priests taught, and the raka people believed, that Kyprioth's
di vine brother and sister, the war god Mthros and the Geat Mther Goddess, had
overthrown him It was these gods, the priests of both races said, who took the
right to govern the islands, while they gave Kyprioth lordship only over the

| ocal seas, to keep himoccupi ed under their eyes.

Soon after the last battle of the luarin conquest, an ancient priestess gave

voi ce not to her own prayers, but to the bani shed god Kyprioth. H's prom se was
passed fromraka slave to raka freeman, fromraka nothers or fathers to their
part-luarin children. Kyprioth told his people that the efforts of the luarin
kings to erase the Haiming line had failed. One branch of the old royalty yet
survived. The Queen’s prophecy is his prom se that, fromthat surviving branch,
the One Who Is Promi sed woul d conme. She would be the Queen with two crowns,
chosen by the god to |l ead the Isles and those who Iove themto freedom once

nor e.

1

PARENTS

March 27-April 21, 462H. E.

Pirate’s Swoop, Tortall, on the coast of the Enerald Ccean

George Cooper, Baron of Pirate’s Swoop, second in conmrand of his realms spies,
put his docunents aside and surveyed his only daughter as she paused by his
study door. Alianne—known as Aly to her family and friends—posed there, arns
raised in a Player’s dramatic flourish. It seened that she had enjoyed her
month’s stay with her Corus relatives.

“Dear Father, | rejoice to return froma sojourn in our gracious capital,” she
proclained in an overly el egant voice. “l yearn to be clasped to your bosom
again.”

For the nost part she |looked Iike his Aly. She wore a neat green wool gown,

| ooser than fashion required because, |ike her da, she carried weapons on her
person. A gold chain belt supported her knife and purse. Her hazel eyes

contai ned nmore green than George’s own, and they were set w de under straight
brown brows. Her nose was snmall and delicate, nore Iike her mother’s than his.
She’ d put a touch of color on her mouth to accent its width and full |ower Iip.
But her hair

George blinked. For sonme reason, his child wore an ol d-fashi oned w npl e and
veil. The plain white Iinen covered her neck and hair completely.

He raised an eyebrow. “Do you plan to join the Players, then?” he asked mldly.
“Take up dancing, or some such thing?”

Al'y dropped her pretense and renoved her veil, the enbroidered cloth band that
held it in place, and her winple. Her hair, once reveal ed, was not its normal
shade of reddish blond, but a deep, pure sapphire hue.

George | ooked at her. Hi s mouth tw tched.
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“I know,” she said, shamefaced. “Forest green and blue go ill together.” She
snmoot hed her gown.

George couldn’'t help it. He roared with laughter. Aly struggled with herself,
and lost, to grinin reply.

“What, Da?” she asked. “Apart fromthe colors, aren't | in the very |atest
fashi on?”

George wiped his eyes on his sleeve. After a few gasps he nmanaged to say,

“What have you done to yourself, girl?”

Al'y touched the gleaming falls of her hair. “But Da,” she said, voice and | ower

lip quivering in nock hurt, “it’s all the style at the university!” She resuned
her lofty manner. “l1 proclaimthe shallowness of the world and of fashion.
scorn those who sway before each breeze of taste that dictates what is stylish
in one’s dress, or face, or hair. |I scoff at the hollowness of life.”

George still chuckl ed, shaking his head.

“Well, Da, that’'s what the students say.” She plopped herself into a chair and
stretched her legs out to show off her shoes, brown |eather stanped with gold

vi nes. “Thesel ook nice.”

“They’re lovely,” he told her with a smle. “Wich ‘they’ is it that proclaim
the hol | owness of the worl d?”

Aly flapped a hand in dismssal. “University students. Da, it’'s the silliest
thing. One of the student mages brewed up a hair treatnent. It's supposed to
make your hair shiny and easy to conmb, except it has a wee side effect. And of
course the students all decided that blue hair makes a grand statenent.” She
lifted up a sapphire lock and admired it.

“So | see.” George thought of his ol dest son, one of those very university
students. “Don’t tell ne our Thomis gone blue.”

Now it was Aly's turn to raise a nocking eyebrow at her father. “Do you think he
even notices blue-haired people are about? Since they started bringing in the
magi cal devices from Scanra, he's done nothing but take notes for the nages who
study how they’'re nade. The only reaction | got fromhimwas ‘Ma better not see
you like that.” | had to renind himMther’'s safely in the north, waiting for
the snows to nelt so she can chop up nore Scanrans.” Aly had left a pair of

saddl ebags by the door. Now she fetched them and put themon a |ong table beside
George's desk. “The | atest docunents from Grandda. He says to tell you no, you
can’t go north, you're still needed to watch the coast. Raiding season will
begi n soon.”

“He read ny nmind,” George said crossly. “That cursed war’'s going into its second
year, your nother’'s in the mddle of it, or will be once the fighting warns up,
and | stay here, buried under paper.” He indicated his heaped desktop with a

wave of a big hand and glared at the saddl ebags. “I’ve not seen her in a year,
for pity's sake.”
“Grandda says he’'s got an assistant trained for you,” Aly replied. “She’'ll be

here in a nonth or so. Heis right. It’'s no good holding Scanra off in the north
if Carthak or Tusaine or the Copper Isles try nipping up bits of the south.”
“Don’t teach your gran to nmake butter,” George advised her drily. “I |earned
that | esson before you were born.” He knew Aly was right; he even knew that what
he did was necessary. He just missed his wife. They hadn’'t been separated for
such a long stretch in their twenty-three years of narriage. “And an assi stant
in a nonth does nme no good now.”

Aly gave himher npbst charming snile. “Ch, but Da, now you' ve got ne,” she said
as she gathered a wad of docunents. “Grandda wanted ne to take the job as it
was. ”

“l thought he mght,” George nmurnured, watching as she | eafed through the papers
she hel d.

“lI told himthe sanme thing | did you,” replied Aly, setting docunents in stacks

on the long table. “I |ove code breaking and knowing all the tittle-tattle, but
I"d go half nmad having to do it all the tinme. | asked himif | could spy
i nst ead. !

“l said no,” Ceorge said flatly, hiding his alarm The thought of his only
daughter living in the maze of dangers that was ordinary spy work, with torture
and death to endure if she were caught, nade his hair stand on end.
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“So did Grandda,” Aly inforned him “lcan take care of nyself.”

“It’s not the life we want for our only girl,” George replied. “My agents are
used to living crooked—you' re not. And whilst | know, none better, that you can
| ook after yourself, it's those other folk who worry nme, the ones whose busi ness
it istosniff out spies.” To change the subject he asked, “Wat of young

what ' s- hi s-nane? The one you wote was squiring you about Corus?”

Aly rolled her eyes as she sorted docunents into stacks. “He bored ne, Da. They
all do, in tinme. None of them ever neasures up to you, or Grandda, or Uncle
Nuny” —her chil dhood ni cknane for her adoptive uncle, Numair, the real ms nost
power ful mage—or Uncle Raoul, or Uncle Gary.” She shrugged. “It’s as if all the
interesting nen were born in your generation.” She scooped up another pile of
docunents fromthe desk. Soon she had the various reports, letters, nessages,
and coded coils of knotted string in four heaps: decode, inportant, not as
important, and file. “So you can forget what's-his-name. Marriage is for

nobl ewonen with nothing else to do.”

“Marriage gives a woman plenty to do, particularly the noble ones,” George said.
“Keeping your |ands in order, supervising the servants, using your nen-at-arns
to defend the place when your lord' s away, working up your stock of nedicines,
maki ng sure your folk are fed and clothed—t’'s inmportant work, and it’s hard.”
“Wel |, that letsthat straight out,” she told him her eyes dancing w ckedly.
“I"ve decided that ny work is having fun. Sonebody needs to do it.”

George sighed. He knew this nbod. Aly would never listen to anyone now. He woul d
have to have a serious conversation at another time. She was sixteen, a worman
grown, and she had yet to find her place in the world.

Aly rested her hip on George's desk. “Be reasonable, Da,” she advised, smling.
“Just think. My da and grandda are spynmasters, ny nother the King s Chanpion.
Then |’'ve an adopted aunt who’s a mageand hal f a goddess, and an adopted uncle
who's a mage as powerful as she is. My godsfathers are the king and his youngest
advi sor, ny godsnothers are the queen and the | ady who governs her affairs.

You’ ve got Thom for your mage, Al an for your knight”—she named her ol dest
brother and her twin, who had entered page training three years before—and ne
for fun. 1’ nsurrounded by bustling folk. You need ne to do the relaxing for
you."”

Despite her claimto studying the art of relaxation, Aly had sorted all of the
docunents on her father’'s desk. She set the inportant pile in front of himand
carried nmessages to be decoded to the desk that she used when she hel ped George.
There she set to work on reports coded in the formof assorted knots in wads of
string. Her long, skilled fingers sorted out groups and positions of knots in
each nessage web. They were maps of particular territories and areas where
troubl e of sone kind unfol ded. The conplexity of the knot told Aly just how bad
the problemwas. The knots’ col ors matched the sources of the trouble:

Tortall ans, foreigners, or immortal s—the creatures of nmyth and | egend who |ived
anong them free of disease and old age. Most imuortals were peaceful neighbors
who didn't seek fights, since they could be killed by accident, magic, and
weapons, but sone were none too friendly.

George watched Aly with pride. She'd had an aptitude for codes and transl ations
since she was small, regarding them as games she wanted to win. She had treated
the arts of the |ock pick, the investigator, the pickpocket, the lip reader, the
tracker, and the knife wielder in the sane way, stubbornly working until she
knew them as well as George hinself. She was just as deternmined a student of the
| anguages and history of the realnis neighbors. How coul d someone who |iked to
win as nmuch as she did lack anbition? H's owm anbition had driven himto becone
the king of the capital’s thieves at the age of seventeen. Her nother’'s will had
made her the first female knight in over one hundred years, as well as the

Ki ng’s Chanpi on, who wi el ded the Crown’s authority when neither king nor queen
was present. And yet Aly drifted, seeing this boy and that, hel ping her father,
and arguing with her nmother, who wanted her daughter to nake sonething of her
life. Aly seenmed not to care a whit that girls her age were havi ng babi es,
keepi ng shops, fighting in the war, and protecting the realm

Per haps Ishould | et her work, George thought, then hurriedly dismssed the idea.
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She was his only daughter. He would never let her risk her neck alone in the
field. It was bad enough that he'd taken her to sone deadly neetings in earlier
years, neetings where they'd had to fight their way out. If she’ d asked to try
the warrior life as a knight, one of the Queen’'s Riders, or one of the

battl e-ready | adi es-in-waiting who served Queen Thayet, he woul d have found it

i mpossible to refuse. His wife and Aly’'s adoptive aunts woul d have had many
things to say to himthen, and none woul d be a blessing. But she wanted to be a
spy in the field. That he could and did refuse. He'd | ost too many agents over
the years. He was deternined that none of thembe his Avy.

He | ooked up, realizing that she had given hima weapon in her pursuit of fun

“What woul d you have done, mstress,” he asked sternly, “if youwere a spy and
needed you to go out in the field, with that head of hair acting as a beacon?”
Al'y propped her chin on her hand. “It cones out in three washings, first of
all,” she informed him “Second, if |I was in Corus or Port Caynn, it would nmake
no never mnd. The apprentices and shopkeepers’ young there pick up university
fashi ons strai ghtaway. Any other big city, | could just say it’s the newest
style in Corus. Or |I'd say that they'd renmenber the hair and never the face
under it, just |ikeyou taught ne.” CGeorge winced. Aly pressed on, “If none of
that eased your flutterings, Da, |I'd say that's what razors and wigs are for.”
She brightened. “I’Il wash it out right nowif you ve a field assignment for
ne. ”

George got to his feet. “Never m nd. Leave your poor hair alone. It’'s near
suppertinme.”

Wien Aly stood, he cane over to put an arm around her shoulders. At five feet
six inches, she fitted just under her tall father’'s chin. George kissed the top
of her very blue head. “I'mglad you re honme, Avy.”

She smled up at him all artifice and playacting set aside. “It’s always good
to see you, Da.”

That night they ate with Maude, the Swoop’s agi ng housekeeper and Aly’'s former
nursemai d. Maude clucked over her hair, as Aly had known she woul d. She |oved to
make Maude cl uck. Then she could remnd the old woman how rmuch she had changed
fromthe Maude who had once di sgui sed her young m stress Al anna as a boy and
sent her off to become a | ady knight. Maude al ways got flustered by that. Al anna
was now a |l egend and a great |ady of the realm Maude could say it was fate that
had made her open-m nded back then, but she knew she was bei ng inconsistent when
she said it.

Aly liked to tease her nursemaid, not to nmention everyone el se. Her father knew
her tricks and enjoyed catching her at them which was fine. She knew nost of
his, too, because he’d taught themto her hinself. She disconcerted nost people,
fromthe many boys who canme calling once they'd noticed her m schi evous eyes,
ruddy gold hair, and neat figure to the hardened brigands and crim nals who
carried information to her father. She could even make her brothers yelp like
puppies if she worked at it. Her twin, Alan, was particularly vul nerable, since
she knew his mind nearly as well as her own.

The only person she left alone was her nother. Lady Al anna of Pirate’s Swoop and
A au, King's Chanpion and | ady knight, known throughout the Eastern and Sout hern
Lands as the Lioness, did not startle well. She had a tenper and her own
particul ar way of doing things. A anna showed a sense of hunor only around her
husband. Aly knew her nother |oved her two sons and | one daughter, but she was
sel dom hone. She was forever being sumobned to some crisis or other, |eaving her
children to be raised by her husband and Maude.

Not that her children required any nore raising. Aly was sixteen, alnpst an
adult and ready for adult work, as people were forever rem nding her. Ay
sometines felt that everyone in her world had nore exciting things to do than
she did. She hadn’t seen her nother, Aunt Daine, or Uncle Numair since the
Scanran war began a year before. In the last nonth, while Aly had been in the
capital, her grandparents were constantly advising the king and queen, so nuch
so that she couldn’t inpose on their hospitality any | onger. Her brother Thom
two years ol der, thought nmostly of his studies. Her twin, Alan, who d begun his
page training three years | ate, was kept busy by the training naster. She had
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seen himtw ce during her visit, and only for brief periods of tine. She had
felt left out, even as she had understood that for the tinme being, Al an bel onged
to his training master nore than he did even to his twin sister. Rather than
distract himfromhis training, she left himalone. Alan was |ike a cat: he
woul d return to her when he was ready, and not one nonent sooner

Al'l of the young nen she had not flirted with and di scarded were as busy as her
brothers were. They prepared to march north when the nountain passes opened, as
they would any day, or else they had left to guard the real nis other borders.
None of her fanmily would allow Aly within coughing distance of the war. So back
home Aly had gone, feeling restless and in the way. At |east Da woul d use her
for paperwork, which wassonet hi ng.

Soneti mes she thought she mght screamwith boredom |f only Da would | et her
spy! As she decoded reports and sumed themup for him she tried to work out a
plan to change his m nd.

On Aly’s third day honme nore reports arrived. One of themwas sealed in crinson,
for immediate review She deciphered it: the code was one of nany she had

menori zed, so she required no book to translate it. Once done, she read what she
had witten and whistl ed.

George | ooked up. He sat at his desk, reading letters from Tyra. “Sonebody woul d
tell you that’'s unladylike,” he pointed out. “Not your dear old conmon-born Da
for certain.”

“No, not ny dear old common-born Da,” she replied, smling at him “But this is
worth whistling over. Sonehow our nman Landfall’s made it to Port Caynn. He's

hi ding out there, with inportant nessages for you.”

George’s brows snapped together. “Landfall’s supposed to be in Hanrkeng, keeping
an eye on King Maggot,” he replied slowy, using the Tortallan nicknane for
Scanra’ s Ki ng Maggur.

Aly reread the nessage, noting the apparently insignificant marks that narked it
as coming fromone of their agents, not a forgery. “It's Landfall, Da,” she
said. “l taught himthis code nyself, before we got himinto Maggur’'s capita
four years back. He kept saying it was a hard day for the realmwhen a little
girl was teaching code.”

George thought it over, rubbing his head. “Landfall. Either he was found out and
escaped in tinme, or . . .”

Aly finished the sentence for him “O what he has is so inportant he could only
carry it himself. Maybe both. He nmust have come down by ship.”

George got to his feet. “Well, 1'd best see what it’'s about.” Landfall was one
of a handful of agents snuggled into Scanra in the years before the war. He was
vital enough that he reported only to Aly's grandfather Myles or to George. “Be
a good | ass and handl e these papers for ne? | shouldn’t be gone nore than a day
or two—+'I1 fetch himback here. Have Maude get one of the hidden bedchanbers

ready.”

Aly nodded. “You'll get nuddy, riding to Port Caynn now,” she pointed out.
George kissed her forehead. “It’'l|l do ne good to get out in the field, even if
it means getting sonme of the field on ne. I'mthat restless.”

Al'y waved goodbye fromthe castle walls as her father rode out of Pirate's
Swoop, two nen-at-arnms at his back. The ridewould do hi mgood. She only w shed
he could go all the way to her nother’'s post at Frasrlund in the far north,
where he clearly | onged to be.

Aly returned to his office in a gloony nood. Wuld she ever find soneone to | ove
as much as her parents | oved each other? She would miss such a partner
dreadfully if they were separated, she supposed, just as her parents did. At

| east she woul d have soneone to talk to, soneone clever who didn't gawp at her
and ask her what she neant or, worse, be shocked by her. It wasn't nuch fun when
the only people who could keep up with her were either related or at least ten
years ol der than she was.

The day after her father’'s departure Aly heard the horn calls that signaled the
arrival of a friendly ship in the cove. Nornally she would have run to the
castle’'s observation platformto see who the new arrivals were, but she was in
the middle of a particularly difficult bit of translation: code entered as

pi nhol es in a bound book. If she was not careful, she would flatten the delicate
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mar ks, ending up with gibberish instead of a nessage. She stayed at her task
until she heard hooves in the inner courtyard. Gently she set the book aside and
went into the main hall, then out through the open front door

What ever she had expected, the scene in the inner courtyard was not it. Hostlers
gently | ed her nother’s warhorse, Darknoon, toward the stable. The big gelding
linped, favoring his left hind leg. Aly eyed the rest of the arrivals. Ten Swoop
arnmsnen who had gone north with her nother the year before hel ped the servants
to unload their packhorses before taking themto the stable. The horses | ooked
thin and salt-flecked, as if they'd been at sea. The nen-at-arns | ooked nuch the
sanme. So did Aly’'s nother

Al anna of Pirate’s Swoop and Barony O au, King s Chanpion, watched Darknbon as
he was | ed away. The Lioness wore | oose, salt-stained buckskin. There was salt
in her copper hair, and she had | ost nore weight than the men. Ay knew her

nmot her hated shi ps. She woul d have been sick throughout the voyage.

Aly trotted down the steps and kissed her nother’s thin cheek. “Wat brings you
here so unexpectedl y?” asked Aly. “ls Darknmoon all right?”

Her nother | ooked up at her: even wearing boots, she was slightly shorter than
her daughter. Fine lines franed the Lioness’'s fanous purple eyes and her nouth,
mar ks of |l ong weeks in the open air, sumrer and winter. There were a few white
strands in her nother’s shoul der-1ength copper hair that Ay could not renenber
seei ng before.

“He pulled a tendon,” Alanna replied wearily. “Qur horse healers did their best
with him but he needs rest. H's Majesty gave us a nonth's | eave. Were's your
fat her?”

“OFf,” replied Aly. It was the fam |y’ s code phrase that nmeant her father was on
spymaster’s business. “He should be back soon—t was just a quick trip to Port
Caynn.”

Her not her nodded, understanding, and gave Aly a brief hug.

“Why didn’t Aunt Dai ne heal Darknoon?” Ay demanded. Daine, the WI dmage, spoke
with and heal ed aninals as easily as she took their shapes.

“Your aunt is having a baby shape-shifter within the nonth,” replied her nother

as the nmen carried her packs into the castle. “If she doesn’'t change bel ow t he
wai st whenever the child does, it mght kick its way out of her wonb.” Al anna
shuddered. “It wasn’t even worth asking her, not to nention it nmade ne queasy to

see her go frombear to donkey to fish every now and then, while her upper half
remai ns the sane. Darknmoon will be fine with rest.” She wal ked toward the castle
steps, linping slightly.

“What happened to you?” Ay denanded, keeping pace. “You're hobbling |ike
She’ d been about to say, “You're old,” but her throat closed up. That wasn't so.
Forty-two was not old, or at |east notthat ol d.

“l took a wound to the thigh last autumm,” Alanna said tersely. “It troubles ne
sonme yet.”

“But you're up to your ears in healers!” Aly protested. “You' re one yourself!”
Al anna scowl ed. “Wen you’' ve been heal ed as much as | have, you develop a
certain resistance. You know that, or you shoul d. What have you done to your
hai r ?”

Aly tossed her head. “It’s the latest fashion in Corus,” she informed her

mot her. “It’s the height of sophistication.”

“It’s as sophisticated as a blueberry,” retorted Alanna. “Aren’'t you a little
old for this kind of thing?”

“Why? It’s fun, and it washes out. It’s not like the world revol ves around ny
hair, Modther,” Aly said sharply. Wiy did this always happen? Honme not even half
a day, and her nother had already found sonmething to criticize about her

“Fun,” Al anna said, her voice very dry. “There ought to be nore to your life
than fun at sixteen.”

Aly rolled her eyes. “Soneonehas to enjoy thensel ves around here,” she pointed
out. “It certainly isn't you, forever riding here and there forserious work.
You're always so grim”

“You'resi xteen, " retorted Al anna. “Wen | was your age, | was two years from
earning nmy shield. I knew what | wanted fromny life, | knew the work I wanted
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to do—=

“Mot her, please!” cried Aly. They hadn’t seen each other for a year, but already
they had returned to the | ast conversation they' d had before Alanna |eft. “Mist
you be soobsessed ? | know all of this already. Wen you were ny age you'd
killed ten giants, armed only with a stick and a handful of pebbles. Then you
went on to fly through the air on a winged steed, to return with the Doni ni on
Jewel in your pocket and the nost beautiful princess in all the world for your
king to marry. I'mnot you. If you were here nore, you m ght have seen that much
for yourself.” She wi shed she hadn't nade the accusation, but if anyone coul d
make Aly | ose control over her tongue, it was her nother.

Quilt pinched the girl as Al anna’s shoul ders slumped. “That’'s not what | neant,”
Al anna said. “That’'s not what | want. At least, it would have been nice, to have
you do as | did, as far as getting your shield is concerned, anyway. But the
whol e point to doing as | did was so you could do sonething else, if you wanted
to. It's just that you don’t seemto want to do anything.” She nassaged one of

her shoul ders, watching her daughter. “Look, hair is, is hair, | suppose. |If you
want it blue, or green, or |eopard-spotted . . . Wwo am!| to say what's fit for
agirl?

She wal ked into the castle. Aly turned to see the hostlers and nen-at-arns
regarding her with reproach. “She’s notyour nother,” she told them “You try
bei ng the daughter of a legend. It's a great deal |ike work.”

Aly didn’t expect to see Alanna at the supper table that night, but the servants
did. A second place had been laid, and Al anna was al ready seated when Ay
entered the smaller famly dining room

“My first solid meal in days,” Alanna inforned her daughter as Ay took her
seat. “I threwup all the way here on that cursed ship.”

“It’s still too wintry to ride?” asked Aly, accepting a bow of oysters in stew
froma maid.

Her nother had al ready begun to eat. Once she’d enptied her nouth she repli ed,
“Not if |I didn't nmind getting here by the time |’ m supposed to be back at
Frasrlund.” She ate with quick, efficient novenents. “Seasick or no, the boat
was faster. It's going to be a long sumrer. | adnmit, | will be the better for
sone time here.”

“Then King Maggur neans to fight on, despite losing his killing devices?” Ay

i nqui red.

Al anna nopped out her bowl with a crust of bread. “He's still got his arm es and
his ship captains. If all there was to Maggur was that disgusting nmage of his,
we’ d have beaten himlike a drumlast year. Could we not tal k about the war?

I’ ve done nothing el se for months.”

Aly stifled a sigh. There were so few subjects she could safely discuss with her
nmot her. Unl ess

It had been over a year since their last talk. In that tine she’'d honestly tried
to find something to do that woul d pl ease her father, w thout success. Perhaps
she had gone at it the wong way. It had never occurred to her before to enlist
her not her’s hel p.

“You know what you were saying before, Mther?” she asked as the nmaid set a
roasted duck between them

Al anna carved it briskly, serving herself and Aly while Aly dished up the fried
oni on pickle that went with the duck. “l barely remenber my own name at the

monent ,” Al anna replied. “Wat did | say before?”

“That | needed to find work.” Aly arranged her onions in a design on her plate.
“As it happens, there is work I like, work I'"mgood at. And it’'s as inportant as
warrior’s work; | think you'd be the first to say as nuch.”

Al anna | ooked up fromher plate, her purple eyes glinting with suspicion. “Qut
withit, Aly,” she ordered. “You know | have little patience for dancing around
a thing. Wat’'s as inportant as a warrior’s work?”

Aly put down her knife and fol ded her hands in her |ap, where her nother
couldn’t see them Making sure the proper casual spirit was in her voice and
face, she said, “I would like to serve the realmas a field agent. Wth the war
maki ng a hash of things, | bet | could make nmy way into Scanra. W need nore
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agents there. O Galla, or Tusaine. We're about to | ose one of our Tusai ne

folk—ell, not |ose, gods willing”—she made the star-shaped sign against evil on
her chest—but we have to pull himout of Tusaine, and we'll have to replace
hi m—=

Al anna set down her knife so hard that it clacked as it struck her plate.
“Absolutely not,” she snapped. Her face was dead white. Her eyes burned as
brightly as the magi cal enber-like stone she al ways wore around her neck

Aly | eaned back in her chair, startled by Al anna’'s vehenence. “| beg your
pardon?” she asked politely, buying tine until she figured out what she' d said
wongthis tine.

“No daughter of nmine will be a spy.
curse.

“But Da's a spy,” Ay pointed out, shocked.

Her nother fingered the glowi ng stone at her throat and replied slowy, “Your
father is a unique man, with unique talents. They are put to better use in the
service of the realmthan in his old way of life. | amgrateful for that. He

al so has people of like mnd, training, and background to help himin what he
does. People better suited than his daughter.”

“You're trying to say Da’s no noble, no blueblood of Trebond,” Ay said, finding
the point that her nother tiptoed around. “You' re trying to say spying is not a
noble’s work. But Grandda is a spy, too—what about hinP”

“Your grandfather distills the information your agents gather. He serves as the
vi si bl e spynaster so your father may work undisturbed,” said Al anna. “That's
different.”

“You wanted ne to have work that neans sonmething to nme,” protested Aly.

“Notthis work, Alianne. | have to endure it when your father does it. | don't
have to accept it fromyou.” Al anna sighed and | eaned back in her chair. “Spying
is not fun, Aly. It’'s mean, nasty work. One misstep will get you killed. If you
were hoping |1'd talk your father around, you were m staken.”

“But that’'s what | want!” cried Aly, frustrated. “You're always after me to do
something with my life. You tell ne, make a decision, and | have! | help Da with
it all the tinme and nobody objects!”

“Then | shoul d have done so,” Alanna said. “And | should have done it years ago.
You're right—+ was never around for your growi ng up.” She pushed her chair back

Al anna’s tone nade the wordspy into a

fromthe table. “Wiile I"'mhere, I'Il try to nake up for it a little. W Il use
our wits, see what we can do.” Wncing, she got to her feet and wal ked past Alvy.
She stopped, hesitated, then rested a hand on Aly’s shoulder. “I’ve been a bad

nmot her to you, Aly. But perhaps | can help you find your way, at least.”

She took away her hand and wal ked stiffly out of the room The maid pursued her,
after giving Aly an annoyed stare, to rem nd Al anna that she'd barely had
anything to eat.

Aly stared at the gobl et beyond her plate. She knew that tone in her nmother’s
voi ce, the one that had crept in as Al anna spoke of Aly “finding her way.” Ay
was to be her current project. Every time she was at hone, Al anna seened to
require a task, something to keep her hands busy until her next sumons to kil

a giant, round up outlaws, fight a noble who chall enged the Crown’s judgnent, or
take part in a war. During her |last stay she had gone over every inch of the
Swoop’ s walls with nmasons, renortaring stones and building the walls higher by a
full yard. The househol d had spent weeks cl eaning out stone dust after she left.
Aly had no interest in being a project, liking herself as she was. Frowni ng, she
consi dered her choices as she drunmed her fingers lightly on the table. She
could stay and have her nother talk at her until Da returned. Then she could sit
about decoding reports by herself, feeling underfoot and al one, until her
parents renenbered there were other people in the world. It had happened before.
The prospect was not enticing.

Her parents needed tine to thenselves. As it was, George would probably have to
visit the spy Landfall, especially if the man was tucked away in a secret room
for safety. It also occurred to Aly that she nmight not |ike the result when Da

| earned she had tried to enlist her nother’'s help. It was very hard to nmake Da
angry, but that might just do it.

They deserve tinme alone, together, Aly told herself virtuously. | will give it
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to them

She got up fromthe table and went to her father’'s office. If she applied
hersel f, she could finish the rest of the correspondence that evening and | eave
her father with nothing to distract himwhen he returned. In the norning, she
woul d sail her boat, theCub, down the coast to Port Legann. She would even | eave
a note so that her parents wouldn't worry. She often sailed alone, and winter in
the south had been fairly mld. The sea mght be a little rough, but she could
handle it. If the weather turned bad, she would take shelter with the dozens of
fam lies she knew along the coast. And it was early enough in the year that
pirates wouldn’t have started their raids yet.

She woul d sail to Port Legann, visit Lord Inrah and his tiny, vivid wife, and
give her parents the tine alone that they deserved. She would al so avoi d bei ng
turned into her nother’s project. Alanna’'s energy was a fearsone thing. A few
days before her nmother left for the north, Aly would return to bid her farewell.
If a tiny voice whispered at the back of her brain that she was running away,
Aly ignored it. Her plan really was for everyone's good.

She finished the decodi ng and paperwork, |eaving her summaries in a neat stack
on her father’s desk. That night she packed a small trunk. As the sun first drew
a silver line along the horizon, she carried it down to theCub . By the tine the
sun was clear of coastal hills, Aly was plow ng through the waves, shivering a
little in her coat. She inmagined the result when her nother found her note on
the dining roomtable. If her nother’s past reactions were any indication, she
woul d curse the air blue that Aly had dodged her plans. Then Da would return,
Aly’s parents would bill and coo like turtledoves for three weeks, and by the
time Aly returned fromPort Legann, both of themwould be in a better frane of

m nd, ready to welcone their only girl-child. Aly liked it. This was agood pl an.

For two days she enjoyed her sail and the solitude. Shortly after dawn on her
third day out she rounded Giffin Point and found she had niscal cul ated. A
clutch of pirate ships, their captains not aware that the rai ding season had yet
to begin, had destroyed the town that lined Giffin Cove. Aly tried to turn
theCub, but the wi nd was agai nst her. They surrounded her before she coul d get
her ship out of the cove.

By midnorning a nmage was stitching a | eather slave collar around her neck. It
woul d tighten mercilessly if she tried to escape beyond the range of the nage
who held its nagical key. The captain of the ship that had sunk her bel ovedCub
wat ched as the nmage finished the collar. “I want her head shaved,” he snapped.
“Nobody’ s going to buy a blue-haired slave.”

Three weeks later, Rajnuat on the island of Kypriang, capital of the Copper
Isles

Al'y huddled in the corner of the slave pen farthest fromthe door, knees drawn
up to her chest, arnms wapped around her knees, forehead on her arns. She was
barefoot. Her hair was now only the finest red-gold stubble. She was dressed in
a rough, sleevel ess, undyed tunic, with a rag that served her for a |oincloth.
The pirates’ |eather collar had been exchanged for one that would keep her in
the Rajnuat slave market until she’'d been sold.

After three weeks, two of themon a filthy, snelly ship, her body was skinnier
and striped with bruises. There was al so a purple knot on the back of her head.
That was a gift fromone of the pirates, who had not expected her to know so
many tender spots where her nails could inflict serious pain. To anyone inside
or outside the pen, she | ooked as cowed as any slave about to be sold for the
dozenth tine.

Aly’s brain, however, ticked steadily, working through what was likely to happen
and what she could do about it. Tonorrow the slaves in her pen were to be sold.
Escape fromthe pen was not inpossible, but it would have required nore tine
than she had, and there was the nui sance of her leather collar to consider. Her
best bet was to be sold. She could then | eave her new nasters, acquire noney and
clothes, and take ship for hone.

It was the selling part that nobst concerned her. At her age, she would be
considered ripe for a career as a master’s toy. This was not acceptable. She
wasn’'t sure what she wanted to do about her virginity yet, but she did know that
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she wanted to give it up whenshe chose.

To that end she had eaten little until now. The other slaves had thought her nad
for giving anay half of the pittance they were fed, but Aly did not want to be
as shapely as she had | ooked at honme. The head shavi ng had been a bl essing,
though the pirates hadn’t neant it to be. Anything that nmade her | ook odd and
troubl esome woul d help her to avoid masters who m ght buy her for pleasure.

Al'y wat ched her conpani ons over her arns. They clustered around the gate,
knowi ng supper was on its way. Wen it cane, she would get a |ast chance to nmake
hersel f as undesirable as possible without actually cutting off inportant body
parts.

The slaves stirred. Keys rattled. The gate groaned as it was pushed open from
out side. The sl aves shrank fromthe guards arnmed with padded batons who entered
first, to hold them back. Cooks tossed a nunber of snall bread | oaves onto the
floor. Next they set down pots of weak porridge. The slaves surged forward with
the wooden bowl s they'd been issued on their arrival

The strongest captives kept things orderly at first. They held off the rest as
they hel ped thensel ves and their friends. Only when they retreated did the
others descend |like starving animals to seize what renained.

Aly deliberately flung herself into the flailing mass of |inbs, offering herself
as a target for any el bow, fist, knee, or foot that might help to make her | ook
ugly. She fended off the worst blows with tricks of hand-to-hand conbat taught
to her by her parents. The rest, accidental or weak, sharp or soft, Ay endured.
Her skin would have few white patches | eft when she was done. The rest would be
brui sed, cut, and scratched, the signs of a fighter

A white starburst of pain opened over her right eye. An el bow rammed her | ower
lip on her left, splitting it. She didn't see the fist that struck her nose, but
t hrough the bones in her head she heard it break

Bl ood rolled down the back of her throat. Heaving, Ay struggled out of the
crowd. She stunbl ed back to her corner, her face bl ood-streaked and her lip
swollen to the size of a small npuse. Once she had the pen’s wooden walls at her
back and side, she clenched her teeth and nol ded the broken cartil age of her
nose so that it wouldn’t heal entirely crooked. The pain nmade her eyes water and
her head spin. Still, she was pleased with herself and with the slaves who had
unknowi ngly hel ped to mark her

A while |ater soneone’s foot nudged her—t belonged to the big woman who' d been
thrown into the pen two days before. Aly blinked up at her with eyes swoll en
nearly shut.

“That was stupid,” the woman i nfornmed her as she crouched beside Aly. In one
hand she offered a crust of bread soaked in thin porridge. In the other she held
a bowl of water and a rag. Aly examined the bread with the magi ¢ that was her
parents’ |legacy. It seened unlikely that anyone would try to poison her, but
checking was a reflex. She saw none of the green gl ow of poison in her nmagic,
and accepted the food. As Aly naneuvered a scrap of soggy bread through her

swol len lips, the woman gently w ped dry blood from her face.

“You'll have a nice fighter's scar on the brow, little girl,” she remarked. She
spoke Common, the | anguage used throughout their part of the world, with a rough
accent that Aly couldn’t place. It was Tyran, maybe, but there sonething of
Carthak in the way she treated herr 's. “And a broke nose—they’'l| brand you as
quarrel sone,” the woman continued, cleaning Aly’'s many cuts. “No one will buy
you for a bedwarner now, unless they're the ones that |like wonen in pain.”

“For themI1’'Il look Iike trouble. I'd be a dreadful bed warmer,” Ay told her
with an attenpt at a grin. The effort nmade her wi nce. She sighed and popped

anot her piece of bread into her nouth, although it was hard to chew and breat he
at the sane tine.

The bi g woman rocked back on her heels. “Youplanned this? Be you a fool ? A bed
warner gets fed, and clothed, and sleeps warm”

“Wth a good owner,” Aly replied. “Not with a bad one. My aunt Ri spah used to be
a flower seller in Corus. She told all manner of tales about nmasters and
servants. |I'Il wager it’'s worse when you're a slave with a choke collar.” She
fingered the | eather band around her neck. “I'd as soon not find out. Better to
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be ugly and troubl esone.”

The wonman got back to work on washing the blood away. “So were you al ways nad,
or did it come on you when you was took?”

Aly smiled. “I"'mtold it runs in the fanmly.”

Think of this as a sort of divine present fromme to you. It could al nost be
letters fromhone. | don’t want you thinking that all kinds of dreadful events
are taking place in your absence. | hope you appreciate it. | wouldn't do this
for just anyone. The man who spoke in Aly’'s dream had a light, crisp, precise
voi ce, the sort of voice of one who could annoy or entertain in equal neasure
That voice didn't munbl e, or speak in dream nonsense. Aly was conpletely and
utterly convinced that it was a god who spoke to her. Now she knew why her

mot her had once answered a question about how she knew when a god was a god:
“Trust me, Ay, you know.” Ay knew.

Dar kness cl eared from her dreamvision to show her Pirate’s Swoop. It was the
cl earest thing she had ever seen in her sleep. She felt as if she had becone a
ghost who wat ched her nother. Alanna sat on a nerlon atop the observation deck
on their largest tower. Qut on the Emerald Ccean, the sun was just kissing the
hori zon. Shadows already |ay over the hills east of the Swoop.

Al anna rested a mirror on her thigh: an old, worn mirror that Aly recognized.
Thom had given it to their nother when he was small, when he’ d thought her the
kind of mother who liked mirrors with roses painted on the back. Ever since,

Al anna had used the mirror to magically see the things she wanted to find. Ay
felt a hand squeeze her heart seeing her nother still using Thomi s childish
gift.

Al anna pi cked up a spyglass and trained it on the southern coast, despite the
poor light of the fading day. After watching through the glass for a time, she
set it down and grasped the mrror. Violet fire, the color of Al anna s magica
Gft, bloonmed around the glass. On the mirror’'s surface Aly saw only gray

cl ouds.

Her nother cursed and raised the mirror as if to smash it against the stone of
the merlon. Then, gently, she lowered it back onto her |ap and returned to the
spygl ass.

Foot steps. Ghost Aly turned to see her father walk right through her. He rested
a big hand on the back of his wife’'s neck and ki ssed her under the ear before he
asked, “Nothing yet?”

Al anna | owered the spygl ass and shook her head. “l thought she’d come hone in
time to say goodbye,” she said, shaking her head. “l have to sail tonorrow,
George, | can't wait.”

Aly | ooked down at the cove, where three ships flying the flag of the Tortall an
navy lay at anchor. Al were courier ships, built for speed. The king wanted his
Chanpion in the north as soon as he could get her there.

Poor Mot her, thought Aly. She'll throw up for the whol e voyage. But she’s going
anyway, to get back to her duty. And she put up with it com ng south, to give
herself as nmuch tinme with Da and me as she could. Now she thinks | don’t care
enough to see her and tell her goodbye.

“VWhat of the mirror?” asked George.

Al anna turned vexed eyes up to him “lI’mgetting nothing fromthe nmirror, but
there are a hundred reasons for sonething like that.”

“Li ke you bei ng exhausted?” George inquired gently.

Al anna rolled her eyes. “Don’t start with that again, George.”

“And why not, when it’'s true?” he demanded. “If you won’t speak to the Kking,
perhaps | should.”

Tired? Aly thought, startled. Al anna the Lionesstired ? |Inpossible.

She | ooked at her nother’s face and saw | ines she hadn’t noticed before, at the
corner of those famed purple eyes, at the corners of the Lioness’s mouth. Ay
renenbered that her nother was al nost forty-three.

“Field duty is alot less tiring than serving as Chanpi on during peacetine,”

Al anna told him “And I won’'t have you saying anything to anyone.” She sighed.
“But it could be the reason | can’'t find her when | scry. | was never that good
at it to begin with.”
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“If she’s not honme by the time you sail, I'll see to it she visits you in the
north, to apol ogi ze for worrying you.”
“I"’mnotworried worried. Aly can take care of herself. | just—bah.” Al anna

| eaned back agai nst her husband. “Thank all the gods the war is w nding down.
WIl you wite to nme when she cones honme?”

“I"l'l send her with the letter.” George kissed the top of his w fe’'s head.
“Don’t forget, Alan would have told us if there was anything to worry about. He

can always tell if Aly’s in trouble. Renenber the tinme the horse threw her and
she broke her head. Al an knew of it before Aly got conscious.”
Al anna smled reluctantly. “lI'd forgotten that.” She reached for her mirror.

“Maybe | should give it one nore try.”

“And tire yourself nore? | think not.” George took the mirror fromher hand and
tucked it into the pocket of his breeches. “Wy don't you go get ready for
supper? Maude had them cook all your favorites.”

“All nmy favorites? They' Il have to roll me north, 1'lIl be so fat.” Al anna
col | apsed her spygl ass.
“Ah, but you'll puke it all up on the trip, so eat away,” Ceorge said in a

fal sely conforting voice

“That’'s disgusting,” said his wife drily. She turned and | eft himal one on the
observation deck

Only when she was gone did CGeorge pull a rolled scrap of paper from his pocket.
When he read the nmessage, the lines of his craggy face deepened and his broad
mouth went tight. Ghost Aly read over his shoulder. It was a brief nessage in
code from Lord Inrah of Legann: She's not here.

George crunpl ed the paper in his hand and stuffed it into his pocket just as Ay
sensed her ghost self fade.

Wien Aly woke in the norning, she felt beaten all over—and so she had been, she
renenbered, by slaves fighting for supper. Her eyes were watering. She swi ped at
themwith her hand and wi nced as she touched the sensitive bruising that ringed
them the | egacy of her broken nose.

Had she really heard a god in her drean? Wiy woul d any god show her visions of
home? She hadn’t understood that comment about “letters,” or the one about her
absence. She wi shed she had tried to tell her parents that she was fine and
woul d be hone as soon as she could get away. It hadn’t even occurred to her,
she’ d been so caught up in what her parents said. She did know that shewould
sail north as soon as she got back, to nmend bridges with her nother.

Get sold, learn ny way about, get free, get hone, she thought, grunting as she
struggled to her feet. That's sinple enough. I'lIl make it up to her

Pl ease, Goddess, she prayed to her nother’s patron deity, let ne get sold to
people | can escape fromin one piece.

You asked me about slaves. They nean different things to different countries.
There are sl avehol ders throughout the Eastern Lands, though slaveholding is an
uneasy subject from Tortall to Maren, for one reason or another. Slaves are
expensive, that’'s the thing to remenber. You need vast |ands to nake sl avery
pay. They’'re a sign of wealth in the Copper Isles. Oming slaves there says that
the master is as rich as any Carthaki lord. In Scanra, slaves are a sign of your
skill in conbat. It’s the big farnms like those in Maren, and in the Carthak
Empire, that need slaves all the time, to work their huge fields. And there’s
little their majesties can do about it. W buy back Tortallans taken captive if
they can find them but pirates strike and flee, selling some of their |oad here
and sone of it there. They' re careful. They have to be. If they re caught, their
puni shrent is painful and fatal

—Froma letter to Aly when she was twel ve,

from her father

2

TRI CKSTER

May 4-6, 462H. E.

The house of Duke Mequen Balitang, Rajnuat, Kypriang |Island, the Copper Isles
Dressed in a light cotton tunic and |leggings in the Balitang house colors of red
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trimred with blue, Aly sat on a bench in the front foyer of the Balitang
famly's ranbling town house. She was there to answer the door in case anyone
came during the night. In a chest across the entryway was the pallet and bl anket
she would lay out for herself later. At the nonent she was w de awake and

pl anni ng.

Her hands were as busy as her mind. Deftly she used pliers and wire filched from
the house blacksmith to shape a lock pick. It was part of a new set to repl ace
those that had been taken by her pirate captors. She woul d be whipped if she was
caught with pliers or |ock picks, but she didn't intend to be caught. They were
the next element in her plan to return hone. Wth them she coul d open the
smth's | ocked cupboard where he kept the special saw that would cut the netal
ring off a slave's neck. The saw woul d break both the ring and its nagic, a
spel |l that would choke her if she attenpted to |eave the city.

Wth one ear cocked for the sound of anyone’'s approach, Ay reviewed her plans.
Once free of the collar, she would disappear into the depths of the city.

Al ready she was armed with a sharp knife she had stolen fromthe kitchen on her
second day in the house. The | aw forbade all slaves to carry weapons, but Ay
didn't care. She would always prefer the risk of getting caught with a forbidden
weapon to the risk of getting caught wi thout one at a nonment when she woul d need
it. Wth a knife and | ock picks a girl of her talents could easily find decent
clothes and a cloth to cover her stubbly head. Properly dressed, she could nmake
her way through the marketplaces and hel p herself to enough coin to buy her
passage on one of the many ships that sailed out of Rajnuat harbor every day.

Her father had trained her well; she meant to prove it to him Muwybe when she
returned he woul d be convinced that she could take care of herself as a field
spy.

Her plan to discourage buyers who wanted a girl for their bedchanbers had worked
so well it was a little eerie. She had shown the market a sullen, scowing face
that added to the inpression nade by her cuts and bruises. They marked her as a
fighter, and trouble. Still, she had expected to getsone bids. None had been

of fered—one at all. Even those who might like to break a troubl esone slave had

not blinked when they saw her. After two days of no offers, and the puzzled

| ooks of both her fellow slaves and her sellers, Aly’'s owners decided to get rid
of her. When U asim the head footrman to Balitang House, and Chenaol, the cook,
purchased an expensive pastry chef, the slave sellers had thrown Aly in for
free, to thank themfor their custom

To Aly’s surprise, U asimand Chenaol kept her. It seened they needed a

sl ave-of -al | -work, sonmeone to obey the orders of everyone in the house. She
stayed busy, but Mequen and his w fe, Duchess Wnnam ne, believed that a
wel | -fed slave was a harder worker. Their policy of kindness extended to clothes
and even to healers. Ay could now breathe through her nose, although it would
show the sign of the break all her days. The scar in her eyebrow was al so hers
for life.

Aly alnmost regretted the need to leave this interesting household. Its sheer
size had not inpressed her, despite the fact that the Balitangs hired or owned
over a hundred servants and slaves in this great residence alone, not counting
the famly nmen-at-arms. Her adoptive aunts and uncles in the Naxen and

Col denl ake househol ds boasted as nmany servants, and the Tortall an pal ace had
four tinmes that nany people to keep it in order. It was the nakeup of the
Bal i t ang household and the famly that intrigued Aly. If she hadn’t known her
parents woul d be worrying, she m ght have stayed on for a while to see what kind
of people the Balitangs were. After years of lessons in the Isles’ history,
detailing the thorough job of conquest done by the luarin, or white, ruling

cl ass, she had expected to find all luarin in service and all the brown, or

raka, folk as slaves. She had al so expected that, as a luarin and a sl ave, she
woul d need to prove over and over her ability to find tender spots on a raka
tornentor’s body before he or she decided to | eave her al one.

I nstead t he pure-raka cook, Chenaol, had taken Aly under her w ng and introduced
her to a household that contained a najority of part- and full-raka servants and
slaves, in addition to pure-luarin slaves like Aly, purchased as they cane into
the Isles’ narkets. As head cook, the w ckedly hunorous raka wonan ran the
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kitchens with a firmbrow hand and a sharp brown eye, supervising luarin,
part-raka, and full-raka servants and slaves. She nmde it clear to all who cane
through her door that Aly was to be left alone.

“They gave her away, poor |ass,” Chenaol had told the household. “She’'s got
enough on her plate without you lot tornenting her.” It seenmed Chenaol’s word
was | aw, regardl ess of her ancestry. Aly adnmred the wonan. Chenaol was in her
md-fifties, a tart-tongued woman with sharp eyes. There were a few gray streaks
in the coarse black hair she wore in a braid down her plunp back. Her skin was
the coppery brown shade of a full-blood raka, creased with |ight winkles about
the eyes and nouth. Busy as she was, she still found tine to show Aly the ropes
in the ranbling nmansion

The strangeness of this household didn't end with Chenaol. U asim the brawny
head footman, was also a full-blood raka. O the Balitang' s chief servants, the
housekeeper, the steward, the coachman, and the healer were pure luarin and
free, as was Veron, the commander of the nen-at-arnms. The chief hostler, the

el derly Lokeij, was a full-blood raka slave who didn't seemto notice the collar
around his neck, and half the hostlers who served under his eye were free and of
m xed parentage. |f the raka of the Isles were oppressed by their luarin
masters, it was a thin, watery oppression in the Balitang househol d.

Already Aly had | earned that the duke, the master of this house, had taken one
of the raka nobility as his first wife and narried her best luarin friend for
his second. Hi s choices m ght not have been worthy of note in another nman, but
Mequen was a descendant of the luarin ruling house, the Rittevons. Did this nmean
the luarin attitude was softening toward the enslaved raka, or did it sinply
mean that Mequen Balitang was far enough fromthe throne that no one cared whom
he married? Sadly, Aly wouldn't get the chance to find out. Her parents would be
fretting. She was going hone, even if she had to manage all the arrangenents

her sel f.

Her escape woul d have been easier if she could just visit one of Da's Raj nuat
spies, but Aly didn't dare. Spies were not to be trusted. Her identity was a
vital secret in this new, hostile world. Tortall’s enem es would pay any sum for
her in order to use Aly against her famly. They mi ght even suspect that Ay
knew sonet hing of her father’s work. |If that happened, they woul d squeeze her
like a lenon. Wth those stakes, an agent might give in to the tenptation to
sell her for a profit. Even a faithful agent’s communications to George night be
intercepted. Aly had to get out of this one on her own.

There was a chance that her family mght |ocate her first. Mdther couldn't find
her, if Aly’s dream had been true, and the god had made her believe it was. It
had been too vivid, too clear, and too convincing for her to deny it. So Mt her
couldn’t scry her. Her father or Uncle Numair might track her down. Normally she
woul d have expected Aunt Daine to have animals out to search, but Aunt Dai ne was
in the process of having a child. Even the WIldmage couldn’'t attend to things
whil e carrying a baby that changed shape constantly.

Still, Aly wasn’t going to wait for rescue. She would free herself. If that
didn't convince her father she would be a good spy, nothing woul d.

Sudden hammering on the house door made her junp. She hid her tools and went to
see who was outside. A big white man and two nen-at-arns, all soaked to the skin
fromthe warm pouring rain, strode into the hall. Aly greeted the first nman
with the deep bow of a slave to soneone who was clearly a luarin noble, her
pal ns toget her before her chest. H's nen had brown and reddi sh brown skins,

mar king themas warriors fromeither the | esser raka nobility or the bulk of the
regul ar popul ation of the Isles.

“I knowit's late and doubtless they' ve retired for the night,” the luarin

nobl eman said gravely, “but |I'mafraid you nust rouse the duke and duchess. Tel
them Prince Bronau Jimajen has cone with news of great inport for them Roya
news.”

Aly took the prince's sopping cloak and went to rouse U asim The |ikes of her
didn't visit Duke Mequen and Duchess Wnnamine in their personal quarters. Wen
she gave U asi m Bronau’s nessage, the big raka went pale. “See the prince to the
azure sitting room” he ordered as he struggled into his tunic. “Show his nen to
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the kitchen to be | ooked after. Ask Chenaol for refreshnments for H s H ghness.
Hurry!?”

Al'y spread Bronau’'s cloak before the kitchen hearth to dry as she passed on her
orders to Chenaol. The cook sniffed. “Renenber, you have the right to refuse if
he invites you to his bed, girl,” she advised as she set out a tray and a bottle
of wine. “Hs Gace will back you. He lets no one force his slaves. Not that
many turn the prince down, though. Wen he visits the sumer residences, he goes
through maids |ike grease, a different one in his bed every night.”

Al'y nodded and ran to show Bronau to the sitting room He took a chair with a
sigh as Aly hurriedly it candles, then the braziers that gave these city hones
their warnth. As she worked, she reviewed what she knew of this man fromthe
reports. Bronau was not of King Oron’s immediate famly, but he was the
brother-in-law of Princess |ngajane, the king' s sole daughter. H s ol der brother,
Rubi nyan, had married the princess. Everyone who knew himsaid that Bronau was a
good man in a fight, a commander who had the respect of his nmen and the

af fection of the king and his famly.

Aly glanced at himas she got the braziers going. He | ooked taller than he
actually was, being only three inches taller than Aly. He had a warrior’s build,
with broad shoul ders and heavily nuscled thighs, fierce gray eyes, and w nged
brows over a nose that had been broken once. He wore his reddish brown hair in
waves to his shoul ders but kept his beard closely trinmed. H s big hands carried
an assortment of weapon scars. The main flawin his coneliness lay in the nouth
framed by his beard. Hs lips were thin alnmost to the point of invisibility.

Li ke most luarin nobles, he wore the fashions of the Eastern Lands, remade for a
jungle city: elegant blue silk hose and a blue linen tunic over a seni-sheer
shirt of white lawn. The tunic was enbroidered in the raka style along the
collar and hens in a silver design of coiling dragons. He was dressed for an

el egant spring party. H's blue | eather shoes were not neant for wal king or
riding in the rain, and he wore jewel ed rings on every finger, a gold earring
with a diamond bauble in one ear, and several gold chains on his chest.

He caught Aly’s eye and snmiled, his face lighting with hunor and trenendous
charm “lI know. |'mscarcely attired for the weather.”

Al'y gave him a sidelong glance, that of a woman who |ikes what she sees. He
probably saw that ook all the tine and surely expected it. He smrked at her
“It’s not for ne to say, ny lord prince,” Aly nurnmured. The rel ationship between
Tortall and the Isles had al ways been unsteady. She would get a neasure of this
man now so that she could add to her father’s notes about hi mwhen she returned.
Their peopl e sel dom got the chance to talk to one of the nost powerful nen in

t he Copper Isles.

Bronau' s eyebrows cane together with an al nost audi bl e snap. “Cone here, girl,”
he sai d, beckoni ng.

Aly obeyed. There was little danger that he might try anything inproper. Under
sl ave etiquette, another man’s slaves were to be left alone, unless the nmaster
or the slave involved indicated otherw se.

The prince gripped Aly’s chin with his hand and i nspected her face. “Not a drop
of raka blood in you, is there?” he asked, curious.

“No, nmy lord prince,” nmurnured Ay, keeping her eyes down.

Bronau rel eased her. “I don't like the precedent, keeping luarin slaves. It
gives the raka i deas. See here—f these raka dogs bother you, don't hesitate to
tell Duke Mequen,” he told Aly sternly. “He | ooks out for the slave wonen, and
you can’t trust the raka to behave thenmsel ves unl ess they know there’s a whip

cl ose to hand.”

“My lord prince is too kind,” Aly said, bowi ng once again. Bronau obviously
didn't know t hat Chenaol, who could juggle razor-sharp cleavers with ease, had
di scouraged nost problens of that sort. “If you will excuse nme, | will bring
some refreshnent to you,” she nurnured

Bronau nodded and settled into his chair, watching the enbers in the nearest
brazier. Aly fetched the pitcher of wine and the tray of fruit, cakes, and
cheese the cook had put together to the sitting room As she set the tray where
Bronau could reach it, then poured hima glass of wi ne, she nade sure that
nothing in her nmanner told himthat she was interested in giving himnore than
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food and drink. It wouldn't take nore than the right | ook and the right smle
with this man. She would be in his lap with his hand under her tunic before she
coul d sneeze. Chenaol was right: Bronau had a flirt's air. Wen Aly got hone,
she’ d suggest to Da that they try one of their female agents with him Bronau

m ght tell far nore than was prudent to a pretty, listening ear.
Once he was served, she left him She fetched a nop and set to work cl eaning up
the water the guests had tracked onto the marble floor of the hall. She was

nearly finished when U asimraced down the steps fromthe famly quarters. He
sl owed when he approached the azure sitting room straightened his tunic, then
went in to the prince. Both nen energed a nonent later, to clinb upstairs.

Aly wat ched them go. She’d give nuch to know what Bronau told the Balitangs.
He' d said “royal business”—was that code for problens with the king? It could
be. Oron was insane. Most of Rittevon House was these days. Aly’'s own nother had
been forced to kill a Rittevon princess years before, when that lady started to
kill people with an axe. The present I|sles king was her uncle, a fearful and
unstabl e man who turned on favored courtiers overnight.

Eavesdr oppi ng was not an option. If she were observed anywhere but at her post
by the door, she would be questioned. Instead she finished nopping the floor
Later she woul d see what she could learn to take hone to her da

The next day the duke and duchess summpned the household to the hall where they
held parties. It was the first time that Aly had seen any of the Balitang famly
but her master and mistress. Chenaol nanmed themfor Aly. The proud,

brown-ski nned girls, inperious sixteen-year-old Saraiyu and small, intense,

twel ve-year-ol d Dovasary, were the daughters of the duke's first marriage, to a
raka nobl ewoman. His two full-luarin children, a four-year-old girl, Petranne,
and three-year-old Elsren who was still awkward on his short, rounded |egs, were
by Duchess Wnnanine. Qher relatives who lived in the house were present,
cousi ns who served Wnnani ne as | adies-in-waiting, a great-aunt, and the duke’'s
uncl e.

Duchess W nnamni ne sat on the dais, her elegant hands neatly clasped in her
bronze velvet lap. Her brown eyes were only slightly accented with kohl, her
brown hair dressed in curls that were tied up, then threaded through a vel vet
net on her head. Her sharp, straight nose and neatly curved nouth gave evi dence
of a strong will. She wore pearl drops in her ears, a gold chain around her

neck, and only three rings, which was restraint in jewelry for an Islander. Many
wore rings on every finger and several earrings, nmen and wonen alike.

Duke Mequen rose to his feet as the |last to enter closed the doors behind them
He was about five feet ten inches tall, with the solid build of a man who rode a
great deal but spent little tine practicing weapons skills. H s dark eyes were
set under perfectly curved brows and franed by laugh lines. H s nose was broad
and straight, his nouth wide, his chin square. He wore his dark hair clipped
short to draw attention away fromthe fact that it was retreating fromhis
forehead. He was sonberly dressed luarin-fashion in a black linen tunic over a
silvery shirt and gray hose, with a ruby-hilted dagger at his waist, a signet
ring on the index finger of his left hand, and a gold hoop ring in one ear. Ay
liked the ook of him She already knew fromhis servants that he was a fair

man, if unconventional in the way he ran his hone and chose his w ves. Now she
could al so see that he was well nannered and thoughtful, always nice traits to
find in a noble.

Slowy his people quieted. Mequen | ooked them over, hands cl asped behind his
back. “I'"msure you' ve heard runors,” he said, his deep voice clear throughout
the room “H's Majesty is no | onger confident about ny loyalty. He has invited
me to prove it with expensive presents. Wile he evaluates these presents, ny
famly and | are invited to visit our estates on Lonmbyn I|sland, where we nust
stay until he feels better about us.”

Shock raced through the people like a physical thing. Some of their fanilies,
free and sl ave, had worked for the Balitangs for generations. Because the duke
was uninterested in court intrigues, they had believed the king woul d never turn
on him

“Thi s breaks our hearts,

Mequen said, his sorrow plain on his face and in his
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voice. “W are forced to sell lands and slaves to give the king the reassurances
he requires. And those we can take with us are dreadfully few Qur Lonbyn
hol di ngs, the inheritance of Duchess Sarugani”—the nother of his ol der
daughters—are small.” He glanced at his steward. “Qur chief sources of incone
are not gold and gens but sheep, goats, and rabbits. W cannot live there as we
are accustoned to do. W cannot feed you all.”

By now sone of the wonen were crying. Husbands wrapped their arns around their
wives. Children clung to their parents.

The duchess rose. “W will do our best to see you are cared for,” she said, her
cal mvoice flowing over them “Qur friends have asked to hire or purchase nmany
of you. W will separate no families. We will sell you to no one known to treat
his people badly. As soon as provision has been nade, you will be told. It wll
be soon. W nust be on our way in just a week.”

The duke took up the explanation. “Should no one we trust offer for your
service, we have sent for a matcher, one with connections and the magical G ft
to see what your aptitudes may be. He will exanine you and obtain new places for
you. That begins today.” Mequen |let out a deep sigh. “Some of you will conme with
us. Many of you already know who you are. For the rest, tell the steward if you
desire to stay with us. But renenber, we go to a rougher way of life, far from
any town. We will have few anenities, less food. The highlands are col der than
our jungles, the land inhospitable. Think it over.” He paused, then nodded. “May
the gods bl ess you. May they grant us all voyages to safe harbors.”

Chenaol shook her head, her nouth in a tight line. “It’'s back to the slave
brokers for you, Aly girl, unless the matcher sees you have special skills.”
“And you?” Aly asked, not worried in the | east. She needed just two nore nights
to conplete her picks. Once she was rid of her netal collar, she could bid
farewell to the Balitangs and the Isles alike.

“l stay with Lady Sarai and Lady Dove,” Chenaol replied. “Forever.” She left the
roomw th the other departing servants, a short, round raka woman dressed

| uarin-fashion in an orange gown.

A curious way to put it, Ay thought as she mingled with the servants. Not “with
the duke” or “with the famly,” only with the two daughters of the first

duchess. The raka duchess.

The longer Aly stayed here, the nore she saw how frayed the rel ati ons bet ween
the full-blooded luarin and the full-bl ocoded raka were. A push fromthe right
people might throw the entire country into civil war. That was news worth taking
hone. Too often in the past the Copper Isles had neddled in Tortallan affairs.
Perhaps its rul ers needed sonething to keep them busy.

The next norning the slave matcher sumoned all those who had not found ot her
honmes as yet. Most were the less skilled workers-hostlers, |ower-ranking footnen
and nmai ds, slaves whomthe carpenter and the snith would not need in the north,
and Aly. After the family's friends and well-wi shers had nade their selections,
over forty slaves renmi ned.

“How does this work?” Aly whispered to the boy who carried nessages for the
house as they lined up before the matcher. “I never heard of it before.”

The boy wasn’'t surprised. Everyone knew Aly was fresh-caught out of Tortall

They never thought to wonder how she spoke Kyprish, the | anguage of the islands,
so well. “He looks at ya,” he whispered. “He's got the magical G ft and all

He's | ooked at the owners that hire through 'im too, so he can match fol ks that
go good together. Not that we' |l have nuch luck, us not having skills. 'Less he
sees a talent. Sonmetimes they can, the Gfted matchers, anyways.”

Uasimled theminto the grand hall. People had come and gone over the |ast day
to renove paintings, tapestries, and candel abra for sale. Al that remained were
the tables and chairs. They would be carried off in the norning.

Uasimlined the slaves against the wall, his brown eyes alert for any sign of

m sbehavi or. The matcher stood next to chairs occupi ed by Duke Mequen and
Duchess W nnanine, waiting. He was a plunp black man in typical raka garb: a

wr aparound j acket and sarong, both nmade of serviceable tan |inen. He shaved his
head but grew a tuft of beard, which he stroked as he talked to the Balitangs.
Now Mequen nodded to him The slave matcher started at the far end of the |line
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Aly wat ched fromunder her |ashes. After he had bat hed each slave in the pale
orange fire of his magical Gft, the matcher conferred with Mequen and

W nnam ne. Slowy he worked his way through the slaves until he was closer to
Aly. She neasured his Gft. He was powerful enough to notice her magical Sight.
Doubt| ess he would try to do sonething with her because of it.

She had the Sight fromher father, but its force was her nother’s | egacy; magic
ran strong in Alanna’s famly. George used his Sight to tell when he was being
lied to or when soneone held out on him Sonetinmes he could al so recogni ze one
who would be his friend or his eneny. It was different for Aly. Her sight
enabl ed her to see i medi ately whether the person she | ooked at had nmagic or
godhood; whether that person was ill, pregnant, or lying. It also reveal ed the
presence of poison in water or food. Al she had to do was concentrate on how
she wi shed to see sonmet hing. Her power made it possible for her to clearly
discern the tiniest of details, things invisible to the normal eye, or to see
far into the distance. A new naster might value it for as long as she stayed
with himor her. Aly was uni npressed by her skill. She would have preferred to
have the all-purpose Gft wi elded by her nother and her brother Thom

The matcher had cone to Aly’s nei ghbor. She closed her eyes against the glare of
his Gft as the man wei ghed the young sl ave. Finished, he addressed Mequen and
Wnnamne. “1’'Il keep himwith the others, see if he can be trained. 1'll send
your percentage of his final sale when it’s nade.”

“Very well,” Wnnam ne said. “W’ve heard good things about your training
school .”

“It’s to ny advantage to treat themwell,” the matcher replied. “It always pays
of f.” The nessenger left. Finally the matcher cane to Aly. “Look up into ny
eyes, girl,” he said, his nelodic voice kind. “This won’t hurt.”

Aly nmet his gaze. The slightest hint of orange fire grew around his hands. Then
the mat cher hiccuped. “What?” he began to say.

Sonet hi ng changed. Inside his round frame Aly saw anot her body, conpact, |ean,
wiry. Under his face |ay another: square, the strong chin covered in a short
beard, a brief nose broad at the tip, sparkling dark eyes, and short hair. This
wasnot an internal aspect of the matcher; this was sonething el se

well, well, Ay thought, amazed. | have a god.

Gold Iight spread fromthe matcher’s body, flaring out around himlike a sun.
The Bal i tangs stepped back, shielding their eyes against the light with their
hands. Vast, bell-like tones that sounded vaguely |ike speech rang out, the
effect so powerful that Mequen and W nnam ne dropped to their knees.

Aly felt no urge to kneel, nor did that light hurt her eyes as it did those of
her owners. She gazed at the being who had come to occupy the matcher’s body and

| eaned back against the wall, crossing her arns over her chest.
“Hello, there.” A crisp, light voice, not the matcher’'s, canme fromthe man's
lips. “I apologize that we weren't able to neet earlier. | hope your journey

here wasn’'t too harrow ng.”
“I't was delightful,” Aly said with her best nice-girl smle. “All lovely and

serene, like sleeping on lilies, only without the bees in ny nose. You spoke to
me in nmy dream”

“l did,” the god said, averting his eyes in a falsely nodest way. “You' |l get
more. | don’t want you to get honesick.”

“But that’'s sothoughtful, "Aly said innocently. “I’'d thank you, but | just don't
have the words. Until | find sone, you night tell nme just who you are supposed

to be. Wn't that be |ovely?”

“Dear, you' re being deliberately obtuse,” the god inside the matcher teased.
“You know a god when you see one. You nay call ne Kyprioth.”

Aly thought swiftly. She didn't recognize the god’s nane, which didn't
necessarily nmean anything. Gods’ nanes and i nportance varied fromcountry to

country. “Wiy would I want to call you anything, sir?” she asked, still in her
character of a sweet young girl.
“Because | mght be of use to you. In fact, | already have been.” Kyprioth

reached into the matcher’s jacket and pulled out a tiny ball of light. “You sent
a prayer to ny sister, the Geat Goddess, in the matter of who woul d purchase
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you. | intercepted it, since | took care of that little matter nyself. You may
have the prayer back.”

Aly frowmed at him forgetting her inpersonation. She | ooked at the strong, wiry
hand inside the matcher’s wel | -padded one. “You did what?”

Kyprioth sniled. It |ooked extrenely odd under the matcher’s unnoving features.
“l made certain that you would go to the Balitangs and no one else. | fixed your
seem ng so that no one el se would bid on you.”

Aly scomed at him “Do you nmean | got ny nose broken, ny eyebrow scarred, and
the rest of nme all battered fornothing ?”

“The eyebrow scar is quite dashing,” Kyprioth told her earnestly. “I'Il fix your
nose if you like.”
Aly covered her nose with a protective hand. “No. | got this nose the hard way,

and |'’m keeping it.”

“Wel |, keep this, too,” the god said, thrusting the light-ball at her. “Use it
to appeal to the Goddess another tine.”

Aly reached out and took the ball. It oozed into her skin |ike water into sand
and vani shed. She rubbed the spot, |ooking the god over. “What have you done to
t hen?” she asked curiously, nodding to the kneeling duke and duchess.

“They're talking to a Great CGod,” Kyprioth assured her. “Not ne—they woul dn’t
listen to ne—but to ny brother. They can't see or hear us, if that’'s what you' re
worried about. He's telling themthat they are bel oved of destiny and are neant
for great things in this world. They are to be wi se and accept their bani shnent,
for their time of greatness will cone.”

Aly raised an eyebrow at himas she mentally listed the other Geat Cods that
this one mght be. “Wn't Mthros mnd that you borrowed his seemnm ng?” she
wanted to know. “All the | egendsl’ve ever heard say he objects to it.
Strenuously.”

“What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him” Kyprioth said blithely. “lI happen to know
he’s dealing with the start of a war on the other side of the world just now.
Both sides are invoking him of course—silly nortals. Don’'t you want to know
what his seenming is telling them about you?”

“Not interested,” Aly replied, smling at the god with easy good hunor. “l have
pl ans.”
“Very |ike your father, manner and all,” Kyprioth informed her with a pl eased

smile. “l can’t believe he hasn't the wit to put you to sone proper work.”

“You talk li ke you know him” Aly remarked. This was starting to get

i nteresting.

“He and | have done quite a bit of business together.”

“He never nentioned you,” Aly said. “At our house, we usually share what gods
are nonkeyi ng about with us today.”

“Cf course he never mentionednme, " Kyprioth answered. “Wat sane nman wants the
peopl e around himto know he’'s favored of a trickster? They night suspect that
my favor causes certain interesting events in their lives, don't you think? Your
father knows there’s no point in nentioning something he can’t change.”

“I"I'l tell himyou said so,” replied Aly, her mind in a whirl. Her father would
definitely have to explainthis to her. She couldn't wait.

“Actually, you won't,” said Kyprioth. H's speech was clear, crisp, and fast, a
promi se of anusenent in every inflection. It was the kind of voice that tal ked
people into doing mad stunts. It nade Aly very wary of him “At |east, not right
away,” he anended. “l have a snall wager for you first. Play this out for ne,
and 1'll deposit you at the cove at Pirate’s Swoop. |I'mthe | ocal sea god, anong
ot her things.”

Aly raised an eyebrow. “Wy should | dance to sone trickster’s tune?”

Kyprioth chuckled, a rich, warmsound. “Ch, ny dear, |I'’mnotsone trickster,” he
informed her. “I’nthe Trickster. Kyprioth is the nane | have here in the Copper
Isles, in addition to rule over our seas. Don't you even want to hear ny wager?”
He | eaned close to Aly and whispered, “It’s nade to order for a girl with your
skills.”

Al'y shrugged, hiding her sudden interest behind a mask of boredom *“I suppose

won't be rid of you until you tell me, so talk away.”
“I't’s sinple,” he assured her. “Keep the children of this fanily alive through
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the end of summer. Do that, and I'll send you home as the gods travel. You'll be
here one nmonment and there the next.”

“And if | can’t? If | lose?” Aly wanted to know.

“You'll serve ne for an entire year,” Kyprioth replied. “If you're still alive.

I can’t nake any promises. If things go really badly, you mght be killed by
accident.”

Aly twi ddl ed her thunbs, pretending to ignore him She wanted himto raise the
st akes.

Kyprioth sighed. “I'Il convince your father to let you be a field agent. 1'"'ma
god—+ can do that.”

“You can’t force him” Ay said. She spoke from|ong experience with her father

“No. But he’'ll pay attention if I tell himhow good you are on your own,” he
expl ained. “I have a feeling you have a real knack for this. And I'Il grant him
a boon as well.”

“I"'ma slave,” Aly reminded him “These people won't listen to ne.”

“They will now. ” Kyprioth beaned at Aly. “That’s why | needed ny brother’s
seeming. He's telling the duke and duchess that he’'s chosen you, someone their
enem es will overlook, as his nessenger. That they will conme to no harmif they
listen to your advice. Sooner or |ater, of course, you'll have to prove to them
you're worth listening to, but I'"msure you |l have plenty of chances for that.
Have we a wager?”

Aly considered it, rubbing her hand over her short-cropped hair. From her true
dream she knew Mot her had al ready gone north for the sumer’s fighting, and
maki ng things right with her had been the only reason Aly was prepared to rush
hone. On one hand, the wager neant she would have to follow the Balitangs into
exile. On the other hand, what better way to prove to Da that she coul d manage
the work? Even if he wouldn't | et her spy, he might attach her to the king or
queen as a sort of bodyguard, to keep an eye on things. He'd know her ability if
Aly showed himthat she was able to keep a fam |y in one piece when they were
out of favor with a notoriously unstable king.

She m ght never get another chance like this. Her father would be hard put to
argue with a god’s assessnent, especially if that god was the Trickster. Ay
grinned. Even Da couldn't refuse her if she did it. He was very good about

adm tting when he was wong. “W have a wager, then, under those terns,” she
told Kyprioth. “But I'Il need help.”

The god grabbed her stubbly head in both hands and ki ssed her forehead. Ay

yel ped: the kiss sent sonething |ike a shock through her. “You' |l get it,”
Kyprioth said. “On Lonbyn.” Wth that he was gone.

If you've a story, nmake sure it’'s a whole one, with details close to hand. It’'s
the difference between a successful lie and getting caught.

—romA Wor kbook for a Young Spy,witten and illustrated by Aly's father and
given to her on her sixth birthday

3

THE RAKA

The Long Strait and the Azure Sea

Peopl e out of favor with King Oron did not waste time in farewells. The king had
sl aughtered entire households, down to the |ast dog, once he decided he could
not live with his fears. Two days after Aly entered into her wager with
Kyprioth, the Balitangs | oaded their bel ongings onto several cargo ships and
prepared to set sail.

Only Prince Bronau came to see them off that hum d norning. He kissed the
duchess on both cheeks, enbraced the duke, and ki ssed Lady Saraiyu’s hand. Ay
barely glinpsed this. Her new charges, Petranne and El sren, did not care for
ships, or the early hour, or Aly herself. Their governess and nursemai ds had
gone to other households along with seventy-four other servants and sl aves.

W nnam ne assigned their care to Aly as the reason they had kept her with them
Nei t her the duke nor the duchess had summoned her to discuss the visitation from
the god they believed to be Mthros. Instead they hid their thoughts behind
polite, distant faces and told Uasimthat Aly would mind the little ones.
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Aly hung on to Petranne and El sren as they jerked and shrieked in her grip. At

| ast she gave up trying to hear. She read the adults’ lips, as she’d been taught
by her father.

“I"I'l try to get word of events to you as often as possible,” Bronau assured the
ol der Balitangs. “The king's none too healthy. Things coul d change suddenly if
he passes on. |f Hazarin takes the throne, for instance.”

“Don’t speak of such things,” Mequen told Bronau. “It could be taken for
treason.”

W nnam ne rested a hand on the prince’s arm “Tryto be careful, Bronau.”

The prince grinned, then wal ked down the gangpl ank as the crew prepared to cast
of f. The Balitangs waved farewel|. Bronau stood on the edge of the dock,

wat ching as the ship wei ghed anchor

“Conme on, you raka dogs, put your backs into it!” yelled the luarin captain to
his sailors. “’'Less you want a touch of the whip to smarten you!” It was how
many luarin in Rajnmuat who were not part of the Balitangs’ circle addressed
their raka slaves and servants. Aly thought it was a foolish way to talk to
soneone who night be inspired to throw one over the rail into a shark-infested
sea, but she would be the first to admit she did not have a conqueror’s heart.
She couldn’t see who would profit by keeping the original owners of a country
ground into the dirt.

El sren broke out of Aly’'s hold and ran toward the rail. Still clinging to
Petranne, Ay seized the boy by his shirt with her free hand and dragged him
back. “I want Jafa!” wailed Elsren, tears running down his plunmp cheeks. Jafana
had been his nursenmaid. “lI hate you!”

Aly sighed and wapped an armaround him “I know, and |I'msorry,” she replied.
“In your shoes, |'d hate ne, too, but we're stuck with one another.” She | ooked

at Petranne. Tears rolled down the little girl’s cheeks. “Sonetinmes being a
noble isn’t much fun, is it?” she asked. Petranne shook her head.

Aly gl anced at Mequen and W nnami ne. They waited at the rail, none of their
feelings on display as the ship drew out into the harbor. As Elsren calned, Ay
studied the city, not having seen it when she first arrived. Rajnuat was

spl endid, full of peaked gates and three-level tenples, each with a spiked tower
thrust into the sky. Wiite or rose pink walls contrasted with the dark green of
the trees that lined its streets. Honmes al so sported peaked roofs and
intricately carved eaves, those on wealthy houses traced in gold or silver
Sonething el se reflected the sun, too, pricking Aly’'s eyes with swords of |ight.
She | ooked up. High above the city Stormwings circled |ike vultures over a
carcass. Aly shivered. These part-human, part-netal immortals feasted on the
rage, fear, and death spawned by human conbat. Their wi ngs, each netal feather
shaped precisely like a bird' s, were the source of the bright flashes of sun on
st eel

“They al ways know.” W nnani ne spoke quietly. “The Stormivi ngs—they al ways know
when unrest is starting. How can they tell?”

Mequen put an arm around her shoul ders. “We don’t know if they do, ny dear,” he
replied. “Maybe they just know that it's a sure bet in Rajrmuat. Therewill be
fighting in the streets, if he doesn’t appoint an heir soon, or if sonething
happens to whonever he appoints. W' re going to be well out of it.”

“Wehope we're well out of it now,” replied the duchess.

Al'y knew she had a point. Sometimes King Oron did recover fromhis fears.
Sonmetimes he didn’t. Sonetines he got worse. |If Kyprioth was dragging Aly into
the Isles’ affairs, they m ght well be grow ng.

At least the Balitangs wouldn't niss |ife at court. They occupied thensel ves
with charity work, fashions, books, and music, not politics, court, or trade.
They kept their own accounts and oversaw the work of the household. Ay
suspected that they would settle quietly into rural life, given half a chance.
If she was to win her wager, she had to ensure that they would get that chance,
at least until the summer was over.

She wondered why a Great God woul d take such a brief interest in the famly. In
her experience, once a god took an interest in a nortal, that nortal was stuck
with that god for life. Still, that wasn’t Aly’s problemright now Safeguarding
this fanmily, without calling notice to herself, was her problem If anyone were
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to find out that the daughter of the Tortallan king s Chanpi on and his assistant
spymaster was sumering in the Copper Isles, she wouldn’t live | ong enough to
collect on that wager. The thought nade her grin as she turned her face into the
fresh sea breeze. At long |last she had a real challenge, and she neant to enjoy
every nonment of it.

The captain never nmade good on his threats to smarten his raka seanmen with his
whi p. The ship glided up the Long Strait. The warm danp wi nds drove them gently
north along the long, slender neck of water that separated Kypriang, the capita
i sland, from Genpang Isle in the west. Dol phins, always a sign of good | uck,
sped al ongsi de the vessel, watching its occupants with m schi evous eyes and what
| ooked |i ke nmocking smiles.

The Long Strait was another world conpared to Rajmnuat’s crowded streets and busy
docks. Linmestone cliffs rose high on either side, threaded with greenery and
falling streans, capped with emerald jungles that steaned as the day warned up.
Brightly colored birds soared to and fro, indifferent to the ships that ploughed
the blue waters. Fromthe Genpang jungles cane the |ong, drawn-out hoots of the
how er nonkeys.

“Tell nme a story,” demanded El sren after his afternoon nap.

“Yes, a story,” Petranne insisted, sitting up against the rail with her |egs
crossed. “Anew story. Jafa only ever tells the sanme ones.”

“Did not,” retorted her brother. Petranne stuck her tongue out at him

Aly listened to the how er nonkeys and sniled. She sat cross-legged in front of
the two children, keeping one hand in Elsren’s belt. She had spent the norning
dragging himfromunder the crew s feet. “Once the nobst beautiful queen in all
the world had a nenagerie,” she began, thinking w ckedly how Aunt Thayet woul d
screech if she could hear this story again. “In it were those self-sane nonkeys
you hear all around us, the how ers. Now, the queen was often out and about, and
the only things she liked better than coning hone were her reunions with her

bel oved king, and an unbroken night’'s sleep.” Softly she told them about
menageri e keepers who sold places in the pal ace gardens near the queen’s bal cony
the nights after her return, then roused the how er nonkeys to break the silence
with their loud, penetrating calls. Wken fromher sleep, the hot-tenpered queen
woul d race onto her bal cony, bow and arrows in hand, in an attenpt to shoot the
beasts no matter how dark the night. Those who watched from bel ow rejoiced in
the fact that their queen slept w thout a nightgown.

“Cf course, the king's spynaster put a stop to it, once he knew,” Aly concl uded
seriously. “He made the keepers use the noney they' d nade to build another

encl osure for the howers, where they woul dn't disturb the queen. But there are
still nmen who will swear by every god you know that they truly have the npst
beautiful queen in all the world.”

Petranne and El sren stared back at Aly soberly. Finally Elsren said, “That one
was new. Tell another!”

“Yes, another!” pleaded his sister. “That was a good one!”

“You're fromTortall, aren’'t you?”
Aly turned to | ook for the source of the new voice. The older girls, Saraiyu and
Dovasary, stood nearby, listening as Sarai fanned herself. There was no way for

Aly to read what they thought in their level eyes or polite faces. It occurred
to her that, being half-raka, these girls nust have |l earned to hide their
feelings well. They woul d have heard the people of Rajrmuat and the rest of the
Isles speak with careless cruelty of their nother’s people. They nay even have
heard sone of that cruelty fromnobles of their own class

Dovasary continued, “Your Kyprish is very good—you barely have an accent.”
“Thank you, your ladyship,” Aly replied neekly. She knew her accent was not
Tortal l an. Her teachers had cone from I mahyn Isle and had pronounced her Kyprish
as perfect. The Balitangs spoke with a Rajnuat accent.

“My sister asked you a question,” Saraiyu said inperiously. “Are you from
Tortal | ?”

Al'y bowed her head, every inch of her the perfect servant. “Yes, your |adyship.”
Dovasary pl opped herself down beside Elsren and pulled himonto her lap. Ay

di sentangl ed her fingers fromhis belt. “Then you know stories of the King's

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Tam...e%20Lioness%201%20-%20Tricksters%20Choice.txt (25 of 167) [11/1/2004 12:08:15 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/ T amora%20Pi erce%620-%20D aughter%6200f %20the%620L i oness¥6201%20-%20T ricksters%20Choi ce.txt

Chanpi on there, the one they call the Lioness!” she said eagerly. For the first
time since Aly had seen her, the younger girl’'s eyes were alive with interest.
“Tell us some!”

“I's she really ten feet tall?” asked Petranne.

Sarai yu settled neatly beside Aly, disposing her cotton skirts perfectly. Waving
her fan, she asked, “Is the Lioness as good with a sword as they say? The
duchess made ne stop nmy sword | essons.” Her voice turned frosty as she spoke of
her stepnother. “She said they were unl adylike.”

Aly scratched her head to cover her confusion. Can | talk of Mdther as if 1'd
never seen her in ny life? she wondered. No—as if |I'd seen her once or tw ce, at
a distance. They' Il expect that. Wen Chenaol and U asimhad first brought her
to Balitang House, the steward had questi oned her about her origins. Ay had
clainmed then that she’d been a nerchant’s daughter and a nmaid at Fief Taneran,
south of Pirate’s Swoop. The househol d there had been close to the G and
Progress several years ago. Everyone would have turned out to see the nobnarchs,
the prince and princess, and the King' s Chanpion ride bhy.

Now she fol ded her hands in her lap. “The Lioness is really that good with a
sword, your |adyship,” she replied to Sarai, this tine acting the role of a
polite servant. “King' s Chanpion isn't a title for decoration. Every tine a
nobl e demands a challenge to settle a matter of |law, the Chanpion nust fight and
win for the Crown.”

“What happens when she | oses?” asked Petranne.

Aly | ooked at the child, startled. “She doesn't.”

“But everybody | oses sonetine,” Sarai told Alvy.

“Not the Lioness,” Aly said, her mnd scranbling. Mther |ose? How could she?
“Not since she’s been Chanmpion, that | know of.” Remenber, you only know t he
stories, she ordered herself.

“She nust have | ost sonetines, when she was training, nmaybe even when she first
got her shield,” Dovasary pointed out. “And Tortall’s at war—she could be kill ed
in that.”

Aly’s pul se raced. She fought to sound natural, to keep from show ng her
distress at the idea. “Ch, well, training and that, everyone |oses,” she said
with a shrug when she was sure of her control. “But the war’'s a year old

al ready, and the Lioness is hale enough. She visited her home just before | was
taken.” If Alanna was killed in the fighting this year, she would die wthout
Al'y having sai d goodbye

“Tell us,” begged Saraiyu, |eaning forward, her dark eyes eager. “Tell us how
she cane to be the Chanpion. Tell us how she found the Dom nion Jewel. Tel
useverything. ”

Aly only had tinme to tell themthe story of how the Lioness had brought the
Dom ni on Jewel honme to her king. Then Duchess Wnnami ne declared it was tinme for
the children to study. Even Elsren had | essons in counting to do. Ay renmi ned
topside, relieved of her duties for the tine being. She stood at the rail
enjoying the calls of colorful birds, the clear blue water under the ship's
prow, and the sheer |oveliness of the spring day.

She regi stered novenent along the cliff tops on either side of the strait. Ay
shar pened her Sight for a good |ook. Her fingers clenched on the rail as she
realized that she saw hundreds of copper-skinned raka, nen and wonen alike,
dressed in the traditional wapped jacket or round-collared tunic, and the tied
skirtlike wap called a sarong. Sone wore garnents that were richly decorated
and jeweled, with nore jewelry on their fingers and at their throats. Qhers
wore plain colors with enbroidery and strings of beads for ornanent. The wonen
drew their straight black hair away fromtheir faces in a doubl e-donmed style,
much |ike that of Yamani wonen, while the men wore headbands, turbans, or hats.
The raka groups were of all ages, fromthe smallest infants to the ol dest
adults. They stood in silence, as far as Aly could tell, watching as the
Bal i tang vessel passed by.

She turned to | ook back down the strait, to check whether the natives watched
al |l shipping out here. Two vessels earlier had overtaken the three that carried
the duke’s househol d. No other ships followed in their wake, and nowhere did she
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see people on the cliffs behind them The raka |left as soon as the duke’'s ship
drew out of easy view.

She tugged at a sailor’s armas he coiled rope on the deck. “Do they always do
that ?” she asked, pointing at their audi ence. “Cone and see boats go by? They
don’t look like they nmean to attack.”

The hal f-raka nman | ooked at her, then at the cliffs. “No,” he said quietly,
“they do not do that. They prefer to remai n unseen when the luarin pass.” He
touched Aly’'s slave collar. “Do not draw attention to it,” he said, nodding
toward the duke and duchess, who sat at a snmall table in the bow playing chess.
“The luarin get uneasy when the raka do things they don’t understand.”

Iwant to understand. Aly thought it, but she did not say it. She doubted that
the sailor would confide in her. One thing seened obvious: sonething about these
ships drew the interest of nany people on the two islands. The raka faces, when
she used her mmgical Sight to better exam ne them were expectant and eager. The
sailor had told her the watchers were not typical. Sonething about the duke’'s
party drew their attention.

Hi s servants? Aly wondered, drunmi ng her fingers on her thigh as she turned the
matter over in her mnd. O his ol dest daughters? Mequen was a Rittevon, a

| esser one, but still of the line of the luarin conquerors.

Bel owdecks she heard Elsren yell, “I wantup !” Aly’'s rest tine was over.

Bef ore she fetched the child, Aly took one nore look at the cliffs. The raka
they had passed were |eaving, returning to their jungle towns and their luarin
masters’ estates.

That night after supper the duke and duchess read to their younger children from
a book of raka myths. Aly returned to the ship’s rail to watch the cliffs around
their anchorage, a snmall cove on Kypriang' s |lush western shore. The night, warm
and danp, folded around her like a blanket. Wth her magical vision she didn't
need light to see the raka, standing or seated on rocks that overl ooked the
cove. It seened they required no light, either. Lanps burned only aboard the
trio of ships that rocked on the gentle waters. The nmoon had just begun to show
its rimover the nountains that formed Kypriang |Isle’ s spine.

“They’'re our people, too.” Twelve-year-old Dovasary rested her hands on the rai
as she canme to stand beside Aly. She spoke in Common, not Kyprish. “Cur

nmot her —Sarai’'s and m ne—was a raka. Sarugani of Termmida. Her famly was of the
ol der nobility, frombefore the luarin came, but they don't have a title higher
t han baron now.”

“They’'re lucky to have that much. None of our raka fam |y tal ks about who they
were or what they did before the invasion,” Saraiyu remarked quietly. She cane
to lean on the rail on Aly’'s other side. “They nust have seen their friends
bei ng sl aughtered or sold. They woul d have beggared thensel ves with the conquest
taxes rather than suffer the same fate.”

“You're half luarin yourself,” replied Aly, her voice idle, her attention
apparently on the shoreline. “Begging your |adyship's pardon.”

“That would be the half that cousin Oron seens deternined to nurder or

di sgrace,” Sarai pointed out. “Even a nmadman shoul d have nore care for his own
bl ood kin, particularly given the nest of vipers at court.”

Al'y snoothed a hand over the rail. “Forgive me for saying it, but your |adyship
cones close to treasonous talk,” she murnured. “1’d as soon be with the part of
the fanmily that’'s exiled but alive.”

“You won't betray us,” Saraiyu replied casually. “lI don't know about Tortall

but here the entire household is executed along with the suspected traitor. Then
they sell the one who reported their nasters, if they' re known, to Carthak.”
“Quch,” said Aly, neaning it. “That’s not the way to create support anong the

| ower cl asses.”

“The thinking is that a servant of traitors who turns the traitors in is doubly
treasonous, to her master as well as the king,” Dovasary explained. “They |ike
to nip that sort of thing in the bud.”

Sarai turned to face east, watching the moon rise, |eaning back on the rail with
her el bows and runp. The torchlight slid along her |ong, barely hooked nose and
over a full, sensual lower lip, then flickered along the curved |ines shaped by
her plain pink luarin-style gowmn. It lent sparkle to her brown eyes and caressed
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her perfectly arched brows and hi gh cheekbones.

“I's it so hard, being half raka?” Aly wanted to know. “All Rajnuat—even a
fresh-caught luarin slave |like me—knows the |lady Saraiyu is considered one of
the beauties of the city.”

Sarai’s smile was crooked. “By nmen, and the raka nobility, and sonme of the

| uarin houses, yes, | suppose.” She |ooked at her sister. “It’s not vanity,
Dove. | can count as well as the next person.”
Dove shrugged. “I didn't utter a word.”

Sarai made a noise that in a less attractive girl would have been | abeled a
snort. “And yet, when it cones to marriage, it’'s amazing how many luarin

fam lies discover marriages that were arranged when their sons were in the
cradle. Marriages their young nen had neverheard of until then. Particularly the
hi gher-ranking luarin nobles. | can't help but notice how many young nen give
way when they learn their nothers don't care for the color of the future bride's
skin, however beautiful she may be.”

Dove sighed. “And the raka nobles are wary around us because we’'ve got Rittevon
bl ood in our veins. They don’t want to | ose their sons the next tinme the king
thinks his relatives are plotting against him”

“Dovasary!” whispered Sarai, shocked

The younger girl leaned around Aly to | ook at her sister. “I have ears, Sarai,
and people hardly ever notice ne. | know what | hear. The raka don’t want to
risk the Rittevon insanity for their grandchildren.”

Aly grinmaced. She’'d once overheard one of Tortall’s young knights, a Bazhir,
tell Grandfather Myles, “Ch, |I'm considered wonderful when it cones to letting
and losing blood for the Crown. But marriage? Even junped-up nerchants who
weren’'t barons a generation ago won't let their daughters narry a Bazhir,

what ever their wealth and standing.”

| suppose |'d best renmenber what the Bazhir at hone endure, she thought, before
I go | ooking down ny nose at the luarin. You really should have a cl ean house at
hone before you start picking at the way your nei ghbor does the dusting.

“What does a slave know of treason and kings anyway?” asked Dove. Her dark eyes
were now intent on Aly's face.

Aly shrugged. “lI was a maid in a nobleman’s castle when | was taken,” she
replied. “Myears are as good as anyone’'s.”

“l don’t see how any Tortallan girl would want to be a maid, not with all the
choi ces you have, conpared to us,” Sarai renmarked. “If | lived there, 1'd join
the Queen’'s Riders, and learn to ride and use a sword and bow |li ke they do. O
maybe even becone a knight like the Lady Knight Keladry. The raka | adies of old
knew how to fight. In the | ast great battle against the luarin, on the Plain of
Sorrows, a third of the Kyprin warriors were fenale.”

“And the whole arny got thrashed,” Dove rem nded her sister nmercilessly. “The
conquerors had nore battle nages, and nore catapults, and ballistas, and liquid
fire. It didn't matter how many wonen fought with the raka that day. They died
just as easily as the nen.”

“You' re soprosaic, Dove. Ch, |look, the raka.” Sarai pointed to the rocks about
the cove. The nobon was above the nountains now, a huge pearl in the indigo sky.
By its light the people on the cliffs were clearly visible. “They’ve been doing
that all day.”

“Sarai ?” called Wnnam ne. “Dove? It's tinme to sleep.”

The two girls rolled their eyes at one another. “No late nights for us,” Sarai
remarked drily. They went bel ow.

Aly turned back to watch the sea by nmoonlight. The older Balitang girls struck
her as being nuch |ike fal cons, always hooded and tethered, not able to hunt as
their hearts desired. It was such a waste, keeping fiery girls like this in the
background, not letting themforge their ow path in the world. She’'d like to
see what these two woul d acconplish

Two nornings later their ships energed fromthe Long Strait into the Azure Sea,
the body of water that |ay between |Imahyn and Lonmbyn Isles. Aly grinned as the
captain jubilantly announced that the sea god Kyprioth was smiling on their
voyage. Apparently this was the qui ckest, snoothest passage of the strait the
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captain had ever nade. Duke Mequen finally stopped the man’s recital of how
unpredi ctabl e the passage could be, a tale of crosscurrents and wi nd gusts, with
a renmi nder that he m ght annoy the god by too frequently nentioning his nane.
Aly wasn’t sure how easily annoyed Kyprioth was, but she was distracted from her
thoughts as the Azure Sea energed fromits veil of norning fog. Its bright blue
waters were clear. Vividly colored fish darted through its depths, circling a
popul ation of sea turtles, dol phins, and the occasional eel. The sun burni shed
the tops of the waves to the col or of gold.

El sren | eaned precariously over the rail. “@ill boats!” he cried. Aly seized his
luarin-style tunic, securing her adventurous charge. A nmultitude of boats was
gliding toward them from I nahyn, |kang, and Kypriang |Isles. They were as
colorful as the fish, with brightly colored sails, prows and sterns fashioned in
| ong, pointed curves, and every inch of outer hull decorated and pai nted. Raka
sailors, both nen and wonen, dressed in no nore than vivid sashes and sarongs,
steered the graceful craft as they stared at the Balitang ships.

“Have you ever seen anything like this?” Mequen asked the captain.

“Never,” the man replied, sweating. “Never. And | grew up on the Azure Sea.”
“They’ re unarned,” Wnnam ne commented. She had a spyglass raised to her eye. “I
don’t see a weapon anywhere.”

As the Balitang ships sailed north, the fleet of colorful boats parted before
them Elsren and Petranne clanored for a place in the bow Wth Aly to keep them
fromfalling overboard, they waved gleefully at the raka and | oudly admired the
rai nbow bevy of ships. Wth the dignity suited to their nore advanced years,
Sarai and Dove cane forward to stand with Petranne and El sren, watching as their
not her’ s peopl e approached.

Al'y sharpened her Sight until she could see the raka's faces. The sailors
stiffened when the older girls showed t hensel ves; sone pointed to them The raka
flotilla swerved, its ships formng two polite lines. Then, one by one, the
ships glided past the Balitang famly's ship, one on either side of their bow.
The raka nerely glanced at the three luarin faces-Aly’'s, Petranne’s,

El sren’s—then fixed on Sarai’s and Dove’'s |ight brown ones.

It’s not us who brought the raka out, Aly thought. It's Sarai and Dove. The two
hal f-raka girls. The two girls whose nother canme froman ol d nobl e house—ar aka
nobl e house.

“If you are wise, you will say nothing of this to anyone,” Wnnanmi ne said from
behi nd them her nelodic voice soft. “Ever. Do you all understand? The king
woul d not like to hear that we drew so nuch attention fromthe raka.”

Sarai shrugged. “Nobody cares what the raka do,” she replied, gazing at the
peopl e who sailed by. “Especially not the king.”

“You never know who is watching,” persisted Wnnam ne. “Don’t encourage them Go
bel ow. ”

“When Papa says.” Dove didn't even | ook at her stepnother

Aly knew Wnnam ne was right. It seenmed that she could start to cover her part
of Kyprioth's wager here and now.

“My ladies, ny apologies, but this scares nme,” she whispered, the picture of an
al arned slave. “lI’ve not been here long, but, well, back home there's stories of
your Kking. This could get your house and those raka in trouble with him WwW'd
all pay for that, in blood, nost |ike.”

Sarai glanced at Aly, confused. Ay |ooked at her and shrugged, suggesting that
it was just her opinion.

Dove sighed. She grabbed Sarai’s hand and towed her ol der sister bel ow.

“Wel | done,” murnured the duchess.

Aly | ooked up three inches into the duchess’s face. “The wi sdom of what you said
was just a little slowin reaching their brains,” she offered.

“We both know it was the suggested threat to the raka that convinced them”
replied Wnnam ne. She rubbed her tenples. “They |liked ne well enough when
married their father, but now they' re old enough to be difficult, just because
tell themthings they don't wish to hear.”

Aly thought of her own nother and winced inwardly. “It’s hard, living in the
shadow of a respected worman,” she told the duchess
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W nnam ne | ooked at her sharply. “Very wise, for a girl Sarai’'s age. Perhaps the
One who appeared when the matcher | ooked you over chose well,” she said,
referring to the god’'s visit in terms that Petranne and El sren woul dn’'t
understand. “He said you were clear-sighted, and would see a way for us out of
all this.”

“I"’'msure | won't need to do any such thing,” Aly replied cheerfully. “You'l
hardly know I’ m here.”

W nnam ne shook her head with a rueful smile, then watched the raka craft that
continued to sail by. After a nonment she returned to Mequen. Tired of the
spectacl e, Petranne and El sren foll owed her

Aly remained in the bow, leaning on the rail. It was enmbarrassing to think that
rather than truly expressing her independence, she had been difficult with her
nmot her just for the sake of being difficult, because she was sixteen and

st ubbor n.

That night they anchored in the harbor at Anbririp, off the northeast point of

I mhyn Isle. The family slept ashore at a proper inn. Mequen’s and Wnnami ne’s
servants took care of the younger children. Aly remained with the rest of the
househol d, the servants, slaves, and nen-at-arnms. They set up a communal supper
on the beach near the dock where their ships were anchored.

Chenaol took conmand of the meal. True to what she’d told Aly about staying with
Sarai and Dove, the raka wonman had turned down ot her nobles’ offers of higher
pay and nore |leisure tine. Now she sent U asimand two other nmen to the Anbririp
market with a list. Three nore servants dug a fire pit in the sand and hung a
met al cookpot over it froman iron tripod. Once the nmen returned with Chenaol’s
i ngredients, she set to work, shredding a chicken and cooking it in water,
cutting up hard-boil ed eggs as the neat simered. One of the cooknai ds chopped
shallots, spring onions, garlic, and chilies. Another ground theminto paste
along with cut ginger, |enpngrass, and line juice. Once the broth was ready,
everything went into it, including bean sprouts and bean-flour noodl es.

Aly refused the hot sauce they offered her when her bow was filled. She had
tried it once in Rajnmuat, at her first meal anong the Balitang staff. They had
roared with | aughter as she gul ped water to put out the fire in her nose and
throat before finally showi ng her that yogurt or bread worked better to ease the
bite. She’d | aughed, too, once she doused the fire. Even now she grinned as they
teased her about picking out the visible pieces of chili pepper. Finishing the
contents of her bow, Ay thought that perhaps she was getting used to Isles
cooki ng. This dish nade her eat only twice as nuch yogurt and bread as the raka,
i nstead of her usual four times that anmount.

Afterward some nai ds washed up. Everyone gathered around the fire, luarin,
part-raka, and raka alike. Back in Rajnuat the free servants and the nen-at-arns
each had their own hall. They didn't mingle with the slaves. Here, Aly saw, they
felt too lonely and out of place to separate into their usual groups. A |eather
bottl e was passed from one person to the next as each took a large drink of its
contents. Wen it came to Aly, she sniffed, caught the unnistakable odor of
l'iquor, sniled, and handed it on

“That’'s arak, girl,” Chenaol said confortably, relaxing against a sack of rice
next to Aly. “Distilled palmsap wine. It's good for you. Warm your belly,

i ghten your burdens.”

Aly smiled. “But nmy belly' s already far too warm from supper,” she joked. “At
this rate, 1'll open ny nouth one day and burn the trees down.” That drew a

| augh fromthe others.

Chenaol shrugged. “Mre for me, then,” she said, and took a healthy gulp.

The skin made two nore rounds of the household. The nmen and wonen from Raj nuat
wer e honesi ck, though nost agreed that life with the Balitangs was better than
that with other noble households. Aly was startled to | earn that nany of the
servants, including Uasim and a handful of nen-at-arns were actually fromthe
Tanair |ands on Lonbyn. This would be their first return home since the death of
the first duchess, Sarugani

At Balitang House the chores had been unendi ng, and nost of the staff had been
too exhausted to talk at the end of the day. If they did talk, it wasn't to the
new, junior slave. Here Aly was one of them Now she got the wornis-eye view of
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the Rittevon court, told by those around her after they had gossiped wth

Raj nuat’s other servants and sl aves.

They were united in their belief that King Oon would die soon. The old nan had
been failing in health and mind over the last five years. Hazarin, the sole
remaining child of King Oon’s first nmarriage, was the rakas’ bet to inherit the
throne. They thought Hazarin was as peculiar in his ways as his father, with an
affection for huge neals and strange drugs. Hs next relative was his half
sister, Princess |Inmmjane, but under the luarin |law no woman coul d succeed to the
throne. Last of all there was Dunevon, born the sane year as Elsren, child of
the king’s third wfe.

“Oron’s wives don't seemvery |ucky,’
into | aughter.

“You're right enough there,” the head footman, Uasim replied with a grin. He
was in his forties, a hard-nuscled raka with direct brown eyes, black hair
pul l ed back in a horsetail, a nustache, and a chin beard. H s nose had net
sonmeone’s fist, elbow, or knee far nore often than Aly’s had. He was a hard man,
but fair, and the household respected him He told Aly, “See, His Majesty starts
to think his wi ves have |overs, and, well " He drew his thumb across his

Aly remarked. The peopl e around her burst

t hr oat .
“Maybe Lonbyn's best for us,” remarked one wonman, her face shadowed.
“You haven't been there,” Uasiminfornmed her. “It getscold on the Tanair

plateau. No jungle, the birds all drab little things . . .”

“There’'s condors,” argued a hostler. “And crows.”

“Andbig drab birds,” retorted Uasim “It’s in the m ddle of nowhere, not a town
worthy of the nane for mles. | was born on those lands. | know.”

“Then why did you come?” denmanded a namid. “You had plenty of offers to serve

el sewhere.”

U asimlooked into the fire, his face sonber. Finally he said quietly, “The
duke’s the best man |’ ve ever served. | cane to his house with Duchess Sarugani
and | never regretted it. These are good people. | won't turn nmy back on them”
He | ooked around the circle, neeting everyone's eyes. He stopped at Aly. “Maybe
you think we'll be left in peace out there. | don't. They' Il need all the
friends they can get.” He took another drink of arak

He'd be a good man to have on ny side, Aly thought. If | can get himthere
without himthinking I"'mup to sonething. That will be interesting.

She turned to Chenaol. “Didyou know the first duchess?” she asked. Chenaol had
the sane Lonbyn accent, dulled by years in Rajnuat, as U asim
Chuckl es sounded around the fire. “She was a handful,” Chenaol admtted. “I

wor ked for her relatives, House Temai da—that’d be the lesser nobility, the raka,
Aly. Anyway, Sarugani cane down from Lonbyn and stayed with us when she was
presented to the nobility. | was assistant cook for the Tenmi das then. W got
friendly because she liked ny herb garden. | asked to go with her when she
married, and the famly agreed. She was spirited, always up to sonething. She
had half the luarin nobles as well as the raka chasing her. And the present
duchess, she and Sarugani were like sisters.”

“You' d never know they were raka and luarin, they were that close,” soneone

mur nured. “Her Grace doesn’'t care what color your skin is.”

“Now, Sarugani was fearless in the saddle.” The head hostler, Lokeij, was
present, a white-haired old raka sl ave everyone knew woul d never be sold. The
famly hadn’t even suggested that he be put up for sale. “Ride anything in the
stabl e, broken in or no. She made those luarin biddies cackle, riding in
breeches |ike a proper wonman of the raka.”

“I't was her riding that did her in,” Uasimwent on. “Lady Dove was five, or a
bit short of that, and Lady Sarai was nine. The duchess went hunting one day
with friends. The horse failed in a junp—broke her neck and the beast’s |l egs. MWy
|l ord was nearly a ghost for long after. W |ooked after himand the young | adi es
till his aunt Nuritin noved in.She woke himup.”

“Gave himan earful, told himhe was a disgrace,” said the raka heal er Ri hani
with a grin. “Told himhe was neglecting the girls and his house, he’d no mal e
heir, and he’d let hinself go to seed. Hounded himuntil he started to |live
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agai n. Convinced himhe' d best marry, since he wasn’'t getting any younger and

he’d no son and all. That's when he realized what a treasure Lady W nnami ne
was. ”
“Luarin,” said Lokeij, shaking his head. “Al ways getting thenselves into this

mal e heir mess. We raka know better. It isn't the equipnent the clan chief’s
got, it's up here.” He tapped his forehead. “The old king wouldn’t be such a
fool if he broke with luarin custom and nade Lady | nmgjane his heir.She' d get the
country in order.”

“Hush!” someone whi spered. Aly saw Lokeij jerk, as if he'd just taken an el bow
inthe ribs. “It’'s treason to talk so—a whipping at the very least!”

“So all those raka turned out to see Sarugani’s girls.” Aly used a tone that
implied she didn't believe what she was saying. She wanted to steer the talk
away from possible treason, as well as learn a little nore about the famly. “Is
that it? Seems to me they were nore interested in how beautiful Lady Sarai is.
How i nportant was her nother, anyway?”

The raka present exchanged gl ances. Finally Uasimsaid quietly, “She was just
froman old raka fanily, that's all. Personally, | think these raka knew of the
duke’s disgrace. How often will they see anyone who isn’t raka being sent into
exile? He is related to the king, after all.”

Aly could have pointed out that other luarin nobles nust have gone into exile,
but her instincts told her it was tine to shut up. It was always difficult to
probe for information gently, wi thout causing others to think she night know
nore than was safe.

Uasimgot to his feet as ninbly as if he’d never touched the arak. “l don't
know about you, but we sail at dawn, and |I'd like a proper sleep.”

Aly sighed to herself. She would have to teach these people better ways to steer
sonmeone away from a dangerous |ine of thought. U asimnight as well have shouted
that she’d touched on a secret.

The footman’s words signal ed the other servants and sl aves. They, too, rose and
went to their hamocks aboard the different ships.

As Aly hel ped Chenaol carry the cooking tools back aboard ship, the cook told
her, “Free raka—the ones who don't work for the luarin—keep their reasons to
thensel ves. They don’t trust us city folk, and we fear them Every tine they
revolt, and they do, now and then, the luarin usually execute all the raka they
can catch. That would include us. So people get junpy when you ask too nany
questions.”

“You don’t keep any ties with your families?” Ay asked as she stowed the | ast
of the herbs. She turned to | ook Chenaol in the face. The worman blinked. Liar’s
sign, thought Aly. That's what Da calls it when soneone blinks during
guesti oni ng.

“Sel dom " Chenaol replied, blinking again. “Mdstly we keep to our city famly.
Of to bed with you, then.”

Al'y obeyed, though it took sone tine for her to sleep. She was goi ng through her
menory, trying to see if she had ever known the proportion of Copper Isle raka
to the luarin. And what secret was so inportant that even slaves and servants
with drink in themwuldn't hint at it?

You do your bit, and then you get to pretend to be part of the scenery. You sit
and you sweat and you hope that all those who are paid to go out and show their
faces and do the bl oody work don’t foul everything up. The waiting for others to
act on your information will give you the belly gripes, but that’'s what agents
do. And | advise you not to pray as you wait. You don’t know who will answer,
times like that.

—romA Wor kbook for a Young Spy

4
THE ROAD

Lonbyn Island, Tanair Castle and vill age

They set sail once nore at dawn, baking quietly in a sudden burst of early
sunmmer. By midnorning Lonmbyn was in view, an island nearly as |ong and wi de as
Genpang, but far nore nountainous, with a ribbon of green jungle at the
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mount ai ns’ feet, pine forest above, and then bare rock. Somewhere behind those
granite barriers, Aly knew, was the Tanair estate, part of Sarugani’'s dowy and
Sarai’s inheritance. It was as safe as any of the Balitang hol dings, since it

bel onged to Sarai and not Mequen, which nmade it |less vulnerable to seizure by
the king. As a refuge, it mght just work, Ay thought.

Their ships were closing on Dimari’s harbor when Ay noticed novenent in the
skies. W nged horses rode the colums of warmair that rose along the cliffs of
Lonmbyn, their imense, batlike wings outstretched, their manes and tails
fluttering as they clinbed and descended. Aly adjusted her Sight. Above the
jungl es and nmountai ns she saw even nore of the great creatures, all colors of
horse fromsolid black to solid white, roan, buckskin, bay, chestnut, piebald,
odd-col ored, flea-bitten, dapple, a universe of horsedomin the air of Lonbyn.
She gasped in awe, thrilled to see these great immortals playing in mdair. Did
Aunt Dai ne know there were so many in the Isles? Wnged horses were rare in
Tortall. Aly had seen a handful of the snallest kinds, no bigger than starlings,
and only one of these big creatures. Hurroks, the predatory fanged and cl awed
variation of this breed of immortal, they had aplenty, but their mlder cousins
wer e scarce

“In the old tines, thekudarung, what you would call w nged horses, nested in al
of our Isles.” Uasim dressed for the day in a sleevel ess cotton tunic and
breeches, had come to lean on the rail next to her. He squinted up at the
fliers, a hint of a smle on his face. “They are sacred to the raka, the sign of
our royal house, and its nessengers. Then forei gn mages bani shed the kudarung to
the gods’ home with the other inmmortals, wi thout asking our thoughts on the
matter. They left us only songs and paintings to remi nd us of their beauty.
Kudarung are found in all sizes. Those are just the biggest of them”

“I"d heard they are different sizes,” Aly murnured, entranced. “How prideful of
those nages, to banish them w thout asking you.” She renenbered sonething she'd
read in sone of her father’'s reports. “But they're back now,” she pointed out,
her tone one of harmess interest. “So do they serve the Rittevon kings? | mean,
you said they were royal nessengers.”

The smile U asimhad brought to the rail vanished. His nmouth flattened into a
tight line. At last he |l eaned over the rail and spat into the water. “You speak
lightly of serious things, Aly. Five of the kudarung were captured by Crown
mages and forced to breed. So yes, the luarin king has kudarung as nessengers,
but they did not cone freely to him as they did to our queens.” He turned to
Aly, his brown eyes sharp as they rested on her face. “There will be nore raka
than luarin, in the Lonbyn highlands,” he said. “You should speak nore carefully
there. None of the raka are so tane as we let the luarin believe.” He turned and
went below, |leaving Aly to consider what he had said.

They docked in Dinmari, Lonmbyn’s main port, around noon. Once again the famly
and a handful of body servants went to an inn to rest. The slaves and servants
unl oaded possessions fromthe ships, then packed themin wagons purchased by
servants who had left for Dimari the day the Balitangs knew they were going into
exile. Some wagons were already | oaded with foodstuffs. Near themthe servants
had penned or cooped domestic animals. The duke had pl anned ahead, Chenaol told
Veron, the luarin who comuanded the househol d nmen-at-arns. Life was harder on
the pl ateau where Tanair stood, the crops less plentiful. The duke had purchased
supplies in advance, to keep the famly and their attendants from placing a
burden on the local folk. One of the island s nerchant caravans had al ready been
engaged to carry extra supplies in when they made their sumer rounds. Not only
would the fanmily not create a burden for the people who had farned Tanair for
centuries, but they nmeant to expand what was grown and herded to the benefit of

everyone.
“Whatis Tanair, exactly?” Ay asked the cook as she struggled to push a crate
onto a wagon of kitchen supplies. “I mean, | knowit’'s a fiefdom but no one’s

said if there’s a town anywhere near, or a river
“Tanair Castle is a tower with outbuildings,” Chenaol replied with grim good
hunor. “lInner wall, outer wall. Then there's the village around it. Inti and
Pohon are two other villages on the plateau. There's sone luarin blood in the
Tanair folk and sonme in Inti, which stands on the road |leading to the western
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ocean. There's no luarin blood in Pohon. It used to be that any part-luarin who
wandered i nt o Pohon never wandered out, so the luarin stay away. Wrd gets
around.”

“How charming,” Ay murnured

Chenaol shrugged, her dark eyes twinkling in their folds of flesh. “Pohon folk
are a righteous | ot—er nmamybedestructive 's a better word. They're so cut off up
there that they don't realize the luarin are here to stay, and breed. Maybe when
they’ ve had the chance to neet our ladies, they' Il change their—&h, curse it,
those idiots will smash ny peppers, mauling them about that way. You there!” she
yelled to two dockhands as they slung baskets into a wagon. “Those aren’t hay
bal es!”

Interesting, Aly thought as she continued to | oad the kitchen wagon. Chenaol had
al nost | et sonmething inportant slip. Wiy woul d the Pohon fol k change their mnds
about luarin when they net “the | adies”? What about Sarai and Dove woul d change
m nds, and why did the cook want the Pohon m nds changed?

Aly felt as if she was reading a book fromwhich every second page was m ssi ng.
She needed to learn nore about the raka and their politics.

The next norning nasters, servants, nen-at-arns, slaves, and ani nals set out
fromDimari, bound for the Turnshe Muntains, which formed Tanair’s eastern
border. On the first day they rode through lush, settled | ands owned by luarin
and farmed by raka. The people |labored in the sun and heat, nen and wonen alike
wearing only a tied sarong tucked up to keep themout of the nmud. This was one
of the nost fertile parts of the Isles. Everywhere that Ali | ooked she saw rice
paddi es, the plants covering the brown water in which they were planted in a
green mst. They al so passed coconut and banboo plantations. Struggling to keep
El sren and Petranne fromfalling out of the covered, padded wagon where they
woul d spend the rest of their trip, Aly did not envy the raka and part-raka who
| abored everywhere. Wen overseers descended on the slaves with whips raised,
Aly had to | ook away. Wthout the Balitangs, she mi ght have been one of those
slaves, laboring in filth and being punished if she displeased a nan with a
whi p.

This was the way nost of the world lived, on slave |abor. Tortall didn't
encourage it, any nore than Tusaine, Glla, and Tyra did, but sone people in
those countries did own slaves. Everyone ignored the working slave popul ations
of the great farms of Maren. Aly just wasn't used to it. To her the slaves

| ooked very like the convict gangs who | abored on Tortall’s roads and in its
quarries and mnes. At |east those people had commtted crines to get a sentence
of hard | abor.

Overseers or no, when the Balitang wagons passed the farnms, the raka
straightened to watch them pass. Dark-skinned full-bloods or varying,

| i ght-skinned m xed-bl cods, all shaded their eyes and | ooked on in silence as
the wagons rattled by. Free raka, not wearing slave collars, dressed in colorfu
sarongs and |light tops, stood by the road to see them There they renmi ned as
the caravan, encircled by Veron’s twenty nen-at-arns, passed by in all its
clatter. Ghers watched in the villages, fromtrees and upper-story w ndows of
houses, on bridges and on rocks in the rivers. None of themsaid a word. Al
returned to their tasks as the last goat and nman-at-arns went by.

Aly itched to question thembut, trapped in the wagon with El sren, Petranne, the
duchess’s nmmi d, Penbery, and the house’s mldly Gfted healer, R hani, she had
to accept it as an itch she couldn’t scratch. That vexed her. G andfather MWles
al ways said it was inpossible to have too much information. Ay agreed fromthe
bottom of her heart as she watched those stony, copper-skinned faces. She woul d
not sleep easily until she knew what was on the raka' s m nds.

They spent the night at a village inn and set out once nore at dawn that day and
the next. On their third day out of Dimari the road entered dense jungle. It was
like being enfolded in a vast, warm danp wool en cl oak under the trees. The
ground actually steanmed in the early norning as the | and gave up noi sture under
the warming sun. Here the raka appeared at the head of turnoffs that led to
their villages. The deeper into the jungle they went, the fewer raka nen wore
sarongs or shirts in the heat. Many wore only a loincloth; they carried farm and
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woodl and tools or hunting spears.

The nen-at-arnms rode closer to the wagons, but Aly saw no hostility on those
raka faces. None of the onl ookers so nmuch as noved when they passed. Wat draws
themto stare at Dove and Sarai ? she wondered endl essly, until she w shed she
could just yank the questions out of her head and bury them under a rock. If the
raka anong the duke's people knew, they were not saying. She ought to know. she
took every opportunity to drift near them when they weren't aware of her,
listening in on their conversations. Many were as spooked by the | ocal raka as
Aly. None woul d specul ate on what nade them flock to view the Balitangs.

Wth the sun directly overhead they stopped on the road for a cold |lunch of
bread, dates, and sticky rice dunplings stuffed with beef and steaned in banana
| eaves. Aly expected El sren and Petranne to conplain at the rough fare, but they
regarded the food and life in the wagons as an adventure. Elsren prom sed that
as long as Aly produced new stories, he and his sister would behave.

“You have a happy nature,” Aly told them as she cl eaned Petranne up after |unch

The four-year-old beaned at her. “lI’m having fun,” she informed Aly. “Aren’t you
havi ng fun?”
Aly grinned at the girl. “Actually, now that you nention it, yes, | am |’ve

never seen jungle before.
“We have lots,” Petranne explained as Aly scrubbed El sren’s upturned face.
“There’s hundreds and hundreds of islands, and theyall have jungles on them”
“And have you seen themall?” Aly teased. She had spoken only half the truth to
Petranne. The jungle, with its nyriad flowers, trees, vines, and birds, was a
gorgeous place, even if it was so humid it was hard to breathe. Aly could | ook
at such beauty all day, except that she al so knew the dangers of such thickly
wooded ground. Jungl es—any forest, for that matter—+inited her field of vision
They offered outlaws too nmany opportunities for mschief. The fact that the raka
could be so quiet in their nmovenents, never giving away their presence until the
Bal i tangs rounded a bend in the road and saw them nade Aly’'s nerves fizz with
al ertness. One of these tines the raka around the bend might not be so friendly.
After lunch the raka wi tnesses vani shed. Ay discovered she disliked that even
nmore than she disliked having scores of raka silently watch the Balitangs. Their
caravan passed a nunber of openings where roads and trails led away fromtheir
road, but they saw no one. As far as Aly knew, the jungle raka mght be up to
any unpl easant thing.

Their caravan travel ed about ten niles before a horse on the | ead wagon pi cked
up a stone in her hoof. Mequen conmmanded their group to halt, which for Aly
meant permission to clinb out and | ook around. She stretched as she hobbl ed down
the line of wagons and animals. Her entire body felt cranped. Not only had
Petranne, El sren, Penbery, and Ri hani decided to stretch out for a nap, but Dove
and Sarai had joined them filling the wagon bed as full as it could get.

The ki nks worked from her back, Ay observed the jungle, thinking. Sonething
wasn't right. This was nore than the absence of raka watchers. Wat was it? She
knelt, pretending to tie a sandal |ace, as she exanined their surroundings.

When in doubt, her nother had said during hunts and rides through bandit

country, use your ears. Aly used hers. Leaf npbvenent: sone, in a slight breeze.
Tree novenent: no, the breeze wasn't strong enough. Moving water: the burble of
the streamalong the right side of the road. Feet in | eaves: a couple of the
men-at-arns crouched by the streamfor a drink of water

She heard no animals. Wiere were the calls of how er nonkeys and the chatter of
parrots? Where were the rustlings of mice and shrews in the | eaf clutter? The
jungl e shoul d have been alive with wildlife sounds. The hair at the back of her
neck prickled. Sonething was very wong. The raka who had vani shed fromthe
roadsi des knew it, and now she did, too.

Aly | ooked up and down the Iength of the train. She didn't want to go shri eking
to the duke and duchess. They would listen, but she would al so draw the
attention of the other servants and sl aves, and she had been bred fromthe
cradle not to draw attention. She needed to encourage soneone el se to voice
concern at the silence.

At the back of the train, where the cows wal ked on tethers, five nen-at-arnmns,
sone part raka, one full raka, had clustered to talk. There was tension in every
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line of their bodies. They woul d do.

Aly strolled up to them “I know |I'’m new here,” she began. The five nen turned
to stare at her. She smled at themshyly. “It’s just, you know, |'ma country
girl at honme, and ny old dad taught me a few things.”

The one naned Fesgao, Veron's second-in-comand and a pure-bl ood raka, raised
angl ed brows. H s ebony eyes were calmand |evel. H s nose foll owed a straight
line down fromhis forehead; he had hi gh cheekbones and a square chin. Dressed
in Balitang tunic and breeches, he was solidly nuscled. H's sword and dagger
were plain but of good-quality steel. Aly guessed himto be thirty or so,
younger than U asi mand nore reserved than the head footman. “And why shoul d we
be interested in what your father taught to you, little girl?” he inquired.
“Because Da taught ne the same thing you have noticed,” she said. It was a
guess, but judging fromthe way two of the nen | ooked up at the trees, it was a
good guess. “Or do all your birds and nice and nonkeys take a nap this tine of
day? Back honme, we hear silence in the woods, and we armup.”

“And do you know woods?” asked Fesgao.

“I know the ones at hone,” she said. “I know themas well as Da.”

The next nonent Fesgao gripped Aly by the armand drew her to the front of the
Iine of wagons. Mequen and his sergeant, Veron, were idly talking while they
wat ched a servant unharness the mare who had taken the stone in her shoe. The
old hostler, Lokeij, waited with a fresh horse, his |lined, nonkey-like face
worried as he | ooked at the |ame nare. The other slaves liked to tease himthat
he thought of each and every Balitang horse as his own child.

“Fesgao, what’'s this?” demanded the sergeant. “And who's this wench?”

“A country girl who hears the sane thing we do,” said the raka, letting go of
Aly.

“And what does she hear?” asked Mequen, his steady brown eyes on Aly's face.
She bobbed an awkward curtsey. “Nothing, Your G ace,” she replied, keeping her
eyes down as she acted the sanme country girl she had pretended to be for Fesgao.
“Back home, in the woods, when the animals go silent, oft-times it’'s because
robbers are waiting up the road.”

“I1"d like perm ssion to scout ahead, sir,” Fesgao said to Veron. “W five are
country-bred like her. In the city streets you know | foll ow your |ead without

pause. Here . . .” He left the word hanging in the air as he nmet Veron's gaze
The sergeant, a luarin, scratched his head and sighed. “Forgive ne for saying
it, Your Grace, but he’'s right. I’"'mnot a raka jungle runner. Fesgao is.”

Mequen | ooked at Aly. Now she returned his gaze in an un-slave-Ilike nmanner,
silently rem nding himof a god whose voice had driven himand the duchess to
their knees. After a nonment Mequen focused his gaze on Fesgao. “Wat do you
recomrend?”

“If we may scout ahead?” asked Fesgao.

“Go,” Mequen ordered.

Fesgao hand-signaled to three of his conpanions. They faded into the brush on
the left of the road. Aly couldn’t even hear them once they vani shed from sight:
these nen were good.

Fesgao and the other part-raka guard started for the right side of the road.
Suddenly Fesgao stopped and | ooked at Aly. “Do you wi sh to cone and see for
yoursel f?” he asked, an ironic twinkle in his eyes.

Al'y shook her head. “I’mo warrior,” she said, still the country girl

Fesgao let the tiniest of smles reach his lips. Then he and the other
man- at - arns ski pped over the brook and vani shed into the jungle.

Mequen | ooked around, his eyes assessing their conpany. “Sergeant, have your
peopl e on their horses, bows at the ready. U asim” he called cheerfully. “A
word, if you please?”

The footman, who’ d been tal king to Chenaol, wal ked over to them “Your G ace?”
Mequen | owered his voice. “Quietly—guietly—get the bows and spears out. G ve
themto any of the servants who can use them” He glanced at his wife by the
wagon, and added, “Sarai and Dove as well. We may have a problem but tel
everyone to behave as if this were nornmal.” As Wnnani ne sighed, U asi m bowed.
He anbl ed down the |ine of wagons, |ooking for all the world like a nan taking a
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| eisurely stroll, but he nanaged to speak to all of the free servants.

“I't will take ne days to undo the wldness that your putting weapons in the
girls’ hands will stir up,” Wnnam ne told her husband softly.

“W may need that wldness out here,” Mequen replied. “Wnna, we aren’'t in

Raj muat now. We aren’t living a round of parties and concerts and hunts. Perhaps
the rul es of Rajnuat no | onger apply.”

Aly started to ease back, keeping her head down, pretending to be invisible,
since they seened to have forgotten she was there. “Aly,” said the duke.

She cringed and halted. After a nonment she renenbered who she was supposed to
be, and bobbed a curtsy.

“Did the god warn you?” Mequen asked quietly. “Are these King Oron’s assassi ns?”
He and his w fe watched her intently.

“Your Grace, | don't need the god for sonething as plain as this,” Aly said, her
voi ce just loud enough for themto hear. “Frankly, 1'd as soon not trouble him
any nore than | can help. Gods . " She chose her words carefully. “Gods
conplicate things.” It was the understatenment of her life, to judge by the havoc
her nother’s Goddess and her Aunt Daine’'s god relatives had w eaked.

“Here I'd hoped they would sinplify them” Wnnam ne remarked with a sigh

Aly grinned. “That wouldn't be very interesting,” she said.

The duchess raised her eyebrows. “I do not like interesting things,” she said,
anusenent in her eyes even though her tone was one of reproof. “They tend to
bite painfully.”

A thought caught Aly’s attention. “You know, Your G ace, we m ght nmake sone

noi se, to distract the robbers,” she said. “Sonething to account for our stil
bei ng here.” She nodded toward the horses. Lokeij was al nost finished hitching
up the fresh cart horse.

W nnam ne went over to the old man and whispered in his ear. Lokeij nodded and
wal ked down the line with the linping mare. A nonent |ater Aly saw two
menservants go to work on one of the wheels of a supply wagon, cursing |oudly.
Lokeij stopped to confer briefly with Uasim who cane trotting up to the duke
and duchess, a worried | ook on his face.

“Your Grace, ny lady,” he said, puffing slightly as Veron rode up to see what
was goi ng on, “forgive nme, but one of the nen says we have trouble with one of

t he wagons.”

“What do you nean, a wheel’s conming off?” cried the duchess, the inage of
appal l ed nobility. “We can’'t loiter herel W Il never reach the inn by dark at
this rate, and | sinply cannot sleep in the open!”

Wthin nonents the caravan was transformed, giving the appearance of an anthil
that had been kicked. The men renoved the wheel as others clustered around to
see what the problemwas. Veron's nen-at-arns quietly arned thensel ves and
mounted their horses, drawing in closer to the wagons. U asimand a coupl e of
the servants noved down the length of the train. As they passed, Aly saw the

gl eam of weapons set within easy reach

She started to head back to the children, but Wnnam ne called, “Stay, Avy.
Penbery is exhausted-she never sleeps well when she travels. Help nme to untangle
these silks.”

Aly returned to the | ead wagon. Wnnam ne did i ndeed have a heap of enbroidery
sil ks on her |ap where she now sat on the wagon seat. She also had a drawn
crosshow at her feet, hidden fromview by the horses and her skirt. Startled,
Aly glanced at Wnnanine, then accepted a tangle of threads. “lI want the girls
to have decent marriages anong their peers, which they won't get if they act

Ii ke raka highland savages,” Wnna told Aly quietly. “But | never said

expected all women to be hel pl ess and unable to defend their famlies.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Aly murnmured as she nade a ness of the thread.

The duchess smiled. “Of course. You cone fromthe land of fighting |adies Iike
Queen Thayet, the Lioness, and Keladry of M ndelan,” she renmarked, |aying an
enerald strand flat on the seat beside her. “Doubtless you feel naked w thout a
weapon in your hand.”

Aly frowed at the nass of silk in her lap. “Your Gace, you only hear about the
fighting wonmen because they nake the npbst noise,” she told the duchess. “Mst of
Tortall’s wonmen woul dn’t touch a sword if you begged themto. W have all sorts
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of fenml es anobng us, you know.”

W nnami ne rai sed perfectly plucked brown eyebrows. “And which sort are you, to
be the god’'s chosen?” she asked, her voice a whisper

Aly shrugged. “I’mthe confused sort.” That answer startled a chuckle out of

W nnam ne

Fesgao and his nen eased out of the jungle and over to the | ead wagon. Mequen
and Sergeant Veron cane to stand with the duchess and Aly. Fesgao brought a
stick with him He used it to draw a rough nap in the dirt of the road.

“There’'s fourteen of them on either side of the road just before it crosses a
bridge,” he told them “This creek joins a bigger streamthere. It’'s maybe a

m | e ahead.” The other four nen-at-arns nodded their agreenent.

Mequen asked the question that Aly wanted to ask: “Are they fighters, or local?”
“Poor nen, Your Grace,” said another scout. “And wonen—two of them anyway. The
weapons are either old or they' re farmweapons. They're not royal killers, just
renegade jungle raka.”

Aly could feel the relief that rose fromthe duke and duchess.

“Well, if we go forward, now that we're warned, we can fight themoff,” said the
duke. “Or we can fall back to town and send the local soldiers to clean them
out.”

“They’ || vanish fromthe area if they think we know they were here, Your Gace,”
said Veron gruffly. “Then the raka dogs will go after the next prey to cross
upwi nd of them?”

Aly scratched her head. In for a calf, in for a bull, she thought, and said, “I
don’t know if this could work, Your Grace, and | hope you forgive ny bol dness,
but what if you send men to cone up on their backs?”

“We could strike from behind,” Fesgao said. If he d taken offense over Veron's
remark about raka dogs, his face did not showit. “And you could attack fromthe
road. They woul d be caught between us.”

Veron | ooked at Aly and shook his head. “Fromthe |lips of infants shall the
truth cone unadorned,” he said, quoting a proverb. “If we are willing to risk
casualties, Your Gace, we could be sure this rabble won’t harass our supply
caravans in the future.”
“lInstruct your nen, sergeant,’
set out?”

Wthin noments Fesgao and the other scouts, along with two of U asinms footnen
who coul d shoot, had vani shed back into the jungle. Wnnam ne counted slowy to
one hundred while orders travel ed down the |ine of servants and wagons. The
wheel was put back on its wagon; Aly was ordered to sit with the children and
keep themcalm No one considered giving her a weapon. In every sl avehol ding

Mequen said. “How | ong should we wait until we

country it was illegal to give weapons to sl aves.
Instead, Aly got Petranne and Elsren to lie flat on the wagon floor as part of a
brand- new gane, seeing how |l ong they could hold perfectly still no matter what

they heard. As she waited she nurnured stories to keep themcalm feeling the
wei ght of the knife she had stolen in Rajnmuat heavy under her wai stband. Dove
and Sarai, bows in hand, covered either side of the wagon, pushing up the canvas
just enough so that they could see out and aim

As the wagon runbled forward, Ay renmenbered her father’'s | ong-ago advice not to
pray. Now she wondered, Was that how it started with you and Kyprioth, Da? You
praying, and himanswering? | nean to ask you that, when | cone hone this

aut um.

The bunpy ride seened to | ast forever. Elsren and Petranne had just begun to
conplain that Aly wasn’t maki ng sense when the wagon jolted to a stop. They
heard yells and the crackle of bodies in the brush. Two arrows punched through
the canvas wagon cover. Aly pushed El sren and Petranne tight agai nst the base of
the padded seats, where arrows couldn’t reach them Penbery and the heal er,

Ri hani, huddl ed agai nst the ot her bank of padded seats, keeping their heads down
as the maid whinpered and R hani nouthed prayers. Sarai, her lovely face grim
shot her crossbow and rel oaded it. Dove watched through her opening in the
canvas, her small hands trenbling on the stock of her bow. Soneone outside
screaned; others yelled. Aly heard the clang of netal on netal, and a crash in
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t he woods.
The noi se stopped for a nonent. Then Veron and Mequen shouted orders. At | ast
U asi m opened the canvas door into the wagon. “It’'s clear,” he told everyone

inside. “Rihani, you are needed. My |adies, your father w shes you to attend
him Ay, also.”

“I"l'l look after the little ones,” Penbery said gratefully. She gathered El sren
and Petranne into trenbling arns. Both children tried to wiggle free, clanoring
to see the battlefield as the maid clung to them

Aly followed Sarai and Dove to the head of the wagon train. They had halted just
before the bridge. Sonme of the dead lay in the jungle on either side of the
road. A few of the household staff and nen-at-arnms sported wounds, but none of
the Balitang party lay anpbng the bodies as far as Aly could see. Fesgao, Veron,
and the rest of Fesgao’'s party of nen-at-arns were forcing six bandits to their
knees, binding themin ropes while other nen-at-arns | evel ed weapons at the
captives to prevent their escape.

Aly's tenples began to throb. She had not considered this possibility, that
robbers might be captured. The neatest solution would have been if they d all
been killed or if those left alive had fled. Wat would the duke say? He was a
sensi bl e man. He should realize there was no question of letting the captives
go. They would only rob the next group to conme up this road, or else they would
get reinforcements and attack the Balitangs again.

Al'y clasped her hands tightly behind her back so that no one would see them
shake. The Balitangs could not turn back with captives in tow. They would never
reach the safety of the village they had left that norning, with its royal fort
and sol diers, by dark. The duke's people woul d be under constant attack al ong
the way from woul d-be rescuers. At their present crawl ing speed, they would need
two days to reach the next royal outpost. The local famlies would have plenty
of time to steal their men back. If the Balitangs kept the captives until they
reached Tanair, it would nean six nore people who nust be fed and guarded. The
duke coul d spare neither guards nor food. |If he enslaved the robbers, Ay

woul dn’t trust them particularly not if the new slaves got word of their

wher eabouts to their fanmilies

There's just one solution, Aly thought as the duke and duchess wat ched her
sidelong to see what, if anything, the god would order her to say. She couldn’t
| et them know that her particular burden of a god had given her a wager, not
instructions. She also couldn’'t bear to tell themwhat they had to do, what her
father, grandfather, and nother woul d have told themtheynust do. They had to
execute six inmpoverished nen.

“Let’s kill these raka swine,” Sergeant Veron said, inspecting one bandit’'s
rusty sword. Hi s eyes were gray ice. “Make sure their kin think tw ce before
they attack luarin.”

Duchess W nnami ne | ooked at her husband and nodded, her face an enotionl ess
mask. “My dear, it's the only solution.”

Mequen shook his head, troubled.

“No!” cried Sarai, who might one day be faced with such a choice. “W can't do
murder, and that's what it is, nurder!”

“It’s survival ,” Uasimsaid gently. He was there in his capacity as the head of
the mal e servants and sl aves.

“Forgive us!” cried one of the bandits, a haggard-looking man in his forties.
“W woul d never harmthe | a—=

“Sil ence, "ordered Fesgao, his dark eyes fl ashing.

“W swore a vow, on the altar, that all we would take is food, when you have so
much, ” babbl ed anot her bandit.

“None of the others would help or even stay to hear it done,” the man next to

hi m added. “They did not conme to see you pass. They retreated into the jungle to
hi de their faces in shane, but they know how it is with our village. They know
we are desperate.”

“The lord took everything for the tax,everything, expl ai ned the first nman who
had spoken, talking fast. “Qur children cry, their bellies enpty. So we swore
the vow before three villages. Qur people would have killed us otherw se, had we
harmed the | a—=
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Fesgao stepped forward and sl apped the man, rocking the bandit back on his
heel s. “Keep your nout hshut, you fool,” he hissed.

Aly pretended to be concerned with one of her fingernails. Something besides the
normal treatnent of crimnals was going on here. Fesgao had tw ce stopped these
men from sayi ng one particular word, one that began with “la.” Ladies, again,
she told herself. He stops themfromsaying “ladies” in front of the luarin

nobl es. And these ladies aren't just inportant to the |ocal raka. Fesgao al so
thinks the | adies are inmportant. She wote these thoughts on the growing list in
her head of things to investigate.

“Their families will cone to free them unless they know their nen are dead.
They will fear us, and stay well away, if we do it,” the duke said reluctantly.
“Make them sl aves,” suggested Dove. Everyone turned to stare at her. “Then sel
them at the next arny post.”

Aly whistled silently. Now there was a solution she hadn’t consi dered. She eyed
the small, dark twelve-year-old with new respect.

“You can’t enslave them” Sarai argued. “Look at them They're poor, half
starved. What is their village like, if the nmen | ook this bad? Papa, we’'d nake
their lives worse, not better. Their fanmlies need themto hunt, and fish—=

“And rob, and kill?” Wnnam ne asked, cutting her off.

“Why do we even discuss this?” demanded Veron, his voice hard. “These dogs
attacked nenbers of the royal famly. By law they nust die. If we had tinme, we
ought to hunt down and burn out their nest—n fact, we should report it at the
next royal fort. This sort of |aw essness only gets worse if your first response
is a soft one.”

The adults debated it further. Ay thought the duke was about to order Veron and
his men to kill the captives when Sarai interrupted again. “Gve them a choice,
Papa,” she begged. “Death, slavery, or free andloyal service to our famly. If
they pick service, we’'ll have six nore fighters—=

“Who will kill us as we sleep, begging your |adyship s pardon,” Veron
interrupted. “Your offer speaks well of your heart, but you will put us in
danger.”

“Make them swear by Mthros,” retorted Sarai. “Or one of the raka gods.”

“Peopl e have broken vows to gods before,” Wnnanmi ne rem nded Sarai gently. “If
the god is busy el sewhere, it mght be too late for us when the god finally

puni shes the oath breaker.”

“Make them swear in blood.” The quiet suggestion was Dove's. “If that’s what
they choose. No one breaks a bl ood oath. W can trust themif they swear that
way, and if they don't " The girl shrugged

Those who broke such an oath died as their own blood boiled in their veins. No
mage, however powerful, had found a way to prevent that. The gods had decreed
it, and so it renmmined, a promi se no one would dare to break. Aly | ooked from
Dove to Sarai, a peculiar enption stirring in her heart. She wasn't sure what it
was, beyond respect for both girls, but it was powerful and troubling. She put
it aside for the nonment and | ooked to Mequen for a decision. The duchess and

U asi m nodded. When the duke | ooked at Ay, she nodded and ignored Veron's
confused | ook. He woul d be asking hinself why she was even present, |let alone
why his master seenmed to want her opinion

Bef ore anyone could stop him the man who had first spoken had wiggled over to
Sarai. Awkwardly he | eaned forward to touch his forehead to Sarai’s shoe. “You
are as gracious as you are beautiful,” he whispered.

Aly bit her tongue. It was Dove who had truly found a way to keep these nen
alive. She glanced at Dove, who net her eyes and shrugged. “She’s prettier,” the
younger girl murnmured as she passed Aly on her way back to the wagon. “Everyone
al ways goes to her first.”

The oaths were given, the bandits untied. Wen the wagons rolled on, they did so
with six new nen and a parchnment that bore each forner bandit’s thunbprint in
his own blood. If their fanmlies attacked, the nen would tell themthe bargain
they had nmade, and invite themto |live at Tanair.

They canped besi de the road at sunset and noved out at sunrise. It took the
better part of the day to reach the royal fortress at the foot of Kellaura Pass.
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Only as they approached the fort did the |ocal raka enmerge again to watch them
go bhy.

Inside the fortress walls, the Balitangs spent a day bathing in hot springs,

sl eeping in clean beds, and eating neals that were not cooked in a single pot.
Anot her day of plodding brought themthrough the pass, watched at different
points by silent raka, and into the high plains country on the far side of the
mount ai ns. They stayed the night at a second royal fort, anong sol diers eager
for fresh faces and news fromDi nari and the capital. The raka waited beside the
road that led the Balitangs northwest, watching themw thout a sound. They nade
Aly’'s flesh creep. At honme people waved, or called their greetings or insults.
She wi shed the raka woul d saysonet hi ng.

Two days | ater they passed through a ring of high-thrust rocks and clefts onto a
broad, grassy plateau. Here a |l og palisade encircled a hill: their new honeg,
Tanair Castle and village. Aly conplained of stiff nuscles to Penbery, Rihani,
and t he younger children, then hopped out of the wagon. She wal ked al ongside it
as they approached Tanair, taking the chance to view what she thought of as her
sunmmrer hone. The twenty-foot-high palisade did not inspire her with confidence,
though the fifteen-foot-deep trench that lay before it, with its flooring of

j agged- edged rocks, had proni se. The wooden bridge to the village gate was
sturdy enough to take the wei ght of their wagons, but wooden bridges could be
burned or destroyed in a hurry. That wasn't too bad.

Inside the palisade lay the village, built around the foot of a raised earthen
tabl e capped by a stone wall. Aly swept her eyes over the village as they wal ked
t hrough, her busy mind ticking off details that might be useful later. The
streets were clean and the houses sturdy, built half of wood and half of stone.
There was plenty of space for herd aninmals and flocks if they had to be brought
inside the palisade in an attack. The place had two smithies, which nmeant Tanair
had a certain |l evel of prosperity, and the people who lined the nmain street to
greet their caravan | ooked capabl e enough. The col ors ranged from pure luarin
white to pure raka copper brown. Unlike the people of the | owl and jungles, these
vill agers dressed for warnth in waparound jackets and | eggi ngs, many of them
brightly colored and enbroi dered. There was an inn with a proper stable, which
meant that travelers cane and went, and that noney fed the village coffers.
There were sheds and outbuil dings, too, and tenples for the luarin gods and the
raka gods on opposite sides of the street. Aly liked it. People with a good life
woul d defend it nore vigorously than people who were beaten down by their
masters and their fates.

The wagon train clinbed up the earthen table and through the gate in the stone
wal |, into Tanair Castle’'s outer courtyard. It was on a direct line with the

i nner gate, which revealed Tanair to be an ancient five-story tower with

outbuil dings. Aly had thought Pirate’s Swoop was plain, but at |east they had
three towers, connected by the castle’'s wings. Lady Sarugani’'s fam |y may have
been ancient, but plainly they were not wealthy. The soldiers who lined the
stone wall were old nmen and boys in their mdteens.

Aly rubbed the back of her neck. Well, it’s a challenge, she thought. If | can
keep these people safe here, I'Il be able to handl e anything Da could throw at
me later. And who knows? Maybe King Oron will forget us. All | need is to keep
the children alive for the sumrer, after all. It nmight take himthat long to

remenber he sent the Balitangs away.

You prom sed nme hel p! she thought to Kyprioth as she hel ped El sren and Petranne
out of the wagon. The sooner the better, if you please. | can't see everything
at once!

There is no better spy than a slave. No one notices them They may go anywhere,

| ook into anything, if they are careful. They can ask questions that woul d be
suspi ci ous coming from ot hers, because everyone believes a slave is stupid, even
gi ven evi dence he is not.

—Froma letter to Aly when she was ten from her grandfather, M/les of O au

5
SETTLI NG I'N
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The realization that life as it had been lived in Rajnuat nmust now change struck
the fanmly, servants, and slaves as they | ooked over the grounds of Tanair
Castle. In the outer courtyard lay stables, storage sheds, a carpentry workshop,
a dovecote, a news, and a snall kennel. Wthin the inner courtyard the broad
stone keep was supplied with a kitchen attached to it on the ground floor, a
barracks for the nen-at-arns, two wells, and a blacksnmith' s forge.

“But where do we sleep?” one of the Balitang servants asked.

“In the main hall, on pallets,” Chenaol told them “This castle was part of
Duchess Sarugani’'s dowy when she narried H's Grace. Wien the fanily stayed
here, servants and sl aves slept together in the main hall, on the floor.”

When sone of the free servants protested that they would not sleep anobng sl aves,
Chenaol shrugged. “Before the family built the upper stories, ny nother saidthey
slept in the main hall, too,” she said. “Their quarters are right overhead now,
where the hearth fire warns the upper roons.”

A shriek fromEl sren called Aly back to her charges. She calmy ended a
hair-pul l'i ng di spute between the boy and his sister, Petranne, and gave both of
themthings to carry inside. Petranne tried to shove the box she held back into
Aly’s hands. “We’'re notslaves, " the four-year-old said.

Aly | ooked at the thick gray clouds that raced over the sky, then shrugged and
set the box in a cart. “All right, ny lady, but don’'t cone crying to ne when the
stormwets your dolls. That's the box they're in,” she replied, slinging rolled
bl ankets over one shoul der and a heavy pack over another. “Conme on, ny lord

El sren.”

The boy turned, stuck his tongue out at his sister, and nmarched toward the
castle door, manfully hauling a snall basket. Petranne caught up with them as
they entered the castle. In one hand she carried the box with her dolls init;
in the other she carried a basket with Elsren’s wooden toys.

Everyone worked fast to get their belongings into shelter. After her last trip
inside, Aly lingered on the steps to the keep’'s main door. Thunder growl ed in
the di stance. She gnawed her lip, trying to renmenber if she had found all of the
children’ s things.

“So, Aly Bright Eyes,” said Uasim coning to a halt beside her. The wei ght of
the box he carried nade the heavy nuscles of his arnms bul ge, though he stood as
if it weighed nothing at all. “Wshing they’d sent you back to the Rajnuat slave
pens?”

Aly glanced along the Iine of his back. His tunic, pulled tight by the wei ght of
the box, reveal ed extrenely heavy nuscles for sonmeone who was a head f oot nan.
She rai sed an eyebrow. “Are you?” she asked, curious.

“l savor the delights of civilization,” he informed her, his long nouth in a
crooked line. In some ways he reninded her of Da. “lI’mspoiled, that’s all. [|'1II
recover.”

“But for you this is honme, isn't it?” Aly wanted to know. “Aren’t you glad to be
hone?”

U asi m shook his head. “Tanair isn't my horme. |’ mfrom Pohon.”

He'd startled her. She let himsee it. “And you work for |uarin? Chenaol says
the people there hate luarin.”

“They do. It's a long story. | will wager you a gigit that Elsren is now at the
top of the stairs, ready to tunble down. Heis three. They have a talent for such
things at that age.”

He was probably right. Aly raced inside, deliberately running with her knees
together as she flung up her heels, the awkward run of a mai dservant who hated
it. There was no need for anyone here to see that Aly could be swift, that she
normally ran with the wi de-open stride of someone who had been trained to it.
She meant to give the household as few reasons to ask questions about her as
possi bl e.

El sren wasn’t near the stairs on the second fl oor of the keep, but he had found
and unsheat hed one of his father’'s daggers, testing it on the wooden floor. Ay
took the weapon, scolded Elsren, then threw the scream ng child over one

shoul der and clinmbed up to the third story. She pl opped El sren on the floor of
the smal|l chanber he would share with Petranne, next to a heap of his toys. As
he started to play with them she got to work maki ng the beds.
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She was nearly finished unpacki ng when Penbery cane for her. “H's Grace and the
duchess wish to speak to you in their roons,” she told Aly.

Aly curtsied to her and trotted downstairs, nentally listing all she had to do
before she could sleep that night. Bathe the children tonorrow, she told
herself. By the tine Petranne and El sren finish supper, they'll be so worn out
they won't even be able to sit upright. Little nonkeys. No wonder Mdther spent
so much tinme away, if Thom Alan, and | were half as lively as these two. And
need to find that mssing trunk of clothes. U asimmght know what happened to
it. .

She knocked on the cl osed door that was the entrance to the suite of roons
shared by the duke and duchess. “Cone in,” Mequen call ed.

“Cl ose the door behind you,” added W nnam ne.

Aly bowed to her mamsters, wondering what was going on now. Their roons—sitting
room bedroom privy, solar—were only half unpacked. Lightning flashed through
cracks in the cl osed wooden shutters, and rain thudded agai nst them The keep
was so ol d-fashioned that none of the wi ndows had gl ass, which was still too
expensive for all but the greatest lords, let alone the raka nobility. Candles
burned on branches set on tables; cressets of burning coals Iit the main hal

and stairs. Wnnani ne was kneeling beside a crate in the sitting room taking
out neatly folded clothes, while Mequen stood before the hearth.

“W're going to free you, Aly,” Wnnam ne announced.

Aly held a finger to her lips to hush the duchess, then went to the door that
opened onto the servants’ stair. It gave way stiffly, and the landing and stairs
were covered with dust and cobwebs. She closed it again, reassured that anyone
who m ght have thought to eavesdrop fromthere would have | eft a mark. She
couldn’t depend on that reassurance in the future. The servants woul d be

cl eaning the back passages soon, for access to the roons on the upper |evels.
She went to open the bedroom door. The bedchanber was undi sturbed except for
trunks and boxes piled by the door, to be unpacked as soon as the room was

cl eaned. She left that door open so that no one could sneak in and eavesdrop
She wanted to do the sane with the servants’ stair, but their conversation would
echo through the stone corridor if she did.

“Forgive ne, Your Graces,” she said, bowing to her owners. “lI'd prefer that no
one overhear.”

W nnami ne rai sed her eyebrows, then continued, “My lord and | have discussed it.
It’s not right, keeping a slave collar on the god’ s nessenger.”

Al'y rubbed her nose gently. This should have occurred to you, she scol ded
hersel f. True, she hated that netal ring. It was a constant annoyance, chafing
her tender skin, pressing on her throat when she turned over in her sleep. The
Bal i tangs had changed the radius of the magic on the collar for the greater
spaces of Tanair, but even so, if she had to go farther than five mles from any
menber of the famly, it would choke her until she returned to themor died.

And she needed the cursed thing.

“l thank you, Your Grace, but no,” she told her mistress. “Truly, | don't
require freedomjust yet.”

The duchess froze in the mddle of lifting tunics fromthe chest. The duke
turned slowy. Their brown eyes, his deep-set in folds of flesh, hers even under
perfect brows, |ocked on Aly.

“This isn't our attenpt to rid ourselves of you,” Mequen told her. “You may

masquerade as a servant, that's all, free to go wherever you like.”
Aly sighed. “May | sit, Your G ace?” she asked. “l’ve been running up and down
those stairs all afternoon. My feet are killing nme.”

Both of themstiffened nonmentarily, half offended that a slave would sit in
their presence. It was Mequen who thawed first. “How thoughtless of us. Sit,

pl ease.” He took one of the chairs for hinself. Wnnani ne | ooked at her husband,
rai sing her brows. He shrugged and flicked his eyes at Aly. Ay grinned, having
read, “Are you nad?” and “She is the god’s nessenger” in their silent exchange.
It was a good narriage when a couple could conmmuni cate easily wi thout speaking.
The duchess carried the stack of clothes into the bedchanber, then returned.
Only when she sat down did Aly do so. It m ght have been too much to ask her to
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return to a roomwhere the slave was al ready seated

Aly took a deep breath and | eaned forward, bracing her arns on her knees, a
position her da favored when he needed to explain things. “Servants aren’t free
in a way that's useful, Your Grace. People expect servants to be |oyal. Everyone
knows that if a servant dislikes a master, he finds a better one. Nobody expects
a slave to be loyal or clever. W hear things servants won’t. And if slaves turn
up sonmewhere they don't usually go, everyone assunes their masters ordered them

to go there. | really amfar nore use to you as a slave.”
Duke Mequen frowned at her. “But every slave wants to be free.”
“Actually, sonme don't,” Wnnanine remarked in a thoughtful voice. “I’ve

overheard them say that servants always risk finding thenselves in the street
with no noney and no way to get proper work, while a slave is cared for all his

days.”

“If the slave has a good naster,” Mequen pointed out.

“There’s another thing to consider,” Aly told them “I need answers to questions
no one will answer for soneone who's luarin, and free. Me being a slave sol ves
that little problem Even free raka feel superior to a luarin slave.”

“That’s . . . very subtle,” the duke remarked slowy. “Tell nme, Ay, who were

you in Tortall?”

“I was a naid at Fief Taneran,” she said, gazing at himwith w de, innocent

eyes. She had chosen Taneran because it was a hol ding she knew as well as the
Swoop. “l was visiting ny sister at Bay Cove when the raiders got ne.”

“What sort of mmid?” asked the duchess. “You seemrather nore knowi ng than the
usual run of servant.”

“CGeneral,” replied Aly, her voice casual. “Mnding the other servants’ children,
hel ping in the kitchen when we had guests, sewing, gardening, the like. As for
the know ngness, well, |’ve always been nosy, | suppose. W were school ed—by the
queen’s decree, all Tortallan children learn their letters and suns. | |earned a
bit more than that. As for the rest . . .” She shrugged. “It’'s just the way

am Maybe the god nade ne snarter.”

“You were free, but you wish to remain a slave,” the duke said, as if he did not
believe that he had heard correctly the first tine.

“Once | have served the god, he's promised to send ne hone,” Aly told him It

wasn't even a lie. “He won't need ne forever, |'msure.”

W nnam ne inspected her fingernails. “Then we'll reassign Penbery and give you
her place,” she said.

Aly winced. “You'll make her into an eneny | don’t need, Your G ace,” she
replied. “And you’d be hobbling nme. The god’s told ne what | nust do. To keep
you safe, | need to know this ground |ike |I know nmy honme. What | need for nowis

to range outside the walls. Can’t | be given a herd to work? Goats would do
best. They can graze anywhere. No one questions a goatherd clanbering all over
the land.”

“You shoul d have sonething to excuse your wanderings inside the wall as well,”
suggested Mequen. “What if at night, when everyone's indoors, you carry our
messages for us? Thus we shall have reason to talk to you privately, when we
give you notes to carry to the rest of the castle and the village.”

Aly stared at him startled. She hadn’t thought the duke would have a talent for
this kind of thing, but it seemed that he did. “Perfect, Your Gace, and thank
you,” she said, bowing in her chair. “lI hadn't thought of that.” The best
secrets are those kept in full view, she thought to herself. Everyone will see
me running the Balitangs’ errands, and no one will think twi ce about it.

“But surely even looking after the little ones would be better than herd work,”
obj ected W nnami ne.

“Not for ny side of the god's bargain, begging Your Graces’ pardon,” explained

Aly. “l need to learn how easy it would be for killers to strike the plateau. A
herd will give ne a reason to wander.” She gnawed her lip and added, “If you
wish to help ne, | would be grateful if you would take the nmagic off my collar,

so it won’t choke ne if | go nore than five nmiles fromone of you. A tablet of
parchment woul d help, too, so | can nake a map of things.”

Silence fell for a nonent as the coupl e considered what she had said. Mequen
frowned in thought, then asked, “Wy does the god take an interest in us? He
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didn't really say, except to tell us we have a great destiny.”

Aly wanted to reply that the god had tricked themand that their children were
his object. But then she would have to explain to these nice people that they
were in the hands of a trickster, not Mthros. It would be far better for Aly if

they didn't know about Kyprioth and his wager. “l don't believe gods are very
forthcomng with things |ike answers, Your G ace,” she replied. “lI’ve yet to
hear of one that was, anyway.”

“Wel | ,” the duchess said, getting to her feet, “goats and nessages it is. I'm

afraid you nust be denpted, Aly.” She rummaged in a box that sat on a nearby
tabl e and produced a bookli ke tablet of parchnent sheets stitched together. “Use
this. What have you got to wite with?”

“Charcoal s best, Your Grace, and easy for ne to get. Thank you
fitting the tablet into the front of her tunic.

“Send the housekeeper to me, and | will arrange for your change in station,”
W nnam ne said. “Report to Hi's Grace or ne here after supper for our nessages
And | et us know what we nay do to help.”

“Aly, come here.” Ay obeyed, standing in front of the duke. He touched her
metal collar with one finger and murnured a phrase in old Thak, the dead

| anguage favored by nages for spoken spells. The netal felt a little cooler on
Aly’s skin when Mequen dropped his hand. “There you are. You nay go, then.”
Aly bowed and Il eft.

Worn out by settling in, the entire household nade an early night of it after
their arrival at Tanair. On her pallet in Elsren and Petranne’'s room Aly
dreanmed of crows.

Aly said,

This dreamfelt real, but not in the same way as that dream of her parents.
There she could not feel a thing. In this dreamshe sat in the fork of an

i mense tree, its bark rough on her skin. She heard the wind in the |eaves

over head and snel |l ed appl e bl ossons from sonewhere. She was surrounded by crows
who hopped from branch to branch above her, on either side, sharing her own
branch. One flew at her, tugged her sleeve, and dropped back to the ground.

Anot her struck her back with his claws, making Aly hang on to the tree trunk
The crow yanked her clothes, then fell away. Another darted up to pull at her

| eggi ngs; one nore took her right little finger in its beak and felt along its

I ength. Wen its tongue tickled her, Aly pulled free. She sensed no harmin
them only great curiosity.

The one who had mout hed her finger now gripped her wist gently with its beak,
working its way up until it tasted cloth, then back down to her hand. It
wandered over Aly’'s lap to her left side to repeat the procedure. Its fellows
glided by to tug at Aly’s clothes and hair. It seened to be an inspection of
sonme kind. The only one who did not touch her and junp back to the branches was
the one who went from exploring her hands and arns to her ears, making her

gi ggl e.

“Thattickles, " she said, lifting the bird down to her |ap. Sonething had

spl ashed or nmarked its back feathers with a white mark |like a wave, a mark that
sparkled faintly in Aly’'s Sight. “Vexed a mage, didn't you?” she asked the crow
with a grin. “Were you tickling him too?”

The nage was just crotchety,said a voice in Aly’'s head—Kyprioth' s voice. Qur
friend here has an excess of curiosity about humans even for a crow. A new crow
settled on the branch across fromAl'y. Unlike the other birds in the tree, this
one wore sparkling rings on each talon and a neckl ace of sparkling genstones. He
bl azed with godhood in Aly’'s Sight.

“Hell o, Kyprioth,” Aly said drily. “I take it all this is your idea?”
Most certainly,the bejewel ed crow informed her in the god s crisp, kindly
tones. You asked for help, ny dear. | have wagered that these crows will not be

abl e to keep yousafe from human predators until the autumm equi nox. They wl|l
teach you their |anguage, so they can spy for you

Al'y scratched her head. Somehow, when she had dreamed of one day creating her
own spy network, a flock of crows had not been part of her imaginings.

The crow who'd run afoul of a nage junped fromher lap to her shoulder. Gipping
her flesh through her tunic with his powerful claws, he ran his beak through the
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i nch-1ong brush that was her grow ng hair.

“That tickles, too, you know,” she told him The crow continued to preen her. To
Kyprioth she said, “If | have a wager with you, and the crows have a wager with
you, where's the trick? Wenever there's a trickster about, there has to be a
trick, everyone says so. Wat’'s yours?”

You don't have to worry,said Kyprioth, his tone entirely snug. You're only here
for the sumer, renmenber? This is going to be nmy greatest trick ever, pulled off
under the noses of nortals and gods alike, but it will take sonme tine to put it
in place. In the neantine, your new friends here will teach you useful crow
sounds. You in turn will teach themto understand necessary human sounds. He
preened his chest feathers. At least, | think the crows will teach you. Do you
accept the wager, ny cousins? he asked the crows.

Wl you keep your word about food?A crow s voice sounded in Aly’'s mnd. It
sounded |i ke the speaker was a senior nale.There's barely enough in this high,
flat place to keep two snmall flocks fed, let alone fifty nore of us.

I will ensure that you are all fed, Kyprioth reassured them You can't win the
wager if you' re starving.

One fermal e said,| amnot certain. You know how stupid two-1|eggers are.

We are two-I| eggers ourselves. That voice was light, young, and nmale. It cane from
the crow on Aly's shoulder.O are you standing on your wi ngs? W know t hey use
counting words, just like us, and they have words for different kinds of
predators. They are as nuch kin to us as Kyprioth there.

You have al ways been too fond of those creatures, Nawat, said another ferale
crow. It isn't right.

This seens like a lot of trouble to go to for a wager, added a new nmal e crow.

If it’s too much for you, | suppose | could take ny wager to the ravens, Kyprioth
remar ked, cocking his head this way and that, as if he weighed up the crows. O
the magpies. | thought you would find the stakes worth your while, but perhaps
the ravens will like thembetter

We want the wager, snapped the fenale who had said she was uncertain.Even if it
takes forever to teach a stupid hunman.

The crows shrugged their shoul ders. That neans “very well,” Nawat told Avy.It
means they agree.

“What are your stakes?” Ay inquired, thinking they nust be something special to
cause the crows to junp when they saw their chance of winning slip away.

Not hi ng that concerns you,the stern femal e snapped. So don’t start thinking you
can steal it for yourself. Now W begin wth nunbers.

Al'y | ooked around for Kyprioth. He was gone. She shook her head and paid
attention to her | essons.

Aly rose at dawn, her head buzzing with crow sounds. She scavenged a | unch from
the yawni ng kitchen staff and went out to take charge of her goats. She had some
experience at herding, fromworking with her friends who herded the Swoop’s

ani mal s when she was younger. Tine and education as her father’'s daughter and as
a lady had put an end to the friendships, but at |east she could manage fifteen
goats.

The air was cool when she left Tanair, but she could tell the day would be warm
even hot. Except for puddl es and danp grass, no traces of last night’'s

t hunderstorm renai ned. She | ed her charges up into the rocky ground just north
of the point where the road entered the Tanair plateau. Grass sprouted
everywhere between the granite boul ders, which nade the goats happy. Perched on
the rocks, Aly could see the road and the palisade that encl osed castle and

vill age, which nmade her happy. She could al so see the two-nan guard Veron had

pl aced to watch the road and alert the castle if anyone cane that way.

Once she was settled, Aly put aside her pack and wal king stick. In all the
stories of gods she had heard, she had | earned that if a god wasn’t sonewhere
else in the world, and the speaker was of interest to that god, all that person
needed was to speak the god’s nanme. “Kyprioth, | need to talk to you,” she said
quietly. “We are overdue for a private conversation.”

“I"'mtouched,” the famliar crisp voice remarked.

Aly turned. For the first tinme she saw the god standing on his own, not covered
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with soneone else’s form She had seen the outlines of this shape in the

mat cher’ s body, so she guessed it was one he liked. He was only two inches
taller than Aly, lean and wiry like a dancer, shoul ders erect, bearded chin up
He had very short salt-and-pepper hair that was nore salt than pepper. It
extended all the way down to frane his nouth and face in that trimbeard. H's
nose was short and broad, his eyebrows shaped in pointed arches. Leagues of

m schief gleamed in his large brown eyes. He wore a Kyprin-style wapped coat of
green cloth. It was hung all over with charns, pins, brooches, and bits of
jewelry. The native sarong covered his legs, the material nmade of intricate
patterns woven in many-colored threads. The patterns shifted when Aly | ooked at
them naking her dizzy. Even the knot over his left hip appeared to nove inits
many turns and folds. It seened to be intertwined with fine silver, gold, and
copper chains. H's sandals were | eather studded with copper. There were rings
made of copper and studded with gens on all of his fingers and several of his
toes. His lone earring was a copper hoop with beads on it nade of col ored

st ones.

“Well, here | am” he prodded. “Speak up. | can't do this often. | don't want ny
divine siblings to learn |I'm suddenly spending nore tinme here in the |ast few
weeks than | have in the last couple of centuries.”

“l don’t understand,” Aly said, frowning.

“You don’t need to,” replied Kyprioth. “Too nuch information is bad for you
nortals. Just |look at your history if you want proof.”

Aly made a note to ask the raka servants about Kyprioth and his rel ationship
with the other Great Gods. She had a feeling it mght be inportant. Changing the
subj ect to keep himoff balance, she said, “You re a god. Wiy not nmake yourself
young and handsone?”

“I like nmyself this way,” he informed her as the goats crowded around, sniffing

him “1 look am able and inoffensive, like an elder statesman, don't you think?”
“No el der statesnmenl know,” Aly retorted with a grin. “Qurs all wear breeches or
hose, |i ke decent people.” To the goats she said, “Get along with you! You'd

think you d never seen a god before.”

“But they haven't,” said Kyprioth, his voice snoothly reasonable. “And | |ike
goats. They have so nmuch talent for trouble. Aren't you happy with the crows?”
“The crows are delightful,” Aly told him “But they won't be enough. W need a
mage, a real one, you know. Rihani’s sweet, but nostly she knows healing.
There's another healer in Tanair village. W ve got a few who can shed |ight or
start fires anong the people who cane up from Rajnuat, but if a real nage
attacks, we are cooked cats. Unless you can nake a nage out of nme. A good one,
of course.”

“But you said it yourself, no one notices a slave,” the god said reasonably.
“You woul d be noticeable as a nage, particularly to other mages.”

Aly scowmed at him “You were listening.”

Kyprioth grinned at her. “Don’t you wi sh you were a god? W can eavesdrop
wherever we |ike and no one knows. Think how useful that skill would be for you
You don't need to be a nage, ny dear. Your particular,peculiar array of talents
is what interests me,” he explained. “You really are quite exceptional, you
know. ”

“Piffle,” said Aly. “Da has dozens nore skilled than ne.”

“Not necessarily, Alianne of Pirate’s Swoop,” Kyprioth replied. There was

ki ndness in his voice. “You cone of exceptional people, and you are a fitting
heir to them”

“They don’t think so,” Aly pointed out. “And | agree. I'mthe fanily | ayabout.
Don’t those four children deserve better?”

“Now you talk as if you believe all that nonsense you’' ve been told about your
unwi | I i ngness to work. We both know you aren’t unwilling at all.” The god lifted
Aly’s chin with a strong brown hand. “You were marked by fate frombirth, just
i ke your parents. Accept that, and see what you can acconplish here, on your
own. It’'s going to be an interesting sumer.”

“Speaking of that, what am| here to protect themfronP” Aly wanted to know.
“You never said.”
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“All sorts of things.” Kyprioth's voice was tart with exasperation as he

rel eased her chin. “Really, Ay, you have an inmgination,and a sense of the rea
worl d. You shouldn’t have to ask. Their famly is out of favor with a nonarch
whose grip on sanity is |oose, they've been sent to live in country far from any
serious kind of defenses . . . would you like me to add a fl ock of hurroks or a
herd of robber centaurs? Spidrens, perhaps? Rival nobles |ooking to gain favor
with King O on?”

Aly sighed. “No, thank you, the normal run of perils should be enough—=>

He was gone, as if he'd never been there. Aly | ooked at the grass that had been
under his feet: it wasn't even bent. “He’'d be inpossible to track,” she told the
kid that was | eaning against her leg. “Aren’t you supposed to be frolicking, or
sonet hi ng?”

The kid butted her thigh.

“Shoo,” Aly ordered. “I need to map this ground.”

She was eating her lunch of bread and cheese when a crow flew down and lit a few
feet away. Aly sat up as he stared at her. Wen he flicked his wings out in a
settling-down gesture, she saw the white rippled streak on his feathers.

“Nawat ?” she asked. “That's what they called you, isn't it?”

He replied with the wing shrug that was crow | anguage for “yes.”

Aly tossed hima chunk of the heavy brown bread. “So are you here to test ne on
what | | earned?” she asked

The crow gripped the bread in a talon and gul ped down a pi ece. He answered with
a rattling caw that startled the kids so nmuch, they | eaped over one another. Ay
shook her head at the silly youngsters and searched her nenory. “Five?” she

guessed.
A wing shrug. She had gotten it right. Nawat voi ced another sound.
“Hawks,” Aly said with nore confidence. “Wat's ‘nmen’ ? Two-I|eggers, like ne.”

She | ooked down at her chest. “Only flatter.”

Nawat finished the bread and wal ked over to her. Gently he stretched his head
forward and pecked her lightly on the bosom

“Stop that!” Ay said, pushing himaway. “lI don't let males of ny own kind do
that, 1’mnot about to start with you!”

Nawat replied with a croak that Aly recognized

“Men?” she asked.

The wi ng shrug. Nawat spoke two sounds that Aly correctly identified as “five
men.” At least |I'mlearning a new | anguage during nmy summer holiday, she thought
hunorously. So Mother won't be able to say | wasted ny tine conpletely. She
handed the crow some nore bread.

That night she ate with the slaves and the six bandit nen-at-arnms in the castle
courtyard: the soldiers refused to |let the new recruits eat with them bl ood
oath or no. The servants ate in the kitchen, since they ranked hi gher than the
slaves. The famly and their attendants ate in the great hall

Sunmoned to carry nmessages for the duke and duchess to people in the village,
Al'y slipped her first map to the duchess for recopying in ink. In return she
took Mequen and W nnam ne's nessages and carried themdown to Tanair village.
Most were invitations to visit the Balitangs at the castle, witten to the
headrman, the town's artisans and healers, and the priests of the different
tenples. It was nearly dark when Aly returned to the castle to take up a chore
of her own.

As she passed through the castle gate, she saw that Sergeant Veron was in charge
of the night guard. Toni ght she waved to himas she trotted through the gate to
the inner courtyard.

Veron frowned down at her, his gray eyes puzzled. “You are the slave Ay, are
you not?” he called down to her

“l am Your Honor,” Ay called back cheerfully. “Just taking nessages about for
Their Gaces. Don’t mind ne.”

She suspected that he was one of those people who was not happy until he could
fit soneone into a proper category, after which he could ignore them He
confirnmed her suspicion by nodding and turning back to talk to one of his nen.
Aly wal ked on through the open gate to the inner courtyard, where she stopped
and bent to retie her sandal. As she did so she gave the courtyard ahead a quick
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gl ance. The slaves with no work to do | ounged around a snall fire, gossiping
with a handful of off-duty nmen-at-arnms who weren't too proud to be seen in their
conpany. No one else was in that courtyard. A look through the gate to the outer
courtyard showed no change since she had passed through. Sol diers paced the

wal kway on top of the wall, keeping their night’'s watch. Veron stood there, too,
staring at the village bel ow

Strai ghtening, Ay scratched her head, stuck her hands into her pockets, and
strolled into the shadows at the base of the inner courtyard wall. No one had
seen her. Moving noiselessly but casually, as if she had every right to be
there, she wal ked in the shadows to the guards’ barracks.

The nice thing about sergeants in command was that they had ground-floor roonmns,
often with wi ndows. Because it was warm for spring, Veron had left his shutters
open for the cool evening air. Silently Aly pulled herself up onto the sill and
swung her legs inward, waiting to make sure she wouldn’t bunp anythi ng before
she lowered herself to the floor. As she straightened, she did that inner tw st
of mind that let her Sight adjust. Now the roomwas as well lit to her gaze as
it would be to a cat at night.

At first glance she found none of the safeguards that a wary man would set to
alert himthat soneone had broken into his things, like a hair over the crack
where the lid met the bottomof his chest, or a powdering of chalk or flour in
front of it, or across the doorway. The lock on the chest was child s play. It
required only three of the picks she'd stuck into her loincloth before the
mechani sm opened. Aly ran her hands gently through the fol ded cl ot hes without

di sturbing them checking for anything unusual. Da had taught her this trick,
along with the art of picking pockets, using things with bells attached unti

she could search without ringing a bell. Al she found were letters fromVeron's
hone, neatly bundled and tied up with ribbon. Aly undid the ribbon to scan the
|letters. They were ordinary nmissives fromparents and siblings, full of hone
news. Her Sight found no signs of code spells; none of the letters thensel ves
was in code. She folded the papers as she’'d found them and retied themin the
same way. Next she tested the depth of the chest against its height on the floor
to check for hidden conpartnments. There was none.

She searched the room as she had the trunk, checking each possible hiding place
on the bed before leaving it as she had found it, unwinkled and straight.

Qui ckly she noved on to the sergeant’s shaving gear, chair, and table. She
rapped the legs of the furniture to see if any held secret conpartnents. About
to give up, Aly noticed a darker spot over the shadowed door

Wth the hearth stool to stand on she could reach the area. She took down a
slim dark wood box that had been set on the door’s thick frane. The | ock was
simple. Aly had it open in a trice. Inside were sheets of thin parchnent, a reed
pen, and ink that glowed with some kind of spell. Wth them she found a stick of
clear blue sealing wax and a seal: a tiny eye over a spread-w nged osprey,
synbols for the intelligence service of the Copper Isles.

G ngerly Aly returned the box to its proper place. She placed the stool in the
dents in the earthen floor where it had stood before the fireplace. Then she
eased hersel f through the window and into the safety of the shadows outside

Her suspicions about the sergeant were right. He was King Oron’s spy in the
Bal i t ang househol d. He m ght not even be the only one. Should she | et the duke
and duchess know? O should she keep that information to herself for now? They
m ght insist on getting rid of Veron, and that wouldn’t be practical. Aly knew
fromher upbringing that the spy you know is present is always preferable to the
unidentified spy. Veron could be watched. He m ght |ead her to other royal spies
within the Balitang household, or even help her to | ocate spies sent by enenies
ot her than the Crown.

It was the kind of thinking that always gave her nother headaches, a way of

| ooking at several different possibilities for each situation. To Aly and her
father it was a fine ganme, but Aly had |l earned early on that Mdther hated it.
That was a shane, because it was far nore interesting that anything her nother
m ght play at on horseback.

Still turning possibilities over in her mnd, Aly drifted through the gate into
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the outer courtyard. A glance at the stables revealed that a | anp burned in the
chief hostler’s quarters. Wiy wasn't Lokeij out with his boys, anbng the group
in the inner courtyard? The ol d raka was a sociable nman, nuch given to telling
fireside stories until noonrise.

Aly padded into the stables. They were enpty but for the horses, who drowsed as
she passed. Silently Aly wal ked into the one-story addition that housed the tack
room the stable boys’ dormitory, and the chief hostler’s quarters. She kept to
the wall, where there was | ess chance she would step on a | oose board. The

mur mur of voices fromLokeij’'s roomwas too | ow for her to nake out what was
said. Aly hesitated, then shrugged and opened the old man’'s door

Lokeij, the cook Chenaol, the man-at-arns Fesgao, and the head footman U asim
all sat inside. They had the look of old friends having a nice evening s chat,
conplete with drinks and a bow of dried fruit and nuts to share. Ay blinked.
Al'l four were pure raka. She had known before that it was unusual to have so
many pure-blood raka in the best positions in a luarin household. Only now,
seeing them did she realize that all four nmain servants here at Tanair were
purebl oods. Was that a nod to the older girls' heritage, or was it sonething
nmore? Perhaps it was both, she thought.

“CGood evening,” she said with a smile. “This | ooks cozy.”

Lokeij grinned at her, his dark eyes, framed by nultiple winkles, tw nkling
with anuserment. “Surely old friends may sit and talk when their work is done.”
“add friends who nunmber two free servants, a slave, and a nan-at-armns, al
seated together?” Ay crouched by the door and w apped her arns around her
knees, curious to see what she nmight learn. “You re very relaxed in your
standards for conpany.”

“Why do | not think you are here for a drink?” Fesgao asked, pointing to the

pi tcher and a wooden cup

Aly smiled crookedly. “I’d as soon gulp down a nouthful of fire,” she replied.
Chenaol |aughed and sl apped her knee. “You won't get to like it if you won't
drink it,” she told Avy.

“But I'd like the use of ny tongue until | die,” retorted Aly. “l think it would
eat away at the tongue of anyone who isn’'t raka.”

“So then, curious Aly, why are you here?” U asimwanted to know.

Aly | ooked at each dark face, wondering if she was getting herself into trouble.
She sighed. She needed sone real answers, and she had to start somewhere. She
had a feeling that these four people were nore inportant to this household than
their positions seened to be. “Just whowas Duchess Sarugani to the raka?”

“That is a question we will not answer,” Fesgao replied. “Wwy do you ask?”

Then you just answered it, Ay thought. She wasvery inportant to you and yours.
“I like gossip about ny betters,” she replied blithely. “And | was spooked by
all those people watching us. Do they line the roads and sea | anes for every
famly that goes into exile?”

“Who knows why country raka act as they do?” asked Chenaol with a shrug. “Mbst
of the tine they laze, hunt, and fish. The househol d of an exiled duke—a
Rittevon duke—was a show for them”

U asi m | eaned back and | aced his hands behind his head. “Duchess Sarugani was of
the |l esser raka nobility,” he told Aly, his eyes sharp on her face. “No raka
ever married so high before. It stands to reason that people would take interest
in her and her daughters.”

Aly got to her feet, wincing as nuscles she hadn’t used in sone time protested
the change in position. Coat herding had not been so nuch work the last time she
had tried it. “Ch. | didn't think of that,” she said lightly. “It | ooked to ne
as if there was sonme big nystery about it all.”

“Curiosity killed the cat,” Fesgao remarked, his dark eyes unreadabl e.

Aly rolled her eyes. Wiy did everyone say that to her? “People always forget
therest of the saying,” she conplained. “*And satisfaction brought it back.’”
She | ooked at the pitcher of arak. “Though if that’'s all you nmean to drink,
doubt 1'I1l come to be curious with you very often.”

Their chuckles followed her out into the stable. Aly whistled a tune softly as
she passed the sl eeping horses. The raka had gracefully turned her questions
asi de, but they weren't good at facing down open queries. Wat they had said
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about the first duchess was true, but it was only part of a larger truth. From
the way they had avoi ded her gaze, and fromthe stiffness of their novenents,
Aly was al nost certain that Sarugani had not been mnor raka nobility at all
Plans to do away with entire nobl e houses were usually flawed, as her readi ngs
of history had taught her. There were always second and third cousins tucked
away in corners, waiting for the right time to announce they were of the
supposedl y dead house. O those cousins neglected to wait and died as the result
of a premature announcenent. Had she noney to wager, Aly would bet it all that
Sarugani was the daughter of old, powerful raka nobility, probably even a very
wel | hidden seed of the royal line. If that were so, then Sarai and Dove were
doubly royal, raka as well as luarin. Ifthat were true, if the mad king ever

| earned of it, no Balitang would be left alive.

The four raka whom she had just |eft seened nuch friendlier since they' d |left
Rajmuat. During the long journey here she had overheard sl aves and servants
al i ke wonder why servants of Chenaol’s and U asinms rank and qualifications had
chosen the Balitangs’ exile. Lokeij, of course, had been too old to sell, for
all his skill as an hostler. And here they were, teaned with a real soldier who
was al so a pure-bl ood raka. Fesgao’s qui et conpetence and | eadership had

i mpressed her during the bandit episode. Seeing these four together had
crystallized things for Aly, giving her a working theory as to why these people
had remai ned with Mequen and his famly. They were guarding the hidden treasure
that was Sarugani’s daughters. |If trouble came, Aly would have their help to
protect two of the children, at |east.

She stepped into the courtyard and frowned. She had forgotten another very

i mportant question. She would ask it at another tine, though. Too many questions
m ght make the four raka conspirators think Aly was an unheal thy person to keep
around.

As she wal ked into the keep, she heard children crying, “Aly, Aly!” El sren and
Petranne, who had been seated at the foot of the main stairway, hurled
thensel ves at her. Dove and Sarai came in their wake, nore sedate, but with the
sanme eagerness in their eyes.

“A story!” clanored Elsren. “Mana said you mght tell us a story if we were good
and we were!”

“Pl ease, "begged Petranne.

“The duchess didn't actuallysay Aly would tell you a story,” Sarai rem nded her
“She said to ask Aly,if Aly wasn't too tired. Aly |looks pretty tired to ne.” She
turned her brown eyes on Aly, who saw w stful ness in them

Pet ranne, who had hugged Aly enthusiastically, drew back, plucking coarse hairs
fromthe front of her gown. “You snell of goats,” she said, winkling her nose.
She was very much the finicky young nobl ewonman.

“l don’t care!” Elsren cried. “Please,a story?”

Aly | ooked at the four young Balitangs and told herself that if she was to keep
themalive, she ought to get to know them “Actually, I1'd like a story of ny
own,” she said, towi ng the younger children to a bench against the wall. “And
then one for you.”

“And then bedtinme,” Dove told Petranne and Elsren. “Aly rises very early now.”
“What story didyou want to hear?” asked Sarai. She settled on the fl oor
graceful ly, tucking her bronze-colored skirts around her long legs. Aly could
see how Sarai would attract boys. Apart from her connection to the royal famly,
she was lovely in a sensual way, her nose |long and curved, her upper lip a
perfect arch over a full lower Iip, her skin a creany shade of golden brown. Her
eyes were large with frivolously Iong | ashes, tucked under delicate eyebrows.
She wore her shining dark hair conbed snmoothly back and coiled into a knot of
braids fromwhich curled | ocks dangl ed. Hers was a face of passion and

sensual ity, one that promi sed a happy, if maddening, tinme for any mal e who took
her interest.

El sren and Petranne curled up on either side of the bench with Aly, |eaning

agai nst her as they pleaded with their eyes. Dove found a stool and set it next
to Sarai, folding her hands neatly in her |ap once she was seat ed.

“Well, it doesn't really have to be a story,” Aly said, putting an arm around
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each of the younger children. “lI was just curious about a god sonebody nentioned
to me—Ky—Kyprioth. Do you know anythi ng about hin®”
The older girls traded wary | ooks. Finally Dove said, “lI don't see howit could

hurt. He's one of the old raka gods. He's the sea god here, except naybe to the
luarin. The raka say he used to be the patron god of the Isles.”

“Some peopl e say that he played one trick too many on Mthros,” Sarai added. “He
is atrickster god. The Isles deserved one in those days, with all the clans
fighting, and every island against its neighbors. You can see why people m ght
think a trickster was running it all.”

“The Mthran priests say that all the fighting anbng the raka weakened
Kyprioth's power, so when the invaders canme fromthe east, Mthros and the G eat
CGoddess cane with them and threw Kyprioth fromhis throne,” Dove told Aly. “The

raka believe he'll regain his throne one day, and return the rulership of the
Isles to the raka.”

“Where did you hear that?” asked Sarai, curious. “lI never heard anyone say
anyt hi ng about his return.”

“That’s because you attract attention,” Dove inforned her ol der sister. “I go
out of my waynot to attract it, so | hear nore things. People forget I'"'mthere.”
“Ch.” Sarai shrugged. “l hate being quiet. It’'s so very boring.”

Al'y, shaking her head at Sarai’s indifference to what she might |earn this way,
saw that Dove was shaking her head as well. For a noment their eyes net-haze

sl ave’s and brown- bl ack nobl e’ s—n perfect understandi ng.

Then Petranne yanked Aly’s sleeve. “Now a story?” she asked, her voice teetering
toward a whi ne.

The nonent gone, Aly searched her nenory for a tale. The information about
Kyprioth she would consider later, in a quiet nmonent of her own.

“Once in a kingdomfar away, a girl with a knack for handling horses cane to a
large fair held in the capital of Galla,” she began

“WIIl the Lioness be in this one?” asked Sarai eagerly. “WIIl there be battles?”
Dove ki cked her sister gently. Petranne scow ed and said, “Hush!”

Aly waited until Sarai was quiet again, then continued. “As | was sayi ng, she
cane to the fair seeking work. L

Frasrlund, on the Vassa River, Tortall’s northwestern border

As soon as Aly’'s eyes closed, a vision presented itself, very different from
those times when the crows taught her their |anguage. This was one of Kyprioth's
“letters fromhonme” dreans, |like the one in which she’d seen her father talk to
her nother, with Lord Inrah’s note in his pocket.

Now she rode high in the air, seeing the | andscape bel ow | i ke a shadow map. The
pl ace | ooked fanmiliar. It was Frasrlund, Tortall’s northern harbor city, an
island at the mouth of the powerful Vassa River. In nore peaceful tinmes she had
visited it often, though never with such a good view of the place.

The skies were dark, but the night was lit with torches, their flanes driven
nearly flat by a hard wind out of the east. Cities of torches lighting thousands
of tents lay over hilly land on both sides of the Vassa. Torches burned al so on
the ramparts of the city, isolated fromthe arnmies by the tunbling river
Frasrlund had been under siege by King Maggur of Scanra since the previous year
Now the Tortallans had driven Maggur’'s arny back across the Vassa. The flags on
the southern side of the river were Tortallan, those on the northern side
Scanran. So the city was yet to be freed conpletely. That woul d cone when Maggur
either no longer held the northern throne or else signed a treaty pronising to

| eave Frasrlund to Tortall. Until then the Tortallan arny could not retreat. The
m nute troops were noved away from Frasrlund, the Scanrans woul d swarm over the
river again, to encircle the prize and try to starve its people into surrender
Stal emate, Ay thought, shaking her head. They can't drive us off, and we can’'t

| eave the city to them Splendid. Mther nust be bored out of her nind.

Thi nki ng of her nother, Ay suddenly found herself inside a |arge canvas tent,
lit by oil lanps and warmed by charcoal braziers. Al anna the Lioness sat at a
rude canp table, witing reports.

Men cl anored outside. Al anna grabbed the | ongsword that rested on her table and
swept the blade fromits sheath. Ay clenched ghostly fists in worry. She
couldn’t see how an eneny mght get so close to the tents that housed the arny’s
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commanders, but there was no sense in Mther taking chances. Immortals, nmages,
or spies mght well get near enough to do real damage here.

Al anna reached for her shield, then spun to face the door. The flap burst open
and a tall man with black hair and a black, trimred beard entered in a swirl of
wind and cold air. Aly recognized King Jonathan, as her nother did. Al anna
dropped her shield and knelt, placing her sword at her side.

King Jonathan 1V, co-ruler of Tortall with his queen, Thayet, bent and scooped
his old friend up into his arns. “Alanna, |I'mso sorry,” he said as he hugged
her. “lIs there any news yet?”

Al anna stepped back from him confusion on her too-honest face. “News of what?”
“Myl es hasn’t been able to find a trace of her in Corus,” the king said, pulling
off his riding gloves. He investigated the contents of a steam ng pitcher and
poured its warmcider into a cup. “lI’ve got the Bazhir |ooking around,” the king
added, “but we’'ve had to be discreet.” He drank and poured the cup full again.
“Gods help us if our enemies find out she’'s mssing.”

Al anna turned her sword’s hilt in her hands, her violet eyes on her Kking.
“Thayet’s m ssing?” Wen the king stared at her, blue eyes astonished, Al anna
guessed, “One of the princesses? Really, Your Mjesty—=

“Mthros,” whispered Jonathan. “I thought you knew.”

Al anna’ s hands tightened on her sword. She scow ed at Jonat han. “Knewwhat ?”
Jonat han rubbed his forehead and dropped into one of the enpty chairs. “I

thought George . . . Alanna, |ook, put the sword away.”

Aly could see her nother was trenbling. “Am | going to need it?” she asked, her
voice tart. She went to her desk and picked up the sword s sheath, keeping her
back to Jonathan. “Spit it out, Jon.”

“It’s Aly,” the king began
“She went to Port Legann
“Actually, it seens she never arrived there,
his chair. “She’s mssing.”

Aly saw her nother’s shoulders go stiff. She slid her sword into its sheath.
“But George knows,” she commented softly. “Sothat’s why he hasn’'t witten she’'s

Jonat han said, |eaning forward on

honme. | thought maybe the letters went astray.”

“He’s looking for her. So have Myles and Gary and |I. As soon as Numair settles
Dai ne and the baby at the palace, he's going to search, too.” He | ooked at her
face and sighed. “I’massum ng George didn't want you upset—=

“OfF course he didn't,” Alanna said, putting her sword on its stand. “I hate it
when he goes all chivalrous on nme. I'mnot sone fragile blossomwho can be

di stracted by—by bad news from hone.”

“He knows | need you here,” said the king. “Not distracted. And everyone wl |l
notice if you go looking for her. You re too visible, remenber. You don't want
our enemes to realize your daughter, ny godsdaughter, is missing.”

“I"'mnot a fool, sire.” Alanna fought to speak calmy: Aly could see it in her
face. She tried to touch her nother’s shoul der, even hug her, but her arns
passed t hrough Al anna’s body. The Lioness rubbed her arns as if she felt a chil
and told the king, “I know we have enemes. Al of us whomAly calls famly. Has
anyone besides nme scried for her?”

“l have,” said the king. “So has Nunmair. W’ ve found nothing. Numair’s tried
crystal, flame, water . . . they turn gray or they vani sh when he does. Al |
see is fog. Look for her if you wish, but | think sonething, or soneone, is

hi di ng her fromus. You have to pretend nothing' s wong, understand? For Aly’'s
sake.”

“Yes, ldo understand,” Alanna said quietly. She lifted her sword and drew it
hal f out of its sheath. The netal sparkled with purple fire. Aly hadn't realized
why her nother had always insisted there be three inches of mrror-bright blade
near the hilt of her swords. Now she knew the answer: her nother was using the
bl ade as she would a mirror, as a tool to scry with, not just as a weapon. “And

1"l be calm 1'Il pretend everything s just lovely. | know Aly has the tools to
survive. She can defend herself, she’'s cleverer than | ever was, and she has al
those things George taught her. | have to believe she's alive, and she’s doing

her best to stay that way.” She scow ed at the gray fog that raced over the
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surface of her blade, and rammed it into its sheath. Turning, she glared at her
king. “May | be al one now, sire?” she asked. “lI need to wite to ny husband.”
The king was getting to his feet as Aly's surroundi ngs faded. Encased in a fog,
the sight of her nmother’s quarters gone fromview, Aly heard a famliar |ight
voi ce in her head.l believe you didn’t think she’d be worried. | believe it
never occurred to you that she knew what you could do, |et alone that her hope
woul d be that you could protect yourself.

She always treated nme as a feckless child, KypriothlAly retorted silently.

An i npression you encourage, as | recall,the god remnm nded her

The fog vanished. Aly sat in the crows’ tree, surrounded in the night by crows.
We coul d be sl eeping, trickster,one of the crows informed himlnstead of

| aboring to teach a two-1egger.

One crow, with a silvery streak on his back, wal ked over to Aly and sat in her
| ap. She’s I earning, Nawat told his brethren.Listen to how well she does. Alvy,
what is the noise for twenty?

6

OF GOATS AND CROWS

Aly woke in the norning with a headache. While the other slaves and servants who
had shared the great hall floor roused, she put away her beddi ng, gathered her
day’s neals in the kitchen, and took the goats out. Today she led themto a spot
inthe hills north of her previous day’'s grazing site so that she could survey a
new part of the ground she m ght have to defend.

Once the goats were settled, she ate bread and cheese. The food and the crisp
morning air cleared her head. Feeling a bit less worn, Aly washed her face and
cl eaned her teeth at a spring tucked between two rocks. She marked it on her

map. If the afternoon was as hot as it promi sed to be, she neant to take a
proper bath. She regretted the absence of soap, but unless she was ready to plod
back to Tanair, she would have to manage wi thout. Besides, Aunt Daine

di sapproved of people who used soap in a water source.

For a while Aly sinply lazed, warming up in the sun, watching the goats, and

t hi nki ng of her visions and dreans. She was just as glad not to be goi ng hone
for a couple of nonths. By the time she returned, her nother woul d have forgiven
her father for not revealing that Aly was gone. Wen Al anna was in a tenper,
anyone with sense was happi er sonepl ace el se. Her father would survive—he could
al ways | augh away her nother’s bad nobods—and Aly woul d come home when the storm
had bl own over.

She wi shed that her nother or the king had said what kind of baby Aunt Dai ne had
birthed. No one could even magically tell the child s sex while it was in the
wormb. It had shifted both sex and shape constantly, pummeling poor Daine with
everything fromel ephant feet to ostrich cl aws.

“I"mgladl’mnot a shape-shifter,” she told the younger goats, who were grazing
nearby. “Well, there are advantages, but having a baby doesn’'t seemto be one of
them”

Aly was studying the map she had nmade the day before when a shadow nomentarily
blotted out the light on her tablet. She | ooked up, to see a |lone crow gliding
overhead. At last he |l anded on a rock nearby and stayed there, flicking his
wingtips. It was the crows way to say, “This is ny territory.” Aly saw the
white streak that marked himas Nawat, by far the nost encouragi ng of her crow

t eachers.

“Nawat, it’'s too nice a day for nore |l essons,” she called to him “Didn’t we do
enough | ast night?”

Nawat hopped down beside her, still flicking his wingtips. Overhead Aly heard
the voices of nine nore crows. They flew toward the cut where the road | ed east,
nam ng the things they saw, starting with calling Aly and her herd of

ani mal spossi ble food . They also identified Nawat, a badger in the rocks, the
human-made wi de trail through the barrier edge of the plateau, a herd of deer
retreating to the mountain forests, and a | ack of humans on the deer’s trail

Aly was quite pleased with herself. She had understood every sound they made. “I
must be the best student you ever had,” she remarked. Looking fromthe sky to
Nawat, she saw the marked crow had opened her pack and was eating sone of her
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br ead.

“Now see here,” Ay began. Then she renenbered that Kyprioth had prom sed the
crows would be fed. “He better not have told youl’'d supply food for all of you,”
she conpl ai ned. She picked up the roll he had picked at and tore it into pieces.
Slowmy she sat next to himand offered a piece with her fingers.

Nawat accepted the offering, stuffing it and the remaining bread into his |arge
beak into the pouch under his tongue. Once his beak was full, he flew off. Ay
dusted off her hands. “You' re welcone!” she shouted after the retreating bird.
When he was gone from vi ew she picked up the parchnent tablet and got to work

In the days that followed, crows flocked to Tanair in their famly groups. Nawat
led themto Aly so they would get a good | ook at her. Once they were al

famliar with her, the crows spread out over the plateau, relaying what they saw
back to Aly through nessengers, or describing the |and during her dream | essons.
These canme at night, when Aly |earned their speech as the crows | earned hers. In
the morning Aly rushed to wite down all the crows had told her, form ng a rough
picture of the plateau fromtheir descriptions. Nawat was al ways there to hel p,
day and ni ght.

She was startled by the complexity of the crow | anguage. She al so enjoyed their
company, both in her dreans and out in the fields. She had always liked the

gl ossy bl ack creatures. Like Kyprioth, they were tricksters, stealing |laundry,
causi ng dogs to chase themuntil the dogs were exhausted, and trying their |uck
by interfering with pigs at their meals. Now she found their w cked sense of
hunor extended to their dream conversations with her. Only Nawat woul d not tease
Aly, by day or by night. She seened to fascinate him

Wil e the sun was up, as the crows described what they saw in the distance, Ay
famliarized herself with the nearby village and farms. She struck up
conversations with bakers, smiths, nothers, and herders. She hel ped wonen to
hang | aundry and tugged stubborn clunps of weeds or |arge rocks fromthe paths
of farmers’ ploughs. She held straps for harness makers and chased thieving
dogs. The peopl e were suspicious and wary of her. She expected that and didn't
force herself on them The inportant thing was that they got used to seeing her
around.

A week after her first encounter with Nawat, Aly was mappi ng the ground on the
sout hwestern side of the road when he told her that people were comng. Ay
thrust her tablet between two stones and grabbed the staff that was the only
weapon she was permitted as a slave. A few nmonents | ater she heard the approach
of horses.

It was Sarai and Dove, dressed for riding and flushed after a norning gallop
Behi nd them rode their bodyguards: Fesgao and another man-at-arms. The girls
swung out of their saddl es and shook the stiffness of a hard ride fromtheir

bodi es.

“We t hought you coul d use company,” Sarai remarked, unhooking a canteen from her
belt. She opened it and drank greedily, letting water spill over her cheeks. If
she was aware of the two nen watching her, she gave no sign of it.

Aly | ooked at the girls. “Not to say that |I'’mnot honored, ny |adies, because
am but it’'s hardly fitting for you to come see the goatherd,” she pointed out
in her best good-servant nanner.

Dove sighed. “We're desperate, Aly. If we have to work in the stillroom one nore
day, Sarai will bite someone’s head off. Then Papa woul d be di sappointed in her.
We thought a gallop would air us out.”

“I hate stillrooms,” grunbled Sarai as she took the saddle from her mare. Dove
unsaddl ed her own mount. It seened the girls planned to stay awhile. “If | have
to stew up any nore snelly plants, | willscream " Sarai placed her horse’s

bl anket on the grass and sat on it. Aly watched Fesgao and hi s compani on as they
di smounted at a distance to leave the girls and Aly in relative privacy.

“Sarai i s happier on horseback,” Dove explained. “I don’t mnd m xing up spices
and nedicines, but it’s hard to concentrate when Sarai starts to nutter.”

Sarai plucked out the jewel ed pins that held her coiled and braided hair in

pl ace. She set themin a pile beside her and pull ed her heavy black hair out of
its style as she |l ay back on the bl anket. Once down, she arranged it in an ebony
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fan around her head. It was still wet froma norning’s wash. “You coul d take mny
place, Aly. I'"'msure R hani would be happy for you to work in the stillroom

I"lI'l tend goats.”

“My heart just stopped dead with anticipation,” asked Aly. “But no, | cannot

| eave the goats. They would bleat for me. | would hear their cries with the ears
of ny heart.”

“You weren't really a nmaid, were you?” asked Dove. She had settled on a rock
that overl ooked the valley and the guards’ position. “You don't talk |like you
were a maid.”

“I"m an educated one. Mst of us Tortallan common-born are, these days.” Ay
kept her eyes on her map as nentally she kicked herself. She could not act |ike
her old self here. Just because there was no age difference between her and
Sarai, and only four years between her and Dove, she could not treat them as
equals. It didn't matter that on her nother’s side her blood was far bluer than
that of descendants of a ruffian |ot who had invaded the Copper Isles scarcely
three hundred years ago. “They insist on it. Al children attend school for five
years to learn to read and wite and figure. The priest said | was his nobst

prom sing student,” she added proudly, the country girl praised by an educated
nman.

“King Oron says that your king and queen will regret educating their people one
day,” nused Sarai. She turned her face up to the sun. “An educated popul ace
makes trouble, that’'s what he thinks.”

And he's as daft as a Stormwing, Ay thought. Al oud she said neekly, “lIt’s not
nmy place to say, ny lady.” Mtion drew her attention as Nawat | anded besi de
Sarai. He poked his beak through the shinmering heap of hairpins. “Lady Sarai,

| ook out.”

Sarai sat up and yelped to find a crow so close to her. The bird snatched two

j ewel ed pins and bounced back, steadying hinmself with his wings as the girl
scranbled to her feet. “Gve those back, you!” she cried, reaching for him He

| eaped away agai n and again, |eading Sarai on a chase across the grassy neadow.
Aly gathered up the other hairpins before he returned for those as well.

“He’s not at all shy of humans,” Dove renmarked fromthe rock where she sat, her
arns cl asped around her drawn-up knees.

“He isn't a normal crow,” Aly adnitted. She hid a smile. The crow junped higher
and higher each tine Sarai |unged, but he never actually took flight. Aly knew
he was tornenting the girl on purpose. “Perhaps he's soneone’s runaway pet.”
“Ch, no,” Dove replied. “It’'s illegal to keep crows as pets. Wll, not illega
as in alawwitten in books, but the raka get really upset by it. Even luarin
won’'t defy the custom”

“Wiy not?” Aly wanted to know. She knew two peopl e at hone who kept pet crows.
“They’'re sacred to Kyprioth,” replied Dove. “Since tricksters have to be free to
create mischief, the raka say it’s bad luck to the house to hold a crow agai nst
its will.”

“Wel I, nobody’s holding this fellow now,” Aly pointed out. “He just seens to
have adopted ne.”

“l give up,” Sarai told them panting, as she returned. “He can keep them” She
col l apsed on the bl anket and fought to catch her breath. Aly wordl essly | eaned
over and poured the other pins into Sarai’s |ap.

“Kyprioth will be pleased,” observed Dove. “He likes bright, shiny things, they
say.” She | ooked at Aly as Sarai began to braid her hair once nore. “Do you have
ot her stories about Al anna the Lioness?”

A jerk of her hand left a snear of charcoal on Aly’'s nap. She painstakingly
rubbed it off the parchnent. Guilt flooded her veins as she renenbered her

mot her’s worry in the dream “Wiy such interest?” she asked, glad she didn't

bl ush easily. “lI nmean, forgive ne, ladies, but | can see why the little ones are
interested. All that fighting, and adventure. Children |ove heroic stories. You
aren’t children.”

“I't isn't just children who need heroes,” Sarai replied, shocked. “Don’'t you see
what she’s done for wonmen, for all wonen? The Lioness, your queen, Lady Kni ght
Kel adry, they’'re living proof that we have a warrior spirit, too, that it hasn't
been bred out of the luarin blood. The Lioness is a true hero. She protected her
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country when no one else could, man or woman. Mthros, she found the Dom nion
Jewel, she's killed giants and nonsters to defend those who can’t fight them
That proves that we can do things nmen do. Not in the same way, perhaps, but we
can still do them”

“Everybody needs heroes, Aly,” Dove added. “Everybody. Even grown woren. Even

sl aves.”

Aly | ooked at the younger girl. Dove’'s small, dark face was alive with
enthusiasm Keen intelligence shone in her dark eyes, and fire burned in her
tawny cheeks. Sonet hing about her rem nded Aly of the Lioness herself, though
she woul d be hard put to nane it. “Even the raka, ny | ady?” she asked.
“Especially the raka,” Sarai told Alvy.

Dove shrugged. “There’'s room enough in the Isles for both peoples, if only
everyone could be brought to see as nuch.”

Fesgao approached them and bowed. “My ladies, it is alnobst noon. Your father
will be concerned.”

Groaning, Sarai and Dove got to their feet, saddled their nounts, and rode away.
Dove turned in the saddl e just before they reached the road, and waved goodbye
to Aly.

The dust had settled fromtheir departure when Nawat returned. He wal ked over to
Aly and dropped the two jeweled hairpins into Aly’'s lap. She grinmaced and w ped
crow saliva fromthe pins

“Thank you, but slaves don't own jewels,” she told him “I would get in trouble
if I"mcaught with these. 1'lIl give themback to Sarai. But it’'s sweet of you to
want to give ne a present, though,” she said hurriedly. Wthout thinking, she
reached out and ran a hand along the crow s gl ossy back. “lI’'msorry,” she said,
pulling away. “l1 forgot you're wild. | didn't nean anything by it.”

Nawat clinbed onto her lap and gently ran his beak through Aly’s growi ng hair.
She cl osed her eyes, relaxing in the sun

Hours passed. Gray clouds slid across the sky while Aly, Nawat and the goats
prow ed the countryside. By late afternoon rain began to fall. Aly wapped her
map book in oiled cloth, whistled the goats in, and | ed them hone. Nawat flew
over head, perching under the roof of a village barn as Aly took her charges
through the castle gate. She was soaked cl ean through. She wanted nothing nore
than dry clothes and a hot neal.

She put the goats in their outer courtyard pen. Entering the inner courtyard,
she found the slaves and the six former bandits huddl ed under the eaves of the
barracks and the kitchen. Al stared miserably at the sky. The rain showed no
sign of letting up. Unless they found roomin the stable, they would have to eat
in the wet, doing their best to keep rain out of their bows.

The door to the keep opened to frame Duke Mequen, flanked by his duchess and
Uasim “This is ridiculous,” he said. “All of you, cone into the hall. W'l
manage for tonight, but I'Il see to it that we get nore tables and benches for
the future. Fromnow on, this household eats together.”

“The servants won't like that,” Lokeij nmurrmured in Aly’'s ear

She | ooked at the old hostler. “They'll learn to live with it, | suppose,” she
replied. “Sonebody told ne that’'s how it used to be done in ol der castles—the
househol d ate and slept all together. It's only been the last two centuries that
nobl es took quarters of their own and the servants had a separate hall to sleep
in.”

Lokeij gripped the back of Aly’'s neck with a friendly hand. “A word of advice.
Sl aves aren’t so know edgeabl e about history,” he nurrmured. “Not raka sl aves,
not luarin slaves, unless you ve been specially educated and sold as a tutor

Are you a tutor?”

Aly smiled at him “That’s so sweet,’
were too big for nmy head.”

Lokeij | ooked into her face, his rheuny dark eyes inspecting her al nost pore by
pore. “If | were you, little parrot, I1'd rub dirt in ny bright feathers and work
harder to pass for a sparrow,” he said.

Aly spread her tunic, streaked with grass and nud stains. “The goats have taken
care of that, don’t you think? |I’m sparrowing already. Chirp. Tweet.” She wi nked

she replied. “My da always said ny brains
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at himand entered the castle. She wanted to change to her spare set of dry

cl ot hes before supper and to return Sarai’'s hairpins.

That night, when she dreaned her crow | essons, Nawat was not there. Instead the
senior femal e crow took over. In addition to teaching Aly new sounds and hearing
Al'y’ s expl anation of sounds and behavi ors made by humans, she introduced Aly to
the new crows who had come to Tanair.

Aly saw no sign of her friend the next day, either. She heard and easily
interpreted the calls of the crows, but Nawat had becone conpany for her, out
alone with the goats. She m ssed himas she took shelter under a tree fromthe
daylong drizzle. Wth Nawat to talk to, she wouldn’t have been so aware of the
cold and danp. To warmup she tried sone of the hand-to-hand conbat exercises
she had | earned, but soon found that mud and wet grass made for tricky footing.
More often than not she went sprawling, which anused both the goats and the
Crows.

When she returned to the castle at the end of the day, she found that |ong
tabl es and benches had been placed in the nmain hall. There was an order to the
seating. The duke and his fam |y were on the dais, near the big hearth. The
servants were arrayed at a long table set at right angles to the left of the
dais. The nen-at-arnms who were not on duty took their seats at the first |ong
table to the right. The slaves had | ower tabl es—+those with special skills |like
carpentry and smithcraft on the right, with the soldiers, general slaves like
Aly, and the slave naids on the table below the free servants.

The new arrangement did not sit well with everyone, particularly the free luarin
servants and the nmen-at-arns who had come with the family from Rajnuat. U asim
and the fifteen other full- and part-blood raka seened perfectly confortable.
Aly was just happy to be warm dry, and sitting down.

Once the weather cleared up the next day, Dove and Sarai began regular visits
with Aly after they and their guards took a norning ranble through the country
around their new hone. Sonetinmes they brought Petranne and taught the
four-year-old to ride her pony, as her guard guided it on a |ead rein.

Aly wel conmed their conpany, particularly since Nawat had not returned, neither
in her dreans nor during the day. She soon saw that, on the older girls' part,
her attraction lay in her stories of Tortall, those too bloody or full of
bedroom gossip for Petranne and Elsren. In exchange, Ay extracted |Isles gossip
fromher visitors. Sarai knew npbst of the luarin and raka nobility, as she had
been presented at court. Her descriptions of life there were precise, cutting,
and without illusions. Dove seemed to have spent her time in Rajnuat in
different circles, anobng the capital’s intellectuals and nore worl dly merchants,
studying politics, trade, and the affairs of foreign nations.

The nore tine she spent with those girls, the nore respect Aly had for them
They woul d have been at hone in the circle of clever, observant wonen that were
Aly's adoptive aunts. Mre than once Aly caught Dove eyeing her after she'd
asked a question that a slave night not be expected to ask. She had to wonder if
Dove, at least, did not suspect there was nuch nore to Aly than a netal ring
around her neck.

Sonetinmes the Balitangs stayed | ong enough to eat lunch with Aly. Mre often
they visited for a short tinme before they returned to the castle and the duties
W nnam ne had set for them Wth only a fifth of the servants who’'d worked at
the Raj nmuat house, every nenber of the family was now required to help with
chores. Mequen nmet with villagers, supervised repairs to the walls, and oversaw
the building of new sheds and sl eeping quarters within the castle walls. Sara
and Wnnamine plied their needles, not on | adylike enbroidery and tapestry work,
but on plain sewing for the househol d. Dove, who | oat hed needl ework, worked in
the stillroomand learned to spin. Wen the older girls described their |abors
to Aly, they spoke as if work were an adventure. Ay hoped they would feel the
same when winter nade it inpossible to | eave the castle.

Twi ce a nmerchant caravan cane to Tanair with supplies. On both visits Aly saw
the nmerchants reach the Balitang | ands through the road in the rocks. The crows
war ned her ahead of time so that she could | ook over the nerchants and decide if
they were a threat or not. They were always wel coned at village and castle, both
for the itens they carried and for the news of the realm
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Two weeks after her arrival at Tanair, Aly was drowsing in the |late norning sun
when the crows set up a racket that nmade her junp to her feet and draw the

stol en knife from her wai stband. She couldn’'t tell what they were sayi ng—one of
their sounds were those she had been taught. Skeins of shrieking birds flew by,
bound for the southern road, where they circled and dove at a nan who wal ked

t here.

Al'y sharpened her Sight until she saw the newconer as clearly as if he stood
before her. A young nman of her age, he carried a sack over one shoul der, one not
bi g enough to hold what he might need for life on the road. H's luarin-style
tunic and | eggi ngs were patched and darned, showi ng plenty of wear. He was

baref oot, and he wal ked in an awkward manner, as if he had not really nastered
the use of feet. The strangest thing about himwas the way his skin | ooked to
her Sight: feather patterns showed under every inch of bare flesh

Curious, Aly told the goats “Stay,” and trotted down to the road. Sonething
about that feathered pattern was very interesting.

“Hello, Aly,” the newconer said in a pleasant baritone as she approached. His
skin was dark, but not raka brown—snore like her da's coloring than a raka's. His
eyes were brown, |ong-lashed, and deeply set on either side of a long, thin
razor of a nose. Hi s cheekbones were sharp, his chin square with a hint of a
point. H's nmouth was | ong and slender, the lower lip fuller than the upper. He
wore his short black hair tousled, as if he'd conbed it back with his fingers.
He was nearly six feet tall, with a wiry build. The way he noved, Ay half
expected himto leap straight up into the air at any nonent and not come down.
The feather patterns under his skin were even clearer to her Sight up close than
they’ d been when she first |ooked at him She thought that if she touched him
she mghtfeel feathers, as if he’'d pulled a human skin on for a disguise.

He' d called her by nane. “Do we know each other?” she asked.

“l looked different before.” The newconer knelt and placed his sack in the

roadway. “I amsorry | have been away so |ong,” he added, undoing the knot and
spreading out the cloth. “lI had to practice this shape. It is not what | am used
to. | amused to it now, though.” He |ooked up at Aly. “I amhere to serve you

and the two-I|egger queen-to-be.”
Aly peered into his face. If he wore anot her shape nornally, one with feathers
“Nawat ?” she whi spered

Nawat smiled at her, his entire face lighting up. “I did not want you to see ne
funmbl e like a nestling,” he explained. “This shape, and the tal king, are hard.
My friends say | ameven sillier than a nestling.” He waved up to the crows
whirling over their heads.

“But . . . are you a mage?” Aly asked, tucking her knife back into her

wai stband. “A, a shape-shifter? A god?” But | would have seen those things in
him she thought, conpletely bew | dered.

“I am Nawat Crow,” Nawat replied. “Theycould do this, if they w shed.” He | ooked
up at the crows again. “They do not w sh.”

Aly sat on a boulder at the side of the road. “Aunt Daine never said crows could
make thensel ves into humans.”

Nawat shrugged as birds did, thrusting his shoul der bl ades up fromhis back. “W

do not give away all our secrets.” He smiled. “lI can help you better this way. |
| earned to make arrows for the two-leggers.” He gestured to the contents of his
open satchel. “They prize arrows, and no one nakes them by the stone sticks

where you live.”

“Castle,” Aly murnured, nibbling her lower Iip as she tried to work this all out
in her mnd. She nearly had control of her thoughts when she made the m stake of
truly looking at Nawat's sat chel

“Goddess save ne,” she whispered in awe, picking up a feather as | ong as her
forearm stippled in a pattern of gold and soft black. “This is a griffin
feather! And this one, and this . . . How did you get these?” she asked.
“They’'re worth a fortune. Everyone knows you hit what you shoot at with griffin
fletching.”

“They are sparkly,” Nawat said. “The griffins shed them | thought if | brought
you a present that was made of discarded things, no one would punish you for
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havi ng them”

Steel glinted through the heap of shimering griffin feathers. Carefully Ay
pushed them aside. At the bottom of the pile she found strips of netal, shaped
like bird feathers. She gulped. Wth a trenbling hand she lifted a feather a
handspan in length and drewits tip along the corner of the cloth satchel. The
corner fell neatly away, as if sliced by a razor. “Stormi ngfeathers?” she

whi spered, neeting Nawat's deep-set gaze. “You' re carryingStormi ng feathers?”
Again that shrug. “They nolt,” Nawat replied. “The feathers are shiny.

coll ected them and washed them” he added.

Aly was glad to be sitting down. Neither griffins nor StormmM ngs |liked others to
approach their nests or flocking grounds. Her own nother would rather face a
conpany of hill bandits than a nesting griffin. “Wat did you nean, the

two-1 egger queen-to-be?”

“She lives with you in the stone sti—the castle,” Nawat corrected hinsel f. “She
flocks with you sonetinmes, when you sit with them” He pointed over Aly's

shoul der. When she | ooked back, she saw that the goats had foll owed her and were
grazi ng besi de the road.

“So much for telling you to stay,” Aly remarked, nore to herself than to the
goats. She turned to watch Nawat again. He neans Sarai or Dove, | bet, she
thought. That’'s why Kyprioth wagered ne that | couldn’'t keep the children alive.
He wants a hal f-raka queen, and he fears he won't have a contender after this
sumrer .

“Are you not glad that | came?” Nawat asked, a worried | ook on his handsone
face. “I will help you better this way, with arrows, with the crows. | wll be
your friend.”

The word hit Aly’s own heart with all the force of an arrow | oosed froma bow.
She had no real friends here. Spies don't have friends at all, she told herself,
but Nawat’'s offer was inpossible to resist. She was | onely. Nawat at | east

woul dn’t penalize her for being luarin, Tortallan, a slave, or her parents’

daught er.
“Put those away,” she told him pointing to the piles of feathers. “W || go eat
lunch and figure out what story you will tell the Balitangs, so they' ||l take you

on as a fletcher.”

“l cannot say | ama crow?” asked Nawat, tying his satchel up once nore.

“You can, but they'|Il think you're nmad,” Aly said. “They won't let you near the
famly unl ess you have a story they will believe.”

“You will tell a fine story,” Nawat said cheerfully. “You do well with such

t hi ngs.”
Aly grinned. “Thank you for the conplinment,” she replied.
“I't is my first,” replied Nawat. “lI amglad nmy first conplinent is a good one.”

Aly looked at himto find his eyes twinkling with mischief. Aly shook her head
with a smile. It would be good to have a friend who was a crow. They knew how to
have fun.

She worried about taking a stranger who was not raka honme, but her worry turned
out to be useless. The castle’s part-raka bower, Falthin, was a single man
whose son had drowned at sea two years before. Nawat rem nded him of his |ost
child. Falthin took the young man into his village home eagerly, particularly
when he had seen the treasure trove of feathers Nawat brought with him

Hearing about the newconer, Duke Mequen, Sergeant Veron, and U asi meach went
separately to Falthin's shop or to his home to neet Nawat. All returned with
good things to say. Nawat's singularly innocent, friendly nature opened doors
for himthat the feathers did not.

Aly overheard Uasimtell Lokeij, “The boy is a bit sinple, but good-hearted—ro
threat to us as far as | can tell.” At sone point during the sunmer she woul d
find out what precisely U asimnmeant by “us,” but for now she was glad that no
one seenmed to think Nawat was dangerous. She did wonder if Kyprioth had done
anything to smooth the young crow s way, but if he had, Aly saw no traces of it
anywher e.

Nawat al so drew a good deal of attention fromthe castle and village girls.
Whenever Aly returned for the day with her goats, she would find one or two
girls lingering around the bench where Nawat worked, outside Falthin s workshop,
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where the funes fromthe glue he used woul d disperse in the open air. Often one
of those wonen was Sarai, who told Dove in Aly's hearing that she thought Nawat
“adorabl e.” For sone reason that soured Aly’'s nood, until she realized that
Nawat treated Sarai with the sane friendly grace he showed to every other person
in Tanair. He kept his npbst w cked glances and nurrured jokes for Aly. She
wasn't sure if this was a good thing or not, but she was pleased to get

sonet hing fromhimthat Sarai coul d not.

The hardest thing to remenber is to keep your nouth closed. You |l be tenpted to
say what you know, or nention that you've net folk you' ve no right to neet. Keep
your counsel, hold your tongue. Good listeners |live |longer. And keep in mind
it's harder to keep your nouth buttoned on the things you know nore about than
those you' re with.

—romA Handbook for the Royal Intelligence Service, by George Cooper, given to
Aly for her tenth birthday

7

CONVERSATI ONS

Three weeks after the family's arrival at Tanair, Ay took her goats up into the
rocky ground just east of the castle, nearly three mles north of the road that
led to Kellaura Pass. Chenaol’s nine-year-old great-niece Visda, who tended one
of Tanair village's herds of sheep, led her flock to graze near Aly’'s. She |ed
her dogs, who clearly thought they could herd so much better than these
two- | eggers.

When Sarai and Dove came with their bodyguards at mdnorning, the four girls
started a gane of skip-rope on the bare ground next to a watering hole. Sara

was taking her turn, with Aly and Visda to spin the rope, when the crows who

wat ched the road set up a racket. Ay dropped the rope and cl anbered onto a rock
to hear them better. Once she could translate what they said, she slid back to
the ground where the other three girls waited, staring at her.

“Lady Sarai, might | ask a favor?” she asked in her best well-trained-slave
manner. Adding a trace of the attitude of one who is versed in secrets, she went

on, “lI may not say as yet how | know this, but a party is riding this way from
the pass. It is led by a warrior in arnmor, and nunbers twenty sol diers and five
others—attendants, | believe. You are a swift rider. WIIl you carry word of this

to Hs Gace, your father?”

Sarai raised her thin brows. “W have nen on guard where the road enters Tanair,
Aly,” she pointed out.

“Three mles south of us, ny lady,” Aly replied. “The crows do not believe these
men are hostile, but alittle nore warning is always useful.”

“Youspeak to the crows,” Sarai remarked in disbelief.

Aly smled and bowed, now the mysterious nmage. “Say rather, ny |ady, they speak
tone.” It’s the truth, too, she thought, waiting for the young nobl ewoman to
make up her mnd. For once it would have been useful if | were Mther, she added
ruefully. When she tells people to do things, they snap to. O course, she isn't
a slave in a hostile country.

“Has this got anything to do with Papa and the duchess’s talking to you every

ni ght behi nd cl osed doors?” asked Dove.

Aly gl anced at the younger girl, all thoughts of her nother gone. “Ch, ny |ady,
you give me far too nmuch credit,” she said, nmeeting Dove's stern gaze with
amusenment. “As if the likes of themwould have serious talk with the |ikes of
me.” Behi nd her hunorous nmask she mentally kicked herself. She had to renenber
that Dove was quick and perceptive!

Sarai beckoned to Fesgao, who waited at a slight distance with Dove’'s bodyguard
and the horses. The raka led Sarai’s nount forward with his own. She swing
herself into the saddle. “You' d better keep up,” she told Fesgao. Wth that, she
kneed her mare into a trot, then a gallop. Fesgao urged his mount after Sarai,
who rode as if she were a centaur and one creature with her horse.

“She’s the best horsewoman | know,” Dove renarked as her guard brought her

mount. “I1f Mther could ride |like Sarai, she’d be alive now Sarai never would
have tried that junp, not wi thout knowi ng what lay on the other side.” She
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mount ed and foll owed her sister to the castle, her guard at her side.

Aly turned to Visda. “Watch ny goats for nme?” she asked

The girl nodded. “The dogs won’t nind,” she told Aly with a grin.

Aly raced up into the rocks, bound for the ones that afforded a clear view of
the distant road. As she clinbed, she realized that she needed to cut herself
free of the goats. She had covered all of the ground reachable with a herd in
tow. Today she’'d been lucky to have Visda there when the al arm sounded.

O herwi se she m ght have been forced to | eave the goats, risking the |oss of
some, if not all. They couldn’t afford to |lose a single aninal, and she needed
nmore freedom of movement.

Panting, she approached the highest point of a giant slab of granite. Once
there, she lay down until only her head rose above the stone, noting the crows
scattered anong the rocks and trees between her position and the road. Now that
she was visible to them they fell silent. Here came the new arrivals, clothed
luarin-style in tunics and breeches, their arnmor and weapons glinting in the
sun. Their pack animals were heavily |l aden, as if for a long march or a | ong
stay. At the head of their double columm rode a helmeted nman in light arnmor. Ay
sharpened her Sight to get a better |ook, as the Balitang nen-at-arns who were
posted to watch the road notioned for himto stop

She instantly recognized the |l eader. Silently she wiggled back fromher vantage
poi nt until she could turn over and stare at the sky. Prince Bronau. Wy was he
here? Had he come as the duke's friend or as a servant of the Crown? If so, what
were the Crown’s orders?

She humed to herself, thinking. If Bronau had been ordered to capture or Kil
the duke and his fanily, he hadn’t brought enough men. He knew how many trai ned
sol di ers the duke had, because he had seen themoff on their journey north. For
all he knew, the duke mi ght have added new fighters on the way. Aly sniled.
Actual |y, the duke had done just that, binding the six bandits to himwth

bl ood. Their fanmilies had trickled up to Tanair, solidifying the former bandits
al | egi ance to the duke, who now fed and housed them

Carefully, she rolled onto her stomach and crept back to her vantage point,
bringing her nmagical Sight to bear on the prince once nore. Bronau | ooked to be
in a good nood, joking with the roadsi de guards as they waved hi mon. The
guards’ nessenger was already |eading his horse out of the shelter of the rocks.
As soon as he reached flat ground he rode off at a gallop, carrying the word of
the new arrivals to the duke and duchess, not knowi ng that Sarai would be there
before him

Aly continued to inspect Bronau’s party. The servants who rode behind the prince
al so | ooked rel axed and confortable. If Bronau's errand was a viol ent one,
surely his attendants and sol diers would be nore wary. These sol diers | ooked as
if the only thing on their mnds was shedding their arnor on this hot, sunny
day.

Aly slid down the granite slab. She woul dn’t know anything nore until tonight,
when she could collect the gossip at Tanair.

The duchess, however, had other plans. Aly and Visda were about to eat |unch
when one of Lokeij’s boy hostlers rode up on Wnnam ne’s own gelding. “Her Gace
asks for you to attend her, Aly,” the lad told her, dismunting. “I'mto take
the goats and you're to report to Her Grace in the keep. Hullo, Visda.” Wen Ay
bli nked at him caught off balance, the boy rolled his eyes and thrust the reins
at her. “I know you're practically fresh-caught, but even you ought to know
better than to keep the nmistress waiting.”

“Ch—yes, of course,” Aly stamrered. She nounted the gelding clumsily, so that
the two wat ching her wouldn’t mention how curiously at hone Aly was on

hor seback, and set out, with much flailing and rein tugging, back toward the
road. Only when she knew Vi sda and the boy couldn’t see her anynore did she kick
the horse into a gallop

She sl owed when she canme within view of Tanair’'s walls but kept the gelding at a
trot up to the castle, allowing herself to bounce on his back |ike the greenest
of riders. Lokeij hinself took the reins fromher as she tunmbled fromthe
saddl e. “You need practice,” he told Aly, grinning.

“Not on your life,” she gasped, as if she had never had to ride before. She
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lurched into the keep
Dove waited for her at the door. “Shewants you,” she told Aly, and towed her

into a small roomoff the main hall. Normally it was a study, but Wnnam ne
stood there now with a basin of steanming water, a towel, soap, and a clean tunic
and | eggi ngs.

“Thank you, Dovasary,” she said. “C ose the door behind you.” Dove obeyed.

W nnam ne turned to Aly. “Wash up, please,” she ordered. “lI have just pronoted
you to nmidservant. You' |l serve the wine right now, while ny lord entertains

Prince Bronau, and at table tonight. Odinarily | would do it nyself, but we
have no housekeeper now, which neans | nust nake all of their sl eeping
arrangenents.”

“Could not Uasim. . . ?” Ay inquired.

The duchess shook her head. “Uasimis off with the nmen cutting wood for our
fires. How could he know we were to have conpany? Wi ch nmeans | nust take charge
of our servants and nmake room for Bronau and his train. Besides, if you are to
be our advisor, nowis a good tine to start. | would like to know what you nake
of Bronau’s presence. You nay see things with your fresh gaze that H's Grace and
I woul d not, having been friends with the prince all our adult lives.”

“The duke does not expect nme to wait on then?” Aly wanted to know.

“No,” Wnnamine replied calmy, “but | can't arrange this any other way. He may

be polite and ask you to stand where you can’t hear them but at least you' |l be
able to forman inpression of the prince. Is he hiding anything, is he
unconfortable, is he frightened . " Wnnam ne sighed. “I wi sh he’'d given us
war ni ng!”

“I"m honored to serve, Your Grace,” Aly told her mstress snoothly. “It won't
matter if Hs Grace asks ne to stand out of earshot. | read lips.”

W nnami ne put her hands on her hips and | ooked down the three inches between her
eyes and Aly's. “Well! Now there’'s a bit of luck! O maybe not luck, with a god
i nvol ved. You read lips. Amazing.”

Aly grinned. “lI thought you mght feel that way about it, Your G ace,” she
replied.

“I amgrateful for any advantage,” the duchess confided. “What a ness! Let’'s
have that tunic off, Aly.” As she helped Aly to pull the dirty tunic over her
head, W nnam ne continued to speak, thinking aloud. “W’' Il give the second fl oor
to himand his servants. My lord and | will share with Sarai and Dove. Hi s nen
will have to sleep in the new guest quarters. W haven't got enough beds, but
won’'t quarter themon the villagers. Qur people work hard enough to feed and
house thensel ves. | wish Bronau had known what a burden he was pl aci ng on us.
Chances are he didn't know how small this place is. At |least you don't need a
conb.”

Al'y soaped her hands and arns. “Way nme, Your Grace?” she asked. “Wy not a
regul ar mai d? You asked for ne before | told you |l read lips.”

The duchess rubbed cream onto her hands. They were trenbling. “W' ve tried to
put a good face on it, for the servants, and the children, but Aly, we are in
nmortal peril. Two years ago . " Her voice shook

Al'y | ooked around the room and spied a pitcher and cups on a tray. The pitcher
hel d water. She poured sonme into a cup and offered it to Wnnam ne. The ol der
worman took it with both hands and drank. Wen she had conposed hersel f, she said
evenly, “H's Majesty dreaned that his son Hanoren turned into a rat and bit him
Hanoren and all his household were nailed to crosstrees al ong Raj nuat harbor.”
Her mouth twisted bitterly. “Needless to say, shipping fell off badly that
year.”

Aly started to say she knew the story, but held her tongue. It was not sonething
a country nmaid woul d have heard.

“Now ny lord and | are out of royal favor,” Wnnam ne said, returning her cup to
Aly. “The king mght still dream about us. And here is Bronau. H's could be the
breath of wind that knocks us into Rajnuat harbor.”

Aly renoved her | eggings and pulled the clean clothes on, watching the duchess

t hrough her eyel ashes. “Is this your only reason for calling on nme, Your G ace?”
W nnam ne twi sted a handkerchief in her fingers. “Bronau i s amusi ng, charm ng,
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and carel ess. He goes after what he wants. Wen he doesn’'t want it anynore, he
drops it. W live on the edge of the king' s suspicions, Aly, and Bronau doesn’'t
think. The god says we nust trust your insights. | nmean to place you where you
will get them” She got to her feet and left as Ay straightened her cl othes.
Wat chi ng the duchess go, Aly glinpsed a flicker of orange the shade of Dove's
gown as the door opened. She wondered how | ong Dove had been |istening. |If Dove
was going to nake a habit of it, she ought to learn that anyone who | ooked at

t he openi ng between door hinges would see a color that didn't match that of the
door.

The duchess returned with the wine tray, two pitchers, and cups. “Don’t kneel,
just bow. Serve the prince first,” she told Aly. “The pitcher with the nmernaid
on the grip is for Mequen. The wine in it is well watered. Fill Bronau's cup as
often as you can, of course. Wne always | oosens his tongue, another thing that
makes hima perilous friend.”

Aly nodded. Balancing it carefully, she carried the heavy tray up the stairs to
the fanmily's private chanbers

A footman let her into the duke's sitting room now given over to the prince.
Mequen and Bronau sat in chairs on either side of a table, perfectly rel axed.
Aly bowed and set the tray down, ignoring the duke's questioning eyes. She
poured out a cup of wine fromthe unnarked pitcher for the prince and one from
the mernmai d pitcher for the duke. Mequen accepted the cup with a slight frown.
“WIl Her Gace not be joining us?” he asked, obviously puzzled.

“She is finding quarters for His Highness's servants and guards,” Aly said with
a polite bow. “She sends her regrets.”

Mequen's frown deepened. “Then why does she not ask the house—= He stopped
abruptly, then sighed. “I had forgotten. W no | onger have a housekeeper.” To
Bronau he said, “lI didn't realize what a spoiled creature | had beconme until we
had to make do with twenty-odd servants and sl aves instead of over a hundred. |
think you'll like this vintage, Your Hi ghness.” To Aly he said, “Stand by the
far wall, please, Aly. Qut of earshot.”

As she obeyed, Bronau asked, “Do your people expect us to drink oursel ves under
the table, sending up two pitchers?” He and Mequen touched cups and tasted their
wi ne.

“Actually, 1’ve been drinking the local brew, to help the villagers nmake a
little extra coin against the winter,” the duke replied easily. “It’s crude
stuff, but if |I don't drink it after | buy it, they'lIl return my noney. Proud
peopl e, these highlanders. | won't subject you to it. Wat you have is a proper

wine laid dowmn by ny father.”

“I't has a southern taste,” Bronau adnmitted, drinking. “You coddl e your people,
Mequen.”

“I't would be different in Rajrmuat,” Mequen admitted. “We're isolated here, and
must depend on these folk to get us through the winter.”

Aly took her place and read the nen’'s speech on their lips. She al so enpl oyed
her Sight to catch any lies.

“King Oron has turned that suspicious gaze onne now,” Bronau told his friend.
“The old man gets stranger with each sunrise. He's hiding in his quarter of the
pal ace, has been for weeks. Al of his food is tested for poison. He had your
old friend Athan Fajering executed for—are you ready for this?—awong thoughts.”
Mequen turned white under his summer tan. “But Athan was his chancellor for

ei ghteen years!”

Bronau nodded. “He was al so an eneny of my dear sister-in-law | najane, and ny
charnmi ng brother Rubinyan. You know Rubi nyan has never been that fond of ne,”
Bronau conti nued. “Wien Oron started to watch nme, | started to think that

I maj ane and Rubi nyan might well decide to informhimthat | have ‘bad thoughts,’
too.”

Mequen si ghed, shaking his head. “lI wish that you and Rubi nyan woul d reconcil e.
It grieves me that my two best friends are at odds. And | think you wong your
brot her, suggesting that he is turning the king against you. Rubinyan is a good
man,” he said earnestly, alnost pleading. “He is reserved, and hard to know, but
he is a wise and strong ally.”

Bronau shook his head. “You always think the best of people, Mequen. |If he is so
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good, why didn’t he cone to see you of f?”

After a few nore attenpts, Mequen gave up trying to get the prince to see his
brother in a kinder light. “One day, mark ny words, you' |l change your tune
about Rubi nyan,” he said.

“The two of themare isolating that old fool Oron,” Bronau said after his fourth

cup of wine. “Soon he' |l see only |Inmajane and Rubi nyan, and one day they’'ll cone
to tell the court he's dead. They al so spend plenty of tinme with Prince
Hazarin,” the prince confided. “I have to hope they don't turn Oron’s nost

likely heir against ne.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Mequen assured him “Hazarin likes you. He al ways says
the rest of court’s nmuch too gri mwhen you' re away.”

“The rest of the court is terrified of Oron,” Bronau replied with a laugh. “They
don't dare twitch.”

At |ast Wnnam ne cane to say a hot bath awaited Bronau. Mequen shooed Aly out.
She gathered up the wine tray and cups while he and Wnnani ne told Bronau they
woul d see him at supper. Once they were outside, Wnnamne put the tray on a
side table and indicated that her husband and Aly should go upstairs. She |ed
the way into the sitting roomof what had once been Sarai and Dove’'s chanbers.
Neither girl was in sight.

The duke and duchess took seats as Aly checked the door to the servants’ stair.
She coul d hear the maids preparing roons for the prince and his servants. To be
on the safe side, when she closed the door, she pulled the carpet up until it
covered the space where the door didn't quite touch the stone floor, and stuffed
the rag she used as a handkerchief in the keyhole. Then she covered the crack
under the main door. She found a dust cloth and stuffed a corner of it into the
keyhol e. Then she opened the door to the older girls’ bedchanbers so that she
woul d see if anyone canme in that way. At |ast she nodded to her mmsters.

Mequen | ooked at his wife. “My dear, why send Aly to wait on us?” he wanted to
know. “I know you were busy with your donestic arrangenents, but surely one of
the girls with experience waiting on the nobility would have served.” He sniled
kindly at Aly. “Though you did a creditable job.”

“Aly isn't used to Bronau as we are, ny dear,” Wnnani ne explai ned. “She m ght
see what woul d be hidden to us. And she has certain useful skills.”

“Useful ? Mequen asked, raising his brows at Alvy.

“I read lips, Your Gace,” Aly said neekly. “And | can tell you that the prince
is telling the truth about why he cane.”

“What ? How coul d you possibly know that?” the startled duke denmanded.

“Liars blink nore when they lie, or they | ook away while they answer,” Ay
expl ai ned. She did not want anyone to know about her Sight if she could help it.
Only a fool told all of her secrets. “The prince is frightened.” She | ooked at
the duke. “Did you see he was sweati ng when he tal ked about the situation at
court?”

Mequen rai sed his eyebrows. “All of us sweat when we think of the royal court,”
he said drily. “I amso accustoned to it that | didn't even notice. Truly, the
god bl essed us when he sent you.” He held Aly’'s gaze with his own. “But he
didn't bless you, did he?”

“lI am Your Grace’s servant,” Aly told him w de-eyed and earnest.

“Very courtier-like,” remarked the duke. “One would think you a practiced

associ ate of kings.”

Aly had to shoo himaway fromthis |ine of thought. She beaned at him “So many
conplinments from Your Grace tonight!” she said, allow ng her |ashes to flutter
“I will become conceited, and the other servants will be hurt that they have not
drawn your gracious attention.”

“Aly, the Players lost a star perfornmer when you didn't elect to train as a

prof essional fool,” the duchess said with a smle.

Aly shrugged comcally. “The Players’ loss is Your Graces’ gain,” she said, then
added as a deliberate afterthought, “Mne, too, of course.” She |ooked at the
duke. “Truly, Your Grace, why fidget over what use the god makes of
insignificant nme?”

“Because | receive better service from sonmeone who is happy,’

replied Mequen.
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“Because you are not insignificant, however nuch you nmay jest about it. And we
know so little about you, except that bright Mthros says you will guide us
through great trouble. Don't blane a nan for curiosity, nessenger.” He | ooked at
hi s duchess and sighed. “Wll, ny dear?”

Fromthe corner of her eye, Aly saw orange cloth in the crack between the door
to the bedroomand the wall. She really would have to suggest better ways for
Dove to eavesdrop

“We can accommpdate them Barely,” Wnnanine replied, bringing Aly’'s attention
back to the duke and duchess. “We’'re putting his nen-at-arnms up in the new barn.
They're not at all pleased, but they have no choice. Wat of our people? Shal

we send them out of the great hall at nealtinmes?”

Mequen shook his head. “Perhaps if Bronau sees how linited our space is, he'l
rusticate sonewhere el se. Besides, our people earn their place in the hal

t hrough their work.”

Real i zing they had finished with her, Aly nurnmured a farewell, bowed, and went
to the main door of the suite. Carefully she returned the rug to its correct
position and renoved the dust cloth fromthe keyhol e.

“You'll remenber to pour the wine at the head table at supper, won’'t you, Ay?”
asked the duchess.

Aly turned and bowed. “COf course, Your G ace.”

First she ought to see to her goats. Wen she went outside, she found the inner
courtyard awash in Bronau's people, as well as anyone from Tanair who had a
reasonabl e excuse to be present. The only quiet place was the spot near the
guard barracks where Nawat worked at his bench in the sun, gluing feathers to
arrow shafts. For once he wasn't encircled by admring females. Ay hesitated,
then wal ked across to him

Nawat didn’'t even | ook up fromthe painstaking task of setting a goose feather
inits bed. “Your feathers are ruffled,” he said.
“Well, it’s very exciting, having visitors and all,’
new arrivals.

“You act like a flock when a snake crawls by,” the crowman pointed out. “If
that is excitenment, it is not the good kind. Do you wish to nob them to drive

t hem away?”

“I couldn’t even if | wanted to,” she informed him smiling. For all his human
gui se, he was still very nuch a crow. Inpulsively she asked, “Did you get a | ook
at hinP The prince?”

“The one with fox-colored hair? He cane to see nme work.” Nawat | ooked up at Ay
and grinned, white teeth flashing against his tanned skin. “I did it badly.”
“What do you meke of hin?” Aly wanted to know. “Or did you not have tine to get
a sense of hinP”

He replied with a wing shrug, then said, “lI do not need time. | know a hawk when
| see one.”

“A hawk?” she repeated, thinking he had recogni zed Bronau's hunter bird | ook

“A hawk,” Nawat said firmy, his eyes on his work once nore. “He will drive you
off your own kill and steal your nestlings. Heshould be nobbed, before he steals
any of yours. Shall you and | nob hin®”

Aly tugged her ear, frowning. Sonehow Nawat didn't have the sane view of hawks
as that held by people who'd been born human. “Unli ke a hawk, Bronau comes with
a flock of soldiers. You and | are outnunbered.”

she said, |ooking at the

“We could mate,” Nawat suggested eagerly. “In a year our nestlings would be

| arge enough to nob anyone we like. In two or three years we could have stil
nmore nestlings, until no hawk will venture near our territory. Shall | court
you? Do you like grubs or ants better?”

Aly smiled, finding himboth silly and lovable. “It takes |onger for hunan
nestlings to get big enough to nob,” she expl ained, wondering if Aunt Daine’s
conversations with aninmals were like this. “And |’mtoo busy to court. |’ve the
goats to fetch, for one.”

“I will be here,” Nawat said placidly, returning to his work. “In case you

change your nind about mating.”
Aly brought her aninmals in early, then spent the afternoon idling around
Bronau's people. Al of themwere relieved to be away fromthe king. They spoke
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of the arrival of nore Stormmi ngs, and of the many noble fanilies who had
decided to sumer in the country. Only those who feared that the king would
consider their departure suspicious had remai ned at court. Prince Hazarin was
the only noble who acted as he had al ways done, drinking and attendi ng parties
in the pleasure district night after night.

When Bronau joined the Balitangs for supper, he brought gifts for the famly.
For Mequen and W nnami ne he had newly published sets of books, which they
received with true enthusiasm A soldier narionette went to Elsren, a gorgeous
dol|l dressed in Yamani fashions to Petranne, and a history of Carthak to Dove.
For Sarai, Bronau produced eardrops that were clusters of tiny peach-col ored
noonst ones the sane golden tint as her cheeks, and a gold necklace with a

mat chi ng pendant. Sarai was overwhel ned. She imredi ately renoved her white pearl
eardrops and donned the new ones in their place. Wen she funbled with the catch
on the necklace, Bronau offered to help. Sarai lifted the heavy braided coils of
her hair so that he could see better. Wth the neckl ace fastened, he turned
Sarai to face himas she beamed at him

“Lovely,” Bronau said with a tender smile. He took Sarai’s hand and kissed it.
Aly, standing behind themon the dais, |ooked at the wine tray she was hol di ng,
her m nd working busily. Prince Bronau had brought gifts nicely chosen to appea
to each Balitang. It mght just be coincidence that his gift to the ol dest,

mar ri ageabl e daughter of the house was the kind of token a girl would see as an
i ndi cation of special affection. It mght also be coincidence that his gift had
gi ven Bronau a chance to touch Sarai, and Sarai an excuse to let him

Aly gl anced at Dove. The twel ve-year-old held her book open to a detail ed map,
but her eyes were on Bronau and her sister. Mequen and W nnam ne had al so seen
the exchange between their ol dest daughter and their friend.

A footman col |l ected the books, doll, and nmarionette as kitchen servants brought
out the food. Aly poured wine into the cups of everyone on the dais, then took
up the water pitcher. It was customary to dilute supper w ne. She used |ess
water for the prince, duke, duchess, and Sarai, and a good bit of it for Dove,
Petranne, and El sren, then took her position behind the prince and the duchess.
The servants passed along the dais, starting with the prince and ending with

El sren, offering a | caded tray to everyone. The ol der diners selected the things
they wanted, while the healer Ri hani chose Petranne’s and El sren’s neal. The
offerings were a nmixture of foods of the Eastern Lands, Southern Lands, and raka
kitchens. Aly recogni zed the salad of |ong beans, chilies, coconut, shrinp
paste, and garlic, having sanpled it in the leftovers froma neal back in

Raj muat. There was a noodl e sal ad, another favorite raka di sh adopted by the
luarin, this one with garlic, chilies, cashews, peanuts, and celery. There were
chi cken dunplings, dates stuffed with curried jackfruit, and pickl ed asparagus.
Looking at it all, Ay shivered. She had eaten a great deal of rice since her
arrival in the Isles, to the point where she was beginning to feel a bit grainy.
It was hard to trust local fare when there was always a risk that some bright
bit of red or green would set her nmouth afire, but the diners here, luarin and
raka, ate this strange selection as easily as her own famly consuned neal s of
apple fritters, fish pasties, and venison. The chief change to the Balitangs’
diet since their arrival at Tanair was the absence of seafood, which was other-
wi se the backbone of Isle cooking. She was grateful for the lack. There were too
many vol cano-blast chilies in the seafood di shes of the Copper I|sles.

During the meal Bronau relayed news of the capital. He described recent plays,
performers, and books, and news fromthe Eastern and Southern Lands. Aly took it
all in, noting that Scanra continued to attack Tortall, despite heavy | osses and
runors of rebellion anong Maggur’s lords. The luarin free servants |listened to
every word, as did Sergeant Veron and sone of his luarin and part-luarin
men-at-arns. The raka and many of those who were part raka seened indifferent.
Bronau’ s peopl e | ooked around at their surroundings, obviously uninpressed.

If you think we’'re countrified now, Aly thought evilly, wait till they bring out
the di shes nade with goat’s mlk. That should put a pickle up your noses!
Petranne and El sren were soon squabbling, their bellies full. Their nursemaid

had to gently scold them several tines. Dove was intent on Bronau's
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conversation, but what she nade of it Aly couldn’t tell. Sarai, too, was
listening to the prince, her lovely eyes shining in admiration. Like Dove,

W nnam ne and Mequen listened with polite interest but w thout giving away their
t houghts. Aly approved. After her observation of the prince, she no nore trusted
hi m not to repeat anything the Balitangs m ght say than she could trust him not
to repeat what other nobles had told himsince the Balitangs’ departure. Though
their remarks were cruel, Bronau didn't seemto notice that his gossip upset his
hosts. Sarai’s admring nood evaporated as she listened to what their fellow
nobl es had said of them She folded her napkin into small pleats, her |ips
pressed tightly together. The duke and the duchess toyed with their w negl asses,
their eyes glittering.

As Aly was pouring the last cup of wine for the neal, Bronau half turned to get
a better look at her. “I know you,” he said with a smile. “You're the little
luarin slave who opened the door, the night | brought the king’ s news to ny
friends. You ve risen in the world, from doorkeeper to wi ne pourer.”

Aly bowed. “I do all manner of chores now, Your Highness,” she nurmured. “I
woul d not have had this opportunity in Rajnuat.”

“I"lI'l bet it's not as exciting here as in the capital,” the prince said. “If ny
menory’s right, you had nore of a Tortallan accent then. Did it rub off in the
jungl e? And your hair has grown nore. The color is nost beconmi ng.” He was
teasing her, his gray eyes dancing.

Al'y knew what she was expected to do. She did it, bridling and sniling at the
prince. “l’ve |learned ever so much nore since | first saw Your Highness,” she
told him acting the flattered fenale. Privately she supposed that Bronau was
wel | enough, as nen went, though he was nuch too old for her—he | ooked to be in
his mid-thirties. Snmile as he mght and wink as he did when he straightened in
his chair, Aly was unnmoved. He did have nice hair, charm and el egance, but he
was |ipless, shallow, and direct. He would bore her within a fortnight. Queen
Thayet had once teased Aly that she would never find a man who coul d keep her
attention for very long. Aly hoped that wasn't true. For now, she considered
ways to avoid Bronau in case he invited her to share his bed.

“Sleep with hinP” Chenaol asked when Aly mentioned it, once she had returned to
the kitchen with the wine tray. “As | told you early on, you can say no. Hs
Grace lets his people make their own choices.”

“l thought the nobility would bid their servants to please their guests,” Ay
remar ked as she sat down to a nmeal of leftovers

“Not His Grace. If they're willing, and they' re protected fromgetting
thenselves with child, they may do as they please, and Hs Gace will defend
them” Chenaol replied. She was greasing her favorite w de cooking pot, the one
like a large bowl. “But he won’t have anyone forced.” The woman | ooked Ay ful
in the face. “Wiy do you think people are so loyal to this fanmly?” she asked
quietly. “Becauseall are people in this house—+aka and luarin, slave and free.
The first time Petranne slapped a slave and called her a | azy cow, the duchess
spanked her, and took away her dolls for a nonth. Petranne said she'd heard it
at a friend s house, and the duke ended the friendship. There are good luarin
here, Al y-who-knows-so-nuch.”

Aly gnawed on her lower |ip, then nurnured, “And of course, there are Duchess
Sarugani’'s heirs.” She knew it was a risk to say it, but with the househol d
aflutter with the new arrivals, the raka mi ght accidently reveal nore than they
had before. Aly hoped to catch them off their guard.

“Why do you say ‘heirs’?” Chenaol demanded, her voice soft. Her small brown eyes
were sharp as she |l ooked at Aly. “Under the luarin, only males inherit.”

Under the luarin, Chenaol had said. Aly stuffed a rice ball into her nouth and
chewed as she thought. So Chenaol knew of the old law, the |aw under which the
fermal es coul d inherit—fenal es such as Sarugani’s daughters. Aly had once heard a
man-at-arnms figure the popul ation of the Isles was one white anbng six brown.

D d that number cover the nixed-bl oods? Wiere might they stand if the raka chose
to take back their hone?

She was reaching for another rice ball when a sharp knife pricked the delicate
skin under her ear. She was filled with admration. She hadn’t even seen Chenao
pal mthe blade. “Is that the boning knife, or a chopping knife?” she asked
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politely. “If you press hard and cut down, | should bleed to death quickly. O
course, |I'll make a ness.”

“You're very cal mfor soneone who's about to get her corpse dunped sonewhere for
the crows to eat,” whispered Chenaol

“Now, this sinmply will not do.” A white, bright figure in the shape of a man
appeared, seated across the table fromAy. Elsewhere in the kitchen everyone
froze in place, eyes and chests unnoving. Only Aly and the cook were free.
“Chenaol, ny dear girl, stop that.” The bright figure spoke with Kyprioth's
crisp, cheery voice, accented just now with inpatience. “lI send help, and how do
you thank her? W won’'t get very far if you kill a luarin who can be of use.”
“Bright One, she’s a royal spy,” Chenaol snapped. “Too curious by half, sticking
her nose in everywhere . K

“She isour spy, not the Crown’s,” Kyprioth infornmed the cook. “Inported for your
purposes with not a little trouble on ny part, | mght add. 1'll take that.” The
kni fe vani shed fromthe cook’s hand to reappear in front of the god's

| i ght - shape.

Aly glared at him “lI was handling this,” she informed Kyprioth. “l didn't need

you."”

“Yes, but you're so careful about asking around that our wager will be done
before ny people realize you can help,” Kyprioth said reasonably. “Chenaol, why
has it taken you so long to realize that Aly is sonmeone special ? Think of all
the things you can do with her to help.”

Chenaol glanced at Aly, then at Kyprioth’s glowing form She held out her hand.
“You and your ganes, Bright One. It would be so wonderful if you ever once gave

a body a hint about what you had in mnd. I'lIl take nmy knife back, please.”
“She isn't very respectful,” Aly pointed out, interested. She couldn't be angry
with Chenaol. In her shoes, Aly would have killed such a nosy slave on the road

to Tanair.

“Respect is hard to get when you're a trickster,” the god said nournfully.
“People are so often inclined to think the worst of one.”

Al'y propped her chin on her hand. “I can’'t imagine why,” she retorted. “Gve the
kni fe back.”

“l mean to be sure that she won't rurder you when ny back is turned,” argued
Kyprioth. To Chenaol he said, “If you kill this spy, |’'mnot getting you a new
one.”

“You shoul d have told us,” the cook repeated.

“l expected you to work it out,” snapped the god. “lwouldn’t have let a roya
spy get a whiff of our girl. Really, nust | do everything?” Wthout so nuch as a
flicker he was gone. The knife was back in Chenaol’s hands. The ot her servants
and slaves in the kitchen began noving about again, unaware that they had been
hel d captive for a short tine.

Al'y wat ched Chenaol for a nonent before she said, “I'"mglad he's notny god.”
The cook gave her the thinnest of smles. “As long as his eye is on you, girl,
you are his. Muntains give way before that one does.”

Aly shrugged. “All gods are like that. You can’'t reason with them” Hastily she
added, “Or so |'ve heard.” She knew it from her nother, the Goddess’s own
warrior, and fromher Aunt Daine, a den -goddess in her own right, who had net
far nore gods than any human woul d think healt hy.

Chenaol sighed. “And so you are a spy.”

Aly winced. “Please keep your voice down.”

“I1"I'l have to tell the others,” Chenaol pointed out, eyeing the edge on her

knife. “They feared that we’d have to kill you, when all of us like you so nuch.
Fesgao insisted we give you a chance.” She put down the knife. “At |east the god
didn't steal this. He's as bad as a crow for taking things. | got ny cooking

knives fromny nother, and she fromhers.”

Al'y rubbed the back of her neck. “Then raka inheritance is through the nother’s
l'ine,” she confirned.

“Yes, of course. And the oldest child inherits. W don't care if it's a boy or
girl.”

Aly | ooked around. No one was within hearing. Mdst of the staff had gone back to
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the main hall, where Bronau's nminstrel was tuning a lute. A shinmer of bells
told her sone of the staff had brought out their instrunents. She nurmured, “So
under raka law, Sarai and Dove are their nother’s heirs. And their notherwas
royalty, wasn't she?”

Chenaol got up and poured herself a cup of arak. She sat and propped her feet on
alittle stool. “The last of the house,” she replied, as quiet as Aly. “You
know, sonme of the luarin nobility have taken up the custom The first child

i nherits, whatever sex it may be.”

“But not the royal line,” Ay rem nded her
Chenaol lifted her cup in a silent toast. “Anything can change,” she said, and
dr ank.

Aly was drifting off to sl eep when she heard steps approach her in the dark main
hall. She waited, a hand on her stolen knife. Feathers rustled as two shadowy
figures dropped pallets on either side of her. Aly caught the drift of jasm ne
scent fromher left, and soap nmixed with aloe fromher right. “You' re supposed
to be in your parents’ room” she whispered to Dove and Sar ai

“But you're nore interesting, and it’'s too hot upstairs,” Sarai whispered.

“Can | bear the conplinent?” Aly asked. “I’mnot telling Lioness tales al

ni ght.”

“It really is too hot up there,” Dove said. “And we’re not used to such cl ose
quarters. We can tell you stories, if you like. Since you re not fromhere.”

Aly yawned as she thought quickly. “I"'mtoo tired for a long story,” she told
the girls. “But 1'd like to know what your nother was like.”

“She came fromthe old raka blood, the nobility before the luarin conquest,”
replied Sarai, her voice dreamy in the shadows. “She was |ight, and color, and
fun. She had a laugh like small gold bells. Every day was a holiday with her.
She and the present duchess were best friends. | suppose that nade it easier for
W nnam ne to take her place.” Her voice had turned bitter

“If she was trying to replace your nother, would she and your father have waited
years before they wed?” Aly wanted to know. “l1 heard it was one of your aunts
who made hi mrenmenber he owed it to the famly to remarry.”

“What ' syour nother |ike?” asked Sarai abruptly. “You re so cool and thinking al
the time—+s that how your nother is?”

Aly had wondered what she woul d say when this question was asked. The obvi ous

lie, that her nother was dead, felt too much like an ill-wishing to her. Her
mot her wal ked dangerous roads too often for Aly even to |lie about her fate.
Instead she told a different fal sehood. “I never knew her,” she replied. “1’'m

told she is a traveling nusician. Her conpany spent winters in town, and she'd
live there with nmy father, who’'s a nmerchant. Only, the year after she had ne,
she stopped com ng.”

For a monent both girls were quiet. Then Sarai whispered, “Aly, I'msorry. W
never nmeant to pry.”

Aly put a small quiver in her voice and replied bravely, “I hardly ever think of
it. Da's so good to us.” Softly she added, “She didn't |eave because of ny
sisters. Only ne.”

“Do youm nd ?” soneone grow ed nearby. “W have work in the norning, in case
some of us have forgotten.”

“Aly, forgive us,” whispered Dove as she lay down on her pallet.

“I"'myour slave,” Aly replied. “You have the right.”

Sarai murnured, “No, we don't.” The sisters fell silent.

And that should be the end ofthat kind of question, Ay thought, satisfied.

Essence spells. W carry our essence everywhere, in our skin, in our hair, our
nails. This neans that everything we touch picks up sone of ourselves. The

| onger the contact, the nore essence is transferred. Thus, if you get clothing
sonmeone has worn when he or she has been active, or hot, or upset, that clothing
will supply you with nore than enough essence to work a spell. Mages favor
essence spells for things such as | ocks and keys, because such spells can be
linked to the owner al one. They are fool proof. They work if the owner touches
sonmething in a hurry, while under stress, in the cold. And there are ways to go
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around such spells.

—Froma | ecture on basic magical theory

by Numair Salmalin at the Royal University at Corus, attended by the
thirteen-year-old Ay

8

A SPY' S WORK

Aly rose before dawn, as usual, since the duchess had not suggested that she
give up her daytine work. She emerged fromthe kitchen wing to find Nawat seated
on the rimof the well that served the cooks. He was surrounded by crows. The
birds had found seats on the well’s cover, Nawat’s shoul ders, the ground, the

ki tchen garden fence, and even the archery targets set up between the barracks
and the garden. Al of the birds | ooked as pl eased as any human to be up so
early, with the sun just showi ng above the eastern horizon. They sat or stood or

wal ked, feathers ruffled against the early nmorning chill, eyes half shut with
sl eep. They stirred as Aly noved through them Nawat turned to | ook at her.
“My clan has come,” he explained. “W will nob the Bronau hawk if you ask it. He

is a danger to humans and their nestlings.”

Aly scratched her head. What was she supposed to say tothat ? Certainly she
agreed. Her wager depended on keeping the Balitang nestlings alive this sumrer.
Bronau was one of the factors that put them at risk.

“I't’s not so easy anong two-leggers,” she expl ai ned, wondering how she coul d
expl ain human politics to her feathered allies. “We can’t drive himoff. W'l
put the nestlings in nmore danger if we do.”

One crow made a croaking noi se that sounded |ike a variation on the call to
attack and kill.

“Then let us kill himand his flock,” Nawat said brightly. “He cannot kill or
steal anyone if his bones are scattered between here and the nountains.”

Aly sighed. “Nawat, it’s not just Bronau. These soldiers who follow hin? They

are not his entire flock. He has a vast flock that will conme to destroy
everyt hing where he was killed, understand? H s brother, his sister-in-law, the
king . "

Nawat regarded her with puzzlement, head cocked to one side. The other crows had
the sane expression and tilt to their heads.

“Humans do these things differently.” Aly knew she sounded feeble, but she was
unsure how to explain matters so that they woul d nake sense to them “They
aren’t as consistent as crows. Rank and alliances change anong humans all the
time, inside the flock and outside. And if you hurt one of their kin, they’l
puni sh whole fanilies, even whole towns. You are here to help ne, and | am here
to keep the Balitang nestlings alive all sumrer, yes?”

Nawat smiled. “Yes, Ay.”

“Then you must trust me when | say that nobbing the prince would place themin
even nore danger,” Aly told him now feeling weak and peculiar. She wondered if
Aunt Daine ever felt this way, and if being able to speak ani mal | anguages made
times like this easier for her aunt. “If we are vigilant with the nestlings, if
we never let themstray fromour eyes, we can hold them safe w thout mnobbing
anyone.” She rubbed her forehead, which had begun to ache. “WIIl you tell your
friends, Nawat?” she asked. “And | will explain to you about hunmans and royalty
later.”

“Yes, Aly,” Nawat told her with that particularly sweet smle. It was a smle
that could divert her attention fromKyprioth's wager, so she thrust all thought
of it fromher mnd and went to collect her goats. She was | eadi ng themthrough
the village gates when she heard the crows take flight fromthe castle. For a
whil e she turned and wal ked backward to see the birds soar above Tanair,
delighting at the sight of their iridescent blue-black feathers in the early
light, and the graceful sweep of their wi ngs. Soon they were gone, sonme to the
trees anong the eastern rocks, others to the fields that supported Tanair. She
only hoped they hadn't left large, white, streaky signs of their presence for
the household to find when they went outside.

Aly wal ked on, savoring the fresh norning air and the prom se of warnth to cone.
The weat her here was nearly perfect: warmto hot days, and cool nights. She
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wal ked anong fields that showed signs of crops coming in, down roads |ined with
wi | dfl owers and the occasional tree. There were worse places to spend the
sunmmer, she deci ded as she | ed the goats into the rocks about the Dinmari road.
Wth Bronau’s presence to keep her alert and with the understandi ng that
Kyprioth would not have troubled to involve Aly and the crows if he'd
anticipated a peaceful sunmer, she knew she could pass a few interesting,

pl easant nonths here. Shedid like a challenge.

Aly settled the goats in the rocks above the road to Dimari. Once they were
happi |l y grazing, she sat to peel the casing fromher norning’ s cold sausage.
“Kyprioth,” she called teasingly. “I'lIl share my breakfast with you.”

“Spare nme.” The god appeared atop a nearby boul der, dressed as a raka with his
usual scranbled collection of jewelry and sparkling ornaments. He sat casually,
his arnms | ooped around one bent knee, so the jewels in his bracelets caught the
nmor ni ng sun. “Sausage has no appeal for me whatever.”

Aly sighed. “It’s cooked, silly.”

Kyprioth turned his face into the wind. “Cooked or raw, sausage is not the food
of the gods. Wiy are we tal king? My brother and sister won't stay occupied with
ot her wars forever, you know. ”

Aly examined her fingernails as if she weren't interested in her next question:
“Are you looking to start a war here, sir?”

Kyprioth grinned, white teeth flashing against brown skin. It was a grin that
was the essence of nischief, with none of the sweetness of Nawat’'s snmile. “A
fine effort and well executed. May | rem nd you that you never call ne ‘sir’?”
Aly grimaced. Tiny slips |like that betrayed an inpersonati on.

“Why shoul d you care?” the god went on. “You have but one task between now and
the autumm equi nox: to keep the Balitang children alive. War isn't a concern for
you.”

Aly | eaned back against a tree, her eyes on the goats rather than the god. “You
see, that’'s what | wanted to ask you about,” she explained in her friendliest

manner. “It’s just that | worry Chenaol will believe | amhere for a bit |onger
than the summer. | would hate to di sappoint her when | go. She night even
bel i eve thatyou ni ght keep nme here.”

“Ch, no, | will do nothing of the kind,” Kyprioth said. “lI doubt that Chenao

takes it that way.”

Aly sat up on her knees and | ooked at the god. “Good,” she said. “A wager is
sacred in the Divine Real ms—anyone knows it. If you try to change the terns

we' ve agreed to? I'Il bring the matter before your fellow gods, including the
two whose attention you | east want to draw. The two who kicked you of f your
throne. Don’t even think of pulling the wool over mny eyes.”

He vani shed fromhis rock to reappear in front of Aly. “The thought never
crossed ny nmind,” he said, and kissed her on the forehead. “A wager’s a wager.”
He vani shed, naking the air pop where he had been

Aly shook her head, then stood and stretched. “I should feel relieved,” she
mused al oud. “And yet, sonehow, | don't.”

She dozed for a while in the sun. Wien she woke, it was to a crow s announcenent
of riders on the road south from Tanair. Ay sharpened her Sight and saw a nobl e
riding party below her: Prince Bronau, Duke Mequen, Duchess W nnamni ne, Sarai,
and Dove were out riding. The prince called a nocking chall enge, which Sara
accepted with a whoop, nudging her horse into a gallop as the prince spurred his
own nount. They thundered down the southern road, Sarai |like a warrior out of

| egends, her hair springing fromits pins. Two bodyguards followed the racers at
the gall op, while Mequen, Wnnani ne, Dove, and their guards kept to a lively
trot. They waved to Aly, who waved back, as they rode on.

Aly stretched out her |eg tendons, touching her toes as she turned things over
in her mind. Did Bronau think Sarai night be a bride for hin? The prince was a
younger son, which neant his pockets m ght not be very deep. Did he think Sara
had noney? Through ent husi astic eavesdroppi ng, Aly had di scovered that Balitangs
inherited by luarin law. El sren would get the bul k of the duke’s |ands and

weal th at his death. Sarai and Dove would split their inheritance fromtheir

nmot her, Tanair and a few other small estates. They would not be wealthy brides.
She heard footsteps, quiet but not noiseless, anong the rocks to her left. Ay
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bent casually and picked up two of a small pile of stones she had nmade before
her nap. Back at home she had learned to throw rocks fromthe vill age boys,
until she could kill rabbits or dent heavy wood with the force of her throw.
“She rides well, our Sarai.”

U asi m st epped out from between the rocks. Ay | ooked himover. Today he wore
honmespun and noved as easily in the rough garnments as her own father noved in
his clothes. Aly noticed sonething else: the outlines of dagger sheaths agai nst
his sl eeves and on his breeches where they fell over his cal f-high boots. Uasim
hadn’t worn bl ades before.

“She does ride well,” Aly said. “l suppose you' ve tal ked to Chenaol .”

“OF course,” said Uasim “W are all in this together.”

“This,” Ay said nusingly, guessing that he spoke of the conspiracy anong the
Balitang raka. “Tell ne, did you ever want to put Sarugani on the throne?”

U asi m shook his head. “The time wasn't right.” After a nmonent’s hesitation, he
added, “And she wasn’'t right—saore heart than head, when everyone knows the head
is what matters when dealing with the luarin. It natters, too, that she had no
royal blood through the luarin Iine, which will bring nore of the part-raka to
our cause. Qur lady has the Rittevon blood as well as the ancient Hai m ng bl ood,

and she is wiser than her nother. The people will love Sarai as queen.” He fell
silent for a nonment, then said, “We have waited a very long tine for this. W
shal | have only one chance—f we fail, the luarin will see to it that we cannot

rise again. That is why so many canme to see her. They know what is at stake.
They have prayed for this chance for generations.”

The head hostler Lokeij rode up on Duke Mequen’s hunter. The ol d raka used no
saddle, Aly realized, and no bridle. Her estimation of the tiny man rose severa
not ches. She woul d have shrunk fromriding such a big horse with full tack, let
al one wi th none.

Lokeij disnmpbunted easily and set the horse anbng the goats to graze. Then he |ay
down atop a rock, apparently there just to bask in the sun. U asim picked up a
stick and whittled on it. It seened they were waiting. Aly put her rocks back in
their pile and practiced head and handstands on the soft grass.

She had just progressed to wal king on her hands when Chenaol arrived through the
rocks, panting fromthe exercise. “lI told them” she inforned Aly as she
col | apsed beside the girl.

“l noticed,” Aly said with a grin. “Wio else did you tell?”

“Fesgao,” replied Chenaol, fanning herself with one hand. “Veron’s got himin
charge of the watch today, and he dares not |eave.”

Sonehow Aly wasn't surprised to hear that Fesgao was part of the conspiracy. She
hesitated for a nonent, then shrugged. Tine to get ny feet wet, she thought, and
said, “Veron is the king’s spy. He keeps his papers and coding materials in a
box set on the lintel over his door. Have you sonmeone who can watch him and
intercept any reports he mght try to send out? Not Fesgao—he's too obvious.”
“One of ny stable boys will do well at such work,” said Lokeij. “Boys are |ess
obvi ous than nen, and these boys are forever trailing behind the nen-at-arns
when I've no work for them It will be easy.”

“Should we tell H s Grace?” asked U asim

Al'y shook her head. “The duke and the duchess do not need to know,” she replied.
“I will tell themwhen it is necessary.”

Lokeij turned his head to stare at her. “They listen to you?” he asked, plainly
startled. “But they only know you as a slave.”

Aly grinned. “Your friend appeared to themas Mthros and told themto listen to
me,” she explained. “They think I'm his nmessenger.”

“That explains . . .” Chenaol’s voice trailed off as she considered what this

i nformati on did explain.

“Fesgao said that you suggested he check the forest for bandits on the way
here,” U asimremarked. “He wasn't sure if there were peopl e abroad, having been
inthe city so long, but you convinced him”

Al'y shrugged.

“Wel I'!'” Chenaol said, nore pleased than she had been the previous night. “Things
shoul d go better, now that we have a proper spy. We're ready for anything.”
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“Anyt hing but a nmage,” Ay pointed out, |ying back and |inking her hands behind
her head. As clouds scuttled by, she added, “The healer Ri hani is good only for
heal ing, and only a certain amunt of it, at that. A true nage, cone here on
King Oron’s behal f, could crack us w de open. Speaking of the king . "

Lokeij |eaned over and spat to one side.

“Satisfying, but not useful,” Aly said. “If spit nmade a difference, you raka
woul d have had the Isles back as soon as everyone got to know the luarin. Wth
regard to the king, if he has one of his bad twitches, Veron and his boys won't
be enough to hold off a royal assault. And you can't count on Veron. Like as
not, he'll just open the Tanair gates |ike a good dog. Have you raka made your
own provisions for warriors? Patrols of the plateau? If outsiders infiltrate
this area, you should stop them before they reach Tanair.”

“But why?” U asimwanted to know. “Surely it's enough to retreat to the castle.
W' re safe inside the walls.”

Aly shook her head. “If they trap us in the castle, then we are well and
trulytrapped ,” she explained. “It would be far better for any assassins the
ki ng sends to vani sh before they reach Tanair. That way, when the king asks what
happened to his soldiers, H s Grace can say, ‘Wat soldiers? wthout even
needing to lie. Wiat he doesn’t know won’t hurt him?”

Lokeij whistled. “Make the king’ s warriors vanish if they cone . . . what a
deceitful turtledove you are.”

Aly smled at the sky. “Ch, don't,” she replied in the tones of a flirtatious
court lady. “Stop, | insist. Your flattery nakes nme blush.”

“Have we the warriors?” asked Chenaol slowy.

Lokeij cleared his throat. Wen the other raka | ooked at him he raised his
eyebrows. They nodded. The old hostler turned his eyes on Aly. “There are sone
fighters up here, waiting,” he explained. “In the villages. Over the last three
years they have conme, young men and wonen, nearly sixty in all, to train and to
wait. The elders will be happy the tine has cone to put themto use. They hunt,
they fight, and they flirt with their daughters and sons.” He sniled. “They are
al so very good at riding, scouting, shooting, and building walls. They have
their own mounts, and can live in the open air.”

“The crows will help,” said a voice fromnearby. Nawat had cone up soundl essly
to stand near a boulder. “We will teach your fighters as we taught Avy.”

Aly didn't even see Uasimleave his place, the nman was so fast. He jamed Nawat
agai nst the boul der and put a knife to his throat. Nawat twi sted, an arm novi ng.
U asi mwent down on his knees. He bent over, gasping, dead white under his
coppery skin. Nawat junped five feet in the air to the top of his boul der. Two
| ong strides took himacross the rocks; a short junp put himon a tree branch
over Aly’'s head.

Chenaol went to Uasim “Wat did you do?” she demanded. “If you've killed him.
Nawat smiled at her fromhis leafy refuge. “I only pecked himw th ny fingers.
He was rude to try to cut ne. | will help Aly do whatever she nmust. He should
know t hat.”

Al three raka stared at the young fletcher. “Watare you?” demanded Lokei]j.
“You aren’t raka.”

“I'sn’t he?” Aly asked lazily, watching U asimand Chenaol through her | owered

| ashes. “What is he, then? Luarin?”

U asimstraightened with a grinmace. He patted Chenaol on the shoul der,
reassuring her that he wasn’t stabbed, then stared at Nawat. |gnoring him Nawat
pi cked sonething off the tree trunk, eyed it, then ate it. H s eyebrows shot up
He | ooked around, found a twig and broke it off, and used it to root in a
crevice of the tree bark.

U asi mwi ped a hand over dry lips and crouched a little, holding the spot in his
side where Nawat had struck him “Not luarin,” he said at last, wonder in his
eyes and voice. “But not raka, either.”

“Does it matter, if | give your warriors the secrets of the crows?” asked Nawat.
He brought his twig close to his face. A grub squirnmed on the end of it. He
popped it into his nmouth and thrust his twi g under a new pi ece of bark. “W have
a wager with the Bright One, too, the god of tricks,” the crow nan explai ned as
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he wiggled his twig. “To help Aly, we nust help the nestlings. Surely it nmkes
no difference what | am You humans worry about proper nanes too nuch.”

Chenaol | ooked at Aly. “Do you vouch for hinP”

“Why not ask your god?” Aly denanded in return. “The crows were his idea.”

U asi mrubbed his side. “Things were sinpler in Rajrmuat,” he conpl ai ned. “Nawat,
tonight you'll neet with Fesgao and nme in the guard barracks. W nust work out
patrol schedul es and deci de how your crows will conmmunicate with our fighters
And cone down out of that tree. You' re making my neck hurt, and your eating
habits make nmy belly squirm?”

Nawat junped to the ground, then found a rock to sit on. “No nore knives?” he
asked U asim

“No nore pecking?” Uasimretorted.

Nawat | ooked at Aly. “l cannot teach the raka as we taught you. W will sort
that out.”

“I leave it in your capable hands,” Aly told himwith a smle. She |ooked at the
raka conspirators. “Any other royal spies in the househol d?”

“Just Hasui, and she’s in the kitchen under nmy eye,” Chenaol replied with a firm
nod. “lI prefer not to kill her, if it can be hel ped.”

“No, don't,” Aly said. “It’'|I|l l|eave you short-handed in the kitchen. For

anot her, we can send the wwong i nformation through Hasui and Veron to their
masters. Knowi ng who i s your spy can be quite useful.” She scratched her head,
reviewing all the things they had di scussed. There were plenty of factors to
keep in mnd, and she wanted to make sure that they had covered the nost

i mportant ones. She had al ways expected her first job as a spy to be a sinple
matter of watching targets and sending reports on their behavior. Da would never
thrust a green spy into a political swanp like this one for her first

assi gnnent. She grinned. She would have a tale to tell himwhen she went hone!
U asimwas staring at her. “Wat?” she asked.

“Where did you learn to think this way?” the raka asked slowy. “W would have
killed Hasui outright if Chenaol had not said she would be controlled in the
kitchen. Killing Veron would break no one’s heart. He's too fond of whipping
raka to get themto nove. We never would think to nake the spies pass on bad
information. And it never occurred to us that a castle mght be a trap.”

“Ch, the god fiddled with my mind,” she replied wickedly. “They' re fond of doing
things like that. You never know what they’'|l get up to.”

“l do not believe you,” Uasimreplied, an anused glint in his dark eyes. “No
god ever needs to know such tiny things. Who are your people?”

“Tortallans,” Aly informed him “Merchants. Harml ess. Unl ess you count ny

not her, who was a Player. Wat of Prince Bronau' s peopl e?” she asked, changing
the subject. “Are any of them nore than they seemto be?”

The raka | ooked at one another and shook their heads. “They just got here,”
Chenaol rem nded Aly.

Aly yawned. “I’'Il have a | ook around, then. Perhaps Her Grace will excuse ne
frompouring the wine tonight. You mght want to keep a constant watch on them
too. After all, they mght find the weapons hidden in the storeroons under the
stable.”

Lokeij cursed eloquently. “You can’t know about them [|’ve got the stables

wat ched all the time!”

“l didn"t know until now,” Aly replied easily, enjoying the joke she had just

pl ayed on the old man. She ignored Lokeij’'s nmuttered curse, though she stored it
in her nenory as a useful one to know. “It’s a central l|ocation, after all, and
the raka linger there all the tinme.”

U asimwhistled softly. “Qur friend picked well when he picked you.”

Just don’'t get used to ne, Aly thought at she smiled at him | don’t nean to be
here after the autumm equi nox.

Chenaol |ooked at the sun. “1’d best get back,” she told them “Those |azy
wenches will slack on the cooking if I'"mnot there.” She set off anobng the
rocks. Uasimnmurnured quietly to Lokeij, then stood aside as the old man

mounted his horse as ninbly as a boy. Aly | ooked around for Nawat —-he was nowhere
to be seen. Like any crow, he seened to have the ability to conme and go
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unnoticed, sonething that didn’t involve magic, only animal craft.

At last Uasimwas alone with Aly. “Tomorrow | will send Visda to you. She and
her dogs will graze her herd with yours every day after this. She will tell no
one what you do once you have settled the flock. This way, should you need to

| eave your post, she can | ook after the goats as well.”

Aly nodded. “Good idea. | thank you.”

“Al so, what are your preferred weapons?” he wanted to know. “Can you use any, O
child of nerchants?”

Aly raised an eyebrow at him “You don't believe what | told you of ny famly.
I"mhurt. Maybe even crushed.” U asi mwas unnoved. She del ayed by rem nding him
“I't’s ny life if I’mcaught with weapons, you know that. Slave owners don’'t arm
sl aves.” She wasn’t sure if it was wise to |l et anyone know of her skill wth

kni ves.

“Then you mnmust not be caught,” Uasimreplied coolly. “Have you been to the
shrine between the stable and the wall?”

Al'y shook her head.

“The fl agstone before the altar can be lifted. Wat shall we |eave there for
you?” He smiled thinly.

Al'y nibbled her lower lip. It would be nice to have nore bl ades than just the
stol en one hidden in her bedroll. She’d always teased her father when he
conpl ai ned about the magic that alerted the king and queen of people carrying

hi dden weapons. She had liked telling himthat he sounded like a child without
his favorite blanket. Now she understood his feeling of vulnerability. Like Ay,
he coul d fight hand to hand at need, but daggers were what he | oved. He'd taught
that love to her. “Daggers?” she asked. “Good ones, as flat as may be, with

sl eeve and | eg sheaths? They woul d be a bl essing.”

“Merchants,” U asimrenmarked drily, referring to her fal se background again.
“Yes, of course | believe you. | must, nmustn't |? Youare Kyprioth's chosen, so
the truth drips fromyour tongue |like honey fromthe conb.”

“Agai n you are suspicious,” Aly told the raka, shaking her head in sorrow “You
wound ne so deeply.” She liked Uasim He was snart.

“l can see that,” retorted U asim “Daggers we shall provide you, under the
flagstone tonight.” Ay relaxed, |ooking at the clouds again, but the raka was
not finished. “And since you are so busy watching the plotters who creep up
behind us, | will assign a guard to you. Soneone who won't | ook out of place
with the goats.” Hs voice was firm his eyes direct as Aly sat up and groaned a
protest. Uasimsaid firmy, “At the very |least he can run your errands.”

Al'y sighed. “What about a girl?” she asked, “or a woman? Less conspi cuous and
less likely to stir up gossip.”

Uasimstiffened. Aly nade a face at him “Sarai told nme your wonen fought

together with the men in the raka armes,” she said patiently. “It seens
reasonabl e to guess that the raka who aren’'t under the luarin eye continue to
train their women to fight. | can understand your not wanting folk to know. This
way, the luarin think the nunber of raka who m ght give themtrouble is half of
your actual force. Butl’mnot going to tell, and a fenale won't be noticed as
much as a man.”

“I will see toit,” he said. He started to go, then turned back to face Aly. His
dark eyes were puzzled. “l suppose | nust trust the god' s opinion of you, but
you still worry ne. He is a trickster, when all is said and done.”

“But I'mnot,” Aly assured him the picture of earnest youth. “Wwy, |'mjust as
true and honest as dirt. And |I'’meven nore charnming than dirt.”
U asi mwi nced. “Thank you for describing yourself in such unforgettable terns,”

he said. “I see you and the god are well matched.”
Aly watched himgo. Uasimis their general, she decided, thinking about the
rol es each raka played. Lokeij is in charge of conmunications and storage for

weapons and supplies. Fesgao nust be their war |eader, used to straightforward
conbat. And Chenaol

She plucked a grass stem She supposed every arny needed a chief cook who was
quick with her knives, but surely there was nore to Chenaol than that. Did she
command the wonen of the raka? What could she do that the nen could not?

Aly’s nenory showed her an inmage of Chenaol talking to the merchants who stopped

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Tam...e%20Lioness%201%20-%20Tricksters%20Choice.txt (76 of 167) [11/1/2004 12:08:16 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/ T amora%20Pi erce%620-%20D aughter%6200f %20the%620L i oness¥6201%20-%20T ricksters%20Choi ce.txt

by Tanair fromtine to tine. She was accepting boxes fromthem boxes that Ay
had seen open in the kitchen: knives. No one questioned a raka cook in the
purchase of knives. And it would be easier to smuggle |onger blades to a cook
than a man-at-arns watched by a luarin superior. Aly smled. Chenaol was the
raka arnorer. That was why U asimhas said “we” when he tal ked of giving ne

kni ves, she thought. He may plant them but he’'ll get them from Chenaol

Truly this was a fine norning, Aly reflected as she stretched and t hought. Now
she had human allies and their resources. Wth Bronau in residence and the
king's disfavor, the Balitangs’ luarin and raka ali ke had an excuse to
strengthen their defenses. Any of them who had been waiting for “sonmeday” to
come woul d know that day was nearly upon them They would be razor-sharp, with
no need for Aly to sharpen them and, unlike the crows, they woul d understand
that Bronau might serve as a lightning rod to draw the king' s wath.

Aly gnawed a grass stem The raka and the crows were prepared for attack by
arnmed fighters both fromw thin and w thout. However, they still could not

wi thstand a strong nagi cal attack. Sonehow they woul d have to produce a nmage
Once again Aly brought the goats in early. After they were safely penned, she
waved to Nawat, who was fletching arrows near the archery butts, and entered the
keep in search of the duchess. She found the lady in the snmall bedchanber where
Petranne, Elsren, and their nursemaid slept, giving her son a bath while the
mai d towel ed his sister dry.

Aly bowed. “Excuse ne, Your Grace,” she said

W nnami ne | ooked up at her. Her hair had escaped its severe doned style to curl
around her face and neck. Her indigo |linen gown was water-spotted, and she was
flicking drops of water into her gleefully squealing boy' s face.

“Penbery,” she said to the maid, “would you get sone nore drying cloths? | fear
both Elsren and | will need them”

The maid curtsied. “At once, Your Grace,” she nurmured. She w apped Petranne in
a cocoon of cloths and trotted fromthe room

“Your Grace, Hasui, one of the kitchen slaves, will take nmy place as w ne pourer
tonight,” Aly murnmured in Kyprish. Neither Elsren nor Petranne spoke it very
wel |, though Dove, Sarai, and their parents did. “There are sone things | nust
do in your service. And | will need to report to you and H's Grace | ater, once
the prince has retired.”

W nnami ne’ s eyes sharpened. “You will be careful ?” she asked, keeping her voice
| ow as she, too, spoke in Kyprish. “You will take no risks that m ght endanger
us?” Unconsciously she grasped Elsren’s hand in hers.

“Your Grace, no one will even know what | did,” Aly assured her

“Mama, why are you tal king that way?” denmanded Petranne from her corner by the
fire. “Only raka talk that way.”

“But the raka are our people, too, dear,” Wnnamne told her daughter. “W honor
them by learning their tongue. They were here | ong before our ancestors cane.”
“But Aly isn't raka,” the girl pointed out. “She’s luarin.”

“She honors our raka friends, too,” Wnnam ne said, absently soaping Elsren’s
back.

Aly bowed and left the watery room She had no interest in explaining the

| anguage of conquest to a four-year-old, and knowi ng Petranne fromthe journey
to Tanair, she was aware that the girl would stick to the subject until the end
of time if not muzzl ed.

She retreated to a snall closet off the servants’ stair and changed into the
dark, long-sleeved tunic and | eggi ngs she kept hidden there. She had stolen them
fromthe Balitang storehouse back in Rajnuat and hidden them for specia

occasi ons. She then wapped a |l ength of dark cloth around her face and head
until only her eyes showed. By the tinme she finished, the househol d was
assenbling for the evening neal. Aly hid in the cl oset where she kept her

prow er’s clothing until she heard no footsteps on the servants’ stair for a
good space of tinme. Pocketing the |ock picks she al so kept there, she energed
carefully and peered into the nmain hall around the door behind the Balitangs.
Hasui, cleaned up and dressed to serve at the dais, poured Bronau a cup of wi ne
as Aly watched. Supper had begun
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Quickly Aly counted the prince’s household in the hall. Everyone was present,
eating with the duke’s servants. Satisfied, Aly clinbed the keep stairs, past
the floors where the prince, then the Balitangs, slept. Wen she reached the
fourth floor, where Bronau’s household stayed, she got to work on the servants’
trunks, using her picks with care.

By the time the first course was over downstairs, she had uncovered two roya
spi es anobng the prince’'s servants. She didn't flatter herself that it was her
skill that made the discovery so easy. Anyone who searched their baggage woul d
have seen it. Both men carried unusual supplies of paper, as well as the genera
code book issued for the Isles’ |lower-level spies. Aly had menorized its
contents over a year ago, when it had becone the new general code for the Isles.
Swiftly but expertly she checked each nook and cranny on the floor where the
servants mi ght have hidden nore surprises

That chore done, she padded down to the second | evel and used her picks to enter
the prince’'s rooms. She searched his two nenservants’ belongings first. They,
too, carried nore than their share of witing paper as well as one book. Their
vol ume wasThe Perfect Servant, a popul ar book of advice for those who worked in
a higher capacity in a house or fiefdom These men did not report to the Crown,
however. One of them had already started his next report to his master. Using
the faint marks in the book on service, Aly swiftly deci phered the greeting on
the docunent: “To ny |ord Rubinyan.”

She rai sed an eyebrow. So the Crown used Bronau’s general servants to spy on
him while his ol der brother bought the services of Bronau's body servants. Wat
ki nd of bad feeling existed between these two? She couldn’t imagine Alan or Thom
hiring anyone to spy on her. O course, neither of themwas eyeing a feeble

ki ng’ s throne.

She | eft the servants’ bel ongi ngs exactly as she had found them and proceeded to
Bronau's private witing case. The nmagic on the | ock blazed in her magica

Sight. The case wouldn’t open if she tried the various unl ocking words that she
knew. There was also no keyhole in the |ock, which didn't surprise her. Bronau
struck her as the kind of nman who was carel ess with keys, even inportant ones.
He wasn’t the sort to fuss with conplex things, either

Aly peered nore closely at the lock, shifting her Sight to read magi c. The signs
on it turned dark and appeared one at a tinme, over and over, until she
identified what each neant. The case had been | ocked with an essence spell, the
perfect thing for a man who didn't like the bother of keys or details.
Fortunately for Aly, she had studied these matters under very fine teachers. An
essence spell was quite easy to break once recognized.

Aly reached for Bronau’'s riding gloves, which he had thrown on his bed in his
rush to dress for supper. H's hurried servants had |l eft themright where a
bright girl would find a use for them Aly took a glove and turned it inside
out, then pressed a leather fingertip to the lock. A line appeared through the
nm ddl e of the device. The lid opened. Carefully she turned the glove right side
out and replaced it in the exact spot she had found it. Her father had drilled
her in such habits over the years, during exercises where he would send her out
of the room shift the things in it, then summon her back to replace everything
as it had been. Wien she was little it was her favorite gane. Now it was habit
to renenber the exact placenent of anything she noved

Aly knelt on the floor and raised the box’s lid. The first seven letters inside
wer e addressed to businesses: a draper, a noneyl ender, a cobbler, a horse coper,
a jeweler, an arnorer, and a bower. In them Bronau wote that he was aware of
the suns that were owed to them Aly |eafed through the papers and found the
bills he had nmentioned. Reading how nuch he owed to these people, she raised
bot h eyebrows. This nman spent nore on shoes than Maude did to supply Pirate's
Swoop with food for a nonth.

Aly paused to listen for outside sounds. Hearing only the faint noise fromthe
great hall, she returned to the letters. Bronau wote the nerchants that his
debts would be paid, within the year, with interest, and he swore it by Mthros.
He al so wote that they would be well rewarded for their patience.

Aly arranged the letters neatly and put themaside with their bills. Prince
Bronau seened very confident he would be able to pay his creditors in full, even
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the noneyl ender. And he’'d taken the risk of dragging a god’'s nane into it. The
receipts all had “fourth notice” or “fifth notice” witten on them and the
dates covered the last four years.

Howdi d he intend to pay? Aly wondered. None of Bronau’' s people had said that
he’ d snagged hinself a very wealthy heiress. Fromwhat Ay knew, the noney woul d
not come fromhis brother and sister-in-law. Now he was out of favor with the
king, and yet he was strangely confident. These letters were dated two days ago.
Sarai was no heiress, not the kind that Bronau needed. Fromthe notes on their
bills, the prince’'s creditors were about to haul himbefore Mthros’s altar,
where | awyer-priests would strip Bronau of all he owned

Aly | ooked at the next sheet of paper in the box. It was covered with
scratch-outs and rephrasings. It seened to be a letter to an old friend,
chatting of this and that. Aly read it over twi ce, eyed the scratched out words,
and nearly groaned al oud. The letter was in the nost sinple-mnded code in

exi stence, the very first code she had nenorized. It was based onThe Book of
Mthros. Nearly every household in the Eastern and Southern Lands had a copy,
even if the residents took sonme other god as the center of their belief.

“Duke Zeburon,” she translated, “though you are both on the Royal Council,

have reason to know you are no friend to ny brother R W mght find common
ground between us, with the end in mnd of ousting R fromhis position.”

That was as far as Bronau had witten. The rest of the box held enpty paper
andThe Book of Mthros, but Aly checked it all, just to be sure. There were no
other signs of code or magic. Carefully she replaced everything as she had found
it. After a double check of the roomto make sure it |ooked as it had when she
broke in, she left by the servants’ stair, changed into her nornmal honespun
tunic and | eggi ngs, and wal ked into the kitchen

The prince has given nme plenty to think about, she thought, scrounging

| eftovers. As soon as the house is quiet, I'Il make sure the duke and duchess
are thinking, too.

Aly was dozing by the kitchen fire as the staff began to carry the dishes out
for washing. Penbery woke her with the nessage that Their Gaces had errands for
her. Aly grunbled a reply and trudged up the servants’ stair once again.

The duke and duchess awaited her in the sitting roomof their new quarters. To
Aly's surprise and disconfort, Sarai occupied the chair next to her father.

The ol der Balitangs correctly read the rigid set of Aly’'s body. “Sarai is of
age,” the duke said gravely. “She will have to learn these things to survive. W
have already told her of the god' s nessage to us.”

Aly pressed her |ips together. “The nore who know, the nore you risk” was a
motto she’d nenorized practically in her cradle. Still, Sarai was Aly's own age.
That had to be old enough to be told there were nysteries afoot. Resigned, Ay
swept the roomw th her Sight, wondering if Mequen and W nnami ne had thought the
thing all the way through. As she suspected, she caught a flicker of novenent in
the gap between the door to the nmain stair and the floor. Immediately she
hei ght ened her magical ability to see color and detail and identified the
eavesdropper. She crossed the roomsilently and yanked the door open. Dove
stunbled into the roomand alnost fell. Ay caught her by one thin arm

The duchess started fromher chair, then settled back into it, biting her |ower
lip. Mequen scowl ed at his daughter. “Dovasary, it is the nost conmon of all
behaviors to listen at doors,” he told her. “As a |lady, such coarseness is
beneath you.”

As she covered the crack under the door with a carpet and stuffed a cloth scrap
fromthe duchess’s sewi ng basket into the keyhole, Ay glanced at Dove to see
the effect of the duke’'s words. Dove |ooked at Aly and rolled her eyes, then
went to stand before her father. “You told nme curiosity was healthy,” she said.
“I's that confined only to books and nature? Sarai would just have told ne
anyway. |’'d have nade her.”

“As if you could!” her ol der sister snapped.

Aly ignored their debate as she filled in the cracks under the remaining doors
and plugged their keyholes as well. Just to be on the safe side, in case one of
the spies who had cone with Bronau had the nerve to dangle on a rope outside the
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wi ndow, she closed and barred the shutters. Wen she finished, the discussion
was over. Dove wore a tiny smile of satisfaction as she pulled up a chair next
to Sarai

“Are you ready?” Aly inquired. The duke nodded. Aly said, “l searched the

bel ongi ngs of the prince and his servants tonight,” she inforned her |isteners.
Mequen frowned.

“Your Grace?” Aly inquired.

“I"’mnot sure | approve,” he replied quietly. “He is a friend, a guest in ny
house. He is entitled to his privacy.”

Aly caught the glance traded by Sarai and Dove, one that showed exasperation
over their father’'s unbendi ng good nanners. The duchess showed only
concentration as she seened to focus on the neat stitches she set in her sew ng.
Aly thought the duke's scruples were sweet, if unrealistic. Da had always told
her that nobl e honor hindered those who had it as nuch as it hel ped them *“Your
G ace is an honorable man, and | respect that. However, | amcharged with the
safety of you and your family. Honor of the type you describe is a luxury.”
Before he could order her never to do so again, she held up a hand. “Before you
speak, Your Grace, you should know that the prince already enjoys no privacy
what soever. Hi s attendants include Crown spies. H's body servants are both in
his brother’'s pay.”

“Rubi nyan?” whi spered the duke. He gripped the arns of his chair with

whi t e- knuckl ed hands. “Ridicul ous! He would no nore spy . . . Rubinyan is as
much nmy friend as Bronau. He is a good man. They don't get on, but it is
temperanent, not politics.”

“Unl ess you are connected to the royal fam |y and the court,” Wnnani ne pointed
out, keeping her voice low. “Then politics and tenperanent are never separated.”
“l cannot believe it,” repeated the duke. “I will not believe it.”

At | east he knows the difference between “cannot” and “wll not,” thought Alvy.
“Wul d Your Grace like proof of what | say?” she asked. Da had warned her that
soneti nes people refused to believe even when evidence was waved under their
noses, but she thought she should offer

Mequen shot her a startled | ook. “Aly, no, of course not. You are the god's
messenger. You would not lie.”

I would if | thought it was for your own good, Aly thought as Wnnam ne patted
her husband’ s arm

“This m ght be Imjane’s influence,” the duchess nurnured. “She has seen so many
conspiracies in her own fanmly that she woul d suspect them of anyone. Woul dn’'t
you, growing up as His Majesty' s daughter?”

“True, true,” whispered the duke, but Aly could see his eyes. Mequen was too
intelligent not to see that it was sensible for someone near the throne, |ike
Rubi nyan, to watch a powerful, charnming fellow courtier, even if that courtier
was his own brother. The duke also had to be thinking that if Prince Rubinyan
suspected his brother, he might suspect anyone, including Mequen hinsel f. “Wy
am | surprised?” he asked, and sighed. “That is the way of things at court.
Everyone spi es on everyone el se.”

Aly could see that the duke understood her. No wonder Da prefers to work with

cl ever people, she thought. They can work out the obvious without openly
speaking of it. She said, “There’s nmore, Your Grace. | took the liberty of going
through the prince’s witing case.”

“Aly!” cried the duke, shocked. Wnnamine hurriedly put a finger over her
husband’s lips, to renind himto keep his voice down. The duke tightened his
mout h, then | eaned forward and fixed Aly with his sharp brown eyes. “Nobles
donot read one another’s nmil.”

“I would not know, Your Gace,” replied Aly snoothly. “lwas a servant.Now | am a
slave. It’s a matter of survival for us to know what our nasters know.”

“l don’t believe | noticed before, but you have perfect granmar,” renarked Dove.
“I'sn’t that odd for a slave who was once a nmai d?”
“The god chose me for ny skills at mmcry, ny |ady,
alie at all, she virtuously told herself.

“l take it you found sonmething in Prince Bronau's case, or you would not have
rai sed the subject,” Wnnam ne said.

Aly replied. That was not
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Al'y nodded. “H s H ghness is greatly in debt,” she told them
The duke batted this aside with an inpatient hand. “He is always in debt.
Really, Aly, if you waste your tinme with snall follies . K
She naned the sum she had added fromthe receipts, stopping the duke in
m dsentence. The duchess went pale. Sarai gasped.
At |ast the duchess said, “He’'ll spend the rest of his life repaying that.”
“He says not, Your Grace.” Aly then told themof the letters he had witten but
not yet sent—tetters to his creditors that prom sed repaynent within a year. She
then repeated the contents of the partial letter to Duke Zeburon, offering an
al I i ance agai nst Rubi nyan.
“Papa, whatever it is, I'msure he can explain,” Sarai said hurriedly, anxiety
in her eyes. “Perhaps he believes Rubinyan doesn’t trust him Perhaps he just
wants to nmake sure he has friends, in case |Imjane ever turns the king against
him It’s just nore of that jockeying for power you al ways say goes on at
court.”
“And the nobney?” asked the duchess, inspecting her sew ng.
“He nust have an heiress he's courting,” whispered Sarai, |ooking down at her
| ap. “Perhaps Lady Tyananne. She's cone out of nmoburning. And the lanjai famly
wants to marry into the nobility. No one will mnd a nerchant wife, not if she's
married to someone as popular as Bronau is.” Atear rolled down her cheek and
spotted her gold velvet |ap.
Aly, pretending not to notice that Sarai wept, asked the duchess if she had
messages for her to carry. Her task was done. She had reported what she had
| earned, and unl ess they asked her opinion, they had to decide for thensel ves
what to do with that information. She had no opinions of her own, so she
wouldn’t try to influence their thinking. Bronau was still a threat. She did
make a nental note of the fact that if she wanted to influence Mequen at sone
poi nt, she could appeal to his honor, just as she could appeal to Sarai’s |ove
of adventure and excitement.
W nnami ne dism ssed her. As Aly pulled the carpet back into place and renoved
the cloth fromthe main door’s keyhole, she glanced back at the silent Dove. The
girl was sketching the carved whorls in the armof her chair with a finger, her
brow wrinkl ed, deep in thought. Aly saw no distress on that small face, only
cal cul ati on.

It’s those who are overl ooked by the fol k around them you want to watch. They
see nore than they tell, and they think nore than they talk. You want them for
your friend. You don't want them asking questions about you

—Froma letter to Aly from her father when she was ni ne

9

Learning the G ound

In the morning Aly visited the shrine between the stable and the wall. There,
under the prom sed flagstone, she di scovered six knives, all of a finer nake
than her stol en one. Chenaol knows how to pick a blade, she thought admringly
as she tested themon the fraying hem of her undyed goatherd s tunic. One, as
long as her mddle finger in the bl ade and wi ckedly sharp, had a sheath that
hung by a cord. Wen she put it over her head, the knife and sheath slipped
bet ween her breasts under the band she wore. Al that showed above her tunic
collar was the kind of cord fromwhich mght hang a religious pendant of some
kind. Two perfectly flat knives fit in sheaths under her |eggings so well that
they barely left a mark on the cloth over them two nore flat knives and their
sheaths went under the sleeves of her tunic. The nost substantial she could wear
in her wai stband at her back or carry it with her lunch and water bottle. She
put it into that bag and noved one of her |eg knives up under her waistband at
the m ddl e of her back, where she could reach it in a hurry.

The raka conspirators had revealed nore with this gift of weaponry than perhaps
they intended her to know. They were desperate for hel p. They knew they were
unused to the world of arm es, spies, and nobles. The god's gift of Ay nust
have seened |ike the answer to their prayers.

“It’s not fair, you getting their hopes up, when you know I’'l|l be gone in the
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fall,” she nuttered to Kyprioth as she collected her goats. The god chose not to
reply. Aly shook her head. Perhaps before she |eft she could teach the raka the
potential dangers of any nove they might try against the king. She |ed her
animals out of the castle walls.

Aly and her flock were hal fway through the village when the little shepherd
girl, Visda, joined her, along with her sheep and the boy who had sunmoned Aly
to Tanair the day before. “Aunt Chenaol says we're to graze with you,” the girl
confided, waving to the baker as they passed. “And if you're called off sudden,
me and Ekit”—-she jerked a thunb at the boy, who stuck his tongue out at
her—we’ || take both flocks. Well, ne and Ekit and G ace and Arak,” she added,
nanmi ng the shaggy herd dogs. “Aunt Chenaol says you’'re doing inportant work for
the One Who |I's Prom sed, and we should hel p you—=

Aly halted and stopped the girl. Bending down, she drew Ekit over so that he
could hear as well as she whispered, “Never repeat that, either of you, al
right? Not to anyone. Even if you hear others tal king about nme. Not even if your
friends say it. For that matter, if ‘the One Who |Is Prom sed’ neans who | think
it does, you mustnever speak of her that way again. Never let on that you know
nmore than what you need to know to herd ani nals, understand?”

Vi sda scow ed. “lknow that,” she said crossly. “Great-aunt Chenaol made us
promi se. But you al ready know.”

Aly sighed. “Look—the fewer tinmes you say anything aloud, the better your
chances that no one will hear you who shouldn’t. Understand? Enenies can't
report what they didn't overhear. Now, what shall we tal k about?”

“Sheep, goats,” Visda replied brightly.

“Dogs,” added Ekit.

Aly grinned at them “Better.”

Wth a wave to the town nen who stood norning watch on the gate, they passed out
of the village and onto the dusty road. Visda began to skip, Ekit to run with
one of the dogs. “I love sumertinme!” Visda told Aly. “All the bees, and the
flowers, and the sun, and no one to stop us fromrunning!” She raced ahead
gleefully, trying to catch Ekit, her bare brown feet thunping against the road.
The sheep, resigned, picked up their trot, along with the goats.

Al'y shook her head, smiling, then ran to catch up with the children

Their little group settled anmong boul ders. The goats ate grasses tucked between
stones, while the sheep grazed on nore |evel ground just below The dogs pl aced
t hensel ves where they woul d spot a stray the nonent it wandered off fromits
fellows. Once the aninmals had settled, Visda and Ekit renoved hand spindles from
their packs and clunps of wool conbed and rolled for spinning. As Aly clinbed
hi gher into the rocks to get a nore commandi ng view of their surroundings, the
boy and the girl began the painstaking work of spinning thread, just like the
children who minded fl ocks throughout Tortall

Al'y had finished her breakfast when she heard the thunp of bare feet on the rock
just behind her. Resting a hand on her |eg knife, she | ooked back. Nawat
crouched on the rock, smling at her. “Wuld you |ike a grub?” he asked,
offering a plunp one. “l got it just for you.”

Aly struggled to think of a diplomatic reply. “W humans don’t eat grubs.”
Remenbering stories she’d heard from sonme of her father’s agents, she added,
“Not when we don’'t have to.”

“But these are juicy and filling,” Nawat assured her. “| saved the best of
them”

Al'y gul ped. Her breakfast bread and cheese rolled in her belly. “Let the grub
live to make nore grubs,” she suggest ed.

Nawat sighed. “It is hard to mate-feed soneone who will not eat.”

Aly | eaned back and | ooked at the sky. A wi nged horse soared overhead, flying,
it seemed, for the sheer joy of it. “W're not to the nate-feedi ng stage,” she
i nformed Nawat lazily. “We barely know each other.”

“What if | filled nmy nmouth pouch and spilled it for you?” Nawat asked. “Wul d
you take food that way?”

“l woul dl ose food that way. 1'd throwit up,” Aly retorted, anused and nauseated
at the sane tine. “Aren’t you supposed to be making arrows?”

“l am supposed to be finding goose feathers,” he said confortably, apparently
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unhurt by her refusal of his offer. “But ny friends are getting themfor me so
may see you.” He reached over and ran his fingers through Aly’'s hair. “None of
the other human fenmal es are so easy to preen.”

The novenent of his hand was soothing. “Are you preening other fenmal es?” Ay
asked, warmin the sun.

“Only little ones, for practice,” Nawat expl ained. “The ol d ones
chitter—giggle—and bounce if | try. It’s annoying. You don’t giggle and bounce.
I like that.”

“You keep trying to preen the ones who giggle and bounce, and you m ght find
yoursel f preening one of themfor the rest of your life,” Aly teased. “Their
fathers and uncles and brothers will see to that.”

“Humans do strange things,” Nawat told her with a sigh. “lI nust go soon. My
brethren call that they have ny feathers.”

Aly strained to hear, but Nawat’s ears were better than hers. She heard only
goats, sheep, and Visda' s hunmm ng.

“The raka did as they told you they would,” Nawat continued. “Yesterday their
warriors began to |l eave the villages here. They took horses, food, shelters.
Sorme noved into the forest at Pohon, others into the woods and cliffs outside
the village of Inti. Mre rove the fields. Fifteen nade their canp a mle on the
other side of the road, in the rocks. They will keep watch for those who cone
through the nountains.”

Most of these were words and concepts Aly had taught the crows in their dream

| essons. One was not. “How can you tell they are raka?” she asked. Perhaps he
had gotten the idea thatraka neant “human.” “Am | raka?”

Nawat shook his head. “Crows know the raka,” he said. “They are our people. Tine
| ong past, when the first nest had given birth to the first flocks, Sky, our
goddess, laid green eggs in her nest. The Dawn Crow, her mate and our god, was
very confused. They hatched to beconme our brothers and sisters, the raka. In
time they stopped hearing the voices of Sky and the Dawn Crow, and turned to
Kyprioth to serve, but they never forgot their brothers and sisters the crows.”

Al'y shook her head. “I had no idea. I'"'mglad to know the patrols are out,
t hough.”
Nawat smiled. “I knew you would want to know they do as they say. They respect

tricks you will do for them”

Aly sat up to protest that she did not do tricks, but Nawat was cl anbering down
through the rocks to the road. Crows flewin fromthe east, circling him He was
nearly gone fromAy's view when they began to rain feathers down on his head.
Aly | eaned back on her rock to think, wthout success. Al her mnd would
produce for her was the nmenory of Nawat’'s fingers as they passed softly through
her inch-long hair, and a repeating thought: “This place gets stranger every
day.”

Sone tine |ater she heard the distant thud of hooves. She sat up. A party
trotted by on the road below, trailed by guards. Prince Bronau rode with his
hosts again, or rather, with Mequen, Sarai, Dove, and their guards. They were

al nrost gone from sight when the prince and Sarai broke into a gallop, riding
hard down the strip of enpty earth.

Al'y propped herself on her el bows. Apparently Sarai had recovered from her
unhappi ness over the possibility that the prince was looking for arich wife. It
was either that or the prince had flirted enough to nmake her forget. Ay shook
her head. She hoped Sarai wasn't too infatuated with Bronau. Aly’s instincts
shrieked that the prince was trouble | ooking for a place to happen. She did not
want it to happen on her watch.

Once they were gone, Aly slid to the ground. Wiat was the good of having knives
if she was too out of shape to use then? She needed to exercise, and to keep
exercising. Wen she found a | evel patch of grass, she began her stretch
routine, loosening all of her nuscles, a group at a tine. She foll owed those
with routines for hand-to-hand conbat: punches, kicks, pivots, |eg sweeps,

bl ocks, el bow and pal mstrikes, tucks and rolls. She was lost in it, feeling her
nmuscl es warm up and | oosen, when a crow nearby gave the call that neant
“friend.”

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Tam...e%20Lioness%201%20-%20Tricksters%20Choice.txt (83 of 167) [11/1/2004 12:08:16 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/ T amora%20Pi erce%620-%20D aughter%6200f %20the%620L i oness¥6201%20-%20T ricksters%20Choi ce.txt

Al'y | ooked around, wary and waiting. A tall raka worman noved out of the shadow
bet ween two | arge boul ders. Crossing her hands, Ay gripped her wists, ready to
rel ease the straps that secured her knives. “Good norning,” she said pleasantly
in Kyprish, every nerve of her body quivering despite her rel axed appearance. “I
don’t believe we’ve been introduced.”

The wonan | eaned on the six-foot-long staff she carried. “I am Junai Dodeka,
daughter of U asim Dodeka. | amhere at ny father’'s request, to keep you alive.”
Al'y inspected the newconer. Junai was four inches taller than Aly and | ean,
covered with wiry nuscle. Her cheekbones were sharp enough to cut with, her nose
the sane shape as U asims. She wore her straight black hair brai ded and pi nned
tightly down. She dressed in a faded olive-green tunic and | oose brown breeches.
Her feet were bare.

This woman was clearly a fighter. There were knife scars on her hands and arm
muscl es and on her right cheekbone. Dagger sheaths nade |ines against the cloth
of her breeches and wai stband. She al so wore | eather and nmetal wist guards and
a | eat her band around her neck, a rough guard against a knife to the throat.

“l don’t know how nuch a stick is going to do as a weapon,” Ay renmarked
casual | y.

Junai spun the staff until it was level, then twisted the hand grip at the
center. Blades twelve inches |long sprang fromeach end of the staff, turning it
into a doubl e-ended spear

“Well,” Aly said, raising her brows. “Of course, that is a very different
matter.” She | ooked at the ol der wonman—she was in her middle twenties, Ay
guessed—and decided to try a theory she had in mnd. “I don't supposeyou know of

any nages we mght recruit?”

Junai took a step back. “Wat nmekes you believe there is a nage here, luarin, or
that | woul d know of such a one?”

Aly | eaned against a tree and thrust her hands into her breeches pockets. “My
graci ous, whyever would | think such a thing?” she asked, batting her eyes as
she cl asped her hands under her chin. “Well, let’s see. W' re attacked by
bandits just on the other side of the nountai ns—e brought sonme with us, did you
know? They're sweet, in a starveling way. Yet here we are, on this lovely flat
pl ateau, with thriving farnms, and raka who aren’'t nearly so ragged and thin as
nmost of the ones who watched us come here. Tanair is just a fat goose ready for
the plucking, yet no one speaks of bandits. Ever. No one nentions raids in the
past, or patrol s—your father had to be nudged into setting patrols out in the
open lands, to | ook for royal soldiers or assassins. Back honme, bandits huddle
in isolated places, waiting to nake their fortunes by taking themfrom ot hers.
Oh, wait, | forgot. There are no bandits at hone where a strong nage is to be
found. Did | m ss anything?”

Junai stopped | eaning on her spear and began to spin it, hand over hand,
casually. “Father was right. You are clever. So take ny advice. Don't ask about

our nmage. She hates luarin. She'll burn your face off if you come near her
Doubtl ess | would perish in your defense. There are ways to live w thout mages.
You have the god’s favor, | amtold. It will serve you better than she will.”

Al'y rubbed her nose and | ooked Junai over. “So if this nmage sees to the bandits,
how am | to have faith inyour ability to protectnme ? |1'd think your only
fighting practice would be from nock battles with people you ve known all your
life.”

Junai bared teeth in a nmenacing grin. “I was a caravan guard for seven years,”
she informed Aly. “You want to try me?”
“No,” Aly said, waving an armin dismissal. “I'lIl take your word for it.” She

| et the conversation end. Junai had told her nore than she had pl anned to.
Certainly she had not neant to agree that a nmage lived on the Tanair |ands, but
that much she had done openly. She had also told Aly that her orders to guard
Aly’s Iife were nore inportant than her fear of the mage. The nage was raka,
probably a full-blood, if she hated luarin with such unm xed passion. And since
Pohon village was notorious for its hate of luarin, chances were the nmage |lived
there. Aly had scouting to do, then, before she approached this nmage herself.
Aly went back to her exercises. The sun was alnmost directly overhead when the
riding party returned to the castle. Aly heard the beat of their horses’ hooves
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as she searched for a stray kid anmong the rocks. Wen she found the youngster
and returned himto his nother, she discovered that one of the riders and her
bodyguard had cone to join her. A horse idly cropped grass where Aly had set her
knife-throwing targets. A guard lingered near Visda and Ekit, talking with the
children. There was no sign of Junai, but Ay guessed that the woman was around
sonmewher e, wat chi ng.

She rounded the horse and stopped, |ooking at Dove. She had spread a bl anket to
sit on and was placing food on it. Ay had thought that if any of the Balitang
girls wanted to investigate Aly after learning she represented a god, it would
be Sarai, the oldest, who had one foot already in the adult world. Yet here was
her younger sister, nmeek in a pale green riding costume with no enbroideries or
ornanents at hens and collar. She sat cross-1egged in | oose, confortable
breeches, a napkin on her |lap as she gazed at the neal she had laid out. She
wore her black hair in multiple long braids under a sheer head veil, the style
favored by nmidens in the Isles.

“l thought you mght tire of bread and cheese,” Dove remarked, |ooking up at

Aly. “Andl’mtired of Bronau nooni ng over ny sister when he thinks the duchess
isn't looking. | know Sarai’s just keeping her hand in at flirting, but it nakes
me queasy to watch.”

Aly sat on the grass beside the blanket. “Your |adyship honors ne,” she said,
wondering what the girl was up to.

Dove didn't | ook at her. “Wat honor? | doubt ny father lied to us and you
aren't really the god' s nessenger. If youare the god s nmessenger, don’t you have
a particular standing which has nothing to do with the collar on your neck? Oh,
curse it, Chenaol forgot the butter.” She tossed a roll to Aly. This was not the
rough brown bread that Aly normally brought to her duties with the goats, but a
white bread studded with dates, raisins, and bits of fig.

“Even if your father didn't lie, and he doesn’t strike nme as the kind of man who
does, it would still look very odd if you socialized with ne,” Ay expl ai ned.
“I"mnot socializing.” Dove picked up the open book at her side. “I’mthe shy
little sister, seeking tine to read al one with enough people close by that ny
bodyguard won't fret.” She |looked at Aly. “It was ny idea.”

Al'y studied her conpanion and hel ped herself to a handful of olives froma snall
crock. She'd heard people talk of Dove. The househol d had deci ded she was the
intellectual one, without the warnth, charm or dash of her ol der sister
Certainly Dove liked to read, but Aly had al so noticed that the girl was both
curious and observant.

“There’'s little | can tell you,” Aly said, spitting an olive pit onto the grass.
“l don’t know nyself why the god called on ne.” Except that I’'mto keep you
alive through the summer, she added to herself.

“And if you did, you wouldn’'t tell us,” said Dove, eyeing dried slices of mango.
“Being the close-nouthed sort. |Is there anything you need? Infornation about the
famly, Tanair . . . ?”

Al'y shrugged. Just because Dove wanted to test her didn’t nean that she couldn't
test Dove back. “l could use the best maps you can find of this area,” she said.
“l know not hi ng about the |ayout of the ground here, and that could be very
troublesonme. I'd like to see the other two villages and the road down to the
western sea, but for now | can manage with maps. Copies will do, if you have
only one original, but they should be good copies, no m stakes.”

Dove shook her head. “Papa gave Sarai and ne the maps for all our nother’s

| ands, since they are our inheritance. And the bailiff has extras. 1'll get a
set for you. You'd tell Papa and the duchess if we’'re in danger from Bronau,

woul dn’t you?”

Aly picked up a sausage baked in dough, country food fromthe Eastern Lands. She
| ooked it over, wondering if Chenaol had spiced it in the Isles way and if she
woul d regret taking a bite. “Do you have a reason to distrust H s Hi ghness?” she
asked. She took a careful bite of sausage. It tasted just |like those at hone.

Dove ni bbl ed her mango. “lI don't trust anyone who feels you should |like them
because they | ove thensel ves so much,” she said tartly. Aly snorted, spraying
crunbs on the grass. “Don’t |augh,” Dove told her. “It's true.”

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Tam...e%20Lioness%201%20-%20Tricksters%20Choice.txt (85 of 167) [11/1/2004 12:08:16 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/ T amora%20Pi erce%620-%20D aughter%6200f %20the%620L i oness¥6201%20-%20T ricksters%20Choi ce.txt

“I wasn't laughing at you,” Aly said when she had swal | owed the rest of her

mout hful and taken a drink of water. “l was |aughing because you put it
perfectly.”

“He thinks if he snmiles at you and gives you presents you won't notice he can't
keep his mouth cl osed,” grunbl ed Dove, appeased. “If we were in Rajnuat and the

king's spies heard the way he tal ks, we’'d all be under arrest. Does he believe
there aren’t any spies out here?”

“We'I'l just nmake sure they don’t have the chance to report anything,” Ay
assured the girl. “That’'s the nice thing about being all tucked away like this.
We can control what information comes into these | ands and what information

| eaves them” She passed a sausage roll to Dove. “Try one of these, and tell ne
whi ch menbers of King Oon's fanily are still alive.”

In the days that followed, Ay settled into her expanded rol e anong the
Bal i tangs and the raka conspirators. Junai becane a silent, constant presence
fromthe monent Aly left the main hall in the nmorning until she reentered it at
ni ght. \Werever Ay spent her days, Junai was at hand, |ooking on as Aly tended
goats, talked to Visda and occasionally Dove, and practiced her hand-to-hand
conbat .

The raka patrols were now visible. Aly would | ook up from studying the maps Dove
had brought, to note distant groups of riders, nounted on ninble ponies. They
skirted the farms and wound through the estate’s rocky eastern border. Somnetines
younger riders came with them to practice fighting and tracking away fromthe
gaze of the duke’s and prince’ s nen-at-arns.

Aly traded on and off with Hasui as w ne pourer on the dais. Every second night
she searched the roons occupi ed by Bronau and his attendants for new |l etters.
Bronau’ s spies wote nothing, having no way to get correspondence out of Tanair,
but the prince hinself wote every day, preparing letters that offered alliances
to nobles who were not friends of his brother. Aly menorized each nobl e’ s nane,
knowi ng that Bronau would send these calls for aid as soon as the opportunity
came. She wanted to know whom Bronau felt was safe to approach.

When Aly took pouring duty, Bronau always nade sure to say hello to her. He al so
flirted constantly with Sarai in the dining hall. Fesgao and the servants said
that he did so at all other times as well. Everyone saw how Sarai responded to
Bronau’ s conplinents and teasing, obviously flattered by the man’s charm and
attention. At night, as Aly recited what news she found worth the famly’'s tine,
Sarai |istened without comrent. She could not keep the trouble fromher face as
Aly quoted Bronau' s | atest piece of correspondence, any nore than her parents
could. Only Dove showed real curiosity and appreciation of what Ay had | earned.
Bronau did not negl ect Mequen and W nnanine, so his dealings with Sarai caused
few ripples apart fromidle speculation. Aly heard the servants’ and sl aves
observations when she and the chief raka conspirators—l asim Chenaol, Lokeij,
and Fesgao—net over a |late supper in the kitchen. They tal ked softly over drinks
and snacks while nost of the household listened to nusic in the great hall

U asimsumed up the patrols’ reports for his three conrades and Aly. Chenao

had the day’s gossip and discoveries fromthe servants and the villagers, where
her own fam ly played a vital part in everyday business. Lokeij and his stable
boys shared news fromvisitors to the stables, as well as Tanair’s herdspeopl e,
whi | e Fesgao passed on the gleanings fromthe prince’'s and the Balitangs’
men-at-arnms. Sonetimes Nawat joined themif the crows had seen anything of
interest. Aly was surprised at first that the raka accepted Nawat so readily,
until she overheard Chenaol tell Fesgao that their prophecy had nentioned the
hel p of Kyprioth's crows. Between the reports fromthe people and the crows, Ay
had as perfect a spy network as her da could have put together.

So far there was little of interest to discuss: crop news, deer and elk

si ghtings, human novenment such as the route followed by the daily riding party,
and bedroomintrigues between the locals and the royal guests. Aly was confident
that she woul d know about danger before it got very far. Wth so nuch
information coming in, she felt nore like Aly of Pirate’s Swoop every day.

One night Aly finished her day’s report to the Balitangs. She turned to go when
the duchess stopped her. “Aly, can soneone el se take your goats tonorrow?”
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Al'y nodded.

“The prince wants to see our villages,” explained Sarai. “Inti and Pohon. W

t hought you might want to cone as well.”

“You did want to see nore of the plateau,” Dove said. Normally she kept silent
during these reports. Now she gave Aly a tiny snmile and returned to setting out
the chessboard for her nightly gane with Mequen

“I"m having the maid pack some of Rihani’'s potions to bring to the villages,”
the duchess added. “That will explain your presence. We'll have soldiers, but
you can say | didn’t wish to entrust the bottles and jars to a ham handed
warrior.”

Aly smiled. “Thank you, Your G ace,” she told the duchess. “I await your orders
in the norning.” Finally, she thought. A chance to ferret out the mage at Pohon
She rose at her usual tinme so that she could take the goats down to Visda, then
returned to the castle. Waiting in her cleanest tunic and breeches, a snall
cloth bag with a few necessary itens slung over her shoul der, she watched the
men-at-arns at their norning conbat drill. There was a quiet, grimconpetition
between the Balitangs’ and Bronau’s nen. Neither side was at its friendliest.

Bl ows that should have been taps hit with authority and pain. Looking around the
courtyard, Aly noticed Junai in the shadows, her eyes intent on the sparring
men. No doubt her guard was considering new fighting techni ques.

One person Aly hadn’'t seen yet that day was Nawat. Perhaps he worked outside
only at dawn, when things were quiet, and went back into Falthin's bower shop
when the courtyard got busy. Aly tried to pretend she wasn’t di sappoi nted, but
her illusion fell to pieces when she saw Nawat wal ki ng toward her, |eading two
saddl ed and bridled horses. He was snmling at her in a way that nade her throat
tighten just a little. She coughed to clear it.

“I amto ride with you,” Nawat expl ai ned when he reached her. “Wrkers in the
vil | ages gat her wood for bows and arrow shafts, and | nust collect it. W will
ride together and our crows will visit us.”

“They’ || probably frighten the horses,” Ay said, accepting the reins Nawat
offered. “Falthin certainly gives you plenty of tine away from work.”

“He says | amyoung only once,” Nawat inforned her. “He says that when | choose
a mate he will help me with the bride price. Do you have a bride price? Wat is
a bride price?”

He might as well have touched her with a branding iron. Aly junped. Had she been
sonmeone el se’ s daughter she m ght even have shrieked. As it happened, she was
saved from having to answer by the arrival of the prince, the duchess, the ol der
girls, and their guards. Lokeij hinself brought out Sarai’s nount, and w nked at
Al'y and Nawat .

| supposehe thinks I'"'minterested in bride prices, too! Ay thought, indignant.
She woul d have to explain things to Nawat, so he woul d know how very
uninterested in such things she was. For now she had a performance to give. As
far as anyone here knew, Aly had not spent much tine in the saddle. To that end
she dragged herself onto her shaggy chestnut mare, every inch of her the

i gnorant servant rider. The horse bridled, pranced, even reared twice. Ay
stayed on while she pretended to be on the verge of falling off, flopping here
and there as the nare worked off her early- norning fidgets. It seenmed that the
horse figured out that she was experienced. Once the chestnut cal ned down, Ay
took the basket of potions fromthe duchess.

As they set off, Aly and Nawat rode between the nobles and the nen-at-arns.

Snat ches of conversation cane back to Aly: talk of weather and crops, hunting
and books. Mdire than once she heard the prince tell Sarai, “Wen you return to
the capital,” as if they were on Lonbyn for a holiday. Today for a change Ay
wat ched from close quarters as the prince and Sarai had their daily gall op,
their bodyguards follow ng. The duchess, confident the pair woul d never be out
of sight of their guards, remamined with Dove and the main group of riders.

As a riding conpanion, Nawat was perfect. He sat his nount as if born in the
saddl e. Ay supposed it was because in many ways he was as much an aninmal as his
horse. Staying close to Aly, Nawat pointed out the land s features as they rode
across it. Aly menorized themall, placing themon her nental copy of the Tanair
map: roads and trails, creeks, springs, farnms, stands of trees and of rocks
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where enem es m ght hide, herds of animals, clunps of wild berries and fruit
trees. She also saw that the raka who | abored in the fields stood at attention
as Sarai galloped by and bowed to the duchess. They watched Dove fromthe
corners of their eyes. Aly hoped their restraint was due to the Tanair
conspirators’ warning themnot to show any favor to Sarai before outsiders.

It was al nost noon when they reached the village of Inti, astride the road that
cut down through cliffs and waterfalls to reach the western coast of Lonbyn.

Inti itself was set on a nmound of raised earth. To Aly it was the second nobst
dangerous point on the Tanair |ands, a | ess obvious route into Balitang
territory. U asimhad assured her that his people were aware of the problem The
road was watched. Inti’s villagers kept nmessenger doves to carry word of an
eneny’s approach to the castle. There was also a large flock of crows in the
trees around Inti and the road west. They baw ed wary greetings to Aly and
Nawat, then reported normal activity.

At Inti even Bronau could not ignore the rakas’ behavior. The villagers stopped
what ever they did to look on in silence as the headman and el ders cane to greet
t hei r conpany.

| suppose | should be grateful they don’t have signs up proclaimng, Wlcone to
the One Wio I's Promised, Aly told herself. She made a nental note to ask U asim
and Chenaol how many noble |uarin knew of the prophecy.

The raka remai ned silent as the duchess gave half of the contents of Aly’'s
basket to the village mdwi fe, then followed the village headman to his hone.
There the headman and the el ders offered the nobl es herbal tea, coconut custard,
sticky rice, rice flour cakes, cassava nelon slices, and banana fritters on
woven grass platters. They ate seated on the headman’s broad porch as the

t ownspeopl e | ooked on.

Aly knelt just behind the duchess and Sarai, within earshot as Bronau sipped his
tea and quickly set the cup down. “Miurky stuff,” he whispered to Sarai in
Conmon, his eyes dancing nerrily. “Do you suppose they scooped it froma swanp?
Per haps we’' d best check for slugs and sal amanders. They eat anything that
doesn’t eat themfirst, these wild folk.”

Aly doubted that he even realized he was insulting their hosts; he was sinply
bent on flirting with Sarai. To her credit, she kept her eyes down as a bl ush
mant | ed her gol den brown cheeks. Let Bronau think the blush was maidenly
confusion. Aly, seeing the girl’'s trenbling hands, knew it for rage. She gl anced
at the raka elders. Fromthe flashing eyes of three of them she knew they
under st ood Conmon as well as their own | anguage.

I need hand signals, she thought, putting it on her nental list of things to do.
In case | have to tell the fam |y things w thout speaking aloud. Ri ght now she
wi shed she could ask Sarai to steer the prince away fromhis present |ine of
chatter. She was wondering if she would have to spill tea on the nman when Dove
sai d, “Your Hi ghness, perhaps these elders would |like to hear news from

Raj nuat ?”

Wth everyone's attention now on him Bronau was happy to performthe role of
the great man for the townspeople. He patronized them explaining the nost

obvi ous things, but at | east he was no | onger naking fun of their hospitality. I
love that girl, Ay thought, passing the banana fritters to Dove. The younger
girl nmet her eyes. Her nouth twitched slightly in a tucked-away snile.

The visit ended with an exchange of politenesses between the duchess and the
village elders. The Inti raka stood in silence as the nobles nounted up and rode
on their way.

“That was odd, don't you think?” Bronau asked Wnnam ne as they left Inti

behind. “Did you see how they stared? Surely they’'ve seen luarin nobility
before. And they weren’t chattering as they always do, in that dreadful |anguage
of theirs.”

“We are still a novelty here,” Wnnam ne replied, her face and eyes serene, with
no hint of any enotion but pleasant interest. “Renenber, these are highl anders.
They hardly ever seeanyone new, |et alone of the luarin. Really, ny dear, the
tea and the food were perfectly safe. W all took our share. You insulted them
by not taking any.”
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“l would have insulted nmy belly even nore,” Bronau said with a grin. “Just
because | keep pigs doesn’t nean | eat their slop.”

A chill rolled off the raka anbng their nen-at-arnms. Bronau had not even tried
to keep his voice down.

“For our sake, Bronau, will you be gracious to then?” W nnam ne asked playfully,
resting a light hand on the man’s sleeve. “W have to live with these people for
the time being.”

Bronau took her hand and kissed her fingertips. “For you I will risk it, Wnna.
But don’t be so resigned. Once | return to the capital, | will use all ny

i nfluence to bring you back to civilization.” He turned to Sarai. “After all

the young nmen don’'t know what they’'re mnissing while you are here.”

As they rode on, Nawat drew closer to Aly. “Raka aren’t pigs,” he nmurnured. She
wondered if Falthin had told himto speak quietly, or if Nawat sensed that it
was a bad idea to be overheard. “Wiy does he speak of themthat way?” the
crow-man wanted to know. “They are hunans, just like he is.”

“lI don’t think he sees themas just like him” Ay expl ai ned.

“He is foolish, then,” said Nawat. “There are nore raka than Bronaus.”

They rode on to Pohon, on the north side of the plateau. Once again the farners
stood up fromtheir work to watch them pass. Ay, sharpening her Sight, noted
that the closer they rode to the village, the nore farnmers had weapons cl ose at
hand in the fields. She also noticed that the nen-at-arns had cl osed ranks and
moved up to ride two deep on either side of the colum, enclosing it on three
sides. They entered forested | and beyond the fields, until they cane to Pohon
These villagers were different fromthose of Inti, except for the nute attention
they gave Dove and Sarai. They accepted the duchess’s nedi ci nes w thout thanks.
Their eyes were hostile when they | ooked at the nen-at-arns, sullen as they
regarded the prince, the duchess, Aly, and the luarin naid. Aly wondered if they
remenbered that their precious Lady was half luarin.

In the confusion of greeting the elders, Aly asked Wnnanine to excuse her,

i mplying that something she had eaten had not set well in her belly. Wen the
duchess | ooked at her with the tiniest of frows, Ay raised an eyebrow

Wnnam ne’s eyes crinkled with mirth, then she gravely nodded her permi ssion
Carrying her cloth bag and the enpty nedi ci ne basket, Aly slipped into the
shadows al ong the sides of a village house and put on the disguise she had
packed into it: a beige head scarf such as farmwonen wore, tied at the nape of
her neck, and a jar of brown skin tint, made of sap, that she could w pe off

qui ckly. She sneared it on her face, arms, hands, and the tops of her feet where
the | eggings did not cover the bare skin. At the |ast noment she renmenbered the
back of her neck, a mistake her father told her was often the death of spies.
She hoi sted the enpty potion basket onto one shoul der as the raka wonen did, and
sauntered through the area between the houses. Nearly everyone was gat hered
before the headman’s porch, where the nobility sat. Aly wal ked away fromthem
Sonewher e around Pohon there was a mage. Aly hoped it would be here, within the
pal i sade walls. She kept her head down as she anbl ed al ong the beaten paths that
were streets and wal kways, keeping an eye open for any house that was decorated
with the colors of a raka mage: red and purple braids, and green threads strung
i ke spiderwebs in snmall wooden circles. People might visit a nage in her house
for the treatnent of their illnesses, or the nage could be el sewhere, helping a
worman in | abor while the nmidwife sat with the dignitaries at the headman's
residence. |If the mage was away, Aly’'s Sight would show her where the nmage coul d
be found.

She did see nagic. Its white fire gl eaned everywhere, in signs witten on doors,
wi ndows, | adders, and wells, on the sides of jars and baskets, scratched in
garden dirt. She didn't know what they were for; the raka used very different
signs fromthe eastern nmages. From experience Aly could guess at their neanings
and file in her nmenory the signs that obviously were for house bl essing,

di sease, or fire prevention

When she reached the rear wall without Seeing even a hint of a nage, Aly chewed
her lip. She had prow ed all over Pohon without |uck. She had to return to the
duchess’s party. Certainly she didn't want to get |eft behind. Her disguise

woul dn’t stand up to close inspection. The raka's hate for the luarin was a
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nearly solid thing. It discouraged plans to stay the night.

She turned. Three raka nen and two raka wonmen bl ocked her path.

“So what is it?” asked one worman, a dark, feline creature who radi ated contenpt.
“You thought raka are so stupid they wouldn’t notice a stranger prow ing our
vill age?”

“What are you nosing about for?” demanded one of the nen. “Plots, weapons,
treachery?”

“Or just sonething to steal ?” asked the biggest man. “As if you luarin left us
anything of worth.”

Aly crossed her arnms to hide her novenents as she freed her wist knives.
“Actually, I'd nmeant to talk to you about that,” she said cheerfully. “I thought
I"d make a list, tell you what | need . " She lunged right, clearing that
side of her attackers’ line. They charged her and halted, clear of the two

bl ades she now held |ike the expert she was, one pointed out, one pointed back
She waited, her feet well placed, her balance perfect. It was inportant that she
be careful. Killing one of these people would create nore ill will for her and
the Balitangs.

The big man cane at her, tossing a long knife fromone hand to the other like a
mar ket -day tough. Aly darted in, knocked the knife flying while it was between
his hanml i ke hands, and jamed the edge of one of her blades up under his chin.
H s eyes flicked left. Aly snapped out a side kick that forced the man sneaki ng
up on her to stunble away, protecting his bruised arm On both feet again, she
hooked the big man’s | egs and yanked his feet fromunder him dunping himonto
hi s back. She junped and | anded on his belly with both knees, knocking the w nd
fromhis |ungs.

A woman threw herself on top of Aly, who rolled away. The woman hit the big nman
instead, slamm ng the breath fromher own lungs. Aly junped to her feet and
wai t ed, her eyes on one of the nen and the other wonman. They cl osed in on her,
bl ades out.

A knife cut the air between the two advancing raka to strike the earth just
ahead of them quivering, planted in the dirt. As the man | ooked back to find
the thrower, Junai advanced, slowy turning her weapon hand over hand. Wen she
passed the two on the ground, she smacked the worman on a kidney with her staff,
drawi ng a yel p of pain. Junai kicked the man in the ankle, her boot slamm ng a
sensitive bunch of nuscle. The man swore. The wonman facing Aly backed away from
Junai, hands raised. The third man, trying to get around her, went down
face-first, Nawat on his back.

“Don't kill him” Ay told Nawat qui ckly, not sure what the crow nman woul d do.
“Let him breathe.” She | ooked at Junai. “Are you going to scold ne now? | was
handl i ng things nyself.”

“How did you do it, back there?” Junai inquired, brows raised. “No magic, no
snoke or mist, you were just gone. And | wasn’'t born yesterday.”

The woman who hel d up her hands | ooked at Junai, then Aly. “She’ sthat one? But
she's luarin!”

“Don't talk to me, talk to the god,” Junai replied casually. “That is, if you
think you'll like the way he answers. Al of you, nenorize her face. Don't |et
this happen again.” She |ooked at Aly and sighed. “They're getting ready to

| eave.”

Aly tore off the head cloth and began to rub the sap off her bare skin.

“How did you | eave?” Nawat wanted to know. “Evenl l|ost you until | heard the
vill age dogs bark about a fight.”

Al'y shrugged, finding clean spots on the cloth to take off each patch of color.
“That’s what | do,” she told him “That’'s why |I'm here.” She resheat hed her

kni ves, then picked up the basket she had dropped.

“Do you speak only dog, or the |language of all aninmals?”

“All animals,” Nawat replied. “lIs that good?”

“I't could be,” Aly replied. Passing the two on the ground—the woman who | ay,
bot h hands pressed to her kidney, the man clutching his ankl e—she stopped and
smled. “It was ever so lovely to neet you,” she said politely. “Let’s do it
again. Don't let ne see that cheap brawer’s trick a second tine,” she added,
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nudgi ng the man with her foot. “Any decent fighter will take you when you don’t
have hol d of your weapon.”

She tucked her disguise into her cloth bag, stowed it in her basket, which had
been tossed aside in the fight, and wal ked back to the horses. By the time she
and Nawat reached them and Junai faded to wherever Junai kept herself, the
nobl es had said farewell to the Pohon elders. Only when they had ridden out of
the village did Aly relax and revi ew how she had done. Not so well, she decided.
She was rusty. She had used too many flashy noves of her own. She needed to
practice nore.

As they turned toward hone, Nawat fell back. He was on foot now, the wood and
arrow shafts he had collected in the villages bundled and strapped to his
horse’ s back.

Dove joined Aly. “Did you see how they were, in the villages?” Dove asked,
keepi ng her voice low. “The prince wasn't eventrying to be discreet at Inti. No
wonder the raka hate us.”

“Us?” Aly repeated.

Dove | ooked sideways at Aly. “The luarin. W stole their country, killed nobst of
their nobles, put thousands in near slavery, and nade the rest conplete sl aves.
I'"d hate us, in their place.”

“But you're not the sane,” Aly pointed out. “You and Sarai are half raka.”
“Some villagers in Pohon saw the luarin half before the raka half,” retorted
Dove. “I noticed, even if you didn't.”

“Ch, | got a good idea of it,” Ay nurnured

Sarai |let out a cascade of laughter. The prince sniled. Cearly he'd said

sonet hing to anuse her.

“She’s half in love with him” Dove said, her eyes on the nan who rode between
her sister and stepnmother. “They'd do nore than talk if the duchess |eft them
al one.”

“Only half in love?” To Aly it seened as if Sarai was head over heels.

“She can’'t forget his noney problens,” Dove conmented. “I’m not hel ping.
Whenever she starts to gush | mention his debts. And she’s no fool. She knows
she has no fortune, just sone |and. So why does he court her? She's forgotten
all about the boy from Mat ebo House who nade up to her in Rajnuat. It used to be
I couldn’t get her to shut up about him But Bronau pours on the honey, and
Sarai goes all gooey-eyed.”

Aly saw it then, as clearly as if she’'d read Bronau’s plans in one of his hidden
letters. “Dove, Prince Hazarin is next in line for the throne, isn't he? Then
who' s after hi mPrincess | mjane?”

Dove shook her head. “Female. She can’'t inherit under luarin |law. Hazarin
doesn’t have children—and the way he |ives, nobody expects it. His only heir is
Prince Dunevon, and he's just three. He’'s the only child of Oron’s third queen
She's dead. | suppose Oron woul d put Dunevon under the guardi anship of Hazarin
or I majane and her husband. O just |majane and Rubi nyan if Hazarin was king.”
Al'y snoothed the reins over her hand. That matched reports on the kingship of
the Isles she had read at honme. “And if somethi ng happened to Hazarin and
Dunevon?”

“No, they’'re healthy enough,” Dove said automatically. Then her gol den cheeks
pal ed. “Papa. Papa’s next in line.”

“Sarai would be a crown princess,” Aly pointed out, her voice soft. “So woul d
you, and Petranne. Elsren would be a prince.” Aly hesitated, then continued,
hopi ng she did not make a nmistake with this girl. “Rubinyan narried into the
royal famly,” Aly remi nded Dove. “Maybe Bronau wants to do the sane.”

Dove chewed her lower lip. “This is too deep for nme. We need to tell the
duchess. Though if she |ikes Bronau . "

So Dove, at |east, now thought of her stepmother as an ally. Aly was relieved to
hear it. “She likes him but she knows he is not as careful as she would Iike,”
she told Dove. “Her Grace would listen.”

“Why did he cone?” Dove whispered, glaring at Bronau. “W're in trouble enough
with the Ctown. W don't need nore of the king’s attention.”

“l don’t believe the prince thought about that,” Aly replied. “Only about what
he wants.”
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Supper that night was over in the main hall. The conspirators, Nawat, and Ay
had just finished their night’'s neeting. Aly was about to | eave to report to the
Bal i tangs when Ul asi m grabbed her arm

“Just what did you think you were doing, in Pohon today?” he asked quietly. “You
gave Junai the slip. You left your conpanions to wal k through a notoriously
hostile village al one, for what reason? To | earn they have nothi ng? That under
the luarin they are nothing, when once they gave birth to queens?”

Aly glanced at the hand on her arm then | ooked at U asimand rai sed an eyebrow.
He met her gaze, his grip still firm

“Surely Junai told you | can take care of nyself,” Aly said very gently.

“Not against a group,” Uasimtold Aly. “Wiy? The god cannot watch you al ways.
No god can. And you are too wise to take foolish chances, Aly of the crooked
eye.”

“Don't call me that,” Aly replied. “It hurts ny feelings. And Pohon isn't so
badly off, not with five arms caches that | could see on a casual wal k. There is
al so that herd of very fine horses recently noved outside the wall. | am
assuning that was so we couldn’t notice how well nounted the Pohon raka are.
didn’'t get into any of the barns, but blaze balmhas a distinctive snell.”
Uasinis eyes went wide. His hold on Aly tightened.

Al'y sighed and grabbed his little finger, forcing it back against its nornal
curve. “Now, be nice. You might startle ne into breaking your finger,” she

poi nted out as beads of sweat forned on U asims forehead. “Think how unfriendly

that would be. It's not |ike you don't trust ne, after all. lamthe god's
chosen.”

Uasimlet her go. She released his finger. “I’m Tortallan, renenber?” she
asked. “As long as the Balitangs and | live out the sumrer, | don't care what
the raka are up to. 1'd nove the blaze balm though. Bronau' s served in conbat.

If he snells it the Pohon folk will be in trouble with the Crown.|l was | ooking
for a mage.”

U asi m massaged the finger she had bent, eyeing her with respect. Wen she said
“mage,” his eyebrows shot up. “Junai said you' d been at her about that. W told
you, there isn't one.”

“And | took it as a nice, polite lie between allies,” Aly said reasonably. “But
our guest’s presence makes ne uneasy. The |onger he stays, the nore likely he’l
draw attention this way, attention nobody wants. My task here is quite sinple,
Uasiml'mto keep this famly safe. That doesn’t nean dealing with a threat
when it actually cones; it means preparing for themin advance. For that, |
require a true nage, not a healer with a few extra spells, like R hani. The raka
have one. | need her.”

U asi m si ghed, and rubbed his forehead. “She doesn't live in Pohon. And you nust
be patient. Junai is working on her.”

Aly | eaned against a nearby wall and stuffed her hands into her pockets.
“Junaiis working on her?”

“And others,” nunbled U asim

“Way is Junai inportant enough that this recluse will speak with her?” Ay
pressed, knowi ng there was a secret here, and wanting it.

U asi m snoot hed hi s hand over his short, neat beard. “Because COchobu is her
grandnother. But | wouldn't count on her help, Aly. | really wouldn't. She said
when she di sowned me that it would take a mracle for her to even cone downw nd
of me again.”

Now Al'y knew t he secret. “Yournother ?”

“Who cast ne out,” U asimexplained. “My father was dying, and she sunmobned ne

hone. | didn't feel | could | eave the young | adi es. Mther never forgave ne.”
Aly straightened and dusted off her tunic. “Well, we'll just have to think of a
mracle, then,” she told Uasim “O rather, | will. You think of what to say to

her when you see her again.”

U asimgrabbed Aly’s arm gently this tine. “Don’t ask the god,” he begged. “You
don’t know what he m ght do.”

Aly smiled grimy. “Don’t worry,” she reassured the tall man. “I already know
better than to call on gods casually. But there are mracles, and there
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aremiracles. | just need to think of one.”

M dsunmmrer’ s Day, June 22, 462H. E

Trebond, in northern Tortal

It was another of those not-quite-dreans that Ay knew Kyprioth had sent. The
Kyprioth dreans always felt |ike everyday life, except that she was a ghost and
the dream ended before dawn in the Copper Isles.

This dream had a fam |iar background: the towers of her nother's fornmer hone,
Trebond, rising on a bluff just to the west. The ghost Aly stood in a woodl and
clearing that was filled with creatures one expected to see in dreans. A handfu
of Stormni ngs, one of them a gl ass-crowned queen, perched in the trees. Beside
them stood a basilisk, a seven- foot-tall lizard-like inmmortal with skin |ike
beads of different shades of gray, lighter on its back, darkening to thunderhead
gray on its belly. A gray pony stood beside the basilisk, thoughtfully cropping
grass. On her back perched five tiny nonkey-like creatures, pygny nmarnosets,

ni bbling on raisins as they | ooked around. Wl ves, squirrels, golden eagles,
horses, ponies, and dogs lined the edges of the clearing, the squirrels and the
dogs tucked behind the horses, where they kept an eye on the wol ves.

Anong the humans Aly recogni zed her foster uncle Coram Baron of Trebond, and
his wife, Aly’s aunt Rispah. Wth themstood a tall older man with silver-blond
hair and tanned skin. A peculiar creature Aly knew as Bonedancer—a ki nd of
bat - bi rd skel et on—+ode on his shoul der, peering this way and that, fascinated
with its surroundings. As Aly watched, the skeleton took flight, soaring on bone
wings with invisible feathers, to land on the pony with the marnpsets. One of
them politely handed the skel eton sonething to eat.

Present al so were Onua Chantong and Sergeant Ogunsanwo of the Queen’'s Riders,
the former Ri der conmmander, Buri, and her new husband, Raoul of Col denl ake and
Mal orie’s Peak. Aly saw her own nother, and Lord Wl don of Cavall, one of the
commanders of the northern armes. Lord Wl don stood on the far side of the
clearing from Al anna and eyed her nmuch as the squirrels eyed the wolves. Aly’'s
grandnot her Eleni was at the center of the clearing, dressed as a priestess of
the Great CGoddess. Aly’'s grandfather Myl es was there, too.

Near Eleni were Numair and Daine, dressed in their finest clothes. Between them
they held a bl anket |ike a hanmmock, each of themgripping two ends of it. The

bl anket writhed as if a score of creatures did battle for roominside it. Once a
pair of hooves thrust through an opening. A nmonment |ater a snake's tail fell out
of one end.

Aly’s father rode into the clearing on a lathered horse and slid fromthe
saddl e. He rushed over to kiss Daine's cheek and clap Nunair on the shoul der,
then | ooked at his wife. Aly’'s nother eyed her husband strangely, her violet
eyes cold. She jerked her chin up in sonme kind of chall enge. George frowned,
then went to her. He | eaned down and whi spered sonething in her ear; Ay saw her
nmot her’ s nouth shape the words “Not now. ” Ceorge straightened, puzzlied. Ay,
too, was puzzled. Why was her nother angry with Da?

“I"'msure they' Il be here any nonent,” Daine told Eleni. “Ma said the Geat CGods
ag— She and Numair buckl ed, the weight in the bl anket hammobck suddenly | arge
and rounded. A monent later they could raise the hammock again. Daine sniled
apol ogetically at Aly's grandnother, who eyed the surging blanket as if it were
dangerous. “Baby river horse,” Daine explained with a blush

“l can’t begin to inmagine nursing her—him+t,” Eleni said, funbling

“I't’s a challenge,” replied Daine, determ nedly cheerful as she and Numair
struggl ed to keep the squawki ng contents of the bl anket steady.

The air behind Eleni shimered silver. Two peopl e stepped through. One was a
man, over six feet in height, clad only in a loincloth. His skin was
green-streaked brown; fromhis curly brown hair sprouted a rack of antlers that
woul d have nmade an el k proud. Hi s conpanion was gowned all in green, with a

m st-fine green veil over her hair and face.

These were Daine’'s parents, Aly realized in wonder. These guests were divine
ones: the hunt god Weiryn, whose territory included the nountains of Galla and
Scanra, where Daine had grown up, and his wife, Sarra, Daine s nother, known as
the Green Lady. After she had joined Daine’'s father in the Divine Realms, Sarra
had becone a m nor goddess of healing. She appeared to those who lived in and
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around the village where, in her nortal days, she had raised Dai ne and served as
a mdw fe. Since the two were restricted to the Divine Realns after their
involvenent in the Immortals’ War, Aly could only guess that they had gotten
special perm ssion to cross over on Mdsumrer’s Day for the namng of their

gr andchi | d.
The gods nodded to Eleni, who curtsied deeply to them The other humans in the
clearing bowed or curtsied as well. Daine and Numair could do nothing but nod.

Their child s | atest shape change had sent quills shooting through the fabric of
its blanket.

“Now, this will not do.” The Green Lady raised her veil, revealing a pretty face
crowned by blond hair. Aly could see how, as a nortal, Sarra had won the |ove of
a god. Sweetness shone fromher face and eyes and turned her voice into nusic.
“Real Iy, dear, you nust be firmwith children.”

Dai ne’s nouth curled down wyly. “It’'s hard to reason with a six-week-old, Mu."
“We did try,” added Nunmair, his gaze sharp as he | ooked at his nother-in-Iaw.
“Every way that we could.”

Sarra wal ked over and reached into the hanmock bl anket, pulling out a wolf
puppy. It turned instantly into a young giraffe, then a gosling. Watever shape
it took, Sarra held it firmy. “Now see here, youngster,” she inforned her
grandchild, “you ought to be ashamed, wearing your parents out all the tine. And
this kind of thing isn'"t good for you. You'll exhaust yourself before you re
ten. Enough. Choose a shape and a sex and stick to it, right now” She |istened
for a nonent, then shook her head. “Five years at |least. Learn the limts of one
body. Then, if you' re good, you may try others. Nowchoose. ”

A nmonent | ater she held a human baby girl in her hands. The child | ooked up at
her with wi de, solemn eyes. Sarra gave her to Daine. “She’'ll be good now,” the
goddess told her daughter. “And in the future, don’t shape-shift while you're
pregnant. It gives themthe wong idea.”

The nam ng proceeded fromthere.

Sergeant Ogunsanwo, Onua, and Aly’'s nother and father served as godsparents for
the new child. Afterward the guests canme with gifts and good w shes for the
baby. Numair and Daine stood as if a boulder had been lifted fromtheir

shoul ders, beami ng |like the happy parents they were. Aly couldn’t inmagi ne what
it had been like for them with a newborn that changed shape so often. Ay had
cared for human and ani mal babi es and had been exhausted by them even when they
didn’t shape-shift.

Thr oughout the cerenobny and the party, Ay watched her parents. Al anna was stiff
near her husband, though obviously happy for her friend Dai ne. Wien George
touched her el bow and they wandered off under the trees, Ay followed them
worried. What had vexed her notherthis tine?

“Lass, what is it?" George asked once they were out of earshot of the others at
the nami ng cel ebration. “You seemangry.”

“Angry?” Al anna glared up at her husband. “How would you feel if you found out
one of our children had disappeared and | was keeping it from you?”

George’s shoul ders sl unped. “You heard.”

“l shoul d have heard it fronyou, George! Not the king! She's ny only daughter,
you knew she was m ssi ng—

George rested his hands on her shoulders. “You were in conbat. | want you to
concentrate on staying alive. | thought for sure |I’'d have found her by now. I
t hought =

“But you’ ve asked?” Al anna's anger evaporated. She gripped her husband s tunic.
“Sent out your whisperers, asked for a girl of her |ook?”

“l dare not.” Aly’'s father’s voice was soft. “lI dare not, ny darling. If our
enem es knew she was out there—we cannot risk it. The king's been scrying for
her, but it’'s as if she’s cl ean vanished.”

Al anna rested her forehead agai nst George's chest. “I’ve been scrying, every

ni ght, every norning, any nonent | can. But if she were dead, surely H s Majesty
or | would have seen it.” She | ooked up. “Have you asked Al an? Twi ns often know
if the other’'s in trouble. He—=>

George laid a gentle finger over her lips. “I did. He only knows she's not hurt
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or frightened. Al anna, what of the Goddess? She's your patron.”

Al anna shook her head. “1’ve prayed, w thout a whisper of a reply. Nothing.

Per haps she’s busy el sewhere, | know I’ m not her only supplicant—=

Aly flinched. A few tears rolled down her nother’'s cheeks. George gathered
Alanna into his arms. Al anna dried her face on his tunic, then turned her head

so that she could speak and he would hear. “lI want to hunt for her myself.” She
cut off her husband as he drew breath to speak. “I know. | said Iwant to, |
didn’t say that | could. I'"mnoticeable. And there's still a war to fight.

Maggur’'s like a rabid wolf, at his nost dangerous when he’'s cornered. But then |
t hi nk of our Aly-—=2

Aly's vivid dream faded. She woke. A castle dog sat beside her, surrounded by
the shimering glow that nmarked a god’'s presence.

You were about to try to get word to them so they won't worry,the dog-Kyprioth
said into her head. Save your efforts. Any paper you send out of Tanair will

vani sh. Any courier will forget the nessage. Qur wager is between you and ne

al one.

“My nother isworried,” Aly whispered, not wanting to rouse the sl eeping
servants. “She shouldn’t be thinking about ne, only about the war. She coul d get
killed if she's distracted.”

The dog licked its chops. W had a bet, Alianne of Pirate’s Swoop. | won't risk
interference fromyour parents or their patron gods

Assassi ns approach a problemdifferently fromsoldiers, you see. They can’t |ay
siege, they can't offer an honorable fight. In their trade nunbers are
dangerous. An assassin’s advantage lies in folk m ssing himwhen he's about. He
hits hard and fast, then goes. Once you've tried to kill the first time, the
target has the wind up. Failure the first time neans it’'ll be that rmuch harder
to get close a second tine.

—Fold to Aly when she was eleven, in a conversation with her father

10

ASSASSI NS

Through the rest of June Aly’'s goat herding was often interrupted by visitors:
Dove, occasionally Sarai after her norning ride, various raka. Junai never
appeared, not even to eat lunch with them though Aly always knew where her
bodyguard was. One day even the duchess cane. She brought Petranne and El sren
for a picnic on the hillside, sharing their lunch with Visda and Aly as well as
her own children, and tal king about her own country upbri ngi ng.

The raka who stopped by al ways had questions about Sarai and Dove. What were
they like? Were they haughty? Did they know the ways of the raka, or had their
hearts been taken by the luarin? Aly tried to build their synpathy and |iking
for the girls. At the very least, if the famly were attacked sone night, the
raka m ght be convinced to hide Sarai and Dove

Aly’s supper routine was the one she had fallen into after Bronau’s arrival. One
ni ght she woul d pour the wine at the head table. On the next she searched
Bronau’ s correspondence and that of his servants. Both routines were followed by
meetings with the raka conspirators and Nawat to exchange information. Once all
that was done, Ay collapsed happily onto her pallet, usually falling asleep in
the mddle of plans to ferret out the el usive nage.

On her nights at the head table, Aly noted that the prince got nore and nore
restless, though he did his best to hide it from Sarai. The two of themstil
rode every day, with the duchess or the duke as chaperons. The rides got |onger
It seened the prince needed nore and nore exercise to keep from expl odi ng. Even
a gane of chess with Mequen tried his patience.

A week after their trip to Pohon, Aly sat with Visda and Ekit over the |ast
scraps of lunch. She was about to practice her conbat skills sonme nore when the
calls of crows filled the air. Aly listened and translated their sounds: a
peaceful caravan of sone kind, probably nmerchants, was com ng down the road from
D mari .

Turning the goats over to Visda, Aly went to get a |ook fromthe rocks above the
road. She had al nost reached the sunmt of one boul der, where she could watch
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wi t hout bei ng seen, when soneone cl asped her ankle and yanked her down into a
crack between stones. Aly twisted hard to free herself as she slid down, then
jamred hersel f agai nst her woul d-be captor’s side and arm pressing one of her
daggers to his throat as she kept himfromreaching one of his. The young raka
who had grabbed her stared down at her with enotionless eyes. Ay |ooked him
over. This was her first encounter with one of the raka who watched over the

pl at eau.

She patted the nan's cheek. “You would belong to the patrol, yes? Lovely to make
your acquai ntance. | feel so | ooked-after.”

Cloth slithered on stone as Junai slid down to their location. “It’s her,” Juna

expl ained to the raka, her voice very dry. “Don’t let the silly mannerisns foo
you.” She | ooked at Aly. “Were you on your way somewhere?”

“Nice neeting you,” Aly told the raka warrior, then clinbed back up to the

hi gher rock, Junai at her back. Just below the summit Ay flattened herself on
the stone and belly-craw ed the rest of the way, keeping her head |ow until she
just crested the top

It was a nmerchant caravan. Ay recogni zed nost of the carts and people, who had
cone to Tanair twice this summer. There were faces she did not know three
full-blood nale luarin, a part-raka man, and a beautiful luarin wonan. The woman
was a charmer, Ay thought, sent as a tenptation for nen. The four unfamliar
men were hard-1ooking fellows with their share of knife scars. Aly watched as
their eyes flicked restlessly over their surroundi ngs. They seened nore wary
than alert. Though they wore only belt-knives openly, she could also see the
print of hilts against their shirts and breeches. Their bul ging belt purses and
saddl ebags were guaranteed to hold even nore tools for bloody work, unless she
had | ost her grip on her education entirely. These were not the tougher breed of
mer chant who foll owed Lonbyn’s jungle and nmountain roads. These were killers.
Aly did her nmental trick that allowed her to see distant objects in detail. Now
the unfam liar traders were as clear to her vision as if they stood right before
her. One, a luarin dressed in a buckskin tunic and breeches, drove the |ead
wagon with GQurhart, the chief nmerchant, beside him Sonething about the way he
held himself told Aly he was the assassins’ |eader. He |ooked to be five feet

eight inches tall, with short brown hair. He was olive-skinned, dark for a
luarin, with green eyes and a round scar on his | eft cheekbone. The renaining
three male strangers, two full luarin, one a half-blood, rode as guards, their

crosshows set easily on their thighs. Their tunics and breeches were

unremar kabl e shades of brown. Two had brown hair; the part-raka had bl ack hair.
Al three were lean and nuscular, with swords in plain sheaths that had seen
hard use

The standout was the woman, but Aly guessed she was neant to divert attention
fromthe nmen. She wore her blazing red hair coiled and pinned at the back of her
head. She sat beside the driver of one of the other wagons, |ooking around at
the scenery. Her eyes, as restless as those of the other assassins, were bl ue.
Her dress al nost matched her eyes in color. Despite the panpered snoot hness of
her skin, the woman had strong arms and capabl e hands.

Aly turned her gaze to Gurhart, who ran the caravan. He was part raka and a
decent enough fellow. Over his other visits Aly had been careful to talk to him
presenting herself to himand his people as an eager young girl who desired news
of the world beyond Tanair. Gurhart, flattered by her attention, had told her
nmore than regular news. Aly knew the nanmes of his wife and children, how nuch he
had nade the year before, and how often he’d come to Tanair before the Balitangs
made it worth his trouble. Fromthose tal ks Aly knew GQurhart was no nore able to
hi de his troubles than three-year-old El sren. She saw no di sconfort on the
merchant’ s round face now, no unease or suspicion. That didn't necessarily nean
the new nmenbers of the caravan were all right, she told herself. It mght just
mean that Curhart had been short of hands, and these five had shown up. She
wonder ed how many of Qurhart’s original crew of workers had vani shed before he' d
hired these hard fol k.

Aly wat ched as the caravan passed, then slithered back down her rock. Only Juna
waited at the bottom The young raka had left to spread the word of the
caravan’'s arrival
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“Dish out nore stew, Mamm, there’'s guests for supper,” Ay told Junai. She
returned to Visda and asked her to take charge of the goats, then set off toward
Tanair at a trot. She had not gone far when the sound of hooves greeted her. One
of Lokeij’'s stable boys approached on horseback. He led the mare Aly had ridden
before, the chestnut called C nnanon.

Renmenberi ng she was not supposed to ride well, Aly clunsily pulled herself into
the saddl e and turned Ci nnanon toward the castle, with a word of thanks for the
boy. The caravan overtook her at the village gate. Ay disnmunted and | ed

Ci nnanon through the village with a word of greeting for those nerchants she
knew fromtheir previous visits. Fromtheir responses, Ay gathered that word
had reached themthat the castle was full to the rafters. The nmerchants were
unhappy at the prospect of having to find lodging in the village, but they were
used to roughing it. So nuch the better, Ay thought as she wal ked through the
castle’'s outer gate. Fewer people would spent the night inside the castle's
wal | s, which neant fewer people for her to watch. Those five newconers woul d be
enough of a problem

Lokeij awaited Aly by the stable, a | ook of concern on his old nonkey's face,
contradi cted by his gaudy red sarong. He nodded toward the gate to the inner
courtyard. Qurhart was there with two wagonl oads of goods, talking to the
duchess, Chenaol, and U asim

Aly wal ked into the stable | eading the mare. Wen Lokeij joined her, she said,
“Assassins came with the merchants this tine. You'll need to alert the others.
Where's our fam|y?”

“The ladies play chess with the prince and Hs Grace,” Lokeij replied instantly,
meani ng Dove and Sarai. “The little ones are having baths in the kitchen. You
saw Her Grace.” He trotted out of the stable

Al'y unsaddl ed C nnanon and grooned her. Her hands trenbled slightly, but that
was probably just the excitenment that came with a real challenge. She had done
this sort of thing before, twice, with her Da when killers had gotten into a

pl ace he was guardi ng. The nice thing about Tanair Castle was its |ack of space.
It limted the ways that assassins, trained to attack in the dark while the
househol d sl ept, could approach their targets.

U asimand Fesgao arrived together with Lokeij. U asimchecked to nmake sure no
one could see or hear themin the depths of the stable, then nodded to Aly.

“What do you have?” he asked.

Aly | eaned against the stable wall. “Five strangers are with them” she replied
quietly. “They | ook |ike professional assassins to ne. By now, they'll have
smuggl ed thensel ves into the castle on those wagons | just saw outside the keep
Either that or they might be hiding in wait for an ally who’s inside to let them
in after dark.” She described the probable assassins in detail adding: “I worry
that there could be nore hidden in the carts, and that maybe they turned sone of
the regular nerchants to their side. Can your people search the wagons and take
anyone we don’'t know? Just to be on the safe side.”

“You speak as if we will not find them” Fesgao was the quietest of the four
raka | eaders, but Aly had cone to value the few things he chose to say. Did he
val ue her in the same manner? she wondered.

“These are professionals,” Aly replied. “The first thing they learn is to get
away fromtheir transport, in case sone bright-eyed young thing |ike ne suspects
sonething isn't right.”

“Then how do you suggest we catch thenP” asked U asim He | ooked down at Ay,
his dark eyes inpossible to read. “Is it the plan we di scussed? Mwve the famly
to a safe place after supper, and set our people where these nmurderers wll
attack at night?”

Aly nodded. It was a good plan, arrived at by nutual agreenent anong the raka
conspirators, with only the occasional nudge or suggestion fromher. Its success
depended on the loyalty of the raka, but the Balitangs—at |east their two el der
daught ers—had that, and none of the conspirators wanted anyone to realize their
interest lay solely with the older girls.

“I"'mafraid we'll have to include the prince, too. |'nsorry, Aly said as the
three rakas’ eyes blazed. “But they mght be here just for him and not care who
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el se gets killed in the neantine. |'d as soon not risk it.”

Lokeij spat on the stable floor to show his disdain for the prince. “Wat of the
prince’s servants?” he wanted to know. “We didn't account for them when we

pl anned this.”

Aly |l ooked at Uasim their general, to see what he would decide. “Uge the
prince’'s servants out to the barracks for a nighttine drink and gane of dice,”
Uasimsaid after a nonment’s thought. “W can guard themin there safely enough
Qur extra fighters will go on the fourth floor in case the assassins try to cone
down fromthe roof.” He |ooked at Aly. “Unless we should guard the roof now?”
Fesgao answered, “They nustn’t think we know they're here, in case there are
more we haven't identified. W nust act normal. Usually we never go up on the
roof .”

“I'f we | eave the roof and the servants’ stairs open, we'll control their main
line of attack. We can draw themall out right away,” Ay added. “W don’t want
to spend the rest of the sumrer junping because one got away and is waiting to
finish the job.”

“And we don’t want any escaping to carry word to Rajnuat,’
that’s who sent them?”

He | ooked at Aly, who shrugged. “W shoul d know when we question them” she told
hi m

“We can do this,” Uasimsaid firmy. “W get our fighters in place while the
famly and the prince dine. Then we pick these gutless shadows up like rats in a
trap, so they'Il never trouble us again. The plan we have is a good one. Let’'s
set it in notion.”

The three nmen wal ked off to do their parts of the plans they had thrashed out
with Chenaol and Aly over their many nighttinme talks. Ay watched them go. She
had faith in them she realized. They hadn't been raised to protect thenselves
and those in their care as she had been, but she felt good knowi ng they were on
her side. She wi shed Da had fifty like themin his service.

Wien Aly passed through the kitchen, Chenaol nodded to her. Her staff was busy
wi th supper preparations. Looking around, Aly noted there were fewer knives in
sight than usual. She suspected she would find themon the persons of those
servants and sl aves approved by the four raka conspirators. \Wen Chenaol herself
tossed Aly a roll to nibble, Aly saw the cook’s tunic go flat against a

cl eaver-1like shape tucked into the wonan' s wai st band.

A stroll across the courtyard showed Aly a selection of raka nen and wonen
drifting into the stable. She recogni zed a nunber of off-duty nen-at-arnms,
including the six former bandits who had been captured on the road. Others were
villagers. Sone were raka she had never met, part of U asinis extended force.
Al'y slipped around behind the stable and entered through a back door. Lokei ]

st ood | ookout there.

Both of them|istened as Fesgao gave instructions to the new arrivals as they

| ounged around the horses’ stalls. * .quiet, understand? Stop by the kitchen
door. Chenaol has things for you to carry, to hide weapons and give you a reason
for being there. Go up the stairs a fewat a tine before and during supper

Don't poke along, but don’t rush.”

“What of Veron and the nmen on guard duty? Shouldn't they be tol d?” soneone
asked.

said Lokeij. “If

“They' || be at the gates. Let themstay there in case this is only part of the
attack,” Fesgao replied. “W' Il keep this just anbng us for now.”

Al'y nodded approval to Lokeij, who w nked. The raka | eaders had trained their
people well. The old man fol |l owed her outside. “Too bad you don't have this

organi zation in Raj- muat,” she whispered to Lokeij.

The old man raised his thin, hard brows. “But we shall,” he replied, his voice
qui et. “We guarded our |adies—the girls and Sarugani —+n that sinkhole for |onger
than you’ ve been alive, Kyprioth's nouse. The bigger part of us went to other
houses when we were exiled. Qur folk recruit nore people in the city even now.
They know we will come again, and they nean us to have hel p when we do.”

Aly smiled. “I don’t know why the god bothered with nme,” she told Lokeij.
“Because you have the crooked eye, and the nenory, and you can talk to the
luarin,” Lokeij said pronptly. “W see four or five paths where you see twenty.
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WIl you go with our famly tonight?”

Aly nodded. “I won’t be of any use in a fight anong all those warriors,” she
replied. “But I'd Iike to have at | east one assassin alive at the end, if you
can manage.”

Lokeij nodded. “One day you have to tell us who you were before slavery. Wiy it
is you are so knowi ng, so young.”

Aly shrugged. “I’mthe god’'s chosen,” she rem nded him

“True,” Lokeij replied, “but the gods never build without a foundation. A
crooked eye like yours takes years of work.” He glanced at Aly's clothes. “Wre
I you, I'd clean up. You pour the wi ne tonight.”

Aly | ooked down at herself. Her tunic was streaked with horse sweat. She
grimaced and ran to find her spare cl ot hes.

At supper, Aly watched everyone fromher position on the dais. She couldn't tel
whet her the raka nenbers of the household were excited or nervous. Their faces,
ranging in color fromdark ivory to coppery brown, |ooked just as stoic as they
al ways had. Centuries of luarin rule had taught the native islanders iron
control. The prince’'s servants, and the rest of the househol d behaved nornally,
chattering and eating heartily.

In the shadows by the main stair, Ay glinpsed novenent, but only because she

| ooked for it. A fewraka used that route to the upper stories. Mst relied on
the servants’ stair behind the stone veil of the wall. By the end of the neal
every raka fighter who did not eat with the famly was in position

Aly saw no reason to alarmthe Balitangs until they' d finished supper. They were
hal fway t hrough the dessert sweets and cheeses when Aly nmurnured to the duke and
duchess, “We nust place you in the study opposite your present quarters, for
your safety. If you can gather the children and the prince and go there, acting
as if you are engaged in sone leisure activity, | would appreciate it. No one
must think there’'s anything out of the ordinary.”

The duke gave the tiniest of nods while the duchess | ooked down. As Ay returned
the wine to the kitchen, she heard the duchess say gaily, “lI have a gane we
haven't played yet. My dears? Your Highness? It’'s one that you won't have pl ayed
in quite this fashion.”

I love that woman, Aly thought as she set down the pitcher. She is never at a

| oss.

Chenaol joined Aly. “My girls know their places. Uasimhas nmen on the exits.

Cone down here once the fighting's done, and |I’Il have your supper ready.”
Aly grinned at her. “You have a nice idea of what's inportant,” she told the
cook. “Try not to kill any nore of themthan necessary. They have to be

questioned.”

Chenaol drew the cleaver from her waistband as Aly wal ked back into the great
hall. The kitchen servants were on their way to Chenaol as the tables enptied.
No one was interested in nmusic that night. Ay suspected that everyone felt
tension in the air, even if they didn't know the reason for it.

Aly clinbed the stairs, searching the shadows for shapes that didn't belong. By
now she coul d have found her way through any part of the keep in pitch darkness.
Toni ght she saw not hi ng unusual . She hadn’t expected to. The eneny m ght use the
servants’ stair or the fifth-floor storeroomas a hiding place fromwhich to

| aunch their attack, but that meant the risk of someone fromthe househol d
tripping over thembefore it was tinme to strike. Aly expected the attack to cone
fromthe roof. She would use that route in the assassins’ place. How nmany people
| ooked up? If her instinct was right, they'd be there now, waiting for lights to
go out below, knowing the shutters would be left open for cool night air to flow
through the keep. Once the househol d seened to be abed, the assassins would use
ropes to clinb down the tower’'s sides and swing into their prey’' s bedroons.

Aly reached the third-floor landing and the famly’'s present bedroons. By now
the eneny woul d know that the prince had the ducal roons and the Balitangs
occupied the third floor. Since they were obviously professionals, Aly knew t hey
woul d know their targets’ sleeping arrangenents well before their attack. U asim
stood by the stairway, a |ong dagger in each hand.

No one wanted to speak nore than necessary, in case the assassins were already
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inside the keep. Uasimpointed to the floor, jerked a thunb at the ceiling, and
nodded. Everything was ready on the second and fourth floors. Fesgao | ounged in
the shadows near the door to the famly's sl eeping quarters. He nodded, too:
fighters were hidden inside. Aly pointed to the door of the small room by the
stair that served as the children's tiny schoolroom and raised her brows.

U asi m nodded. The family and the prince were there. Carefully Aly opened the
door just enough to slip inside.

“Why isshe here?” Bronau demanded softly.

“She is as useful in a fight as | am Your H ghness,” Lokeij retorted. “W want
her out of harnmis way.” He clutched a doubl e-headed axe in his gnarled hands.
Aly expected the old raka to fall over with its weight, but he stood easily,

bal anced on the balls of his feet. Behind himstood the healer R hani, her arns
around El sren and Petranne. They stared silently at everyone. Elsren sucked his
t hunb.

Lokeij was not the only armed man in the room Both the duke and the prince held
drawn swords. “I don’t like hiding like this,” growl ed Bronau. “l’d rather fight
them nysel f.”

“And leave ny wife and children protected only by Lokeij?” asked Mequen. “It’s
not as satisfying as engaging the eneny in the field, old friend, but it's

i mportant to ne.”

“l could defendnyself if | had a sword,” Sarai reminded the adults, her voice
shar p.

Bronau sniled at her. “I would |ove to see you with a sword in hand,” he said.
It was clear he thought she woul d nake an adorabl e picture rather than a

conbat -ready one. “Wth a gold hilt and gold arnmor to match. You coul d be one of
the lady knights of old at the M dw nter Masquerade.”

“Andyou haven't had a sword in your hand in four years,” murnured Dove.

“Whose fault is that?” snapped the older girl, darting a sharp gl ance at her

st epnot her.

Aly crouched by the keyhole in the door. Qutside she heard the first signs of
trouble. “Hush!” she ordered as she put her ear to the opening.

“Mequen, you are indul gent of your slaves, but surely you won't let this one
give orders as if she were one of us!” exclaimed Bronau, outraged.

The duchess held her finger to her lips to silence him

Aly put an eye to the keyhole, nmentally adjusted her power, and exercised her
Sight to see as nuch of the story as she could. Fesgao was gone from his post at
t he bedroom door. Thunps canme fromthe fanmly's bedroom and a cry from
overhead. She tried to see the stairs, but the keyhole linmited her field of
vision to the joining of step and floor, sonething her Sight could not change.
Just once she wished she could scry in a mrror or crystal |ike her nother and
Uncl e Numair, so she could know what was goi ng on

Fromthe stairwell Aly heard a scream Behind her soneone gasped—Petranne or

El sren. Uasimcame into view at the foot of the stair, a killer’s descendi ng
sword trapped between his long, crossed knives. He twisted away to free his
weapons; as the assassin’s sword dropped, Uasimlunged in with a backhanded
dagger swipe. Aly saw bl ood, enough to tell her that U asimhad cut the
assassin’'s throat. The assassin tunbled |linply down the stairs past the raka
footman. U asi m checked to nake sure his opponent was dead, then ran upstairs
once nore.

The fighting seenmed to | ast forever, though Aly knew that it was her own worry
and inpatience that stretched the passing tinme. She sent up prayers to Mthros
for the Balitang servants, along with frequent remnders to Kyprioth that if she
was to do as he wi shed, he woul d have to keep the people who worked with her
alive. Finally, the noise fromthe upper floors and across the hall faded. There
was a long silence. Then Fesgao energed fromthe fam |y’ s bedchanber, his
clothes slashed in two places, a bloody | ongsword wei ghing down his left arm
Behi nd hi m came the raka who had been hidden in the bedroom U asi mwal ked onto
the floor fromthe direction of the stairs, his |long, sweat-soaked hair hanging
in his face. Three nore Balitang fighters noved into view, carrying bodies
wrapped in sheets over their shoulders. They laid themon the floor

U asi msaid huskily, “We think we have themall.”
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Aly let the prince and the duke out first, then the duchess, and Sarai. She

gl anced at Lokeij, then nodded toward Dove, Ri hani, Petranne, and El sren. He
nodded in reply, indicating he would guard themuntil they were certain the keep
had been scoured of the eneny.

“Until we're sure,” Aly told Dove. The girl sighed and took a seat. R hani’'s
smle was bright with gratitude. Aly closed the door on her way out, ignoring
Petranne’s cry of indignation.

“They cane in on ropes, through the w ndows, H ghness, Your Graces,” U asimwas
telling the nobles. “They were on the roof, as we guessed they m ght be.”

“Wiy didn’t you take themon the roof?” demanded Bronau as he and the duke

sheat hed their swords. “You would have spared us sone anxiety!”

“We have but one door to the roof. Only one may go through at a tine, Your

H ghness,” Fesgao said with a properly respectful bow “They could have picked
us off as they liked, and we could not be certain all of themwere there. As it
happens, they were not. My |lads report there are still others outside.” He

| ooked at the duke and the duchess. “You appear to have been their targets.

Per haps the children, too, since they sleep here as well.”

There was a clatter on the stair. Veron, with the nen-at-arns who had been on
guard duty, charged up, swords bared. U asimand Fesgao put thensel ves between

t he nobl es and the nen-at-arns.
“Your Grace, | heard fighting,”
bet ween him and his master
Mequen rai sed a hand pal mout, a calmng gesture. “Qur servants defended us,
Veron. Apparently assassins were snuggled into the keep during the day, or

rat her, they snuggl ed thensel ves.”

“l feared it was bandits,” the sergeant replied. He | ooked around at the bodies,

the sergeant panted, ignoring the two raka

then knelt and uncovered a face. “I'Il have a word with my boys, letting these
get through the inner gate,” he prom sed. He | ooked up at the duke. “Wth your
permission, I'd like to search the keep, top to bottom"”

“Tell me sonething first,” asked Uasim his face stern. “Tell nme you did not
know of this attenpt.”

Veron’s jaw nuscl es cl enched, then rel axed. Wen he replied, he spoke to Mequen
“No, Your Grace,” he replied quietly. “I did not know of it.”

U asimglanced at Aly, who gave the tiniest of nods. Veron was telling the
truth; her Sight confirmed it, though she would tell the others that he showed
none of the signs of a liar.

“What is this?” Mequen demanded, his voice sharp. “Wiy shoul d Veron know
assassins had conme? You nake it sound as if he would have hel ped them”

U asi m and Fesago regarded Veron with unflinching eyes. The sergeant flushed
beet-red, hesitated, then knelt, his eyes on the duke. “Your Gace, forgive ne,”
he said, shame-faced. “Sonehow these nen have learned | amordered to report
your actions to the Crown. | am Your Grace’s servant, but the King is also ny
master.” After a nonment Veron added, “Surely Your Grace understood that watchers
woul d be present in your household.”

“Kill the traiterous dog,” Bronau snapped, gray eyes flashing. “A man shoul d
have but one naster. You pay him he should be yours alone.”

W nnami ne rested a gentle hand on her husband’s arm “We should not decide this
now, when so much of pressing inportance nust be attended to right away,” she
mur mur ed.

Mequen lifted her hand to his |lips and kissed her fingertips before he rel eased
her. “Wse as ever, ny dear,” he said.

Aly nodded to U asi mand Fesgao. They noved aside so Veron could see the duke
better. Mequen told him “Very well. Do as thorough a search as you and your nen
can perform”

“l trust you didn't take all of your guards off the gate,” Prince Bronau said
with a smle.

Veron stiffened. Really, Ay thought, for a prince he’s got no tact. The duke
trusts Veron to do his job properly, royal spy or no. Bronau could at |east have
trusted the duke’s judgnent.

As Veron |l ed his nmen back down the stairs, Aly realized that the prince would
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make a dreadful husband for Sarai. Bronau woul d encourage Sarai to be even nore
headstrong than she already was, if she didn't kill himfor condescending to her
desire to be a warrior.

The nobl es wal ked into the famly's bedroom Fesgao and U asi m acconpani ed t hem
Aly took a nonent to nenorize the faces of the three dead nmen—assassins often
came in families—before she went inside. There she sighed. The wi de, pretty
chanmber was a shanbl es. Milticol ored raka hangi ngs, enbroi dered cushions,
tapestry frames, pillows, conforters, bolsters, and curtains fromthe main bed,
all were hacked and covered in goose feathers speckled with bl ood. Four
assassins lay spraw ed on the fl oor, weapons still in their hands.

The fifth knelt beside the door between two inpassive raka. His arns, wists,
and ankl es were bound, his nouth tightly gagged. Blood streanmed down his face
froma cut in his scalp. He was the man Aly had identified as the | eader. Hi s
green eyes were stony as they net hers.

She | ooked at the other bodies. Here were two of the nmerchant’s regul ar

enpl oyees as well as two nore strangers. The count of dead outside included two
of those she had recogni zed as assassins as well as one of the nerchant’s
peopl e. Wiere was that redheaded woman? WAs it possible that she wasn’'t an
assassin but a spy, trying to root out secrets in the village at that very
nonent ?

Sarai bent and picked up one killer’'s sword, easily taking its weight in her
delicate hand. She held it upright. “No nmaker’s mark on the hilt,” she commented
to herself. “But if this isn’t royal foundry work, | don’t know swords.”

Bronau chuckl ed. “Sarai, you startle nme. How would you | earn that?”

Sarai |lowered the blade slowy. Ay was inpressed. She knew swords were heavi er
than they | ooked. It took control and strength in the wist and armto do what
Sarai was doi ng.

The duke wandered over to the bed. He was idly brushing at feathers, |ooking
around, when a heap of curtains a yard away shifted. Up cane the nissing woman,
her teeth bared in fury, a long knife clutched in her hand.

Aly felt as if she were struggling through honey, she was so slow. Like Ay,

U asim Fesgao, and the prince all stood on the wong side of the bed, closer to
the door than Mequen. The duchess gasped. Mequen scrabbled at his sword hilt.
But Sarai, the killer’'s weapon still in her hand, lunged across the gap. Her arm
stretched out in a long, ferocious thrust that pierced the wonan through
Swiftly she braced a foot against the assassin’s body and freed her sword, then
cut the woman's throat, just to be sure.

The sixteen-year-old | ooked around at the rest of them brown eyes wi de, blood
on her hands, face, and clothes. “It’s so nessy,” she nurnured in surprise. Then
she fainted

Aly, trenbling, went to her and knelt. Using her Sight, she confirned the girl
hadn’t been wounded or poi soned. Though it would serve ne right if she had been,

Al'y thought, furious with herself. Idiot! | shouldn't have |etanyone conme back
in here until | checked the room That'sny job, and | was too overconfident to
do it!

Feat hers and cloth rustled as Wnnanine joined her. She had found a pitcher of
wat er and handkerchi efs. She wet a handkerchief, wung it out, and began to

cl ean her stepdaughter’s face. Ay soaked and wrung out other handkerchiefs and
began to wi pe Sarai’s hands as the girl began to cone around.

When Sarai opened her eyes, Wnnanine gave her a tiny smle. Her nmouth trenbl ed.
“Coviously halting your sword | essons was a mistake,” she nurnured to Sar ai
“It’s a crine not to encourage such an aptitude.”

Sarai stared at her stepmother. “But | fainted,” she whispered.

“After,” said Wnnam ne. “You faintedafter you' d done the inportant thing.” She
bit her lip, then continued, “W shall find you a teacher in the norning. In
fact, though it nay be too late, | may study swordcraft, too. And Dove . . . ?”
Sarai gul ped, tried to speak, and could not. At |ast she cleared her throat an
said, “She hates swords. She does like to shoot, if she doesn’t have to shoot
animals.”
“Archery it is,
and ki ssed Sarai’s cheek. “Thank you for saving his life.

W nnam ne said. She blinked over-bright eyes, then |eaned in,
" She took a deep
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breath, then rose and went to see how her husband was.

Sarai |ooked at Aly. “If I'd known that all it would take to start ny | essons
again was killing sonmeone . " Her voice and hunor failed. Her eyes
overflowed. “Did | do the right thing?” she whispered.

Aly cleaned blood from Sarai’s other hand as the other girl wept silently. “You
did better than nme,” she replied softly. “l just stood and stared. But | wasn’'t
needed. Sarai, balance a nurderess’'s life against your father’s. This entire
househol d woul d prefer the duke to an assassin.”

“There’s one who di sagrees,” Sarai remarked as she struggled to sit up. She
pointed to the last living killer. He'd made no sound as the drama had unf ol ded.
Now he stared blankly into the air.

Aly sighed. “WIIl you be all right?” she asked Sarai

A hand reached down: the duke’'s. Sarai took it, and let her father pull her up
into his arns.

Aly stood and went to Fesgao and U asim Bronau had gone out to the |anding,
where he inspected the dead nen. “Perhaps he should be rem nded that his
servants are mssing,” Aly nmurnured to Uasim “and that if he wishes to see to
their welfare, he should go to the barracks? | don’t want himnoticing ne any
nore than he already has.”

At a look fromU asim Fesgao went out into the hall. He bowed politely to the
prince and spoke to himas U asimand Aly watched. “She was beautiful, our
Sar ai yu, wasn't she?” U asiminquired, his nouth barely noving as he whi spered.
“Li ke GQunapi the Sunrose, goddess of war and nolten rock.”

“She was,” Aly adnmitted. Her eyes stung strangely. The last time she had seen so
perfect a fighting nove was when her nother had battled pirates at the Swoop.
“Wthout you, all mght have been lost,” Uasimtold Aly suddenly. He picked up
one of her hands and pressed it to his forehead. “W owe our lives to you, and
our thanks to the god for you tonight.”

Aly yanked her hand fromhis grip, unnerved by his intensity. “Uasim calm
down,” she said, forcing anmusenent into her voice. “l just alerted you about
sone assassins, that's all.”

He surveyed her fromhis greater height. Aly had expected himto be offended by
her light brush-off. Instead he smled. “I always forget, you are not of us. W
think you are raka in your heart, but no. You are newy cone. No one teaches a
slave the laws that govern the Isles. Had thesesisat "—he pointed to the
still-living assassin with his dagger—killed even one Balitang or the prince,
then every raka man, worman, and child of Tanair village and castle would die.
That is the luarin | aw governing such things.”

“Ch. But these are luarin assassins, and |’'d bet whatever | own that they were
sent by the king,” Aly pointed out. “If he sent them surely he wouldn't enforce
that | aw. " Her voice trailed off as she registered the gri mess on
Uasinis face. “Even if he sent the assassins hinsel f?” she asked, wanting badly
for it not to be true and fearing that it was.

“The idea is that if any nenber of the luarin nobility is killed, the nearest

| ocal raka nust have hel ped the nurderer. At the very |east, the courts would
say that the local raka did not die to stop the killers,” added the duke. He
stood behind them one arm around W nnam ne, one around Sarai. Both he and Sara
| ooked nmournful. “It’s insane, but Oon is quite nad. The law itself conmes from
the time of the luarin conquest. It's how they broke the spine of the raka
rebellion. Some of us have laid petitions before the courts to have the
Conqueror’s Laws repealed, to no avail.” He shook his head.

Aly stared. That is just not right, she thought. To nurder people who had
nothing to say about it, just because they were near? She understood why there
were such laws. They were made to fit a conqueror’s logic, used to keep a
captive people under control. She had just never matched the law to the faces of

peopl e she knew, |ike the Balitang raka.

I don’t want to get involved with this country, she thought as she | ooked at the
floor. | must go hone soon, before | get so wound up in their lives and
injustices that 1'Il never want to | eave.

The prince trotted down the stairs, two of Fesgao's weary nen foll ow ng. Fesgao
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hi nsel f wal ked back into the bedroom “Aly? Wat do you reconmend for this nan?”
he asked, nodding to their prisoner. “Torture?”

Startled at the suggestion, she nmet his eyes and realized that this was yet

anot her test. She nade a face at him “Any amateur knows torture is chancy at

best. People do still lie under torture. Wat you need is truthdrops.”

Fesgao gave a tiny smle and went to find Rihani. Aly |ooked at Uasim “So
may | ook forward to these little exercises until | die, is that it?” she asked
brightly. “Or will you decide |I'mnot some luarin brute before | am say,
fifty?”

U asi m wi ped one of his |ong daggers on a cloth. “Ch, nore like forty, I'm

sure,” he replied casually. He flipped the dagger up casually, caught it by the
hilt, and in the next notion cut the gag fromthe | ast assassin’'s nmouth. “Wo
sent you?” he asked.

The nman stared at the raka, expressionless.

“Once we have truthdrops in hand, you will speak,” U asimpointed out. “Keep
your pride and tell us now Don't wait for magic to force you.”

The man | eaned forward and spat on the floor

Fesgao returned fromthe roomacross the hall with Rihani in tow. She held a
smal |, uncorked vial in her hand. Aly was startled by the healer’s steely gaze.
Normal |y Ri hani was as fierce as pudding. “Open his nouth,” Ri hani ordered.

A band of green fire |ocked around the assassin’s throat and tightened,

vani shing into his flesh. The man choked. Geen fire coated his mouth in Aly’s
Sight as his face got redder and redder. The veins bulged in his throat and
forehead as he fought for air. Wthin a noment he was dead.

Aly bit her tongue to keep from shouting her frustration at the | ost
opportunity. “Thisis why we need a nage who is not just a healer,” she said
quietly, looking into Uasinis face. “And | should have seen that com ng.” She
turned and ran down the servant’s stair before she gave in to the tenptation to
shout. It was tine to get some cool air.

Sl oppy! she thought as she strode outside. Sloppy not to check the room for
assassins before | so nuch as let a Balitang set foot outside that protected
room Sloppy not to think he might have a silencing spell on himbefore we set
it in notion. What el se have | m ssed? There are ways to stop a silencing spell
And Sarai shouldn’t have had to kill anyone!

I have to be sharper, she told herself, gently thunping her head on the keep's
stone wall as a reminder. | won't get |lucky a second tine.

The inner and outer courtyards craw ed with Bronau’s and Mequen' s nen-at-arns.
They were | ooking for anyone suspicious, turning the buil dings upside down in
their search. Three guards fromthe merchants’ caravan |lay dead at the entrance
to the kitchen wing. Bronau’'s and the Balitang sol diers searched the bodies.
Laid out in front of the barracks, awaiting proper burial, were two of the
castle’s own, one of the former bandits and one of the official nmen-at-arns. Ay
murrmured a prayer to the Black God for their rest in the realnms of the dead,

t hen wandered back toward the keep

She heard voi ces behind the kitchen wing, where a tiny garden had been built for
Tanair’'s ladies. A small door opened directly to the servants’ halls inside the
tower. Its torches cast light onto two dead nerchant’s guards |lying on the path
that led to the carefully | andscaped garden. Two of U asims servants stood
beside them but their attention was on the fig tree that shaded the wal k.
Intrigued, Aly wal ked over to see what was goi ng on. The two dead nmen were the
first that night who had not been killed by blades. Both lay facedown, with
dents between their shoulders and their heads tw sted askew.

“Pl ease conme down,” a Balitang hostler was saying to the tree. “You have al ready
unnerved us enough for one night,duan .” The title neant “honorable sir,” used
to a man who was not a noble. “Uasimw |l w sh to know what you did here.”

Al'y | ooked up. Nawat, perched easily on a branch that should not have held his
wei ght, gazed down at her. Wth his dark, |ong-nosed face surrounded by | eaves
and growi ng figs, he |ooked |ike some wi | derness god.

“Nowwhat are you up to?” Aly demanded as her consci ence pinched her. She should
have tol d Nawat what was goi ng to happen tonight so that he coul d have deci ded
whet her or not he wanted to be caught up in human quarrels.
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“I amup to nothing,” the crownman said cheerfully. “Those two were going to nobb
you through that door.” He pointed to the door into the keep. “I stopped them?”
Aly knelt beside the dead nen. Their necks were broken. The dents in their backs
| ooked like the prints of bare feet. She glanced at his: they were bare. “How
did you do it?" she asked her strange friend.

“l saw it,” said another servant, one of the footnen. “W had the duty here.
They was coming at us, and all of a sudden he leaps up in the dark, and hits one
in the back with both feet, kicking out, like. Then he did it to the other. And
then he junped into the tree.”

Aly stared up at Nawat. He nust be very strong to break bone with junping kicks
froma standi ng position, she thought. Well, crows are very strong. “You could
have been hurt,” she told him “They m ght have killed you.”

The hostler snorted. “Not him”

Nawat ' s gaze was steady as he | ooked down at Aly. “They were going to nob you,”
he repeated firmy. “I nobbed them Only | added a hawk thing. Wen the hawk
strikes, he breaks the head of the prey. | did that.”

Aly rubbed her tenples. “Thank you,” she said. “WII| you cone down now? | think
we have themall.”

Nawat smiled brightly at her. “I will come down for you, Aly.” He junped down as
lightly as a cat. Aly patted his cheek absently and | et himcone along as they
patrolled the rest of the castle grounds.

It was hours before the castle’ s residents cal med enough to go to bed. Aly was
in the kitchen, finishing a very |ate supper, when the duchess’s nmaid, Penbery,
found her. “H's Grace wishes to see you in the ground floor study,” she told
Aly, and yawned. “Don’t take forever. | can't go to bed until the famly is
settled.”

Aly sighed. She would have liked to go to bed herself. Instead she found the
duke in the small room where she had cl eaned up the day Bronau had arrived.
There was a bottle and a glass on a table by the duke’s hand, but the contents
of the glass were untouched. The duke hinself was staring at a branch of

candl es, drumming his fingers on the armof his chair.

Aly bowed. “Your Grace wi shed to see ne?” she asked

“Veron says the nmerchant GQurhart tells us that all of his people who becane
particular friends of the five newconers are al so anbng the dead,” Mequen
replied. “A search of their bel ongings has reveal ed gol dseratudus and a death
order under the Crown’s seal.”

“I"'msorry to hear that, Your Gace,” Aly told himsoftly.

Mequen nodded. “Q@urhart swears by his own blood there are no other assassins
anong his people,” Mequen continued, his dark eyes weary as he gazed at Aly. “He
says he knew nothing of the assassins’ true purpose in taking work with his
caravan. Sone of his people had vani shed, so he was forced to hire these.

think we must assune those who di sappeared while they were in Dimari were killed
by the assassins, so that Gurhart would be forced to take themon.”

Aly nodded. It was what she had expected they woul d hear. Hauling goods out to
the back of beyond was not a trip anyone enjoyed. The road was hard and its
dangers were greater than the coastal routes. Gurhart would have | eaped at the
chance to replace his nissing people, and assunmed the vani shed workers had
sinply decided not to go to Tanair.

The duke’s voice, husky with exhaustion, hardened. “What | find interesting,
god’ s nessenger, is that you did not warn us that danger was on the way.

Instead, as far as my wife or | could learn from U asi mor Fesgao, you observed
the newconmers with the caravan and viewed them as a danger. It argues, you see,
that the god has placed you here not as his oracle, but as his warrior.”

“Ch, no, Your Grace,” Aly said, gleaming with innocence. “I'd break a nail on
one of those dreadful swords. | just have a nenory for faces. Maybe | saw one of
the assassins back in Rajnuat. Well, he’d no right to be with a Lonbyn caravan,
had he? Unl ess he was up to no good, of course. | said as nmuch to Lokeij, who
thought it worth passing along.”

“And that is another thing,” said the duke. “Howis it that |I find nmy chief
defenders here in the keep are servants and of f-duty nen-at-arns, not Veron and
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the men on watch? It was perfectly obvious that U asimand Fesgao were in

command here, and that they consulted you. | will have the truth now, if you

pl ease.”

Behi nd her mask of wi de-eyed harm essness, Ay cursed. She had wal ked head-on
into his next hard question. She thought fast. “I only noticed sonething odd, as
| said,” she lied. “And | wasn't sure of Veron, being a royal spy and all. He
was carefully watched, | assure you. W nmade certain he sent no reports to the

Crown after he reached Tanair. As for using the servants, it stands to reason
that anyone Veron picks for regular night duty is probably soneone |Ioyal to him
alone, willing to adnit Crown servants with orders agai nst Your G ace.

“That those nen are nostly the pure-luarin nen-at-arnms is not a factor?” Mequen
wanted to know.

Aly sighed to herself. Wiy couldn’t this nman have been stupi d? Instead she
replied, “Your Grace woul d have to inquire of U asimand Fesgao. Perhaps the
ones with raka blood | ook up to Your Grace for marrying a raka the first tine
around.”

“And produci ng hal f-raka daughters in the Rittevon royal |ine?” asked the duke
very quietly.

Al'y | ooked down and twi ddl ed her thunbs. He was in possession of far too nuch of
the whole picture for her confort. “Your Grace's servants are devoted,” she

sai d.

Mequen scowl ed. “Are you incapable of giving a straight answer?” he denanded.
Aly grinned at him “Not always, Your Grace,” she replied inpishly.

Mequen drumred his fingers on his leg. “W would be dead tonight were it not for
you peopl e of our household,” he said at last. “Be sure | will not forget it.”
H s gaze hardened. “Anyof it, Avy.”

She scratched her head. “You know, Your Gace, this will go so nuch easier for
everyone if you accept the god's gifts w thout question,” she rem nded him
“Take it fromne, you |l just give yourself headaches this way.”

Mequen sniled. “So | will. | suppose inquiring into your origins cones under the
headi ng of questioning the god's gifts.”

Aly bowed her head neekly. “Ch, undoubtedly, Your Gace.”

“Very well. You are dism ssed—with ny thanks.”

Aly was about to open the door when she thought of sonething else. She faced the
duke. “Your Grace al so owes thanks to Lady Saraiyu,” she said, not sure if she
was over st eppi ng her bounds.

“She will have her sword | essons again, if that is what concerns you,” replied
Mequen. “After tonight, | think your Tortallan king is wiser than we are, to
all ow wonmen to take up arms. Sleep well.”

A nobl e mai den nmust convey dignity and chastity w thout appearing to think about
either one. Let common-born girls tussle in the hay with their |outish swains.
The future of your famly’'s bloodline and your future lord s bl oodline should be
your greatest concern. Let no man but one of your famly enbrace you. Let no man
but your betrothed kiss any nore than your fingertips; |let your betrothed kiss
you only on fingers, cheek, or forehead, |est he think you unchaste. And never
all ow yourself to be alone with a man, to safeguard the precious jewel of your
reputation. No well-born nmaiden ever suffered from keeping her suitors at armis
I ength. Your chastity will make you a prize to your future husband s house and
an honor to your own.

—FromAdvi ce to Young Nobl eworren,

by Lady Fronia of Witehall (in Maren),

given to Aly on her twelfth birthday by her godsnother, Queen Thayet

11

M GRATI ONS

To be on the safe side, Aly suggested to Uasimthat he m ght want to question
GQurhart, to see if he told the head footman the sane story he had given to the
duke. She | ooked on as U asi mand Fesgao interrogated the man using truthdrops.
Qurhart’s answers were the sane as those he’'d given Mequen. It was just a safety
measure, but Aly was determ ned not to be overconfident again. She had been

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ta...%20Lioness%201%20-%20Tricksters%20Choice.txt (106 of 167) [11/1/2004 12:08:16 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/ T amora%20Pi erce%620-%20D aughter%6200f %20the%620L i oness¥6201%20-%20T ricksters%20Choi ce.txt

virtually sure of Gurhart’s innocence. He was too terrified to lie, and he
shoul d have been. Anyone but Mequen woul d have confiscated all Gurhart owned and
demanded lives as well. Here in the Isles, the duke didn't even need to have the
executions approved by a royal court, as he would in Tortall. On his own |ands
in the Isles, the luarin noble had the rights of a king. Bronau woul d have
demanded everything, but with Sarai to plead with himfor clenency, he gave way.
Aly al so made sure to be on hand as Veron, Fesgao, and the nmen searched the
caravan board by board. As she had expected, they had found nothing in the
assassins’ gear to indicate who had hired them As professionals, they had
stripped thensel ves of anything personal before they joined Gurhart on Lonbyn.
Returning to the castle after the search, Aly was joined by old Lokeij. He

| ooked none the worse for his |ate evening. He was teasing her for her yawns as
they wandered into the inner courtyard. There one of the corporals put the

of f-duty arnmsnmen through sword drills. Today their nunbers included Sarai,
paired off with Fesgao, and the duchess, who was | earning the beginning drills
under the corporal’s instruction.

“I's she not beautiful ?” asked Lokeij softly as he watched Sarai parry and

di sengage with catlike grace. “Like Gunapi —=

“The Sunrose, the goddess, | know,” Aly interrupted, watching the girl and her
partner. “If she doesn’t keep her guard up, she'll be skewered by sonmeone who
knows what he’'s doing.”

Lokeij looked up at Aly with a frown. “You know so nmuch about it, | suppose.”
Al'y opened her nmouth to say she knew plenty about swordplay, then closed it.
Finally she said, “lI watched |ots of arnsnen practicing. | even saw the Lioness
fight.”

“Who?” asked Lokeij .

Aly stared at the little nman. Who had not heard of her nother? “The King's
Chanpi on of Tortall,” she inforned him “The first fermale knight in over a
century. The Lady Al anna of Pirate’s Swoop and O au.”

Lokeij shrugged. “A luarin,” he said dismssively. “I only pay attention to them
when it’'s a matter of survival or of protecting nmy lady's girls.” He rubbed a
hand over his bristled chin thoughtfully. “So she's good, this Lioness?”

“She’s never lost a fight as King's Champion!” Ay said, offended by Lokeij’s
disinterest. This was hernother, a | ady acknow edged by all to be poetry with a
sword in her hand. She | ooked at Sarai just as Fesgao sent the girl’'s sword
flying into the air. “Your Sunrose has a way to go to beat Al anna the Lioness.”
She wal ked on to the castle, feeling wistful. She’d never had to say nore than
her nother’s nane to describe her before. She was truly away from home, to say
“Li oness” and not have every person within hearing turn to listen.This is a
terrible time to find that | mss her, Ay thought, picking up her step. There’'s
nothing I can do about it until autumm.

To shake off her npbod Aly went to Chenaol and begged for chores. She was setting
the dais table when Sarai wal ked into the great hall from outside,

straggl e-haired and sweat - soaked. She nmassaged her sword wist wearily. Ay
guessed that Sarai hadn't practiced as much as she’d neant to since her |ast
official |esson.

She was about to call out a suggestion that Sarai wap her armin hot, danp
towel s when Bronau energed fromthe study near the staircase. He halted Sarai
with a touch on the shoulder and nurnmured in her ear. Sarai |ooked up into his
face, startled, then glanced around with the | ook of someone checking for her
parents. Aly knew that ook very well, having often used it herself. She held
perfectly still. Wth the afternoon’s |ight fading, the dais was in shadow, and
so was she

Sarai nodded and whi spered to the prince. Then she continued her clinb up the
stairs, while Bronau retreated into the study and cl osed the door

It had been open before, Ay realized. The prince had been sitting in there,
waiting for Sarai to return

Once the table was set, Aly returned to the kitchen and took Chenaol aside. “Let
Hasui pour,” she murnmured to the cook. “l have things to do.”

Chenaol nodded and beckoned to Hasui. Ay left to wash up

She ate in the shadows at the foot of the stair, her supper cheese and veni son

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ta...%20Lioness%201%20-%20Tricksters%20Choice.txt (107 of 167) [11/1/2004 12:08:16 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/ T amora%20Pi erce%620-%20D aughter%6200f %20the%620L i oness¥6201%20-%20T ricksters%20Choi ce.txt

slices janmed into a cut roll. Al seenmed normal on the dais. Bronau, seated

bet ween W nnam ne and Sarai, plied the duchess with his usual easy flow of
conversation and conplinments. He seenmed to ignore Sarai next to him

Sarai, too, tried to pretend interest in Dove, seated next to her, and in her
food, but she wasn’t good at it. A blush mantled her cheeks. She had put a
jewel ed chain as a band around her forehead, with a citrine droplet dangling at
its center. Citrines glinted fromher earlobes. Her pale yellow silk dress had a
neckl i ne properly meant for court dinners, not country ones. A gold chain with a
| arge gold-tinted pearl drew attention to the shadow between her breasts.

Al'y shook her head. If ever a girl was dressed for an assignation, it was Sarai
Aly could have taught her a thing or two about sneaking away to neet a nman.
Everyone in the room suspected, particularly her parents. She couldn’t wait to
see how the girl would get away fromher famly

Getting to her feet at the end of the neal, Sarai stunbled, bunping into Bronau
He fell sideways agai nst Wnnam ne as the duchess raised her wine cup to her
lips. Wne spilled dowmn the front of Wnnanine' s rose-col ored gown.

As servants, Bronau, and Mequen scranbled to help the duchess, Sarai quietly
ducked out through the servants’ door behind the dais. Aly had guessed that
woul d be her way out. She entered the passage through another door under the
shadow of the stair. On this level the hall passed around the outer wall,

all owing servants to bring dishes or nessages to the dais wi thout being seen by
everyone in the room The servants’ stairs to the upper floors also ended here.
The ground floor level had two exits, one directly into the kitchen, one to the
out door area where Nawat had brought down the pair of woul d-be assassins.

To the left of the outside door lay the |adies’ garden, a snall green oasis with
a fountain, flowers, and trees tucked between the castle and keep walls, in a
spot that drew sunlight every day. Its edges were planted with pines and ferns,
which nade it seemlike part of a forest. The plants al so gave Aly cover to hide
in as Sarai arranged herself on the broad lip of the fountain. Wth the approach
of night the garden was deep in shadow. The only light came fromtorches on a
wal kway on the outer curtain wall. In these conditions Aly got so close to Sara
that she could hear the girl’s dress rustle as she fidgeted. Aly settled down to
wai t .

The nusical part of the evening s entertainnent in the great hall had begun when
Bronau cane down the flagstone path. “Sarai, ny dear.” H's voice was warm and
soft, intinmate.

Sarai’s dress whi spered as she got to her feet. “Your H ghness, good evening.”
Bronau chuckl ed. He kissed Sarai’s hand and sat on the Iip of the fountain,

pul l'ing her down beside him “That was very clever. I'mnot sure Wnna w ||l
thank you, but | don't believe anyone noticed you left in all the excitenent.”
“You said you had sonmething inportant and private to discuss,” Sarai pointed out
shyly.

“But | amdistracted by the nmusic of your voice, those |ovely eyes, the sweet
curve of your lips . K

Aly couldn’t see, but she didn't need to. Sarai’'s quiet gasp, cut off abruptly,
and the rustle of silk, painted a clear picture of a kiss. Oh, dear ne, Ay

t hought, shaki ng her head. Making up to your host’s daughter—bad prince! Now,
why do you suppose he’'s doing it on the sly? He's not narried, and her parents
are his friends. He could probably get permission fromH s Gace to court Sarai

“My lord prince!” Sarai was definitely flustered. “It’s so inproper!”
“l know. | apologize.” Bronau’s voice was a little hoarse. “My feelings carried
me away. To watch you ride, to see you anong your devoted subjects, like a true

queen—one of Oron’s wives were as graceful or as gracious as you. Don't | ook so
al armed. No one can hear us.”

“But you talk sonmething like treason, Your Hi ghness,” Sarai warned gently. “l am
no queen, only the daughter of a disgraced nobl eman.”

“But if | asked you to be queen of ny heart?”

Aly crinkled her nose with distaste. She had sighed over speeches |ike that one
in the stories she had read and the ronmantic ballads she had heard. In real life
they sounded tawdry. He was a prince of the realm nearly twenty years ol der

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ta...%20Lioness%201%20-%20Tricksters%20Choice.txt (108 of 167) [11/1/2004 12:08:16 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/ T amora%20Pi erce%620-%20D aughter%6200f %20the%620L i oness¥6201%20-%20T ricksters%20Choi ce.txt

than Sarai. How could he talk like a mnstrel performing for ladies in a bower?
Did he think Sarai had no brains or honor?

“Your Hi ghness, why have you not asked ny father’'s permission to address ne in

such terns?” Sarai asked. Her voice was snmall but firm “He is your friend. So

is nmy stepnother. For that matter, you used to court Wnna.”

“Ah.” Bronau’ s chuckl e had an enbarrassed sound. “To be honest, | hadn’t meant
to get so carried away, truly. But nmy feelings . . . The affection | had for
Wnna was that of practicality. She was a wi dow and ny friend, | had found no
true love, so | offered her a marriage of friendship. | thank the gods now t hat
she preferred Mequen.”

Don’t fall for this dolt, Aly silently begged Sarai. 1'lIl bet he wote all these

pretty speeches down and nenorized them so he could nake any nai den swoon al
over him

Unawar e of his hidden critic, Bronau continued to talk. “l escaped |ove for
years, only to be plunged into it when | thought nyself imune. | need to know
fromyour own beautiful |ips: would you be averse to a union with ne? You woul d

be queen of ny heart in truth, and | would put the world at your feet.”
Sarai’'s hesitation was nmarked. Aly raised an eyebrow, fascinated. Back in

Tortall, she herself had sighed with the feelings of kisses and strong arms, yet
she was still practical. The boys who had courted her had called her

col d-bl ooded. Now it seened that she and Sarai had that in conmon: that their
hearts could be racing as their heads remmi ned cool. “Your Highness,” Sara
murrmured at last, “lI cannot bring glory to your nanme. Tanair and a few estates
like it are ny only inheritance. You have seen how poor it is.”

“l care nothing for your fortune, Sarai,” Bronau said. There was enough passion

in his quiet voice to alnost convince Aly. “So | am an inpractical fool
Certainly Rubinyan and that human Stormwi ng he married think so. But | would
rat her have a woman | |oved than the plunpest heiress in the Isles. Unless

" H's passion faded audibly, with a trained actor’s precision. “The difference
in our ages . "

“Ch, no, Hi ghness, that's not it at all!” Sarai’s enbtion was not cal cul at ed.
She spoke fromthe heart. “How could | —a man so alive as you—=

There was the novenent of cloth, the catch of breath, sighs and murnmurs. Ay
pushed back her cuticles, then carefully cleaned under her nails, waiting for
conversation to start again. Bronau would do no nore than kiss Sarai, not when
there was a chance a sentry would | ook down fromthe parapet and see them
At | ast Bronau asked, his voice rough, “WII you marry ne, enchantress? WIIl you
| et ne nake you queen of the worl d?”

Sarai was panting. Aly envied her; she |iked kissing, too.

At |ast Sarai managed to say, “Your Highness, | amnot free to choose. If ny
father says | may . . . He's your friend, he won't refuse us if that’'s what we
want . ”

Bronau hesitated. At last he said, “lI cannot ask him Not yet. | am under

suspi cion, as are you. Oon mght see a union between us as a threat.”

“He sees everything as a threat,” Sarai reminded him

“When | amin favor at court again, | wll ask Mequen for your hand—f you w sh
to give it.” Another stifled gasp. Aly wondered if they were going to do this
all night.

“I"I'l go back first,” Bronau said. “Gve nme tinme to reach ny roons before you
return. And thank you, for giving me hope.”

Judgi ng by the novenent of shadows beyond her screen of ferns, Ay suspected
Bronau ki ssed Sarai’s hands, then her nouth, one last tinme before he left the
garden. Now she also noticed that the ground under her was danp. The duchess
woul d skin her for getting another tunic dirty.

“That wasn't very wise,” a small, clear voi ce—bove’ s—announced. “And it
wasextrenely inproper, letting himget you al one. People would say you aren’'t
very well brought up.”

“What do you know?” Sarai retorted, sounding like a cross sixteen-year-old, not
a gently bred nai den swept away by her lover’'s kisses. “You're only twelve. And
you're not in the least romantic.”

“Good.” Firmsteps sounded on the earth. A rustle of cloth announced that Dove
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was sitting by her sister.

“Besides,” Sarai added, “lhad a chaperon. Didn't |, Ay?”

Al'y giggled and stood. “How did you know?” she asked.

“l just guessed,” Sarai replied. She and Dove were naking sure her hair was
tucked up and neatly pinned once nore.

“Wiy did you let themdo that?” Dove wanted to know, bending around Sarai to
glare at Aly. “It was so shaneful .”

“Hrph,” Sarai replied with a sniff. She tugged a | ock of hair out of Dove' s hold
when she tossed her head. “Wait until you re ny age and the bl ood’s hot inyour
veins. He's very handsone, and charm ng—=

“And he’sold, " Dove interrupted. “It was disgusting.”

“He's a man of the world,” Sarai inforned her sister, her nose in the air.

“So he's twice as likely to get you pregnant as a boy your own age who | oves you
and doesn’t know what he’'s doing. That’'s what Chenaol says,” Dove snapped.
“Dovasary Temmida Balitang!” cried Sarai, shocked. “Never say Chenaol told that
toyou !'”

“No,” Dove said, her chin thrust out nulishly. “She said it to one of the nuaids
who’s got one of Bronau’s servants chasing her, but it neans the sane for you,
doesn’t it?”

“He never nentioned his debts,
the front of her tunic.

Sarai drooped and sighed. “No, he didn't. And he didn't talk to Papa first. But

Al'y pointed out, brushing a clunp of nbss from

Aly, | think he's serious about the marriage.”

Al'y propped her chin on her hands. “lI do, too,” she admtted. “And it makes ne
unconfortable. | hope it nakesyou unconfortable. O wary, at least.”

Sarai |aughed. “I don't need to be wary,” she said, elbowing Aly. “I have you

and Dove for that.”

Aly smiled evilly at Sarai, showing teeth. “But not for explaining to Their
Graces where you have been since supper. You may tell them Dove and | were
present, of course, but we won't be there to sweeten the discussion for you.”

Sarai | ooked fromAly to Dove, who gave her a grin identical to Aly’s. “I'm
going to read in the library for a while,” she told Sarai. “I’'Il cone upstairs
later.”

Aly inhal ed deeply. “I believe I'lIl enjoy the cool air for a bit,” she said, her
voice light. “Sumrer nights areso |lovely.”

“All right for you two,” Sarai told themsharply. She got to her feet. “I nmay as
well get it over with. And I'lIl renenber this!” She flounced down the flagstone
pat h.

“She al ways surprises ne,” Dove remarked. “She didn't try to tell you that
you're a slave, so you have to go with her.”

“No, she didn't, and she could have,” Aly admtted. “Mstwould have.”

Dove sighed. “That’'s Sarai for you. Just when you want to shake her until her
teeth rattle, she does sonething like that.” She stood. “I really do nean to
read for a while.”

“And | really do nean to sit,” replied Aly. She watched the younger girl |eave,
her soft |eather shoes making no sound on the path. Sonetinmes tal king to Dove
was nearly as good as talking to Da or Aunt Daine.

She renmenbered the time her nother had caught her kissing at a party for Prince
Roal d’ s engagenent, and grinned. The boy had fled, not wanting to deal wth
Aly’s nother when she seened so di spl eased. “Now | ook what you' ve done,” Ay had
reproved Al anna when the boy was out of earshot. “It’'I|l take me weeks to train
another one to kiss like I want himto.”

“Ki sses are serious things,” Alanna had retorted. “You talk of themas if
they're party favors.”

Aly had kissed her nother on the cheek. “They’'re serious foryou, Mther,” she' d
said. “They're party favors for ne.”

It was worth the scolding that foll owed, about Aly's |lack of seriousness, to see
the shock on the Lioness’s face, and to see her nother realize that kisses
didn’thave to be serious. O course, when Al anna had been in her best kissing
years, Ay renenbered, nost people had thought she was a boy. Boys were never as
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free with ki sses anong ot her boys.

She sighed. They had the bl ood of Trebond in their veins, yet she and her nother
were so different. She wondered if Al anna had ever noticed that. She definitely
needed Da to remind her that life could be fun

“Was he mate feeding her?”

Aly | ooked up at the fringe tree across the bow of the fountain. “Nawat,” she
sai d, resigned nore than surprised. O course he would be here.

Nawat | eaped to the ground and circled the fountain to sit next to Aly. “Is that
mat e feedi ng?” he asked. “It didn't look as if he transferred food to her tongue
pouch, but it is hard to tell in the dark. 1’'ve seen other humans do it, only

not this close to ne. They do it in shadows, as if it’'s a secret.”

“I't’s kissing,” Aly explained, her mnd half on how she had missed his presence
in the tree and half on what she was saying. “Two people touch lips. It’'s nating
behavior, but it's not nate feeding. It’'s—=

Nawat turned his head sideways and pressed his lips to Aly’s. H s mouth was soft
and warm his breath lightly scented with spices, his snell clean, with hints of
beeswax and wood oils fromhis work. Aly’'s usually distant and observing nind
focused conpletely on the feeling of his nouth against hers. She dimy felt

Nawat hesitate. Then he brushed his hand against the side of her neck and
cradl ed the back of her head as he deepened the Kkiss.

Soneone | aughed in the distance. Aly junped to her feet as if launched froma
catapult. “Yes, you've got the idea, but you should really practice on soneone
el se,” she told him trenbling fromhead to toe, furious with herself because,
after all, shehad been kissed before. “Sonebody who isn't so busy, or, or busy .
Nawat | ooked up at her, smiling slightly. For the first time there was sonething
in his gaze that was hunman, and very nale. “You saidbusy twi ce,” he pointed out.
“I"'mvery busy,” Aly retorted. She stopped and caught her breath. Wat was the
matter with her? She was no bl ossoming girl-child, with no experience or sense
of proportion. She cal ned down. “But you can see, it's not nmate feeding. Still,
it's very serious, Nawat. You shoul dn’'t go around ki ssing just anybody.”

Now she sounded |ike her mother. Aly turned and strode down the path, away from
the crow man. She was doing her best to pretend that she was not running away.
How coul d she care enough about this to run from someone who becane a human nal e
t hrough sheer curiosity, who would eventually tire of it and return to his own
shape? And why did she care if he wouldn’t be around one day?

The next norning the merchant caravan left for Dimari. Aly and U asim al ong
with thirty raka and part-raka, surrounded the caravan when it reached the area
where the road east cut through the rocks at the edge of Tanair. Gurhart and his
peopl e obeyed orders to step away fromtheir nounts and wagons, plainly
terrified of these masked and hooded riders. As soon as the travelers were

seat ed under guard by the road’' s edge, U asim s people began to search the
wagons and horses. Following Aly's instructions of that norning, they conbed
through the caravan, then its people.

Aly, sweltering in her mask, followed U asimup and down the line of carts,
horses, and people. She took care of the tricky bits herself as she taught

U asi m what she knew of caches and secret hiding places. Bronau’'s letters to his
creditors were in GQurhart’s own nmail bag, as were letters fromthe Balitangs,
their servants, and their nen-at-arms. Ay gl anced over these in case she had

m ssed anyt hing, but they were straightforward enough. Soon they found the other
letters, Bronau’s to his brother’s enemes, and all of the reports sent out by
the royal spies and Rubinyan’s spies. Those were confiscated and burned. Ay
woul d not risk word of anything unusual finding its way to Rajruat. The
merchants woul d tell what they had seen and coul d renenber, but the worst piece
of information they possessed was that Bronau sheltered with the Balitangs.

Unl ess any spies in the caravan were very good and had been able to read the
coded documents, they would have no other information that mght alert a
suspi ci ous spynast er.

When the searchers finished, they hel ped the nerchants to reassenble the
caravan, then saw themon their way. No one woul d get the chance to sneak back
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and tell the castle’'s spies that they had been robbed of information.

“You scare ne sonetines, little one,” Uasimrenmarked as he watched the
caravan’'s dust settle in its wake.

Al'y yanked off the stifling hood that had covered her face and sl ave coll ar.

“You' re going to make ne conceited,” she replied with a grin. “I’mgoing to
blush, | know it.”
“My people are not happy about Bronau’s pursuit of our lady Sarai,” he told her

as the raka patrols returned to their day’'s work. “The Jinmgjen line is as
corrupt as the king' s.”
“Tell themnot to fret,’

Aly said. “Sarai’'s no fool.”

Not |long after she dozed off that night, Aly saw a glowi ng figure wal k through
the soft gray curtain between her and dreans. It was Kyprioth. Al though the god
appeared in her mind' s eye only as a glowing figure with arms and | egs, she was
still sure it was him

“Hello, there.” His voice sounded in her ear, clear, friendly, and crisp. “Wuld
you like to go for a short trip?”

“Am 1 going to be tired in the norning?’ she demanded. “You know, | do work
during the day.”

“And you shall be as fresh for it as a sea breeze,” Kyprioth replied. “Look.”
Aly | ooked. There was her body, deep in slumber on her pallet. She stood on air
beside the god. “Very well. Wat kind of trip?” she asked.

Kyprioth put a strong, surprisingly real arm around her ghost self’s wai st and
told her, “You'll see. It’'s going to be instructive, trust me on that.”

He bore her up through the keep’s walls and into the open sky beyond. The
ground, just touched with silver under the wani ng nmoon, raced underneath them
mount ai ns, jungle | owl ands, the sea. Lombyn Isle passed into the distance behind
them Below |lay the Azure Sea, black in the noonlight.

“Why do we travel this way?” she inquired, feeling confused. “You show ne what’s
going on in Tortall through dreans.”

“l don’t care about Tortall,” replied Kyprioth. “But | do love ny Isles, and
love to see themat night. You may as well| appreciate the view Tell me they are
not beautiful.”

“They’'re lovely,” Aly said, and yawned. “Can | go back to bed now that |’ve
admred then? My skin gets dry if | don't get my beauty rest.”

Kyprioth didn't even bother to reply. He carried her over the eastern side of

I mhyn Isle and down the long axis of Kypriang at a speed that woul d have made
Aly dizzy if she had been in her body, instead of dream ng.

Ahead lay the lights of Rajnuat, spread over the harbor hills. The city was

abl aze with light, its people nmilling in the streets. Kyprioth and Ay popped
through the pal ace roof, |anding inside a huge bedroom even nore brightly lit
than the streets. Courtiers gathered near the door, nmurnuring to one another.
Priests of the Black God, the god of death, stood beside a great bed at the
heart of the chanber, silent, waiting.

At the center of an expanse of heaped pillows, |linen sheets and goose-down
conforters lay an old, emaciated man with silvery hair, black eyebrows, and
stubbl ed cheeks. Aly had seen sketches of himin Tortall: King Oron. H s lips
were stained black. At his side a healer lifted away a basin filled with bl ood
and bile. She shook her head at the nobl es who stood nearby.

The man who stood nearest to the old king wore a circlet crown. “Prince
Hazarin,” Kyprioth said to Alvy.

The heal er jerked around as if she’'d heard. Her eyes wi dened as she | ooked in
their direction. She shivered and hurried out of the roomthrough a small side
door.

Next to the prince stood a woman who al so wore a circlet crown. She would be
Princess I majane, King Oron’s only surviving daughter. She was beautiful in an
icy, razor-sharp way. Aly | ooked at her for a noment, then turned her gaze to
the third person there who wore the circlet, a yawning boy Elsren’s age: Prince
Dunevon. | majane held the sleepy child upright.

Behi nd her stood a man Aly had glinpsed during her early days with the
Balitangs: a tall, balding man with chill gray eyes, a thin, straight nouth, and

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ta...%20Lioness%201%20-%20Tricksters%20Choice.txt (112 of 167) [11/1/2004 12:08:16 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/ T amora%20Pi erce%620-%20D aughter%6200f %20the%620L i oness¥6201%20-%20T ricksters%20Choi ce.txt

hair that was silver on top of his head, shading to black at the ends. There was
a resenbl ance between Rubi nyan and Bronau, though Rubinyan was fifteen years

ol der. He stood behind his wife, Inajane, his calculating eyes on the King.

The dying man struggled to sit up. As Prince Hazarin assisted him the courtiers
surged forward

Aly was uni npressed by Oron’s oldest |living son. Hazarin was in his md-forties.
At six feet one inch, he towered over every other nan in the room but his
commandi ng hei ght was offset by his bulk. He had a round face and a belly that
spilled over the cloth-of-gold raka sarong he wore in defiance of the luarin
court’s dress code. He conbed his hair straight back fromhis face, which
accented his soft, blobby features. A small, spade-shaped beard framed his full
pouting |ips.

“H's vices are the table and anything that he nmay snoke, drink, or breathe in,”
Kyprioth told her. “He has a wife who begs himfor a child, but she will get
none. His loins are barren froma child s disease, contracted when he was a man.
He thinks Rubinyan is the wisest man on earth, except for his taste in wives. He
detests his half sister, and she him He doesn’'t want to be king.”

“Attend, all,” croaked the dying Oron as Hazarin supported himin a sitting
position. “lI hereby name ny son Hazarin to be king after nme.” He glared at
Hazarin. “If | were you, 1’'d get me an heir. |12

“Excuse ne,” Kyprioth said abruptly, and vani shed. The next nmoment Aly saw hi m

again, this tine inside Oron's body.

“A great nonarch cones,” Oon said, his voice suddenly full and conmandi ng. “A
sunrise of glory for the homel and, harbi nger of new power and might in the
councils of the Emerald Ccean, when the fields are reaped of the invading

pl ague!”

The god left the king's body and nind as easily as he’'d entered. Oon coll apsed,
gasping for air. The surrounding courtiers all murnured and stepped back,
uncertain and afrai d. Rubinyan whispered in Inmgajane’s ear as Dunevon started to
cry.

“l love deat hbed prophecies,” Kyprioth confided to Aly. He'd returned to his
spot beside her. “They al ways put the cat anobng the pigeons.”

“l don’t suppose you' d want to confide this grand plan of yours to nme,” Ay

asked playfully. “Come on. | know you want to brag how smart you are.” No one in
the room seenmed to be able to hear her. “Tell, Kyprioth.”

The god shook his head. “You probably won't be here for it,” he told her. “If
you keep the children alive, you'll be on your way home in the fall. Besides,

it's dangerous to say sone things outright.”

Aly sighed. She didn't enjoy being left in the dark.

Kyprioth patted her shoulder. “It’s too serious for you anyway,” he added.
“You're not letting me have fun,” she retorted, pouting.

The heal er returned. She shooed the courtiers to their posts by the door, wal ked
around the king's famly, and nade Oron nore confortable. He grabbed her arm
struggled to tell her sonething, but failed. Slowy he went |inp.

“The king is dead,” Rubinyan said as the heal er drew the sheet over the dead
man's face. He turned to face Hazarin. “Long live the king!” He bowed deeply to
the former prince. Inmnjane curtsied |ow. The courtiers followed themin salute
to Hazarin.

Kyprioth chuckl ed, rubbing gl owi ng hands together. “The first act ends,” he told
Aly as he put his armaround her waist. “The next begins.”

“Except you won't tell me what it is,” Aly said as they soared through the

pal ace roof. “It'Il be like |eaving before the play’s over. Wiy can’t you just
tell me how you want it to cone out?”

“Because you suffer so prettily, dear,” Kyprioth informed her as they | eaped
into the starry night.

In the nmorning Aly took the goats out. She was still feeling cross that she
couldn’t see where the god’'s long game might lead him and the Isles. Rather
than visit briefly with Nawat, she nodded to himas she had done the norning
before, and bustled past his workbench. For a noment his smile caught and hel d
her attention. She dragged herself away. Every tine she | ooked at the crow nan,
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her lips remenbered the feel of his. And she saw him so often when she was at
the castle! It was too distracting. She refused to think about it. At this rate,
she woul d becone yet another girl who lingered by his bench when she was free of
work. Surely she had nore pride than that!

That night, in her report to the Balitangs, she told themof Oon’s death and
Hazarin's ascension to the throne. She assuned that the god had wanted her to
pass the information al ong.

“That poor old man,” Wnnam ne said. “At |least he’'s out of his misery.”

“That poor old man had hundreds nurdered, Wnna,” Dove remi nded her softly.
“He’s out ofour misery, which is nore inportant.”

“But Hazarin!” exclaimed Sarai. “He’'s a disaster. And he can’'t have children. If
he coul d, one of his mistresses would have given himsonme by now, even if his
wife' s barren.”

“She isn't,” Aly said.“He is. The god told ne.” She knew that she ought to fee
bad about concealing the true identity of the god who really tanpered with the
Balitangs' lives, but she didn't. Their ignorance was healthier for Aly. She
couldn’t tell how they might react if they |earned that Aly knew their god was
not Mthros. She didn't want to find out.

The duke and the duchess now exchanged | ooks. “lIt’s Dunevon, then, and a regency
council, should he succeed Hazarin while still a child,” Mequen renmarked slowy.
“Or Imajane will get herself appointed regent,” Wnnam ne pointed out. “Should
anyt hi ng happen to the king, of course. Wiich we pray it will not.”

“Should we tell the prince King Oron is dead?” asked Dove, deliberately not

| ooking at Sarai. “Wth Hazarin on the throne, Bronau is back in royal favor.
He'll want to |l eave for Rajnuat right away.” Sarai gave Dove a glare that woul d
have peel ed stone.

“Speaki ng of Bronau, young |ady,” Mequen said, turning to | ook at his ol dest
daughter. Sarai |ooked up at him “You are a girl of sense and proper
upbringing. This news about the king changes a few things.”

“He wants to marry ne,” Sarai inforned her parents airily. “He said so. There
wer e enough eavesdroppers”—she glared at her sister, then at Aly—=to tell you
that’s the truth.”

“But you need to keep things in mnd now,” said Wnnam ne. “Mre than the fact
that he’'s in debt and you are no heiress.”

Sarai thrust her chin out, the inmage of sixteen-year-old stubbornness. “What
sorts of things?”

The duchess sighed. “Once Bronau courted ne, remenber. | |earned a few things
about him He is anbitious. What can the Balitangs—di sgraced, inpoverished,

exil ed—effer an anbitious nman? Seem ngly nothing, except that with the king
dead, your father is one step closer to the throne. Woever marriesyou is one
step closer. Bronau needs noney, but in a pinch, a possible future queen night
do, particularly if your father is no | onger an obstacle. And he | oves both of
you.”

Sarai shook her head. “He loves me. Ithink he does, anyway.”

“Daughter, love is wonderful, but Bronau need not marry for it,” the duke said
gently. “Countless wonmen at court and in Rajnuat, nmarried and not, will happily
give himall the love he requires.” Wthout taking his eyes from Sarai he added,
“He has taken the nmaid Penbery to his bed every night he has been here.”

Sarai’'s eyes blazed. “I hate you!” she cried. She threw down her hoop and fled
the room
“She told ne she just liked the kissing,” Dove said plaintively. “I thought she

was playing at being in love with him not serious.”

“No, but she is proud. It hurts her pride to think he's taken soneone el se into
hi s bed when he’'s supposed to be pining for her,” said the duchess with a sigh
“We build up pretty pictures of nen, when we want to be in love. W hate to have
them rui ned.”

Now Aly could, and did, slip away. |If Bronau didn’t have ways to get court news
in a hurry, she would eat her pallet. He would | eave them soon, which could only
be to the good.

Three days later a dust-covered nessenger with a guard of royal guardsnen
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arrived fromDimari. Wrd had reached the island s governor through a network of
mages who communi cated t hrough scrying glasses, mirrors, and other devices. They
served the Crown throughout the Isles, passing information far nore quickly than
norrmal nethods carried it. The governor’'s nessage threw life at Tanair into a
bustl e, as everyone | earned what, until now, only the Balitangs, Aly, and the
raka conspirators knew. Oron was dead. Hazarin would be crowned soon, and he
wanted his friend Bronau at his side. By nightfall that day the prince was ready
to set out the next norning at dawn.

Hasui poured the wine while Aly waited in the shadows under the main stair. She
wat ched Sarai as the girl picked at her food. Just as Aly had expected, Sarai

| eft hal fway through supper, maki ng excuses to her parents and Bronau as she
fled the hall. Aly noved to wait by the door that led fromthe servants’ stair
to the | adies’ garden.

As the household left the main hall after the meal, Sarai, cloaked and wearing a
mai d’ s head scarf, energed fromthe keep. Wthout a sound Aly foll owed her to

t he garden.

Bronau was al ready seated on the lip of the fountain, the picture of nale

dej ection: head down, hands cl asped | ocosely between his knees. He junped to his
feet when he saw Sarai, and crossed the ground between themin four broad
strides, sweeping her up in his arnms and kissing her fiercely. Sarai hesitated,
then her arns went around Bronau’'s neck. She kissed himw th the sanme passion he
gave her.

Aly eased into a wall niche to watch. This was better than any drama that

Pl ayers acted out for an audi ence. And thiswas a drana. Sarai played the
desperate mai den, yearning for her forbidden |over. Bronau was the ol der, jaded
man who had found his heart’s desire when he ceased to |ook for it. By now Aly
was certain that the indignation Sarai had shown her parents over their
assessnent of Bronau’s notives came nore from Sarai’s belief that they thought
her a child than froma broken heart.

At last the man and girl separated, though they held onto one another’s hands.

“l swear to you, this is tenporary,” Bronau said, his gray eyes intent on Sarai
“I don’t knowif | can bear a separation, but this is our grand chance. Hazarin
is ny friend. He'll recall your famly fromthis desolation, and he'll speak for
me to Mequen. Then | can court you in the proper manner, not in this

hi de-in-the-corner way.”

“Speak to Papa now,” Sarai pl eaded.

Bronau shook his head. “Wen | have only ny nane and little nore? Mequen woul d
be a fool to |l et ne have you when there are weal thier nen who can offer you
proper estates and all that your |oveliness deserves. But if Hazarin grants ne
the things he has always clained will be mne when he cones to the throne, then

I won't be a second son; |I’'Il be a wealthy man in my own right. | will dress you
in pearls, then, and little else.” He enbraced her again.

This time when they stopped to breathe, Sarai told Bronau, “You'll find sone

ot her worman at court, | knowit. One who's sophisticated, and rich. You'l

forget all about an ignorant girl |ike ne.”

“You are wong. | will not ask for your pronise now, but you will see | nean

what | say,” Bronau told her. “Gve ne sone token of yours, to keep near ny
heart.”

Aly twi ddl ed her thunbs. She tried to renenber the passionate speeches that had
been addressed to her. Had they been this nonsensical ? Wuld she have swal | owed
t hent?

Per haps when | was twel ve, she thought, then grinned. Being the daughter of the
Li oness and of a spynaster, she hadn’t been romantic even then, well before
she’ d had extensive dealings with the people who made up her father’'s world. For
a nonment she saw Nawat’'s face in her mind s eye. He woul d never say such things
to her, or to any girl!

She bani shed Nawat’'s face from her thoughts and watched the | overs. Bronau was
tucking the citrine drop Sarai wore as a pendant into his belt pouch. There were
nmore ki sses, nore avowal s of undying passion. Wen they heard the duke in the

di stance, calling Bronau, Sarai fled through the rear entrance to the garden
Aly kept to the base of the keep wall as she followed the girl.
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Sarai waited for her on the keep's front steps. She sat there, head propped on
her hands, staring at the activity around the barracks and the torches that |it
the darkness. Aly sat beside her w thout a word.

“lI wouldn’t have done it if | hadn’t known you' d be there,” Sarai renmarked

wi thout looking at Aly. Her lips were swollen with Bronau’s kisses. “Know ng
you're watching helps me to keep ny head. Gtherwise | mght well end up on the
grass with ny skirts around nmy waist, |ike those maids he tunbles.”

“He seens very passionate,” Aly said idly, running her fingers through her cap
of hair.

Sarai sighed. “He kisses so nmuch better than the boys in Rajnuat.”

“Doyou want to marry hinP” Aly wanted to know.

“I"’mnot sure.” Sarai frowned. “I daydream about it, but it is just a dream
Papa and Wnnanmine aren’t sure of him That has to weigh with ne.”

“They're his friends. They ought to know,” Aly pointed out.

“Well, he’s leaving tonorrow. | won't have to worry about it for a while,” Sara
remar ked, and sighed. “Maybe 1’| see if that handsome Nawat has deci ded to be
interested in me yet. He's only a commoner, and an odd one at that, but it mght
be fun, teaching himhowto kiss.”

Aly scow ed as the other girl stood and went inside. She wasn't sure that Sarai
ought to practice kissing on soneone who mght not realize it was just a form of
amusenent. Wirse, what if Nawat fell in love with Sarai? Aly knew that Sarai was
very much aware of her position as a noble. She would flirt and have fun, but
when her father rem nded her of her duty to her famly, Sarai would do it. She
would marry for the betternent of her famly

Al'y deci ded Nawat had to be warned. She told herself that she didn't want that

i nnocent heart of his broken by a noble beauty trying her wings. Aly refused to
admt that she had any personal reason to warn him It occurred to her, briefly,
that she had been nmuch |ike Sarai back at hone, flirting with boys and nen just
because she was bored and |iked ki sses. The thought was not a confortabl e one.

No one expects a wonman busy at her sewing to pay attention to what's being said
around her. Never mind if a man’'s nother and sisters showed them they heard
everything while they stitched, he'll still think a wonman who plies her needle
saves all her brains for the work. You're a far better spy henmm ng sheets than
if you clank w th daggers.

—Froma letter to Aly from her father, when she was fourteen

12

THE MAGE OF POHON

Aly rose at her usual hour the next day, but instead of immediately leaving with
her goats, she waited. Wen Bronau’'s party rode out she collected her herd and
foll owed. She had resigned herself to the fact that the men were likely taking
secret comunications with them These were not nerchants, who could be
frightened by hooded warriors. Aly didn’t worry about any report Veron night
smuggl e out with Bronau’ s company. Wth a new king on the throne, the roya
agents throughout the Isles would await instructions fromtheir masters before
they made any reports that night offend the new governnent.

Aly tracked the prince and his group to the road out of Tanair, watching them
until even their dust was gone. She silently w shed them a dangerous voyage and
death at sea, then took her goats on to graze. Wen Aly and the goats reached
Ekit and Visda, she found that Nawat, U asim and Junai waited there along with
the shepherds. U asimwas already riding a horse, while Junai held the reins for
three nounts, including the mare C nnanon

“Did you sigh over the last of his horse’s droppings?’ U asimwanted to know,
smrking. “You watched himgo for |ong enough.”

“Aly doesn’t like him” Nawat pointed out. “Aly thinks he will come back and try
to eat the nestlings.”

Aly grinned at the crownman and | ooked at the two raka. “So lovely of you to pay

acall,” she told them “I w sh you d sent your nessenger ahead, so | mght have
prepared refreshments.”
“You will have your jokes,” replied Uasim He |ooked |ike a bronze raka idol in
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the saddle. “Munt up. W go to Pohon. My nother has agreed to neet us—that is,
you. It's going to be a long norning.”

Junai reveal ed the thinnest scrap of a snile, the first sign of any enotion Ay
had ever seen on her face. “You have no idea how | ong,” she said.

Aly raised an eyebrow at her bodyguard. “Your grandnother’s that charming, is
she?”

“Come see for yourself,” U asimsaid. He | ooked at Nawat, who was idly picking
insects froma tree’s bark and eating them “Your presence will not help. | told
you so back at Tanair.”

Nawat bird-shrugged. “Mages do not worry ne.”

Aly clunsily nounted C nnanon.

“There is no need to keep doing that,” Uasimtold her wearily. “Lokeij says you
can ride well.”

“Then keep that to yourselves,” Aly retorted. “It suits ne that our associates
not be aware of all ny skills.” To Nawat she said, “You were scarred by a mage
once. Shouldn’t that nake you wary?”

He cracked a beetle between his teeth. “It was the Pohon mage who did it,” he
sai d. “She makes funny noi ses when her sheets are in the nmud.” He | ooked up at
Aly. “The red ants are spicy. Wuld you like one?” He offered her an ant with
his normal cheerful snile, but the ook in his eyes was that of the human nal e
she’ d seen the night he had ki ssed her

Horrified, Aly realized she was bl ushing. Shenever blushed. “lI thank you, no,”
she replied, turning G nnanon. To the two raka she said, “Let’s go, then. Visda,
Ekit, I'msorry, but the goats—

“W are ready,” Visda said with a grin. “Have fun with the nage.”

Aly followed U asimand Junai to the road. “This nage,” she asked the raka,
“she’s decided she will join you?”

U asimsnorted. Today he dressed as a raka in a homespun w aparound jacket,
enbroidered in dark colors, and a highland raka's | eggings. H's |long hair was
tied back in a horsetail. “She has only said she will talk to you, and

woul dn’t put it beyond her to change her mind. Do you know how annoying it is
that you can do that?” he asked Nawat, who trotted along next to them his bare
feet scarcely nmaking a sound on the dirt road.

“I amrunning.” Nawat’'s voice was as relaxed as if he sat on his workbench,
fletching arrows. “It is not as good as flying, but it is exercise.”

“Yes, but—does he bother you?” Ay asked the two raka. To Nawat she expl ai ned,
“l don’t want to nake any raka unconfortable, you see, and maybe you woul d.”
“We are cousins,” said both Nawat and Junai. They halted and stared at one

anot her. Both | ooked startled and pl eased.

Finally Junai said, “Everyone knows what he was. And crows and raka are both the
children of the crow god and goddess. Qur |egend says the first humans were

hat ched out of the great crow nest. W nade a mistake in the egg and shed our
feathers.”

“Then there have been other crows who turned into people?” asked Aly. She
couldn’t help but think thatsoneone could have nentioned that earlier

“Rarely,” said Uasim “But there are tales, just as there are tales of those
raka who turned to crows rather than die. Do we stand here all day, or do we get
on with things?” He sent his horse down the road. Aly and Junai foll owed, Nawat
trotting along between the two wonen.

“Am 1 no | onger the goatherd?” Aly wanted to know.

“Her Grace says you need to be able to nove,” replied Uasim “CQur |adies w sh
to ride far and neet their people. Her G ace wi shes to spend nore tine at the
castle, mnding the younger children and preparing the household for winter. You
are to bear Saraiyu and Dovasary conpany, with their bodyguards, and Junai.”
Al'y nodded. That would work. As always, she was grateful to the duchess for
seei ng what was necessary. “Now, this nmage is your nother?” she asked. “Junai’s
gr andnot her Cchobu?”

“She hates luarin,” replied Junai as her father’'s face went stony. “She has
agreed to talk, not to help. That will be a matter for your persuasion, unless
you intend to have the god command her.”

“I'f 1 were you, | would call on the god,” Uasiminformed Aly dryly. “She is

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ta...%20Lioness%201%20-%20Tricksters%20Choice.txt (117 of 167) [11/1/2004 12:08:16 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/ T amora%20Pi erce%620-%20D aughter%6200f %20the%620L i oness¥6201%20-%20T ricksters%20Choi ce.txt

sworn to him She nust obey. You? W will be lucky if she does not scorch you
But you insisted on seeing her, and she is a powerful mage, powerful enough to
guard this entire plateau.”

Aly drew herself up in the saddle, mffed. She was the daughter of George Cooper
and the Lioness, after all. It was a pretty sad thing if she had to depend on a
god to step in whenever a little diplonacy would do the trick. “Have we brought
presents for her? Sonetines a properly offered gift appeases even the nobst

st ubborn people.”

“I't would not appease her,’
bitter, cruel old hermt.”
“She says the sweetest things of you, too,” said Junai.“l think you are both too
proud to apol ogi ze, Father.” To Aly she said, “He’s right about a gift, though
Grandnot her would only nmake it expl ode in your hands.”

“Here,” said Nawat, reaching a hand to Aly. “She mght like this.” He passed her
sonet hi ng hard.

Aly | ooked at the thing he’d given her. It was a rock, sone kind of granite,
bright and sparkling in the sun. “Nawat,” she asked wearily, “why have you given
me a stone?”

“I't is sparkly,” Nawat informed her gravely. “Females |ike sparkly things, just
as crows do.”

Junai nmade a noi se that sounded very like a snort to Aly.

Aly sighed. She ought to have known that his reason didn't nake sense to her in
the least. “Not human fenml es, Nawat.”

“That’s not exactly true,” Uasimtold her in a choked voice that sounded as if
he was trying not to | augh. “Rubies, eneralds, dianponds, all of those things
sparkl e, and human feral es | ove gens.”

Aly shot the footman a | ook that said,Don't confuse him She tucked the rock
into her belt purse. “I'I|l explain later,” she told Nawat, who watched her with
worried eyes. “Thank you for trying to help ne.”

When they rode around the walls that encircled Pohon, Ay relaxed. She was not
sure the villagers had forgotten her last visit. Instead U asimand Junai |ed
her and Nawat deeper into the forest, following a narrow road. They passed into
the |l ands behind the village, riding under tall, ancient trees alive with birds
and squirrels. It was a perfect sumer day, not too hot even on the open road,
with gentle breezes carrying the scents of pine and |leaves to Aly’s nose.

At |ast they reached the top of a ridge that |ooked down into a small, cuplike
hollow. At its bottomwas a rough | og house, hung about with charns, signs, and
wi nd chines. A creek raced past it, shaped with stone by human hands to forma
deep pool before it reentered the trees. Aline of drying clothes hung in the
sunshi ne behind the house, a honely touch for a nage’'s domamin. A pair of cats

| ounged in front of the door, watching themw th eyes turned anber by the sun

Uasimreplied, grimfaced. “She is a cross-grained,

Nawat grinned. “It’s washing day,” he observed.
Aly frowmed at him “Leave the wash alone. You re not a crow anynore.”
“No,” he replied. “I ama matel ess human.” He sighed, trying to ook forlorn

“Stop that,” Ay warned. She kneed C nnanon down the path toward the cottage.
Halting in front, she and her conpani ons di snount ed.

Atiny creature flew over to sniff Aly. She sighed in wonder. It was a miniature
flying horse, a bay mare, bat-w nged and perfect, its body no |larger than her
hand. “Where did you cone fron?” she asked softly.

“They nest here,” replied U asimas other wi nged horses flapped around them A
piebald stallion glided over to Nawat. “The old wonman puts up wi th any nonsense
if it doesn't cone froma hunan being,” the raka continued bitterly. “Sonetines
I think-=2

He was interrupted by the piebald stallion. The tiny creature reared and

nei ghed, pawing the air in fury.

“Maybe he remenbers me,” Nawat remarked. The stallion flewat him hitting him
in the face with his wings. “Stop it! My nother had nestlings of her own to
feed!”

“You took one of their nestlings?” asked Aly, horrified.

“Several,” replied Nawat, trying to shield his face. Two nore wi nged horses flew
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into attack him “They make a very—euch! —good neal for hungry young!”

“Wiy did you come if you nade an eneny of the little kudarung?” U asimwanted to
know. He and Junai backed off, leading their nounts away fromthe snmall wi nged
creatures. “ls thereanyone hereabouts who |ikes you?”

Nawat yel ped as four nore wi nged horses swooped at himfroma clunp of bushes,
where they seenmed to gather. Aly giggled as they dove at him Kkicking, biting,
pulling his hair and clothes, smacking himwi th their wings. “I thought they
woul dn’t renenber!” he cried in answer to Uasim “lt’s been weeks, and | was a
crow”

Al'y di snmounted and handed her reins to Junai, then ran |aughing to Nawat’'s
rescue. “Stop that,” she ordered as nore of the snmall w nged horses swarned out
of the brush. “He isn't a crow anynore.” She gently tried to bat them away from
Nawat . “How did you even recogni ze hin? He's not here to take nestlings.” She
grabbed the piebald stallion as he tried to nip at Nawat’'s face. “He's quite a
reformed—ew! ” The tiny stallion twisted in her grip and fastened his teeth in
one of her fingers, drawing blood. Aly dropped him The stallion flew at her
face. Aly squeaked and ducked.

More of the winged horses appeared in answer to their fellows’ enraged calls
Hal f of them descended on Aly, the rest on Nawat.

“I think they believe you are a crow, too,” Junai called as the still-anmused Ay
protected her head with her hands. The creatures bit her hands and gouged her
head with hooves and teeth, battering her with their w ngs.

“WI1Il youhel p us instead of gawpi ng?” denanded Aly, trying not to |augh. She
didn't want to hurt the tiny inmortals, but their assaults were painful, and she
had busi ness here. She could hardly inpress Cchobu Dodeka if she was too busy
fighting off winged pests with | ong nmenori es.

“But it's the npst amusing thing |I’'ve seen all year,” Uasimreplied in a
strangl ed voi ce. Speaking appeared to destroy his control; he collapsed in

| aughter. Junai sinply watched, a tiny smile on her usually still face.

Aly flapped her open hands, trying to push the small kudarung away. Nawat
covered his head with his arns. “They're clever, aren’t they?” he asked Ay,
wincing. “To know |’ma crow even in this shape.”

“l don’t care how clever they are,” Aly replied. She yel ped as a kudarung bit
the rimof her ear. Grabbing the animal, she tried to tug it free, but it
refused to let go. Not wanting to hurt it or tear her ear, she had one course of
action left to her. She ran for the stream and dove into the part that had been
shaped to form a deep pool

The water, coming fromthe nountains, was bone-achingly cold even on this sumer
day. She lunged to the surface and gasped, her teeth chattering. Water sprayed
all over her as Nawat junped in, sheddi ng kudarung as they saw where he was
bound.

Aly swamto the edge of the pool. She was about to clinb out onto the | and when
a smal|l flock of kudarung attacked, driving her underwater. She found Nawat
there, forced under the surface as she had been to escape their tormentors. They
shot up for a deep breath of air before the immortals descended. On her next
trip for air, Aly |ooked around quickly. There, on the bank near the shall ow
upper stream she saw a |likely weapon. She ducked underwater and swamtoward it,
her head aching fromthe chill and the kudarungs' assault. \Wen she cane up
again, the large branch was a yard away. She |unged and seized it, wading into
the shal | ow wat er above the pool. There she stood, batting her persecutors away
wi th the branch.

Nawat j oi ned her, to huddle at her side. “They are not very forgiving,” he
observed.

Aly lifted a foot and shoved hi m back into the pool

Above the shrill, furious calls of the kudarung she heard | aughter as harsh as
any crow s bawl. She turned to find its source and saw an ol d worman barely five
feet tall. The newconer was dressed |ike the highland raka wonen in a bright

wr aparound jacket and long skirt, both thickly enbroidered. The fire of a

magi cal G ft shone from beneath her skin in Aly’s Sight. The old wonan had a

| ong nose, eyes |like upside-down crescents framed by winkled flesh, and a nouth
as straight as Junai’s. Wite | ocks conbed to either side sprang from her
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hairline at the center of her forehead. The rest of her short, curling hair was
the color of steel shot with threads of black and white. Her |aughter had a
jeering quality.

“QCchobu Dodeka, is this how you treat your guests?” Ay denmanded, sw nging her
branch at the kudarung. “W’'re here to talk to you. Call these things off before
| hurt one!”

“l don’t want to talk toyou ,” the old woman replied with a grin that showed
teeth. “And they aren’t pets, to conme and go at ny conmand.” She | ooked at Juna
and Uasim “Thisis the god’ s nessenger?” she demanded, her black eyes snapping
with scorn. “If you're listening to this luarin sisat, you haven't a prayer of
success. | won't go with you to die!”

Aly sighed. It was tine to work. She handed the branch to Nawat, who was
clinmbing out of the pool. Wen he took it, Aly went to Cchobu. The kudarung who
had concentrated on swarmng Aly turned to continue their attack on Nawat.

“Am |1 mstaken?” Aly inquired nmldly, leaning her head to clear water from one
ear. “You're refusing to help us.”

“If they are hel ped by such as you, they are beyond hope,” retorted the old
raka. “They would do better to take the road as roam ng Players, amnusing the
luarin nobility.”

Aly | eaned her head to the other side to clear the water fromthat ear. In her
politest tone she inquired, “So you nust approve the work roster, before you
will deign to hel p? Must the ones who risk their lives anong the luarin every
day bring each and every tool they choose for your inspection first?”

OCchobu scow ed at Aly. “No one asked you.”

Aly dug in her ear with a finger. “Yourgod asked nme, Ochobu Dodeka,” she
replied, still polite, knowing that the old wonman expected her to show rage.
“And do you know what? It will be for nothing,” she inforned the raka with her
friendliest smle. “Because as long as you and others like you find only
obstacl es, you can put off actually having todo sonething. You can just talk
about it and dream of soneday. We'll all die of old age. You raka will still
have the luarin boot on your necks. After a while,raka won't nean ‘ peopl €’
anynore—+t will just nmean ‘slave.’”

“l could blast you where you stand,” COchobu whi spered, her eyes deadly.

Aly wung out her tunic’s hem “Go on,” she said cheerily. “Do your worst. O
course, the god might object.” She gave Cchobu a nonent to think and then

anot her nmonent to act. Wen it was clear the raka mage was not going to kil

her, Aly called, “Nawat, stop playing with the little horsies. W’ re going back
to Tanair.”

“I would gladly stop playing with them” Nawat called, swinging his branch
around himto keep the kudarung at bay. “They are the ones who will not stop.”
Cchobu | ooked over Aly’s shoul der, pushing her lips in and out, as if she were
thinking. Aly concentrated on winging out as nmuch of her tunic as she could
reach. Finally Cchobu bared her teeth and whistled sharply. A handful of
kudarung flew away fromthe swarm The old wonman whistled twice nore before the
rest broke off their assault and returned to their clunp of brush

Cchobu | ooked at U asimand Junai. “Did the pesky crow have to cone?” she
demanded.
Aly smiled graciously. “I like the crow.”

The old wonman | ooked at Aly, then at Nawat. “Stay away fromnmy drying lines,”
she war ned.

Nawat treated her to his beaming snmle. “I ama man now. Men do not drag cloth
in the nud.”

The nage snorted, then | ooked Aly over. “Wre you any other god s nessenger, |
woul dn’t believe you,” she said drily as U asimand Junai |ed the horses across
the creek. “But our godwould pick a luarin.”

“You choose tools for a task by their crafting, not their look,” a crow said
crisply froma nearby tree. He flapped over to land on a barrel in front of the
cottage. “A smith’'s finest hammer will be streaked with soot.” Like the
Kyprioth-crow of Aly’s first Isles dream he wore gemstudded rings on his
talons and a gaudy jewel ed necklace around his throat. He shone in Aly's Sight.
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“So you really chose this wench,” COchobu said.

Kyprioth ruffled his feathers. “Stop trying to quarrel with ne, or I will |eave
you to the Rajnuat luarin. Do you think Oron was bad? He will be as nothing
conpared to Hazarin, |nmajane, Rubinyan, and Bronau, believe ne. If we're to
change things, it nust be now. The Chain’s time has cone.”

Aly frowed. “Wat’'s the Chai n?” she asked.

Kyprioth turned a ring on one claw with his beak. It was U asi mwho answered.
“My nother and her friends,” he said, neeting the old wonan's eyes with
defiance. “A network of raka mages, spread throughout the Isles, waiting to take
back what was theirs.”

“You said it might not be so,” OCchobu renmarked wearily to Kyprioth. “You said we
mght fail.”

“Every hunman effort has that chance,” replied Kyprioth. “W gods can’t change
that. Besides, it would be very bad for your characters if you had things easy
all the tinme.”

“I told nmy children that. They didn't believe me any nore than | believe you.”
Ochobu wal ked over to a bench next to her door and sat between the cats. “W
woul dn’t be in this state if you had turned the invaders away three hundred
years back.”

Kyprioth | eaped off the barrel in crow formand | anded on the ground as a man,
in his human jewelry, jacket, and sarong. He stood before COchobu, sparks in his
dark eyes. Aly took a step back, feeling his presence as a pressure on her body
and nind, like a heatless sun. U asimand Junai shaded their eyes as they | ooked
on. Only Nawat seened unconcerned. He squatted on the ground, dripping, as he
ate selections froma columm of ants.

“You do not think gods may be routed fromtheir thrones, and thrust into the
outer parts of the Divine Real n8?” Kyprioth asked Cchobu softly. “You do not
believe a god may be so battered in conbat with his | and-hungry brother and
sister that he mght need centuries to heal? Do not speak of what | should have
done, Ochobu Dodeka. You were not at ny side on that battlefield.”

Aly wi shed she could go anywhere el se. This was too personal for her. For the
first tinme she felt like a true intruder in the Copper Isles.This was the reason
he toyed with her and the Balitangs, this ancient |oss. Kyprioth' s playful ness
had made the stakes seemsnall, as if he had nmeddled with her life for his own
amusenent. Now she had the truth of it, that the tide was turning in the Copper
Isles. She was a pawn, the Balitang children just one nore piece, on a board
that stretched over niles and years.

Cchobu slid down to kneel before Kyprioth, tears stream ng down her face. She
had borne even nore of the god' s power than had Aly, Uasim or Junai

Aly rested a hand on the old woman’s shoul der. “Maybe she snaps at you because
she’s afraid,” she told Kyprioth, though she didn't quite dare to look into his
face. “You gods know you have centuries to turn the tables. W hunmans don't. W
have short lives that can be nade shorter with the stroke of a sword.”

Burning fingers gripped her chin, forcing her to ook up. Aly jerked away from
the pai nful touch. Wen Kyprioth grabbed her chin a second tine, it didn't hurt.
Her knees quivered as she net his bottom ess gaze, but sonehow she managed to
remai n on her feet.

“Dear heart, you are wasted in Tortall,” Kyprioth told her softly, his eyes
showi ng her suns and waves that swanped i sl ands, vol canoes, and shivering cracks
in the earth. “One of us would have put a fire like yours to use sooner or
later.” He let Aly go and regarded Cchobu. “A d wonman, let’'s have a cup of tea,
for old tinmes' sake.”

Ay hel ped Cchobu to stand, but she didn't go with Kyprioth and U asi m when they
foll owed the worman inside. She stayed in the sun, drying out with Nawat as Juna
unsaddl ed and groomed the horses. It took a while for her head to stop spinning
fromthat long look into the god' s eyes.

A flicker of light at the cottage's open doorway told Aly that the god had left.
U asimand his nother remained inside for a while longer, talking. Junai and Aly
practiced their conbat exercises and Nawat tried to catch fish barehanded in the
stream At last Uasimleft the cottage, saddl ebags hung over one shoul der. He
and Junai got to work saddling their horses and the swaybacked mare that anbl ed
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out of the shelter of the trees when U asimleft the house. Cchobu finally
energed, carrying a pack. She thrust it into Aly’s hands, then wal ked over to
the clunp of brush where the tiny kudarung nest ed.

“Nawat, put that down,” Aly told her friend, who had secured a wiggling fish
“We're | eaving.”

“But | just caught it,” Nawat conplained. “I knew | could.”

“You still know you can. Let the poor fish go,” Aly retorted. “Wth all the bugs
you’ ve eaten today, you can’'t possibly be hungry.”

She heard a sound and turned, frowning, to see what was the matter with Junai

Her usually stoic bodyguard was actually trying not to giggle.

“If you only knew howstrange that sounds,” U asimrenarked. “You sound |ike her
nmot her.” He nodded at the red-faced Junai

Nawat si ghed and rel eased his captive back into the stream

Al'y shook her head and strapped Cchobu's pack to the back of Cinnanbn’s saddl e.
“Wel |, hehas been eating a |ot of bugs,” she said, knowing that didn't explain
anyt hi ng.

Cchobu returned and nounted the swaybacked mare. Three adult kudarung flew in
her wake, all of thempitch black with white stars on their nuzzles. “They nake
good nessengers for short distances,” Ochobu told Aly. “And if you or the crow
bot hers them you can carry your own nessages.”

Al'y rubbed her sore ear and wi nced. She had bunped the deepest bite. Holding her
much- smear ed handkerchief to the wound, she said, “l never bothered themin the
first place.”

“I will not bother themif Ay says not to,” added Nawat. To her he whi spered,
“Not until we have enough nestlings of our own to nob them back.”

“We're notgoing to—= Ay began in a heated whisper, trying to deny that they
woul d mate and have nestlings, but realized it was useless. This was just one of
those i deas Nawat woul d have to outgrow, since words didn't seemto change his
m nd on the subject.

“Let’s go,” Uasimordered. “There is work to be done at hone.”

They rode together out of the holl ow and back down the road. Wen they reached
the fork that | ed to Pohon, Cchobu reined up. “Junai, ride in and let Pilia know
I am gone,” she ordered. “Ask her if she will keep an eye on things and feed ny
animal s.”

“l cannot,” Junai replied. She pointed to Aly. “She is ny charge.”

The old woman gl ared at her granddaughter. “You think | cannot protect your

| uarin pry-nonkey?”

“Sorry, Gandnother,” Junai said quickly. She kicked her gelding into a trot and
headed for Pohon.

Aly watched in awe, then turned to Ochobu. “WII| you teach ne how to do that?”
she asked. “She never listens to ne.”

“I will not,” said Cchobu, followi ng U asimdown the road. “Converse with ne
only when you nust, luarin. | nmay have to treat with you, but we will not be
friends.”

Aly shrugged and | et nother and son ride far enough ahead for themnot to
suspect she was eavesdroppi ng. Ochobu m ght never like her, that was plain. So

Il ong as they could work together until the equinox, Aly didn't care if COchobu

|i ked her or not. The old wonan had every reason to hate white skins, after all.
At least | don't have to share a small castle with her over the winter, she

t hought happily. She watched as Nawat ran into the woods a little way to exam ne
sonet hing that had caught his eye. He would return when he felt the need.

It occurred to Aly that in her eagerness to getany kind of true nage to Tanair
she had never asked anyone what kind of power Ochobu had. Cbviously the old
worman was strong, to stop bandits frompreying on the villages of the plateau,
and protective magic was certainly the nost inportant thing for the Balitangs to
have. Still, Ay could put Ochobu to better use if she knew the mage’s
strengths.

Aly let her mind drift, absorbing forest sounds: songbirds, rustling creatures,
squirrel disputes, Nawat’'s steps anong tree litter. In the distance a crow

fam |y discussed the |ocation of a dead ani mal supper. An eagle’'s distant shriek
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reached her ears, and the whisper of wind in the pines. She closed her eyes,
adjusted her mind to bring into play the nore conpl ex aspects of her nagica

Si ght, then opened them

Cchobu’s G ft had been visible fromthe monent Aly first saw her. G fts always
appeared in her vision as a series of ripples in the air around the nage, as if
he or she gave off heat. Now Aly’'s deeper Sight discovered nore specific powers
that appeared as i mges that gl owed then faded over the round curve of Cchobu’s
back. She saw a nortar and pestle, a handful of plants, a stormracing over the
open fields of the plateau, a charmthat turned away harnful nagics, a bow of
wat er for scrying.

“Stop that,” Ochobu called over her shoul der, startling Aly out of her calm
state. “It tickles.”

When they got back to Tanair, Aly had a quick talk with the duchess about the
nmorning’s events. “So you're saying we have a nage now,” Wnnani ne said when Ay
was done. “And we need to make her part of the household, w thout raising a
fuss.”

Ay bowed. “Exactly, ny lady.”

W nnam ne stared into the distance for a nonent, her |ips nmoving as she thought.
At | ast she |looked at Aly. “Rihani’s never been confortable as our sol e heal er
She is a wonderful herbwife, but has little experience with serious ail nments.
think she’'ll be relieved if this Cchobu takes over, and she can be of use in
maki ng nedici nes. | also know ny wonan, Penbery, is |less than delighted with

| ooking after Elsren and Petranne during the day. R hani may take her place, and
Penbery shall wait on Sarai and ne. And you, mny dear, are being pronoted again.
It is tinme Dove had her own nmaid.”

Aly grinned. “l serve at Your Grace’'s comrand,” she replied, thinking that the
duchess woul d have made a fine general, with her delicate way of rearrangi ng her
troops. Fromwhat Aly knew of the househol d, everyone whose job had just changed
woul d i ke the new arrangenent. The change for Aly herself neant that she was
now free to ride anywhere that Dove ni ght choose to go.

Once the duchess net Cchobu and expl ained things to R hani and Penbery, Ri hani
took Cchobu to the keep's infirmary. Ay hel ped the footnmen to nove the duke's
and duchess’s things back to their old roons, now that Bronau was gone. After
the adult Balitangs were resettled and the older girls’ roons restored for their
use, Sarai took charge of Aly's wardrobe. Dove ordered a hot bath for her new
mai d. “Because you shoul d | ook nice, and not shed goat hair on ny things,” she
said primy, her eyes dancing with m schief.

Aly stuck her tongue out at her young mistress and happily clinbed into the tub.
The main thing she had nmissed about home, after her famly, was the luxury of a
real bath. After weeks of washing in ponds or froma basin full of water, a hot
bath was bli ss.

Aly soaked until the water began to cool. She washed her scant inches of
red-gold hair twi ce, scrubbed until she was crinson with cleanliness, then dried
herself with a proper cloth. She noticed that she had put on sone weight with
the Balitangs, but the neals of |eftovers, bread, and cheese had still not
brought her to the wei ght she had at hone.

“Try these,” Sarai ordered, opening the dressing roomdoor and tossing in gowns
and shifts. “Can you sew?”

“l can sew,” she told Sarai, thinking, Da made sure ofthat . “Of course,

require the usual tools for it.”

“Use ny box,” Sarai offered. “Dove replaced her sewing things with ink and pens
and paper. You'll need to take these clothes in—you' re too big for Dove’'s
hand- ne- downs, and too bony for mne.” She grinned at Aly and cl osed the door
Aly spent the rest of the afternoon stitching Sarai’s castoffs to fit her
thinner frane. Once she had a conplete outfit—a cotton shift and an
anber - col ored gown—she dressed and hurried downstairs in tine to pour the supper
wine. Afterward she joined the famly in the duke and duchess’s chanbers,
Sarai’s sewi ng box bal anced on her hip. There she sat and sewed, a perfectly
natural evening's occupation for a lady’'s maid. Once Ri hani took Elsren and
Petranne up to bed, the famly shifted in their seats to |look at Alvy.

“l thought you objected to pronotion,” remarked the duke. “You told us that
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peopl e woul d notice a servant being sonewhere that she shouldn't.”

“I"ve kept ny goatherd’ s things just in case,” Aly said. “For now, acting as
Lady Dove's maid will take nme to the places | need to go as long as | continue
to wear ny collar.”

There was a rap on the door. Wthout waiting, Ochobu canme in and cl osed t he door
behind her, sealing it with a line of magical fire visible only to Aly. “To foi
eavesdroppers,” the old woman expl ained gruffly. She nodded abruptly to the
Bal i tangs, then took a seat uninvited.

Aly sighed internally at the old woman's pride, then told the duke, “Your G ace,
this is Ochobu Dodeka of Pohon village. She is the nother of Uasim and a true
mage. COchobu, | present Hi s Grace Duke Mequen Balitang.” Aly glared at the old
worman until she bowed to the duke from her seat. “Her Grace has al ready nade
Cchobu’ s acquai ntance,” Ay continued. “Cchobu, may | al so present Lady Saraiyu,
and Lady Dovasary.”

The ol d wonman | ooked the girls over with sharp eyes. Then she bowed, but to that
she added the raka gesture of respect, her arns crossed over her breasts, palns
on the opposite shoulders. The girls, startled, responded with the sane gesture.
To the duke Aly said, “Cchobu is sent by the god to help to protect you.” She
crossed her fingers behind her back, praying that no one here would nention

whi ch god was invol ved. She had forgotten to tell Cchobu that the Balitangs
believed it was Mthros who had taken an interest in their fate

“When Aly said she’d found a true healer and herbwife, | nearly collapsed with
relief,” the duchess told the duke with a smle. “R hani is good with herbs and
| esser ailnments, but |1’ve been living in fear that sonmeone would break a | eg or
sonme great sickness would reach us. W would be in real trouble.” To Cchobu she
said, “You are thrice wel cone anpong us.”

“l could do no less, lady,” Ochobu replied stiffly. “I served the famly of the
first duchess, and it is nmy honor to serve her daughters.”

“I would like to learn fromyou, if it’s agreeable,” Wnnam ne said. “Unless you
prefer not to have sonmeone underfoot? | know nmany healers don't. Rihani wll
assi st you, of course, but | think the nore | can learn, the nore useful | wll
be.”

Aly couldn’t decipher the | ook that Ochobu gave Wnnanine. Finally the ol d woman
said, “Mdst luarin do not ask. They order.”

“We are not of that sort,” Mequen replied, his deep voice quiet. “In this house
the raka are respected, as ny first wife was respected. Wnnanm ne was al so
Sarugani’'s friend.”

“We can gather herbs when we go out riding, like we did for R hani,” Sarai told

Cchobu. “If we know what to |look for, we will.”
“Ri di ng?” asked the duke, raising his brows. “Are you not needed here? Lessons,
getting our house in order for winter . . . ?”

“We have summer chores well covered,” said the duchess. “The girls feel they
didn't really get to know the |ocal people on their rides with Bronau.
Everything was formal, and country matters bore him 1'd |like to stay honme with
the little ones. | feel 1've been neglecting them” Wen Mequen still frowned,
the duchess touched his arm “My dear, the girls will have plenty of tine for

| essons once winter starts. The villagers say we nay be confined to the castle
for days at a tine. Let themride now, while they can.”

Mequen took Wnnamne's hand within his. “Very well.” He | ooked at the girls.
“Behave and obey your guards, or you will be confined to the castle grounds
until spring, do you understand? W are not in Rajnuat any |onger. Trouble can
find us here easily.”

“Yes, Papa,” said Dove neekly.

“Yes, Papa,” echoed Sarai.

Aly glanced at Cchobu. The ol d nmage watched the duke, her eyes and face
unreadable. Still, thought Ay, she isn't cursing or spitting on the floor
because he and the duchess are luarin. It’'s a start.

Inatinme of fear, the One Wio | Promised will cone to the raka, bearing glory
in her train and justice in her hand. She will restore the god to his proper
tenple and his children to her right hand. She will be twi ce royal, w se and

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ta...%20Lioness%201%20-%20Tricksters%20Choice.txt (124 of 167) [11/1/2004 12:08:16 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/ T amora%20Pi erce%620-%20D aughter%6200f %20the%620L i oness¥6201%20-%20T ricksters%20Choi ce.txt

bel oved, a living enblemof truth to her people. She will be attended by a wi se
one, the cunning one, the strong one, the warrior, and the crows. She will give
a hone to all, and the kudarung will fly in her honor

—Fromthe Kyprish Prophecy, witten in the year 200H. E.

di scovered i n Duke Mequen’s books by Ay

13

LADI ES OF THE RAKA

The next norning, after Penbery and Aly hel ped themto dress and nmake up their
room Sarai and Dove took Aly to breakfast, then to the stable. They passed
Nawat, seated in the sun as was his habit, carefully gluing feathers to shafts.
Al'y stopped for a monent, fascinated with Nawat’s fine touch as he set the
fletchings in glue. Sarai returned and dragged her away.

Lokeij's stable boys had al ready saddl ed Sarai’s gelding, Dove's nmare, and Aly's
mar e C nnanon. Fesgao, two of the other nen-at-arns, and Junai were already
mounted, waiting for them Aly clanbered as awkwardly as she could into the
saddl e and made a snall business of wiggling to settle herself. Their party
rode through Tanair at a wal k. Many of the people who were out wanted to greet
the two Balitang girls personally. Aly was careful to sit her nount |ike a sack
of flour, keeping up the pretense that she rode badly.

Once they were clear of Tanair’'s gate, Sarai cried, “Let’s go!” and ki cked her
gelding into a gallop. Fesgao and one of the nen-at-arns foll owed her, catching
up before she was too far ahead. Dove did not even twitch her nare’s rein for a
faster gait. Ay, Junai, and the other man-at-arns stayed with her

“l thought she just did that to show off for Bronau,” Ay comented.

“No,” Dove told her, and sighed heavily. “Every sumer, when we go to our

mount ai n estates on Tongkang, she gallops everywhere. She loves to ride. | think
she’ d do anything in the saddle if she could, including sleep.”

“That talent could be useful,” Ay pointed out.

“Wait till your behind starts to hurt,then tell ne if it’s useful,” advised the

younger girl. “I really admre Wnna. Al those rides with Bronau, and never
once did she let on she's got saddle sores.”

“She wants Sarai to |ike herthat much?” Aly was surprised. She knew that the
duchess want ed her stepdaughters’ affection, but she hadn’'t guessed how far the
| ady mght go for it.

“Well, alittle,” Dove adnitted. “They get on well enough anynore. Mostly W nna
cane for Bronau.” She frowned, her small dark face intent on her thoughts.
“Wnna |ikes himwell enough. | nean, you could tell, she | aughed at his jokes,
and they talked all the tinme, but-Aly, she doesn’t trust him | don't think she
even knows how little she trusts him She never |et them escape their bodyguards
on our rides.”

“Interesting,” Aly said thoughtfully, sharpening her nagical Sight so that she
could keep an eye on Sarai and her escorts, still galloping down the road. “She
doesn’t think he’ d dishonor Sarai, does she?”

“l don’t know,” Dove replied. “Wat | know is that Wnna understands the prince
as well as anybody, even better than Papa. Her not trusting himto behave
honorably, that worries nme. Doesn’t it worry you? Because | don't think we've
seen the last of His Highness, not at all.”

Aly | ooked at the twelve-year-old. “You' re very observant,” she renarked.

“And col d,” Dove said, her mouth pulled down in distaste. “You didn't say cold.
Everyone does.”

“But you're not cold,” Aly replied. “You've |l earned to hide yourself. To hide in
plain sight.”

“Li ke you,” Dove pointed out.

Aly grinned. “You have to admit, it's very useful.”

Dove chuckl ed. When she did, her face lit with a powerful light. “Do you play
chess?”

“Alittle,” replied Aly, who could al nost beat her grandfather, one of the
finest players in Tortall

“Good,” Dove said cheerfully. “lIt’'s getting harder to | ose so Papa doesn’t
realize what I’mdoing. | can tell himl’mteaching you.”
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After their return to the castle, Aly laid out clean clothes for Dove, then went
in search of their new nmage. She found Ochobu in the roons set aside for the
heal er and any patients at the back of the kitchen wing. The old worman was
hangi ng up bunches of dry herbs next to those Ri hani had al ready prepared.

Shel ves al ong one side of the infirmary, once enpty but for R hani’s collection
of salves, liquids, and tools, now bore a collection of nedical and magica
tool s, substances, and books.

“What do you want?” Ochobu demanded, stretching to hang a bunch of dried mnt
froma beam over head.

Aly | eaned agai nst the door frame and smiled. “I wanted to see how you were
settling in. | confess, | thought you' d prefer to live in a hut behind the
stable than here within luarin walls.”

Cchobu glared at her. “If | say | will do athing, | doit,” she inforned Ay
stiffly. “lI have cone to safeguard the lady Sarai, and to help you win your
wager. |If the Balitang children survive the summer, there will be one |ess
luarin in the Isles at least, and you are a particularly annoying one.”

Aly raised her brows. “So the god told you of our bet. Does U asi m know?”
Cchobu shook her head. “The god spoke to ne in the night. He says you are only a
temporary irritation. He thinks that with the sumrer over, the luarin rulers

wi Il have sorted out the kingship. The |ady who may or nmay not be our prom sed
one shall be safe for the winter.” She poured juniper berries froma bow into a
nortar and began to nash them releasing their piney scent.

The nention of the end of the wager itched Aly. Being called “a tenporary
irritation” was al so quite annoying. “There are too many of us to kill, you
know,” she pointed out, thinking she was starting to talk like her father. “Too
many who have been here three centuries.”

“Do you think I don’t know that?” demanded Cchobu, pausing in her work to scow
at Aly. “I'Il have to get used to luarin, even if they aren’t you.”

“You will if you don't want a massacre,” Ay said, holding the old wonman’s eyes
with hers. “If you don’'t want to mark your return to power with killing. How
much luarin blood will you discard? Hal f-bl oods? You' d nurder your own | ady,
then. She’'d object to the nurder of her luarin father and stepnother in any
case. Quarter-bl oods, eighth-bloods? How much do you count as being too nuch?”
“Stop it,” growl ed the old woman. “The raka people are not like the first three
Rittevon kings, slaughtering those who would not bend the knee to them W are
not murderers.”

“That’s not what | learned at ny da's knee,” Aly retorted. Her nmental image of
peopl e executed by righteous natives was too awful for her to |l et Cchobu's
prejudi ces stand wi thout argunent. “The raka used to kill all the tine. Your

nobl es and your rather tenporary queens in the years before the luarin cane were
so busy battling each other that you didn't have the strength to fight off an
invasion. By the tinme you banded together, it was too late.”

“Ilknow that,” Cchobu growl ed, nashing her berries with ferocity. “All of us who

i nherited this ness know.”

“I's a nmess what you nmean to give your new queen?” Aly wanted to know. “How can
she be sure her people will stand behind her? O wll you put a dagger in her
back for the crine of not choosing a father the raka will approve?” Ay

i nspected her fingernails. They would need work if she was to continue as a naid
rat her than a goatherd. “Personally, | think you m ght do well with Sarai on the
t hr one—=

“Silence!” Cchobu interrupted, glaring at Aly. “No nanes!”

Aly raised an eyebrow at her and wait ed.

Cchobu | aid her pestle aside. “W have lived too |ong as tenants on | ands that
our forenothers owned. | know that. | know what is at stake. | can see for
mysel f that a certain young woman is royal in two bloodlines, and that seens to
fit the prophecy. But | amno | apdog, trained to roll onto nmy back for you or

any other luarin. | amhere to nmake up ny own nind.”
Aly brushed a speck fromher sleeve. “Then let ne tell you something |’ ve
observed. Those you call luarin here, including the ones who are part luarin,

part raka—they aren't citizens of the Eastern or Southern Lands. They see
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thensel ves as Kyprians. They took your |land s names for their own. They’ve nade
the Isles prosper. | think they ve earned the right to stay, if they don’t side
with the Rittevons when the tine comes.”

“I's that the god speaking through you?” Cchobu demanded, her eyes flinty. “O
just you?”

Aly fought the urge to give Nawat’'s wing shrug for a reply. “l assune the god
pi cked ne for nmy opinions as well as ny skills, however tenporary | mght be.
am an outsider. Sonetines we see nore clearly than those who |live inside the
probl em”

“I"l'l be better off when you | eave,” Cchobu conpl ai ned. For the nonent she
sagged, the lines of her face deepening. “You' ve given ne a headache. Go away.”
Ay went.

She took lunch with the Balitang wonen and spent the afternoon with Sarai and
Dove as they played with Elsren and Petranne. After W nnani ne summoned the two
older girls to their newmy begun weapons training, Ay occupied herself with
househol d nendi ng and a qui ck search of Sergeant Veron's roons, to read his

| atest reports to the Crowmn. Once she had finished, she asked Chenaol to heat
water for the sisters’ baths, then laid out the girls’ supper dresses. Bored
with nothing to do but nmend clothes, Ay wandered over to the w ndow to | ook out
over the inner courtyard.

Bel ow her Dove and the nen-at-arns practiced archery. Aly | eaned her el bows on

the sill to watch and nearly yel ped before she caught herself. Soneone had cone
up with a new gane.
Nawat stood against the wall, relaxed and alert. Before himtwo nen-at-arns were

preparing to shoot. Dove stood behind one archer with a handful of arrows, while
the duchess held arrows for the second archer. Aly’s nind told her that the
duchess woul d hardly consent to nurder just as the first man shot. The second
man shot imediately after him Then both set fresh arrows to the string and
shot steadily, arrow after arrow, one at a tine, until they had exhausted al

the extras held by the duchess and her stepdaughter

Nawat caught themall with grace and ease, shatching the arrows fromthe air as
if he had all day to do so. Wen the archers finished, he gathered the heap of
arrows at his feet and carried themback to their owners

He's sofast, Aly thought in awe.l couldn’'t do it, and I'mno slouch! She sighed,
wi shing Da were here to see it. He'd taught her to catch daggers in mdair, but
this game was much nore hazardous

The gane was not done. The nen-at-arns repeated the experinent with javelins,
then hunting and conbat spears. Nawat caught themall, noving so fast Ay
couldn’t follow his hands. She cheered him and the nen-at-arnms on.

When the bell rang to remind the household it was nearly tinme for supper, he

| ooked up at the applauding Aly and waved. “This is ny favorite gane,” he called
to her. “Do you want to play?”

“I wouldn’t dare!” she cried, |aughing, before she retreated into the room
She’ d seen nen catch knives before. She had seen the finest archers in the
Queen’s Riders draw an outline in arrows of someone positioned agai nst a wooden
fence or wall, just to show they could do it. She had never seen anything |like
this.

Sarai and Dove ran in. Sarai smiled at Aly. “You shoul d haveseen your face! Did
you know he could do that?” she asked as she col |l apsed on her bed.

Dove unstrung her bow, shaking her head. “He's anmazing,” she said, coiling her
bowst ri ng.

“You know, maybe this horrible old place isn't so bad,” Sarai told the ceiling.
“Not if these wonderful men keep show ng up.”

Aly raised an eyebrow at her. “lI wouldn't try kissing him” she warned. “It
woul dn’t be what you expect.”
Sarai wrinkled her nose. “Aly!” she conplained. “I found out he eats bugs! |I'm

not kissing a man with bug breath!”

Aly blinked. | don’t renmenber himtasting of bugs when he kissed ne, she
thought. 1’d better pay nore attention next tine.

Her mind pronptly reined her up. This was highly inproper. There would be no
next tinme. Her task was | ooking after the Balitang children, not nooning over
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sonmeone, particularly not a crow turned man.
Even if hecould pluck arrows fromthe air.

The next morning Aly, still on a goatherd’ s hours, wal ked out of the keep into
the dawn. The sun had just cleared the walls to Iight the inner courtyard and
the young man who straddl ed a bench there. Aly stopped to watch himcarefully
gl ue pieces of feather onto the wooden shaft.

Nawat | ooked up at her with a snmle that lit his eyes. “You are beautiful in the
new light,” he told her. “If | were the Dawn Crow, | would bring you the sun to
hatch as our first nestling.”

Aly blinked at him Her heart felt strangely squeezed by sonme powerful enption.
She bit her lip to distract herself froma feeling that made her horribly
unsure. “Have you been kissing anybody?” she asked wi thout neaning to, and
gasped. She had |l et words out of her nmouth wi thout thinking, which was not |ike
her! Wrse, they were such personal words, ones he nmight feel nmeant persona
feelings she did not have! This was the kind of thing that other girls said,
those girls who were not bored by all the young nen who had courted them How
many handsone fell ows had sighed conplinments to Aly while, unconcerned, she had
mentally westled with breaking a new code? At home she never cared about her
suitors enough to worry if they kissed other girls. She scranbled to bl ot out
what she’'d said. “Not that it’'s any of ny business, but you shoul d understand,
peopl e have a way of kissing for fun, without it meaning anything serious, and
I"d hate for you to think soneone wanted you to nmate-feed them just because
they' re kissing—= Stop babbling, her nmnd ordered. Ay stopped.

Nawat's smile broadened. That disturbing light in his eyes deepened. “l have

ki ssed no one but you, Aly,” he assured her, serious. “Wy should | kiss anyone
el se?”

Al'y gul ped. You can continue this conversation, or you can tal k about sonething

less . . . giddy, she told herself. Less frightening. “You know | won't always
be around,” she said abruptly. “I don’t belong here, really.”
“Then | will go with you,” Nawat said. “l belong with you.”

He doesn’t know what he’'s saying, Aly told herself. He doesn’'t know what that
neans.

She | ooked at him arns folded, trying to keep any extra feelings from | eaping
out. “What are you doing?” she asked, to change the subject to anything | ess
dangerous. Then she grimaced. He was fletching arrows, as always.

She gl anced at his bench, then bent down. He was fletching, but these arrows
were heavier, and the feathers he used were not bird feathers, but Storming.
“How did you cut them up?” she wanted to know, genuinely curious. Mre scraps of
cut-up steel feathers lay on the bench

Nawat pointed to a |ong piece of what |ooked |Iike black, chipped glass. “Shiny
vol cano rock,” he told Aly. “Chip the edge until it is sharp. That cuts
Stormmi ng feathers. They conme fromthe heat of the place where Stormm ngs were
born.”

Aly touched the glassy blade. “Cbsidian,” she said. “That’s its nane.”

“Yes,” Nawat replied. “Shiny volcano rock.” He set a length of steel feather
into a thin groove filled with glue and held it in place.

Aly didn't see a single cut on his hands, though the feathers were lethally
sharp. “Wn’'t they be too heavy for the glue?” she asked.

“l shaped the glue. It holds Stormwi ng feathers,” Nawat answered.

“Stormwi ngs really are born in vol canoes?” Ay inquired, curious.

“In the beginning time, when they were first dreanmed,” replied Nawat, setting
anot her piece of steel feather inits slot. “Now, if carrying an egg does not
kill the nother, they are born fromsteel eggs.” He | ooked at Aly and si ghed,
his dark eyes wistful. “The eggs are too heavy for a crowto take.”

“You' ve al ready taken enough from Stormv ngs,” Aly told him pointing to the
small pile of glinting feathers beside his bench. “You could have been killed.”
“There is a trick toit,” he replied, and blew lightly on his fletchings.

Hol ding the arrow shaft before one eye, he squinted down its length. “Perfect,”
he decl ared, and set the arrow down.

“I't seens like a lot of trouble and risk when goose feathers are safer to work
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with,” Aly remarked. “What is a Stormmi ng-fl etched arrow for, anyway?”

“They are nmage killers,” replied Nawat. “No matter if the mage is powerful, if
he has great spells to protect him A Stormving arrow will cut through illusion
and nmagic.”

Aly whistled softly, inpressed. “Take very good care of those, then,” she told
Nawat. “We might find a use for them”

“I made themfor you,” Nawat said, giving her that radiant, innocent snile.
“They are yours, for a day when they will help you.” He offered a finished arrow
shaft to her.

Aly smiled at himdespite the goose bunps that rippled al ong her skin. “Keep
themuntil they' re needed, please,” she told him “M/ archery skills aren’t very
good.”

“You could practice,” Nawat pointed out.

“I"'ma slave,” Aly explained. “Slaves who are caught with weapons are killed.”
“Then do not be a slave,” he said, matter-of-factly. “Fly free.”

“Not just yet,” she replied. “I'lIl see the sumer out first.”

Five days later a well-guarded nessenger arrived on the plateau. Crows and raka
patrols encircled and held the small group until Veron and the castle guard
arrived. As the Balitang nen-at-arnms approached, the raka guards scattered to
make Veron think they were robbers and not fighters who had been assigned to
keep new arrivals away fromthe Balitangs until they were searched.

Al'y and her riding conpanions, out on the road west of Tanair, heard the crows’
alarm They arrived at the eastern road at the same tinme as Veron. Ay murnured
a suggestion to Fesgao that he join in the search. If the new arrivals were
royal assassins, Ay suspected Veron would take themto the Balitangs. Wth
Fesgao i nvol ved, she knew no killers sent by the Crown woul d go undi scover ed.
She watched as the nen-at-arms questioned the strangers, |ooking for anything
unusual . None of themlied in answer. As it turned out, their errand was a
normal one. They bore thank-you gifts from Bronau, purchased in Dinari before he
sail ed. They al so brought letters fromthose friends who had been witing to the
exiles all along, as well as letters fromthose who had decided it was safe to
correspond now that Hazarin might recall themto the capital

After supper, Wnnanine, Sarai, and Dove played soldiers on the floor with

El sren and Petranne. Penbery, Ay, and Ri hani worked on sew ng as the duke
opened the letters and read themaloud to the fanmily. Aly saw that W nnamni ne,
normal ly so controlled, could not keep a tiny, sarcastic smle fromher |ips as
peopl e who had been silent for weeks now proclained their affection for the
Balitangs. Sarai’'s toy soldiers acted fiercely as she struggled to control her
anger with such fair-weather friends. The duke shook his head sadly as he read.
Dove practiced that staple itemof a young nobl ewonman’s studies, a facial
expression of polite interest that gave away none of her true feelings. Ay
silently appl auded Dove's skill. The twelve-year-old was nuch better at that
polite control than Sarai

For herself, Aly could only give a nental shrug as she stitched. It was human
nature for people to protect thenselves froma nonarch’s tenper. That went
triple for everyone who |ived under the king’s eye in Rajnuat.

There was news, too, fromthe Eastern and Southern Lands. Aly barely listened to
the word from Carthak. Enperor Kaddar and his enpress were still dealing with
that realms far-flung mal contents, though Kaddar’s grip on his throne grew
firmer with each passing year. She was far nore interested in news fromthe
Eastern Lands, though she pretended the sane indifference as she had for

Cart hak. The Scanran war continued, but the end was in sight. There were runors
that unhappy clansnmen had secretly reached out to the Tortallan nonarchs,
offering peace in trade for their king's head. Aly hoped that Their Mjesties,
ably assisted by people |like her nother, would choose to hanmer the Scanrans for
a while longer. It would ensure that fresh Scanran attacks woul d not take place
for at |east another generation

After the duke had read all the letters he wanted to share, he opened the trunk
from Bronau. Once again there were new books for him the duchess, and Dove.
There was a wooden pull -al ong kni ght on horseback for Elsren, who abandoned his
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soldiers, and a new doll for Petranne, who i mediately did the sane.

For Sarai there was a gold necklace, its fine chain decorated with citrine drops
along its length, and a matching bracelet. The older girl put themon

i Mmedi ately and went to the duchess’s looking glass to adnire them “He
remenbered how nuch | like citrines!” she told themall.

“Huzzah for him” nuttered Dove. Aly, the only one who heard, grinned.

Mequen shifted uneasily in his chair. Wnnam ne reached over and rested a hand
on his arm “So ny old friend courts you, Sarai,” the duke said, watching her
with concern in his eyes. “OF course, his friends have suggested that he marry
for years, but we thought K

“Ch, Papa, it’'s not serious. He's just flirting,” Sarai replied.

“That’s very different fromwhat you ve said before,” the duchess pointed out.
“Well, 1'"msixteen, and giddy,” Sarai told them m schievously. “My husband had
best be faithful to ne alone. Bronau isn't likely to do that. Besides, unless
King Hazarin gifts himwith offices or estates, he’'s not very wealthy.” She went
to kneel beside her father. “Don't fret, Papa,” she said, her face turned up to
his. “1’d never do anything wi thout your approval.” She |ooked at W nnam ne,
hesitated, then said, “Or yours, Wnna.”

Al'y | ooked down, not wanting anyone to realize she had seen the sudden happi ness
in the duchess’s face. It nmade her feel very much an outsider. She m ssed her
nmot her, prickly though she was.

The July days that followed were filled with hazy summrer heat that nmade even the
lightest cottons stick to their skins. Despite the tenperatures, Ay did not
give into the urge to | aze. She sewed, cleaned, and hel ped Sarai and Dove to
anmuse the younger children so that Rihani could help to put up herbal teas and
medi ci nes against the winter. At night Aly net with the raka conspirators,
Ochobu, and Nawat, going over what news had cone in that day from crows, people,
and Cchobu’s scrying bow . They discussed fresh arrivals in the valley while the
raka filled Aly in on who in the Isles mght support themin tinmes of

troubl e—the nature of those times |eft carefully undescri bed—as well as who it
was who mght turn on them

Each day Sarai bounced away fromthe breakfast table, Aly and Dove foll ow ng at
a sl eepy distance. Qutside they would find their nmounts and guards waiting by
the stables. Sone days they had instructions: errands to run for the duchess or
mushroons, berries, and herbs to collect for Chenaol and Cchobu. O her days
Nawat cane with them to collect wood for arrows or sinply to keep the girls
amused.

“Falthin is an easy master indeed,” Sarai remarked on Nawat’'s third such ride
with them She |ooked at himsidelong through her | ashes and nade her nare
prance so that Nawat mnight |look at her hips if he chose. Ay just shook her
head, renenbering that she had flirted just as nuch when she wasn’t working for
her father and grandfather. She wi shed that Sarai had sonething serious to do
with her tine instead of wasting it in the enticenent of a man who didn't see
her as a potential nate.

Not, she told herself hurriedly, that she cared if Nawatdid | ook at Sarai as a
potential nate.

“Falthin the bower tells me | amonly young once, and the winters indoors are
Il ong,” Nawat replied, his eyes not on Sarai’s hips but on Aly's face.

Their group often carried nedicines brewed by Cchobu and Rihani to the vill ages
of Inti and Pohon. If they were not invited to take their lunch with the

weal thier famlies, they found shady brooksi de places to eat their bread,
cheese, and what ever el se Chenaol might have packed for them Afterward they
woul d doze, cool their feet in the water, talk, or sew If it wasn't too hot,
they practiced hand-to-hand conbat and weapons skills with Aly and Junai. Ay

| oved the long, slow days, filled with the buzz of crickets and the sight of
blindingly white clouds scuddi ng over the turquoi se sky. Sumrer was as beauti ful
on Lonbyn as at Pirate’'s Swoop. She barely m ssed the stacks of reports at hone,
the bustle of nmessengers coning and going, or her fair-weather round of visits
to relatives and foster relatives.

As lazy as the tinme could be, Aly never forgot who her conpani ons were.
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Everywhere they went, the raka turned out to | ook at the Balitang girls. Sarai

al ways stopped to say hello, to learn their names, admire their children, and
listen to their old people. The girls would be offered cups of the villai nous
Kyprian tea, which they had to accept or risk offending their hosts. Drinking
it, Aly always wondered if it could be used to renpbve varnish fromfurniture.
She had hoped that the novelty of watching Sarai m ght wear off, but she
reckoned without Sarai or the raka. Like Aly’'s nother, Sarai detested goi ng hone
by the sane route she had taken to leave it. She led themalong tracks Aly woul d
have sworn were gane trails, past small farnms, hunters’ cabins, and m ning and

| unber canps on the plateau’s edge. They chatted with people Aly suspected were
poachers and ot hers she knew were smuggl ers. Sarai greeted woren dyeing cloth
and nen tanning hides. Aly would not have suspected that so nuch of the plateau
was taken up by farns, or that Sarai had a talent for locating themall

Despite her reservations about the raka nounting a successful rebellion, Ay had
to admit that Sarai showed prom se. She had the sane air of genuine interest in
people’s lives that Queen Thayet had shown when Aly had acconpani ed her
godsnother on trips. Sarai cared for the people, and they responded. Looking at
her, their faces were bright with hope. Aly could only pray that their hopes
were fulfilled, for themand for Sarai.

One day they rode to Inti. Wien they got within view of the village, Ay, who
had been using her Sight to eye the road ahead, nade the girls halt. Thirty-odd
peopl e were canped on the village outskirts. As they stopped, a raka patro

mel ted out of the trees on the northern side of the road. Their |eader rode out
to neet Fesgao. The two nen spoke briefly. Fesgao then brought his horse around
and cane back to their group

“They are raka,” he told the girls. “They have conme to see the lady.” H's |ong
eyes flicked up to Sarai’s face, then awmay. To Aly he said, “It is well. They
came up fromthe coast, and have no taint of the assassin to them”

“Then let’s say hello,” Sarai declared. “It’'s the least we can do, if they’ ve
made that horrible clinb up the western road.”

Aly still didn't like it, but she had no choice. Sarai had al ready urged her

gel ding forward. As they approached, the raka patrol vani shed under the trees
once nore, while the raka in the canp gathered on either side of the road.

Wat chi ng Sarai approach the nearest of them Aly sent a hurried call to Kyprioth
for help.

“Let themsee their ladies,”the god replied. H s voice booned in the enpty air,
comng fromthe open sky. The raka fromthe canp i mmedi ately dropped to their
knees. Sarai hurriedly controlled her nount and Dove's as the frightened horses
began to plunge and fight the rein. The guards’ nounts held steady, though white
showed all the way around their eyes. Aly’'s C nnanon calny hel ped herself to
mout hful s of grass. “Let them greet Sarai yu and Dovasary,” Kyprioth went on,
“and return to speak of themin their hone villages, with hope.”

As Sarai disnmounted, Aly directed an angry but unspoken remark to the god.It was
a privatequestion. Wy did you have to nmake such a revel ation of it?!

Because this is part of the biggest trick I have ever played,the god said for
her ears al one. Because they nust be heralded with signs of divine favor. | just
showed t hem sone.

You upset the horses,Aly retorted silently. Show off.

Now you begin to understand ne. The god's private voice was filled with
amusenent.| knew it woul d happen sooner or |ater.

Sarai passed her reins to Aly. She started forward, then turned to glare at

Dove.

Al'y nudged Ci nnanon closer to the younger girl. “I’Il hold your mare,” she

of f er ed.

“What are we getting ourselves into?” Dove whispered. “If word of things like
this gets back to the palace, we’'ll be cooked in front of its gates over a sl ow
fire.”

Despite her concern, she disnounted and gave her horse’s reins to Aly. Fesgao
and the rest of the guards were getting down fromtheir nounts, too. Ay sighed
and did the sane for them She knew better than to even ask Junai to hold the
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horses’ reins. Junai would say, quite properly, that as a guard in an uncertain
situation she had to keep her hands and her attention free.

The raka bowed low to the girls, arms crossed over their chests, palnms to their
shoul ders. These were poor people, Aly noted, with scarcely an unpatched jacket
or sarong to their names. Their nunbers enconpassed all ages and both sexes,
frompeople so old they were carried in stretchers to babies still at the
breast. Aly observed the crowd as the guards watched those closest to the
Balitang girls, alert for assassins who m ght have slipped by the patrol. Al
went quietly. Once each raka had said hello and told Sarai a little about him
or herself, they bowed, collected their belongings, and quietly left their canp.
“They appeared overnight fromthe coast,” said Inti’s headman when they finally
reached the village itself. “They haven't been any trouble, but they said they
meant to stay until they saw you. | don't see what | could have done.”

“Next time, send word,” snapped Fesgao, his norrmal cal mdisturbed by the
unexpect ed encounter. “W coul d have brought nore guards with us.”

On their way hone, Ay dropped behind to ride next to Fesgao. Softly she asked,
“I's there any way to keep such groups fromcomng? It attracts attention.”

The man shook his head. “The raka have lived without hope for so long,” he
expl ai ned. “1 cannot blane themfor wanting to see it with their own eyes.”

“I'f you think these girls will let you foment a rebellion in their names, you
will get a rude awakening,” Ay cautioned Fesgao. “They and their parents are

|l oyal to the Crown.”

“Ah, but is the Crown loyal to then?” asked the raka. “That has yet to be seen.”
Fort Mastiff, Tortall, on the Scanran border

This was yet another of her dreamvisits to Tortall, Ay realized, com ng from
sl eep to wakeful ness in the air above a |arge, new, wooden fortress. It flewthe
flag of the realmof Tortall, a silver sword and a silver crown on a blue

shield. Beneath it flew a scarlet flag with a golden cat rearing on it, the
banner of the King' s Chanpion, Al anna the Lioness.

Aly could see her fanous nother below, planted solidly at the center of a ring
of onl ookers. She was dueling with someone. Fromthe fighters’ quilted tunics
and absent helnets, Aly judged that this was a practice session, not a rea
fight, though both her nother and her opponent w elded |live sword bl ades. There
was a risk.

Aly drifted down, curious about who m ght be nad enough to take on her nother,
even for practice. By the | ooks of things, Al anna was overmatched. Her opponent
was nearly six feet tall, broad-shoul dered, with nuscled | egs reveal ed by cotton
breeches. Sweat-soaked brown hair, cut short at the nape of the neck and across
the forehead, framed a face tanned in the sun, and brown-hazel eyes, a dreamer’s
eyes, wWith ridiculously long | ashes. Those eyes were steady as they watched the
Li oness’ s sword.

“CGo, Kel!” soneone yelled fromthe sidelines. “Youth and skill!”

“Age and treachery!” bellowed a |arge man on the far side of the ring. Aly knew
him Lord Raoul of Col denl ake and Mal orie’s Peak was one of her adoptive uncl es,
a big man who kept a short, brown-skinned worman in the circle of his armeven as
he urged his friend Alanna on. Ay recogni zed the brown woman as yet anot her of
her adoptive aunts, Buri, nmarried to Uncle Raoul |ess than a year

“Youth and skill!” cried another man Aly knew well, Neal an of Queenscove, her
mot her’s fornmer squire. “Don’t let that old lady cut you, Kel!”
“Whose side are you on?” Al anna dermanded, her eyes flicking over to Neal. “You

weremy squire!”

Her opponent surged forward as the Lioness’s attention wavered, her bl ade
slicing the air in an overhand swing. This had to be Keladry of M ndelan, Ay
realized, fascinated. Since Aly had been eight or so her nother had spoken
continually of Keladry, the first girl to go for her kni ghthood since Al anna.
For a while Aly had been jeal ous of the girl, thinking her nother was nore
interested in Kel than she was in Aly. Only in the last few years had she
realized her nmother sinply understood Kel better than she understood Aly.

Kel bore in on her smaller foe fast, but Al anna came up and under Kel’'s attack,
smacki ng the bigger wonan hard in the ribs. “You ve been using that pig-sticker
of yours so nuch, you ve forgotten howto wield your Giffin,” Al anna taunted

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ta...%20Lioness%201%20-%20Tricksters%20Choice.txt (132 of 167) [11/1/2004 12:08:17 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/ T amora%20Pi erce%620-%20D aughter%6200f %20the%620L i oness¥6201%20-%20T ricksters%20Choi ce.txt

“You' ve gotten lazy!”

Giffin, Aly thought, then renenbered. Mther said Kel had naned the sword

Al anna had given her Giffin.

Kel lunged in again, her sword blade tangling with the Lioness’s, until the two
worren were | ocked together, hilt to hilt. Now Kel brought her superior height
and wei ght to bear, forcing the Lioness down and back. “Lazy, is it?" Keladry
said, panting. “I'Il give you |l aziness, shorty.”

Al anna | aughed and sprang free of the tangle, darting around to swat Kel adry on
the behind with the flat of her blade. “Age and treachery!” she taunted Kel

Kel stood back and, gasping, saluted Al anna with her weapon. “I guess | need to
work on ny sword skill after all, Lioness,” she said, accepting soneone’'s water
bottle. She nodded toward the gate. “l think we have conpany.”

A tall gray figure—Fkaa the basilisk—strode through the gate, holding his |ong
tail off the ground as a lady would hold the train to her gown. Fromcrown to
tail he was covered in dust that turned his beaded gray skin to gray-brown.
“Tkaa,” cried Alanna, running to greet the newconer. “Watever brings you here?”
The basilisk bent his head so that he could whisper into her ear. Ay dropped
down until she was cl ose enough to hear him “I bear news from your husband.”
Tkaa's voice was |ike the whisper of flutes. “He asks ne to tell you that he's
got real word at last, from Rajnuat. You nmust not worry if he disappears for a
time.”

Al anna sei zed the basilisk’s paw. Ay, |ooking around, saw that everyone el se
was keeping a respectful distance fromthe unlikely pair.

“Aly?” whispered Alanna. “He's got word of her?”

Tkaa nodded.

Al anna turned and wal ked speedily back to her quarters, the nen shifting out of
her path. Like Aly, they knew the set | ook on Alanna’'s face neant she didn't
want to talk to anyone.

“Pl ease tell me you have good news.” Lord Raoul had wal ked over to greet the
basilisk. “Whatever it is. She's been as junpy as a horse covered in ants al
sumrer.”

“l sorrowto hear it,” said the basilisk. “I can tell you that diplomats from
Scanra are in Corus to negotiate a peace treaty.”

H's information was greeted with a shout fromthe people who had fol |l owed Raoul
to say hello to the newconer. Aly's dream began to fade as nen and boys ran to
tell their fellows Tkaa s news.

Al'y opened her eyes. She lay on her pallet in the great hall. Looking at the
torch that still burned to Iight any |ate comings and goings on the main stair,
she saw that it was the mddle of the night, with a few nore hours to go unti
dawn. A fresh torch set by the stairs always burned out just before sunrise.
Soneone nearby snored. Aly heard a dog’s claws scratch on the stone flags as
their owner dreaned of hunting. Farther off she heard a rustle of mce

She stared into the dark. Da was coming to Rajnuat, she realized. He would track
her to the slave pens, then to the Balitangs’ town house, then to Lonbyn. It

m ght take himweeks. He could not use his Kyprish agents. He woul d have to
question people without seeming to question them He would be | ooking for a girl
with hair, not one shaved bald, but sooner or later he would find Aly and want
to take her hone.

She’ d go, of course. She hoped he could wait till the equinox, so that her bet
woul d be done with. And then she’'d return to the safety of Pirate’s Swoop. If
all went as it was supposed to, Da would then | et her do field work.

And what happens to the Balitangs then? she asked hersel f. What happens to the
raka?

She woul dn’t think of that. Da needed her. Mther nmissed her. And there were her
brothers, her grandparents, and her adoptive famly. She could see them once the
Bal i tangs were safe, if she didn't go home with Da right away. There was an

i dea.

Back to sleep. The only result she would have fromworrying about it now was
daytinme exhaustion fromlack of a proper night's rest. Da would cone when he
cane.
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If youre tolie to a god, and sonetinmes it’s fair useful, do it with the truth.
They snell lies on two-1eggers, or they see it, or whatever it is they do. But
if all you're telling themis whatever part of your lie that's truthful, they’l
accept it. The gods don't see what’s always in our nminds. Mayhap they’'d go mad
if they knew everything we think as we think it—+ know | woul d. Besides, nortals
were granted the right to make our own choi ces when we were shaped. So if a
god’s got no reason to be suspicious, he won't enter your mnd to find that

you' ve only spoken half the story.

—Pai ne Sarrasri, daughter of the Gallan goddess The G een Lady and the hunt god
Weiryn, to her fifteen-year-old adopted niece, Ay, during a discussion of the
Imortal s’ War

14

PI VOT

The first group of outland raka had been gone three days when another cane in.
They, too, would not |leave until after they had seen Sarai. Five days later a
third group arrived at Inti. This one was the |argest yet, a regular caravan
fromthe coast that nmasked its real purpose by carrying seal skins, whale oil
shel | buttons, salt, beads, and dried seaweed to trade.

To support their story of comng to Inti on business, Sarai sent a villager for
her father and U asim who could ride to Inti and do business for the famly.
She told her conpanions they would spend the night in the village, since she had
so far met only half of the caravan’s nenbers. Their group took supper with the
newconers and introduced themto Mequen and U asi mwhen they arrived with their
guar ds.

In a gesture of goodwill, Inti’s headman gave up his hone to the Balitangs for
the night. Inside at last, Aly set the pallet they'd found for her at the foot
of the large bed shared by Sarai and Dove. Exhausted by watchful ness anpong a
crowd of unknown raka and by a secret but thorough search of their wagons and
gear, Aly plunged into sleep as soon as her eyes cl osed.

Kyprioth awaited her in the glowing formhe d used to show her King Oron’'s

deat h.

“What now?” Aly demanded crossly. “1 have enough on ny plate at the nonent,

wi t hout you dragging ne all over the nortal realns.”

“You will be glad to know this by the tine we are done, ny dear,” the god
informed her. “It is the pivot on which all else turns. |’ve yet to neet a spy
who didn’t want all the information he—er she—eould stand.”

“You could at |east pretend to be sorry you bothered ne,” Aly grunbled as the
god passed a glowing armfirmy around her waist.

“And deprive you of whining?” he asked as they shot through the roof of the

house, into the open sky beyond. “lhave noticed how careful you are not to
conplain to those you serve. | thought it only fair to let you berate ne a
little.”

“That wasn't berating you,” Aly said darkly, even as she savored their passage
over velvety land and watched the brilliant stars overhead. “Wen | berate you,
you'll know it.” She sighed dramatically. “Not that you'll care.”

“I won't,” Kyprioth replied as they soared over the Azure Sea. Far below, a

| ong, sinuous formarched up along the water, scattering it in dianond drops in
the starlight. Kyprioth crooned a greeting to the whale, who called back as its
tail popped free of the water, then passed into it again. “Though | know that |
will prize the way you phrase yourself. | amcertain that you will be nore than
el oquent at the art of berating.”

Aly replied with a rude invitation not cormmonly offered to a god, startling a
peal of laughter from Kyprioth. “Watever else | nay say of you, and |'m sure
there will be plenty, at |east you have a sense of hunor,” she added.

“lama trickster,” he replied in a nodest tone.

Gods, Aly thought. They al ways insist on having the | ast word.

Al'l too soon the journey was over. They settled into the king’s bedroomin the
pal ace at Rajnuat. The curtains over the terrace doors were drawn agai nst the
night air, cooler here above the harbor. The chanber was dark except for one
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smal | lanp by the door to the outer room and another by the door to what | ooked
like the privy. Servants slept on pallets all around the room ready to junp up
to do the king's bidding if he needed anything in the night. On the bed King
Hazarin slept alone, pouting even in his dreans. He | abored to breat he,

rel easing the occasi onal snore.

“He ate richly tonight,” Kyprioth observed in a tone of mld interest. “Venison
in wine sauce, pork with a pineapple and honey gravy, buffalo coconut curry,
sticky coconut peanut rice with currants and al nonds, five different wi nes from
the Eastern Lands . "

“Heal ways eats like that?” Aly wanted to know, awed.

“The richer, the better,” replied Kyprioth. “He insists on at |east five coconut
di shes at every neal, though healers keep telling hima lighter diet would be
better. It's really a toss-up as to what kills himfirst, his heart or an

apopl exy of the brain. Actually, | have a bit of a wager on with nmy cousin the
Graveyard Hag about that.”

He went quiet. Hazarin bolted upright in bed, his eyes open and staring as he
fought to breathe. His plunp hands went to his head. He uttered a strangl ed

noi se | oud enough to wake two of the sleepers around him As they struggled to
their feet, Hazarin fell back on his pillows, eyes w de. He stared bl ankly
upward as his hands fl opped down. He gaped endl essly as the anxi ous servants
felt his throat and his wists. The woman who held his wist | ooked at the man
who touched the big veins in Hazarin's throat. The man shook his head, then
cocked his head to put his ear over Hazarin's open nouth.

The wonman turned to | ook at the other sleepers. “Wake up, you fools!” she
snhapped, her voice |ow and cutting. “Sonething’ s happened to the king!”

Bl ankets flew as the sleepers roused in a panic. Wthin nonents they had
silently lit nore lanps. One man thrust a bl anket under the edge of the main
door, to keep the light from showi ng outside. Ay understood what was goi ng on
These were the acts of people who might die if anything questionable took place
in the roomwhere the king slept. They all gathered around Hazarin, some making
the star-shaped sign against evil when they saw the king' s face.

“He’s dead,” the nan who had listened for the king's breath told his fellows. “I
don’t know why, but he is.”

“We nust call a healer,” said a young naid. As she turned toward the door, one
of the men grabbed her arm

“Idiot!” he snapped, keeping his voice low. “Wat if it’s poison? Wio will be

bl amed? He was fine when he rose from supper, fine when he cane to bed—=

“He nentioned a headache,” interrupted the woman who' d been the first to wake.
“Not a headache bad enough to call the healer,” retorted the nan who had stopped
the younger nmaid. “Now he's dead. If it’'s poison . "

“They' || say it was one of us,” nurnured soneone el se. “They always do.”

None of them said another word. Silently they collected their bel ongings and
fled through a door to the servants’ stair hidden behind a tapestry. The last to
| eave bl ew out the | anps.

“They’ || have gone to ground in the city by dawn,” Kyprioth remarked to Aly.
“And they’' Il escape Rajnuat by noon, if they have any sense. Stay here. | have a
wager to collect fromthe Gaveyard Hag. | told her it was folly to bet on a
Rittevon king actually having a heart.”

“Wait,” Aly said. The god bent his gl owing head down to |isten. “Wy don't you
tell those poor people his death was natural ? That they can't be bl aned?”

“l could, if you want themto return and be tortured anyway. The new regents
will want to nake sure his death was accidental. Heal ers nake mi stakes, after
all. Actually, since I’'min a good nood . " He touched a finger to Aly’'s
forehead, sending a small shock through her. “Find the king's healer. Tell her
this would be a good tinme to catch a ship for Carthak.” Then he vani shed.

The magi ¢ he had placed on Aly told her where to find the healer on duty. The
worman slept in a nearby chanber. Aly tried to grab her by the shoul der and shake
her, but her hand passed through the healer’s flesh

“Excuse me,” she said.

The heal er twitched.

“Excuse nme,”Aly said loudly into the healer’s ear. The wonan sat up with a yelp,
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passing through Aly.

The heal er gl anced around.

“Right here,” Aly told her. “Don’t | glow, or sonething?”

The heal er gasped. “I neant no of fense, Goddess—

“I"’mnot a goddess,” Ay interrupted. The gods hated it when soneone who wasn’t
a god took the title. “I’"ma nmessenger. King Hazarin just died. | think it was
ap—ap . . . that thing where blood vessels in the brain explode.”

“Apopl exy,” muttered the heal er, scranbling out of bed. “If | warned hi monce

“He’ s beyond warning now,” Aly infornmed her. “Perhaps this would be a good tine
to | eave the country. Before they find him?”

“l must warn his servants,” protested the healer, going to her door. “W'll all
be questioned, to ensure he wasn't poi soned.”

“H's servants are warned,” Aly said flatly. The heal er turned and stared at her
“They’'re leaving right now, and they didn't think to tell you. Gab your
essentials and run.”

As the woman scranbled to pack, Aly returned to the dead man’s bedroom Kyprioth
was still absent, but Hazarin's ghost sat by his former body, smling. She could
tell it was the king: he | ooked as if soneone had painted his conplete portrait
on sheer cloth, except that no painter would have done a picture of Hazarin in
hi s ni ght gown.

“You're very cheerful for a man who’'s dead,” Ay renarked.

The ghost | ooked at her. “But I'mwell out of it,” he explained. “All the

pl otting, never knowing who's a friend and who isn't, wondering if the food

eat is poisoned or if sonmeone’s buying grimspells to use against ne. It’s done.
Are you the Bl ack God?”

“No,” Aly replied, “I'"'ma nortal. The god |—= She hesitated, not wanting to say
it, but she had to givesone explanation. “The god | serve brought nme here, to
see what happens.”

Hazarin shook his head. “It’s a bad business, neddling with gods,” he told Ay
wi sely.

“I know,” Aly said ruefully. “If it helps, you died a natural death. That’s what
my god said, anyway.”

“l would have died of sonething,” Hazarin replied. “Really, | suppose | signed
my death warrant the day | made Dunevon ny heir, with ny sister |majane and her
husband as regents, should | die before Dunevon cane of age. My spies told ne
this afternoon that Inmajane’s | ooking for death spells. This was a much better
way to go, and probably everyone will think she had ne killed anyway.” He
grinned at the thought.

“You don’t sound upset,” Aly remarked. “Ifny half sister | ooked to have ne
killed, 1'd bevery upset.”

“Not at all,” Hazarin replied. “W weren’'t raised tolike one another. My father
thought that if we did, we’'d band together and get rid of him”

“I't doesn’t sound like a happy way to live,” Ay nurnured.

“Now you know why I'mglad to be out of it,” Hazarin told her. “It’s—= Abruptly
he stood and bowed at the door. Aly glanced at it over her shoul der and turned.
A tall shape, robed and hooded, nade all of shadows, was standing there. “I am
ready to follow you, Great One,” Hazarin told the shadow that was the Bl ack God
“This girl says she’'s nortal.”

Though Aly couldn't really see nmuch of the god’s formin the dark room she was
convi nced he | ooked her way. She didn’t want to die with so nmuch |eft

unfini shed. This god could take her now if he wished to do so. Trenbling, Ay
knelt. She felt a warm conforting pressure on her shoul der, as if sonmeone had
squeezed it. Wien she | ooked up, Hazarin's ghost and the god were gone, |eaving
behi nd the shell of Hazarin's body.

Ti me passed. Kyprioth finally returned at dawmn with a gl owi ng chess set. He and
Aly played until a guard, concerned by the lack of activity in the roya
bedchanber, cautiously opened the door. He cried the alarm As Kyprioth and Ay
wat ched, people cane and went. Ot her guards were called to search for the

m ssing servants and heal er.
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At | ast another healer arrived, a blond, cross-looking man. He was runpl ed, as
if they had dragged himfrombed to see to the dead king. He was just finishing
hi s exam nation when the icy princess |ngajane and her husband, Rubinyan,
arrived. Like the healer, they | ooked as if they had rushed to pull on their

el egant cl ot hes.

“Wel | ?” demanded | nmaj ane sharply, her blond head high. “Was it poison?”

“I't was the poison of rich gravies, fatty neats, and too nuch cursed coconut, as
he was warned time after tinme, Your Hi ghness,” retorted the healer. “He died of
apopl exy. Don’t think you can torture another answer out of nme, if you please.
Not only am| the head of the guild, but he was not ny charge. The heal er who
had himin care is gone. Fled, | should imagine.”

I maj ane gl anced at the captain of the guards. “The servants fled as well?” The
captain bowed. “Find themand the healer,” |Imjane ordered in a crisp, elegant
voi ce. “Search wherever you nmust.” She | ooked at her husband. “My dear?”

“Al'l things seem plain enough.” Rubi nyan spoke firmy in measured, deliberate

t ones.

Al'y shook her head in pity for Hazarin. Except for Dunevon, these people were
his only family, and they obviously didn't sorrow over his senseless death. “We
must ensure that the servants do not gossip,” Rubinyan continued. “Until we can
make certain that the change of rulership is conplete. Dunevon nust be crowned
as soon as possible. W need the Mthran High Priest. He can do it quickly now,
and we can stage a cerenony with all manner of ponp later.”

“Certainly Your Hi ghnesses can and nust crown the new king before all else,”
said the healer, drawing a sheet over Hazarin’s face. “But it is well past dawn.
There has been too nuch coming and goi ng here. By noon the whole city will know
the king is dead.” He flung the terrace curtains wi de and yel ped, staggering
back, eyes wide with terror. “Wo needs servants to bugle the news?” he cried,

poi nti ng.
I maj ane and Rubi nyan noved forward to see what had frightened the man.
St ormni ngs perched on the terrace rail, males and femal es alike, their bare,

human chests streaked with filth and caked with dark fluids, their steel w ngs
and claws gleaming in the early-norning sun. They grinned broadly, steel teeth
glinting, and spread their w ngs, sending darts of reflected sunlight and an
unspeakabl e snell into the room

“CGot sonmething for us?” one of them asked. “Dead kings always nean troubl e,
fighting in the streets, with plenty of hate and dead bodies. A neal for us.”
“Not today,” Rubinyan said firmy. “Oder will be preserved.” He yanked the
drapes shut.

“You' ve trouble at your backs, nortal, and you're too full of yourself to
notice!” shrieked a femal e, her voice cutting through the heavy brocade drapes.
“I'f 1 were you, |I’'d watch for the Trickster’s choice!”

Aly | ooked at Kyprioth. “Do they nmean nme, or just the changes you're setting in
nmot i on?”

“They’'re Stormwi ngs,” replied Kyprioth evenly. “They're just stirring things
up.”

Aly raised an eyebrow. “Sonehow | don’t believe you.”

Kyprioth shrugged. “And that hurts me,” he said in a blithe tone. “You have no
i dea how nuch that hurts ne.”

Ti me passed. The Mthran High Priest and his acolytes hurried to the pal ace.
There, in the throne room Ay and Kyprioth | ooked on as the three-year-old
Dunevon was pronpted through a brief coronation. Aly felt bad for the little
boy, who was just Elsren’s age. Dunevon | ooked thoroughly terrified. He obeyed
I maj ane’ s orders, acting his part like a trained pony in front of as many nobl es
and guild |l eaders as his regents could find. At |ast he sat perched on the

i mmense teak throne that dwarfed him a snmall, pearl-bedecked crown on his dark
curls. On his right, his half sister and regent, |najane, held Dunevon’s

di amond- crowned scepter. On his left, his co-regent, Rubinyan, held a pillow
with the bared sword of the king’s justice on it.

Bronau stood in the third rank of the nobles before the dais. He was unhappy,
the look in his eyes nurderous as he stared first at |majane, then his brother
This was not the | aughing, charmi ng man who had spent so many days with the
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Bal i tangs. Looking at himnow, Aly saw himas a vol cano on the edge of

expl osion. | majane and Rubinyan saw it, too. Their eyes continually flicked to
Bronau t hroughout the proceedings.

Once the last hymms were sung, |nmmjane stepped forward. “W have a new king, to
ensure our safety as we take our beloved fornmer king to his resting place,” she
procl ai ned, her voice ringing through the stone hall. “Now nust H s Majesty, and
his subjects, give way to the condition of nourning, in honor of our bel oved
Hazarin, and to cl eanse our souls of sorrow.”

I maj ane beckoned the Black God's High Priest forward fromthe first rank of
notables. It would be his duty to see to Hazarin’s burial. As he stood before
the dais and proclained the order of the funeral rites, Aly turned to Kyprioth.
“I't just occurred to nme: if it's afternoon here, it’'s afternoon in Lonbyn.

have to get back, before they buryme. ”

“They won’t,” Kyprioth said blithely. “Cchobu won't let them Just enjoy the
performance. How many royal funerals have you been to?”

“Wiy keep nme dawdling?” inquired Aly at her npbst patient. “The Balitangs should
know t hey have a new king, again.”

“There are a few nore things you should see,” Kyprioth replied. “We' Il just
wait.”

“I don’twant to wait,” Aly said firmy. “I need to get back. If sonething
happens to any of the Balitang children while |’ m kept here, our wager is
finished. You can't say | lost if something happens to them when you have ne a
whol e country away.”

“Nothing will happen. The wager stands,” Kyprioth told her

“I" mbored, " she inforned him “I bore easily. | donot wish to loll about here
whi | e everyone tal ks and eats and does whatever other silly things these luarin
pests do for fun.”

“There, at least, | can help you,” Kyprioth said. He raised a gl owi ng arm and
wote a sign in the air. Shadows w apped around her

She drifted for some tine. At one point she thought she was waki ng up inside her
own body. She heard Ochobu say firmy, “I can do nothing here.”

“No nore should you.” Aly struggled to open her eyes: that was Nawat’'s voi ce.
What was he doing in Inti, where she had gone to sleep? He had stayed at Tanair
that day. “The god has her fast,” the crownman continued. “He will give her up
when he is done with her.” Into Aly’s ear he whispered, “If he does not give you
back, my flock and our kinfolk will make himsuffer.”

Aly struggled to reassure him and to say his breath didn't smell of bugs in the
|least. In the end, the darkness in which she floated pulled her back into its
dept hs.

Finally her awareness returned. Now she was standing in a luxurious childs
room Expensive gilded and painted toys lay on the floor. A pair of hounds
barely out of puppyhood westled for control of a silk table runner. Dunevon,
clad all in black velvet, giggled and cl apped his hands as he wat ched.

Hal f-eaten marzipan fruits, candied violets, and raisins lay scattered on the
rug around the boy.

Aly didn't like that. From her own experience with El sren and Petranne, she knew
it was bad to give a child so many sweets. Didn't the little king have a
nursemai d, someone to |l ook after himproperly? Aly thought very little of those
who dressed a little boy in expensive velvets, then left himto play on the
floor. She | ooked around for the god, but Kyprioth was nowhere in view

Wood creaked. A tapestry bul ged. Someone pushed it aside to enter the room
Bronau. He was hol ding a wooden mari onette in one hand.

“Uncl e Bronau!” cried Dunevon, running to him “How did you cone in? Was it

magi c?”

“No, just a secret door,” Bronau replied, catching the boy king up in one arm
“It’sour secret now.” He jiggled the marionette invitingly for the child. “I
told you | would bring you a present. | wanted it to be a surprise, just between
us. |Is Your Mjesty pleased?”

“I"'mnot a majesty,” replied the king, pouting. For a nonent he | ooked rmuch |ike
his dead half brother. “Hazarin’'s a majesty. |I'’ma highness. | keep telling
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them and they keep doing it wong.”

Bronau chuckl ed, that rich, seductive sound he had so often | avi shed on Sar ai
“Don’t you see, Hazarin had to go away. Before he left, he nade you a mgjesty,”
he expl ai ned. He | ooked around nervously.

Aly didn't |ike Bronau’s manner. Hi s charmng nmask often slipped, to revea
tensi on-bright eyes and tight jaw nuscles. He was up to no good.

“Where's your cloak, Dunevon?” he asked.

The boy pointed to a clothes press. “But it’'s sumer. | don't need a cloak in
sumer . ”

“We're going sailing,” Bronau told him offering the child his best smle. “I
have a wonderful ship waiting in the harbor.”

“Sailing?” asked the boy, clearly delighted. “Can we go see the how er nonkeys
at honme and wi nged horses and naybe a kraken?”

Bronau crossed the room still holding the boy. “I'd prefer to avoid the kraken,
Your Majesty,” he said, funbling one-handed to open the press. “But there will
be nonkeys, even nerpeople. Perhaps, if you're very good, a herd of w nged
horses. There’s one on Imahyn Isle, did you know that?” He scrabbl ed through

| ayers of clothes until he produced the cloak. Once the press was shut, Bronau
stood Dunevon on it and put the cloak over the child s shoulders, tying it
securely.

“Can’t we go in the norning?” asked Dunevon. “This cloak’shot .”

Bronau chuckl ed wi thout hunor. “Actually, sire, it nust be now. Uncle Rubinyan

and Aunt | nmajane want to send ne to Carthak. If | go there, |I'd never see ny
favorite little king again. I'd rather take you sailing now.” He raised
Dunevon’s hood and tightened it until the child s face was barely visible.

“But it's toohot, " conplained the boy, flailing under the garnment’s heavy
folds. “I don’t need a cloak. | don't want to go sailing now. Aunt |ngjane
promised | could have jugglers if | ate all my supper.”

“Well, | have supper waiting on the boat,” said Bronau, picking the boy up once
more. “We'Il find you jugglers even if you don’t eat your supper. Dunevon, just
hold still and do as you're bid!”

“I don’t want to!” wailed the boy, his eyes filling with tears. “I want jugglers
now, and ny belly hurts!”

Bronau cl apped a hand over Dunevon’'s mouth. “That’'s not all that will hurt if

you don’t be quiet!” he snapped.

The two dogs had stopped their play when Bronau canme in. Dunevon’s greeting had
told themthis was no stranger, but their nmanner changed the nonent he began to
cry. They barked shrilly, advancing as their young naster fought Bronau’ s grip.
Suddenly Dunevon shuddered with the effect of too many sweets on a young
stomach. He vomited into the hand Bronau hel d over his nouth.

The man reacted just as Aly woul d have done: he swore and dropped Dunevon,
hol di ng his drenched hand out. “You disgusting little brat!” he cried, trying to
clean hinself on a tapestry. “You did that on purpose!”

Dunevon ran across the room screan ng as he wept. The door burst open,

reveal ing a handful of guards. Beyond them Aly saw a bottle of wine and a pair
of dice on the floor, explaining why they hadn't checked on their king unti

now.

“Halt in the king’s nane!” cried one of them fighting to get clear of his
fellows so he could draw his sword

“Hal t!” yelled another guard.

Bronau | ooked at Dunevon. The boy was out of his reach now The guards pl anted
t hensel ves between himand his quarry. He started to draw his sword,

reconsi dered, then fled through the secret door. The guards poured after him

| eaving the sick king to scream al one.

“I's he mad?” whispered Aly. “He just tried to kidnap the king!”

“Not nmad, necessarily.” Kyprioth’s glowing formmaterialized beside Aly. “Hungry
for power, which Imjane and Rubinyan will never give him If he can’t get it
here, he will try to find it el sewhere. Those who search for himwl| bring
power in their train, power they will bring to bear on anyone who tries to help
Bronau. So, now, Aly of Tortall. W cone to the days when you shall win or |ose
our wager—=
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He stopped abruptly as two bright forns appeared before them shining so
fiercely that Aly shaded her eyes. They solidified until she could tell that
they were male and fenmal e, and make out their features. The man, bl ack-skinned
and powerfully built, a crown |ike the rays of the sun blazing on his head, wore
gold arnor and carried a spear. The wonan was bare-breasted in the style of the
priestesses of old Ekallatum with a bell-like skirt hanging fromits bodice.
The crown atop her tunble of dark, wavy | ocks blazed silver like the noon.

I mrense snakes twi ned around her bare arns.

“Brother, what is it that you do here?” they denanded, their attention on
Kyprioth. Ay clapped her hands over her nmouth to prevent herself from
scream ng. The di vine voices and presences tore through her ghostlike body,
shreddi ng her |ike ancient silk.

Mt hros—he could only be Mthros, Ay knew-added, “W |left you the seas that
cradle this place, and the seas alone.” His voice rolled |ike horses at the

st anpede, hamrering Aly's ears. Daggers of pain thrust into her skull as she
fought to keep from fainting.

“We have been occupied with affairs on the other side of this world. Now we
return to find you in the Rajnuat palace, which is no part of the sea.” Aly's
not her had descri bed the Goddess’s voice as the belling of hounds and the bugle
of hunting horns. To Aly it was nore |like the shriek of triunphant eagl es and
the sl ow, whispering glide of snakes on rock. Her knees wanted to give

way, demandi ng that she kneel. She would not do it. It was one thing to kneel to
the Bl ack God, who woul d take her in hand one day. It was another to kneel to
the pair who had done the raka such a terrible wong when they supported the

| uarin conquest.

Aly fought. She trenbled as she summoned all of her willpower to stay upright.
They were gods, butshe was not sworn to them She woul dnot collapse in a heap
“Shoul d brothers and sisters suspect wongdoing at every turn?” asked Kypri oth.
“Are you so unsure—=

Aly kicked him Later, when she was herself again, she would question her
sanity, and wonder how his gl owing body felt the kick from her insubstantial

|l eg. Right now she saw only that all three brilliant heads turned their
attention to her.

She followed her instincts. She smled, bowed deeply to the Great Goddess and
Mthros, and said in a tone her father would know quite well, “Beggi ng your
pardons, O Great Gods, ruler of we nortals, but | ask that you forgive ny
father’s friend and patron.” Kypriothhad said he’d worked with her da, after

all. Remenbering to speak only the truth, she continued, “At present | am deeply
interested in the politics in Rajnuat—vitallyinterested, | should say. If ny
time here is to be well spent, | should understand how things work. These Isles

have | ong been a factor in Tortall’'s politics—= She cut herself off carefully.
She dared not play this too broadly, or they m ght suspect a rat. Hunbly she
continued, “Wat am | saying? You are the Great Gods. You know what there is
here to know. Forgive ne, | beg—+ amflustered, standing before you. You divine
brother Kyprioth is ny father’s patron. He has been hel ping me to understand the
Isles. Since | was stranded on Lonmbyn with the nortals | presently serve,
Kyprioth generously gave nme this chance to observe the change in kingship.”
There, she thought, wondering if her insubstantial face was sweaty. | spoke only
the truth.

She kept her head down; the |ight of the gods’ faces hurt her ghostly eyes in
any case. @Qowi ng fingers pressed her chin up and forced her to gaze into eyes

as green as eneralds, as neasurel ess as the Royal Forest in high summer. “I can
| ook into your heart, Alianne of Pirate’'s Swoop,” the Goddess said, her voice
making Aly shiver. “lI can see if you lie.”

Aly stepped away fromthat hand, whose touch burned even her unreal body. Once
agai n she bowed respectfully. “Great Mther, you know | speak the truth,” she
sai d, choosing her words with i nmense care. “You could see the lie on nme. If you
know the famly | serve, you understand how inportant it is that they know of
Hazarin's death and Bronau’s treason.” Not for nothing had she |istened to Aunt
Dai ne! “Forgive me, Great Mother. | don’t nean to be disobliging. Your divine
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brot her Kyprioth knows the danger to the family | serve. He brought nme here to
see these things at first hand.”

It was hard to read the Goddess’s al abaster features in the blaze of her glory.
Still, Ay could have sworn the Goddess raised her brows and pursed her nout h.
Al'y knew that expression fromher nmother: Al anna | ooked that way when she had a
suspi ci on that soneone was not being honest with her. “Your nother is dedicated
to ne,” she pointed out.

Aly bowed yet again. “That is true, Great Goddess, but | amtoo nuch like ny
father. | nmust follow his path, in service to the Trickster.”

“You are very like your father,” the Geat Mother said at |ast, her voice
shuddering through Aly. “It is the kind of prank hewould play.”

“No prank, Goddess,” Ay assured her. “What | do here is entirely serious.”
“Enough,” said Mthros inpatiently, his voice sounding in the marrow of Aly's
bones. “The Teasai on the other side of the world strike their gongs in the cal
for war. Their women beg you, mny sister, for the strength to fight their city's
enenmies.” To Kyprioth he said, “Wen we nade peace nearly three human centuries
past, you lost your emnminence here. Do not think we will take it well if you
break that peace.”

“Brother,” Kyprioth said reproachfully as he spread his hands, the picture of

gl owi ng i nnocence, “surely |I know when | have been beaten.”

The uni verse around them wrenched. Wien Aly could see clearly again, Mthros and
t he Goddess had vani shed.

She | ooked at Kyprioth. Fromthe novenent of his |ight-shape, she could tell he
was stroking his beard in thought. She poked his glowing ribs with her ghostly
el bow. “You owe ne,” she inforned him

“I know that,” Kyprioth replied slowy. “Wll, never let it be said that | do
not return favor for favor. Shall | free you fromour wager? Take you hone and
speak to your father on your behal f? Then neither of us will owe the other.”

Aly pursed her lips. “How can | trust you?”

“l owe you. Even tricksters must pay what they owe.”

Aly thought about it. To be home again, without this netal ring around her neck;
to have Da give her the chance she yearned for—those woul d be fine things. The
Scanran war was dragging to its end. Soon her nother would return, as woul d Aunt
Dai ne and Uncle Numair and the baby. There woul d be hot baths and the newest
fashions. As the warriors canme honme the capital would light up with

cel ebrations. Aly could read books, |aze about, dress like a girl of property
once nore. She could even speak her nind instead of mani pul ati ng peopl e.

She sm | ed and shook her head, trying to inmagine the butterfly self she was
among the nen of the court. Instead she saw W nnani ne and Mequen, Sarai and
Dove, U asimand Chenaol. Nawat woul d cone back to Tortall with her, but Lokei]
and Junai would not. And Kyprioth had hinted Bronau woul d bring danger to
Tanai r.

“No,” she said at last, “a bet’'s a bet. You don’t wiggle out of this one that
easily. And if | win the bet, you pay what was wagered, and you still owe ne.”
Kyprioth sighed. “You drive a hard bargain, Ay.”

Bef ore she could ask himif he was trying to pull the wool over her eyes, he
swept her up in a glowing armand shot into the air, through the pal ace roof.
They were on their way north again.

Sonet hing occurred to her as they rose into the air over the city. Her nother
was the CGoddess’s chosen. Wy hadn’t the Goddess known she was missing? Aly knew
her nother woul dn’t have wasted all this tinme, knowi ng she could call on the
Goddess and not doing so. Kyprioth, Ay realized. “Wwy hasn't the Goddess cone
for me?” she asked the god. “Wat did you do? You can't tell ne that Mother
hasn’t been praying to her for a glinpse of ny whereabouts.”

“l wasn't going to deny it,” replied the god. “You know | dare not let ny sister
find out what I'"mup to. | would bethousands of years com ng back from where she
and ny brother would send ne. One of ny friends keeps your |ovely nother
conmpany. She catches your nother’s prayers and keeps themfor ne.”

“You' d better hope Mther never finds out, or you'll have worse than your sister
and brother to contend with,” Aly told him “You don’t want the Lioness hunting
for you.”
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“l know that,” Kyprioth said. “lI assure you, | ambeing quite careful.”

Aly said nothing nore as they travel ed. Instead she reviewed the various

conbi nations of results that mght conme fromthe events she had just witnessed
Bronau had pl anned to ask Hazarin to recall the Balitangs. Now Hazarin was dead.
How friendly would | maj ane and Mequen be to the Balitangs?

She dared not underesti mate Bronau. He was now nore dangerous than ever, as a
man on the run and in disgrace, possibly declared a traitor. Whatever had driven
himto such a harebrained stunt? Surely he knew he couldn’t escape the pal ace
with a three-year-old, even if he did know secret passages?

Why hadn’t Bronau waited? Once his brother and sister-in-law were settled in
their regency, they would have been less vigilant for unrest. Bronau could have
gathered and bribed followers in his own tine, ensuring his ability to seize
power without taking unnecessary chances. Now he woul d be hunted the | ength and
breadth of the Copper Isles. The new regents would view all of his friends with
suspi cion. The Balitangs would be anbng the first to draw their attention, since
they had housed Bronau only weeks before.

The raka woul d need nore patrols at Tanair. She would have to talk to U asi mand
Fesgao about that. Wth Ochobu and Aly to nake sure no spies were brought into
their ranks, the raka could expand their unofficial arnmny.

She hardly noticed when she popped back into her body. Her planning stopped only
when true sl eep washed over her.

You asked nme why the king doesn’'t just call on the gods for help with Scanra. W
mustn’t get too dependent on the gods. On the day before King Jonathan's
coronation, the Great Mther CGoddess spoke of a crossroads in tine, when not
even the gods can predict how things mght go. At such tinmes they nust step away
and let us deal with things. It's a blessing, in a way. It evens the bal ance and
saves us nortals from being the gods’ puppets. Still, it’s hard to think of it
as a bl essing when you're frightened, you don’t know why, and all you want is
for the god to tell you what the bad thing is so you can hunt it down and kil

it.

—Froma letter to Aly when she was fourteen

from her nother

15

W NGED MESSENGER

When Aly woke at | ast, her muscles screanmed in protest as she tried to sit up

Her nmouth tasted disgusting. Her teeth felt as if they had a thick coating of

slime. She was lying on a cot in a house that had whitewashed walls.

“How | ong?” Her question enmerged fromher throat as a croak. She | ooked around
stiffly. They had brought her back fromlInti and put her in Tanair’s nakeshift

infirmary.

Nawat, asleep on a chair by the door, was startled into wakeful ness. He raced
across to Aly and touched her face. “I amvery angry with the god for keeping
you so long,” he said, his dark eyes worri ed.

Aly smiled at him “It was very instructive, though,” she whi spered.

Nawat ki ssed her swiftly on the mouth, then raced out the door. Wen he
returned, he brought Ochobu with him

“How | ong was | away?” she asked the old mage.

Ochobu sat on the cot’s edge and lifted one of Aly's eyelids. “Five days,” she
sai d. She checked Aly’'s other eye. “We carried you hone on a litter. You need a
bat h.” She rose and | ooked down at Aly, her old eyes as unreadable as a god’s.
“Is it bad, what he showed you?”

“Bad enough,” Aly admitted. “lI’Il need to talk to U asimand the others right
away. | don’t care what they' re doing. Are Their Gaces about?”

“The duchess and the children help Chenaol to put up fruit and vegetables
against the winter,” COchobu replied. “The duke is in the village. He oversees
all the new building here.”

“They can wait until tonight, | think,” Aly said, rubbing her tenples. “But I
need U asim Chenaol, Lokeij, Fesgao, and you, as soon as |'mcleaned up. W
need to prepare for serious trouble.”
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For two weeks after Hazarin’s death and Bronau's attenpt to ki dnap Dunevon Ay
roamed. She covered Tanair’'s castle and village on her own, then rode all over
the plateau in the conpany of Sarai, Dove, and their guards. It was a relief to
| eave the keep each day. After hearing the circunstances around Hazarin's death,
Aly’'s news about the change in governnent and Bronau' s rashness, Mequen and

W nnam ne seened burdened, as if soneone in the house had died. The adults
understood that a nation with a child king was vul nerable to rebellion and
trouble fromits enemies. Sarai was furious that Bronau would frighten a child
so badly. Dove’'s opinions stayed behind the younger girl’'s dark eyes.

U asi m had recruited another raka patrol, but the harvest had begun, and every
hand was needed to bring it in. Tanair winters were harsh. The crops had to be
brought in and food laid up. Aly understood the thin |line between poverty and
starvation. Harvest at Pirate’s Swoop was always a scranble, one in which the
baron’s entire famly worked in the fields. Despite knowing that, Aly had to
struggle to hide her inpatience with the raka. Bronau was on the | oose, with the
regents searching for him |f she had an arny to keep the Balitangs safe, she
woul d still wonder if she had planned for everything.

Aly calculated the tine it would take Bronau to reach Lombyn. It would be a week
if his passage was as swift as the Balitangs’ had been. To that she added a
handful of days on the road, assunming he | anded on the western coast, or a week
if he came fromDimari. Wen a third week passed with no sign of the renegade
prince, Aly relaxed slightly. Perhaps Bronau had been captured. O perhaps he
had deci ded that Tanair was the first place his enemies would | ook for him
Waiting for sonmething to happen, Aly net with the raka conspirators each night
to review their arrangenents and hear their news. She also visited Nawat to hear
what the crows had to report. Only with Nawat could Aly enjoy the sumrer’s calm
The nights were getting cool, but it was warmat Nawat’'s side. Once he finished
with the news, he taught Aly the names the crows had for the stars, the
different types of cloud, and the noon. The only thing that had the sane name
for crows as it did for humans was the constellation known as the Cat.

“My nother knew the Cat,” Aly confided. “At least, that’'s what she told ne when
| was a little girl. That the star-Cat became a nortal one, and taught her
things as she grew up. It was nmy favorite story, even if it wasn't true.”

“Why should it not be true?” Nawat asked. “The Cat is a god of sorts. He nmakes
his own decisions to help or to hinder two-1eggers.” He put an arm around Aly.
She | eaned into his hold, not thinking, then tugged away. “Nawat!” she
excl ai med. “What is that supposed to be?”

“Don’t you like it?" he asked. “Fesgao does it to Tulpa the mller’s daughter,
and she nestles against him”

“I"'mnot Tulpa,” Aly insisted. “Besides, | can't be distracted.” She got to her
feet hurriedly and thanked all the gods that she did not blush as easily as her
nmot her did. “Nestling isvery distracting.”

“I know.” Nawat got to his feet, resting his hands on her shoul ders. “You are
Aly, who guards us all.” He bent down and ki ssed her slowy and sweetly. Ay
clung to himbecause she was afraid to try to stand on knees gone to jelly. At

| ast Nawat rel eased her. “Cood night,” he said cheerfully. He wal ked out through
the inner courtyard gate, on his way honme to Falthin.

Aly renmai ned where she was, a hand pressed to her lips, for a long tine.

Realizing that if Bronau came they were as prepared as they could be, Aly threw
her energies into the winter preparations at Tanair. There was plenty for
everyone to do, fromthe duke and the duchess to the child who brought in the
eggs each day. The ol der Balitang women and their twenty servants and sl aves
wor ked at the tasks of the season: boiling and jellying, peeling and cutting,
grinding and sealing, smoking and pickling. Mequen was everywhere, helping to
get the crops in, the wood cut and stored, and making sure Tanair was

weat her proof ed. Like the village children, Elsren and Petranne hel ped their
fam lies. Each night Petranne showed Aly her day’s work, presenting the wads of
lunpily spun wool with as much pride as if they were the finest thread. El sren
col |l ected baskets of pine cones to use as kindling, losing half of themon the
way hone.
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Weapons training was the only thing to continue uninterrupted. Sarai worked on
nmore conpl ex battle dances. These were conbi nati ons of footwork, thrusts,

bl ocks, and chops neant to be used until she could do the sequences w thout
thought in response to a real attack. Wnnanine still |abored to naster the nost
basic battle dance, but she practiced ferociously, ignoring blisters and aching
muscl es. Dove’'s archery inproved daily. She could now shoot a cluster of five
arrows in a circle no wider than her stepnother’s hand. Al the sane, Dove never
got so good that Nawat couldn’t catch her arrows. Aly grinned to see grizzled
veterans consoling the twel ve-year-old, assuring her that they, too, could not

| oose a shot that Nawat didn't catch

One norning, as Aly rode out with her young mistresses and their guards, she
noted clouds along the western edge of the nmountains. “Let’s make it quick,” she
advi sed. “We take the nedicines to Pohon and back. That |ooks like rainto me.”
“You worry too much, Aly,” Sarai scoffed as she nounted up. “Those clouds are
nmles away.”

“Aly is right,” Fesgao told his mstress firmy. “To Pohon and back, no farther
Storms nove fast up here. You should know this by now ”

Sarai put up her nose and gal |l oped her mount through Tanair’s open village gate.
Al'y wat ched Fesgao gallop after Sarai and shook her head.

“She’ll calmdown,” Dove told Aly as the two girls rode out of Tanair. Nawat
foll owed them at an easy trot. COchobu had commi ssioned himto gather roadside
herbs for her that day. “She just doesn’t know what she thinks about Bronau
goi ng so wong. The only way she knows to deal with it is to ride hard.”

Aly grinned and gl anced down at Nawat. “I don’t suppose you' d flirt with Sarai ?”
she asked the crow man. “She thinks you' re handsonme. You could clean the bugs
fromyour teeth.”

“And you aren’t old and stupid |ike Bronau,” Dove added.

“I amtoo young for Sarai,” Nawat replied soberly. “I amnot even a nonth ol d.
Sarai is ancient conpared to ne.”

Aly and Dove giggled. “Ch, tell her that when |I’'mthere to see,” Dove begged. “I
want to watch her face when you do.”

They caught up to Sarai and Fesgao five niles outside Pohon. The other two
riders had reined up at the spot where a barely used track net the road.

“Sarai, no!” cried Dove, exasperated beyond her usual calm “Can’t we, justonce,
go sonmewhere and returnquickly ?”

Nawat raised a finger, his eyes sharp. “Hold.”

Aly held very still, listening. Wiy had the usually polite Nawat voiced

sonmet hing |like an order? Then she heard it, the raucous clanmor of dozens of
crows in the East. She strained to hear, but nmany of themcalled different
things, sonme of which she had never been taught. “Wat—= she began

“A wi nged four-legger conmes fromthe nountains that hold the norning sun,” said
Nawat . “She bears a fledgling two-Iegger on her back. They seek the stone
sti—the castle.”

Aly frowmed. “Wnged . . . a kudarung. A big one, to carry a child on her back.”
“That’s a royal nessenger,” Sarai commented, her perfect brows knit in
di sapproval. “Only the Rittevon line may call on w nged horses as nessengers. |

doubt that Dunevon woul d think of using one unless he wanted a ride.”

Al three girls wheeled their mounts and raced to Tanair, their guards on their
heel s. Nawat was |eft behind to make his way on foot.

They had to slowto a trot through the village. By then Aly had already spotted
the new arrivals: a boy or girl of ten, clad in shearling garnments agai nst the
cold of the upper air, strapped to a large gray nmare with a white mane and t ai
and huge, bat-like wi ngs. Messenger and nount sailed over the girls’' heads. Wth
an adjustnent to her Sight, Aly could see the wi nged horse badge of the Rittevon
fam | y—they woul d never use the raka word kudarung—en both the nessenger’s tunic
and the chest piece of the kudarung’'s harness.

The pair set down within the castle’'s inner courtyard as the girls and their
guards rode through the gate. Cchobu's three tiny kudarung darted fromthe
kitchen to circle the gray, |ooking |Iike blackbirds against a thundercl oud. Dove
tunmbl ed of f her horse’s back and raced inside to alert the duchess. Sarai
ordered Veron to find the duke. Ay slipped off G nnanon and took the three
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mounts to Lokeij and his stabl e boys.

“You know what the luarin say, don’t you?” Lokeij nmurnured as he watched the
messenger unbuckle the straps that held her to her mare. “Deadly news rides
horses that fly.”

Aly sighed. “If only the Rittevons use them as nessengers, | can see how peopl e
m ght think that.”

“The customis an old one, fromthe tinme before the kudarung were banished to
the Divine Real ns,” Lokeij said. “Qur people had all but forgotten, until they
returned twel ve years past. Once the kudarung cane here in flocks, all sizes of
them to nest and rear their young.”

Aly washed her hands in a bucket of water, the picture of idle innocence. To
Lokeij she said quietly, “Soneone inplied to me they served the old raka
monarchs freely, but that King Oron had to capture sone and breed themfor his
service.”

“I't was farsighted of Oron, may we live to spit on his grave.” Lokeij grinned,
revealing all the gaps in his teeth. “Wen Sarai takes power, the people wll
see the kudarung cone to her freely. They will see she holds the crown by
right.”

“Don’t say that aloud, even to a friend,” Aly warned. “The less it’'s nentioned,
the | ess chance someone will overhear who shouldn’t.”

“Cautious Aly of the crooked eye,” said Lokeij with a chuckl e.

“If you keep sweet-talking ne so, I'Il charge you before the duke of turning ny
poor frivolous head,” Aly replied, batting her eyelashes at him “An incautious
spy is soon dead. And don’'t start asking again who | was before | ended up
here.”

“You think that others don’t wonder?” Lokeij asked, his eyes glittering with
interest. “That Their Graces don't ask how many tiny signs and tricks a god
could teach a nortal in a short tine?”

“What | think doesn’t nmatter,” said Aly as she shook her hands dry. “I just live
my life at the god’'s beck and call.”

Lokeij snorted his disbhelief.

Aly waved a lazy hand at him “Now, if you'll excuse me, |'mgoing to snoop.”
Once the duke arrived, he and Wnnamine retired to their private roons with
Sarai and the nessenger. They didn't ask for a servant to attend them Ay idled
in the great hall, restacking logs on the hearth, until Sarai appeared at the
top of the stairs. “Aly, have Uasimfind this girl a place for the night,” she
called, urging the nessenger down the stairs. “Papa and Mama have asked for you
to bring sone wne.”

Al'y obeyed, summoning U asimfor the nessenger and going to Chenaol for the

wi ne. When she reached the duke’s roons with the tray, Sarai took it, then
poured cups for her father and stepnother. Wnnam ne offered the nessenger’s
letter to Aly. All three Balitangs | ooked haunted.

Aly took the letter and scanned it. The seal was the Rittevons': a w nged horse
triunphant, rearing on its hind | egs, wings outstretched. The witing on the
docunent was firmand el egant, though it was not in the professionally snooth
hand of a scri be.

My dear Mequen and W nna,

| regret that this letter brings no good news to you. King Hazarin is dead of
apopl exy. Dunevon, ny lady's half brother, is now king, with Imajane and ne as
his regents. That would be tragic enough. Hazarin was in his prinme, and no
kingdomruled by a child is stable. There is worse news, however. My brother, in
madness or folly, attenpted to ki dnap Dunevon, to what purpose | cannot guess.
He has been formally charged with high treason. Qur agents seek hi mthroughout
the realm Already we have learned that ny brother is attenpting to create
rebellion anong the outland nobility. This cannot be all owed.

I am concerned that he may seek refuge with you and your famly, as he did when
he incurred Oron’s disfavor. For the | ove you bear nme, will you ask himto cone
to Rajnuat, to answer the charges? If he conmes of his own accord, | nmay be able
to smooth things over with the king s council. Should his enemes take him |
fear for my brother’s Iife. He has always said you and Wnnam ne are the cool est
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heads in the famly. | agree. |If you can persuade himto return, |nmgjane and
will be forever in your debt. We are reversing Oron’s charges agai nst you. Soon
you will be able to return to Rajruat. | cannot envision keeping the M dw nter

Festival without my best friends there. Wth thanks from | majane and from ne,
Your friend Rubinyan

Aly reread the letter. Rubinyan says he’s worried, she thought, but he never
calls Bronau by his nane or inplies that he cares for him And he doesn't ask
the Balitangs to cone hone now, when he is as good as king hinself, for all that
he calls them“friends.” Does he want themto serve as bait for his brother
first?

She returned the letter to Mequen. OF course H's Grace will do it, she thought,
wat chi ng the duke's troubled face as he rolled the letter up into a tight
scroll. He has faith that Bronau can explain his way out of this, or that

Rubi nyan will save himfromthe gallows. But he can also tell that something is
not right here.

Mequen tapped the rolled letter against his |leg. “He sent this by w nged horse,”
he said at last. “lIt’'s a private letter fromhimto ne, but he used roya
messengers for it. Is he mad? In the reign of Hanoren the First, it was ruled
that no regent nmay take on the prerogatives of the Crown. That includes the use
of wi nged horses.”

“He wanted the news to reach us as quickly as possible, with all the distance
bet ween us,” the duchess expl ained. “He thought you woul d understand. And it
does involve the attenpt on Dunevon.”

“lI do not like it,” replied Mequen. “It is nobst inproper.”
“Per haps Aunt |mmjane wi shed us to get the letter quickly, and she granted the
use of the nessengers?” asked Sarai. “She is as royal as Dunevon, even if she

can't inherit.”
Aly folded her hands in front of her. “WII Your Gace tell this to the
househol d?” she asked politely. “Let them know that the prince’ s next visit may

be . . .” She chose her words carefully. “Different,” she finished

The duke and duchess traded gl ances. It was Sarai who replied. “Is this the kind
of thing servants should know?”

Aly | ooked at her. “If the prince comes and there is a fight, they' Il be

i nvol ved,” she pointed out. “And sone of the servants . . .” She stopped. Light

was growing in the room casting the fanily and the furnishings into high
relief. The source of it, she realized, was her

Wth a nental sigh she silently asked Kyprioth, “WIIl you stop playing ganes?”
“You want themto listen, don’t you?” asked the god. “Keep talking.”

Aly resigned herself. | nmust be sure that nmy next task in life can be handl ed
wi t hout gods, she told herself. To the Balitangs she said, “You have servants
who will be useful if things go wong. Uasim for one. Cchobu. Royal spy or
not, Veron nust be warned that Bronau nmay cone arned, with soldiers on his
tail.” Aly went silently to the door to the servants’ stair to reveal Dove, who
had been listening again. Ay beckoned her inside and cl osed the door. “Lady
Dove shoul d have been here already, to further her instruction about the world
she nust live in.”

“Dove, eavesdropping is a slave's trick,” the duke told his younger daughter
Dove | ooked down. “I’'msorry, Papa,” she replied, though she was clearly not.
Aly | ooked at the fanmily. She still gleaned with power |ent to her by the god.
“l advise you only because | want to ensure nothing happens to you. | want to
keep you and your children safe, and | cannot do it alone. | amnot the sort to
go dashing around with a sword in each hand.”

The duchess pursed her lips. “Wen you put it that way, of course, we nust
listen,” she said drily. The glow that blazed from Ay faded.

“Find those you think nust know and send themto us here,” Mequen instructed.
“We will explain.”

Once she’d found Cchobu, Veron, and Uasim Ay left it to the duke to share the
news. She wandered down to the kitchen. There Chenaol and the kitchen staff were
feedi ng the nessenger, bonbarding the girl with questions. Chenaol w nked when
she saw Aly. The cook woul d get any scraps of infornmation the nmessenger night
have.
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Al'y nodded to Chenaol and went outside. Near the stable, the w nged horse and
Nawat stood forehead to forehead. Nawat’'s |ips noved. Ay watched, fascinated.
What was Nawat doi ng?

“They speak, as winged creatures will,” Lokeij said. He had appeared at Aly’'s

el bow. “Whatever news the kudarung has, Nawat will hear it.”

Aly ran a finger under the metal ring on her neck. It bothered her nore than
usual tonight, having picked up bits of hay during her day s work.

“Annoying, isn't it?” Lokeij asked. “Now you feel like a raka. Even those who do
not wear a netal collar have felt luarin rule chafing for nearly three
centuries.”

Aly raised an eyebrow at the old man. Here was anot her chance to make the point
she had tried to inpress on Ochobu: the greatest problemwth the raka' s and
Kyprioth's plans. “I know luarin rule irks you,” she replied evenly. “So let ne
ask this: does it bother you that blood will be shed to renoveyour collars? That
the luarin who try to do their best by you, who only inherited the ness the
Rittevons have made, nay die to ease the collar off your necks?”

“Do you speak of our lady's famly, or of Prince Bronau?” asked Lokeij. “The
Jimaj en house is known for its brutality to their raka. We will rejoice if
Jimajen blood is shed.”

Hands in his pockets, Nawat |eft the winged horse to the neal of oats Lokeij had
supplied and sauntered over to the hostler and Aly. “She says that the wi nter
rains will come late in the jungles,” he told them “The fishing is off. She
says al so that the free kudarung know the old blood is present here, on Lonbyn.
When the tine cones, the kudarung will gather to salute the new queen.”

Aly thought this over. A powerful synbol of soneone’s right to rule was al ways
useful : the appearance of the Dom nion Jewel had once convinced Tortall ans that
Jonat han was the rightful king. She nodded. “Thank her, please. W are honored
that the kudarung will help us.”

“I't will be as it was before,” Lokeij whispered, eyes bright with awe. “The
rightful queen in Rajnmuat, and the kudarung soaring in the skies.”

“She isn't on the throne yet,” Aly cautioned. “Don’t |et your dreans outrun your
common sense.” She took another | ook at the kudarung, who had fol ded her w ngs
as she ate greedily. Still thoughtful, Ay returned to the castle, absently
running a finger around her slave collar.

Wen Aly left the tower the follow ng norning, she found Nawat at work outside,
as usual. Crows were perched all around the inner courtyard, on every space they
could find. There nust have been thirty of them

Nawat greeted her with his warmsmile, the one that always got an answering
smle fromher. “My clan will roost here for a time, until the weather says it
is the season to fly down to warmer country. They say they will be sure to enpty
their bowels off the sides of this nest.” Wth a wave of his hand he indicated
the castle walls.

Aly | ooked at the crows, then at the young man carefully attaching sharp
Stormming fletchings to a heavy arrow shaft. “Another nage killer?” she asked.
For the first time she noticed that despite his deftness and assurance, he

al ways worked slowy with the razor-edged Stormi ng feathers.

“There are all kinds of mages in the world, and sonetinmes they run in packs,”
Nawat repli ed.

Al'y nodded. Looking at the circle of crows, she asked, “WIIl we need so nmany?”
Nawat bird-shrugged. “They are ny clan. |If they are not needed, they will watch
the ganme.”

Aly raised an eyebrow as she turned her gaze on him “ls this a game to you?”
she asked.

Nawat | ooked up. His dark eyes held hers. “You are never a gane to ne, Aly. And
hawks are never a gane to crows.”

“But you aren’t a crow now,” she pointed out softly.

“A crow may put on human shape or crow shape, but we remain crows,” he replied
firmy. “Hawks, too, are the sane, whether they are born in human nests or hawk
ones. The nestlings nust always be protected. Since you have chosen to protect
these, | and mne will protect you.”
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Al'y nodded, blinking her eyes against sudden tears. She couldn't think of a
thing to say in response to such a declaration of conplete friendship. Instead
she rested her hand on Nawat’'s shoulder. His warmfingers covered hers for a
monent. Then he returned to his fletching, and Aly wandered out through the gate
to inspect the Tanair defenses.

She wal ked down through the village, waving to the baker and exchangi ng
greetings with the innkeeper’s wife. Visda and Ekit raced by, surrounding Ay
with goats and sheep. She grinned as they swirled out through the village gate
on their way to pasture.

Except for those early risers and the sl eepy-looking nmen-at-arnms on the wall,
Aly had the ground to herself as she exanined the village defenses. Duke Mequen
had worked on the wall along with other projects all sumrer. Mich had been done
since their arrival, shoring up what was | eft of the ancient stone wall and
bracing the palisade just outside. Mre than anything Aly wi shed they’ d been
able to build the stone wall to the height of the log one. If an eneny cane at
themwith battle fire, the palisade would burn, and the stone walls woul dn’t
stop anyone. Aly understood why nore hadn’'t been done. The duke could only cal
on those of his nen-at-arms who weren’t on duty and the few villagers who didn't
have crops to harvest or winter preparations of their own. It didn't nmake Ay
feel any better. She would just have to pray that no enenies cane with battle
fire, or that those who did fell into the ditch in front of the palisade. If
they burned the wooden barrier, the villagers would have to retreat within the
castle walls and expect to | ose everything outside them

Aly trudged back up to the castle. Perhaps Ochobu could fireproof the palisade.
She wanted to be certain the duke could sumon the villagers inside the walls
and warn the valley herders to hide with their stock. They needed ways to heat
barrels of oil or water and get themonto the walls to dunp on any attackers

Enough, she told herself, |eaning her forehead agai nst the stone of the outer

courtyard wall. They'Il only let you do so nuch. Hs G ace and Veron will have
plans laid to bring folk inside the castle and defend it. My job is to twiddle
my thunbs and wait for sonething to happen. If I'"'mto do that, | nmay as well go
sew winter clothes. | can only act on what information | have, as | have already

done. Now it’'s a matter of waiting.

I hate waiting.

“Kyprioth,” she called silently in a teasing voice. “Kyprioth, Kyprioth,
Kyprioth. Don't pretend you aren’t nearby. Al this is too inportant to you
Talk to nme.”

“You are getting to knowne a little too well,’
“What is it?”

“Ch, don’t be grunpy,” she told him still being playful. “Isn't it a grand
thing that | do know you so well? Now, tell me—sonething' s about to happen,

isn't it? The reason why you brought nme here in the first place.”

“Wel | ?” demanded t he god.

“What is it?” Aly wanted to know. “What’'s conming? | could use a hint. My working
blind isn't precisely useful, you know.”

“All | see is a coming together of lives and possibilities. Anything could
happen.”

“Just a little hint? You're a god, you nust have sonme notion,” she replied,
proddi ng him

“l DO NOT.” Suddenly the god s voice boormed in her mind as it nust boomin the
m nds of the Balitangs and the raka. Aly | ocked her knees. She would not drop to
the ground, no matter how nuch Kyprioth sounded |like a Geat God to her just

the famliar voice said wearily.

now. She stubbornly remai ned on her feet as he continued, “It is the hour of
mortal choices. It is your turn to dictate the course of fate. | can do no
nore.”

Just when she thought he was finished, that he’d made his portentous
announcenent and gone away, she heard himsay, nmuch nore quietly, “Besides, ny

brother and sister have returned. Well, | knew they would. Don’t betray my trick
to them Aly. Keep themthinking this is just another human squabble.”
“Thanks ever so,” she thought to him “I'Il do as rmuch for you one day. And you
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still owe ne.”
When her sense of Kyprioth's presence faded, Aly sat at the base of the castle
wal | . She had her answer, in a manner of speaking. Thi ngs—events—were unfol ding,

and now the humans would have to do their part. The gods had to | et the dice
fall as they may.

Wonderful, Aly thought, |eaning her head against the wall. Mght | have the
Graveyard Hag' s dice right now? Aunt Dai ne says they' re weighted with |ead, so
the Hag wins every roll. | don't mnd cheating at a tine like this.

A shadow passed over her. Ay | ooked up to see the kudarung and her rider in
flight, on their way back to D nari.

Three afternoons later the crows at the pass shrieked the news that el even arned
riders were on the road to Tanair. Crows and a raka patrol followed themto the
village to nake sure that none of the visitors left their group unnoti ced.

Nawat was working at his bench when the crows proclainmed the news. “They say
that Bronau is with them” he told Aly. She hel ped himby hol ding a piece of

| eather flat on the bench while Nawat cut it up for laces. “The hawk is comng.”
Aly nodded. “I have to let go,” she warned him Nawat sat back. Ay rel eased the
| eather, then ran to report first to the duchess. Wnnanine took Aly to the
duke, who was review ng the harvest totals.

“W'Il let himin. Bronau can relax, and tell his side of the story. | want to
hear what he has to say,” he told Aly and his wife. “W owe himthat. And | am
sure he will do the right thing, once he’s had a chance to think it over.”

Aly carried word to Chenaol, and thus to Sarai and Dove, who were hel ping the
cook to strain seeds fromnewy made jelly. To their credit, the girls finished
their tasks before they raced to their roons to change clothes and to nove
things so their parents could sleep on the third story with them Bronau woul d
have W nnam ne’s and Mequen's roons, but the fourth fl oor was no | onger
available to his nen-at-arns, as it was full of winter stores. Even Bronau would
not suspect his friends did not want his soldiers living anong them |[nstead
they would sleep in one of the new buil dings, under Veron' s eye.

Aly was cl eaned up and wearing a dress by the tinme Bronau entered the great
hal | . Mequen and Wnnanine waited there to neet him as did Sarai. Dove had
refused to greet the traitor, using words just that blunt. From her position
behind Sarai, Ay watched as Bronau handed his outer coat and gl oves to one of
the house sl aves. He approached his friends with his ready smle.

“So grim” he said teasingly. “Whatever can you have heard?” He ki ssed W nnam ne
on both cheeks and gave Mequen a man's brisk hug. He took Sarai’s hand and

ki ssed her fingers with comc el egance, his raised brows and tw nkling eyes
drawing a smle fromher in spite of herself.

“We’ve heard dreadful things, ny lord,” she explained shyly.

“Come up to our roons and talk,” offered Mequen. “Aly, refreshnents, please.”
Aly curtsied and went to the kitchen. Chenaol had already assenbled a tray for
her. “Ten nen-at-arns, Fesgao says,” the cook reported in a whisper for Aly's
ears alone. “They’'ve been riding hard. If ten’'s all he's got, H's Gace could
simply kill themall and ship Bronau back to Rajnmuat. O kill Bronau and send
his pickled head to the regents. It's a good way to nmake sure there’s no nore
trouble.”

“The duke wants to keep it friendly,” Cchobu said icily. She was seated at a
table, clutching a nug of tea with knobby fingers. “Wwoever heard of a luarin
that wasn't ready to shed the blood of others? And this is a fine tine to have
such qual ns, when killing the Jimajen prince would sinplify things.”

Aly grimaced. “Things are not precisely friendly between himand the prince,”
she pointed out, though privately she agreed that their |ives would be far
easier if Bronau and his nmen were dead. The duke was not that kind of person,
however. “H's Grace says that if Bronau grovels a bit, it will be all right. He
says Rubi nyan woul d never order the death of his own brother. W're to wait and
see.”

“The duke’s too good for this, you know,” Chenaol said, glaring at Ochobu. “For
that luarin snakepit they call the royal court. He always was.”

“He’s soft,” the old mage said harshly. “And he doesn’t know anyt hi ng about the
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house of Jimgjen. They will turn on himwith a snmile and a razor in their
hands. ”

“Aly.” Lokeij stood at the kitchen door, beckoning. Aly went to him
“Something' s off,” whispered the hostler. “None of these came with him

bef ore—not the nen, not the horses. And he's brought no body servants. Warn the
duke.”

Al'y nodded and took the tray from Chenaol. The change in attendants coul d be
entirely harm ess. Perhaps Bronau hadn't cared to burden hinself with body
servants when he was on the run. Perhaps they'd been captured. Perhaps his usua
warriors had been unable to follow himwhen he escaped Raj nmuat.

| hateperhaps es when lives are at stake, she thought as she clinbed the stairs.
And 1’'d as soon handle a jar of acid on a bunpy road than try to guess what
folly Bronau will commt next.

Once nore she poured out wine for everyone in the duke's sitting room even
Sarai. She also nmurrmured Lokeij's news into the duke's ear as she served him
Mequen nodded and gestured for her to take her place behind the duchess. “You

can speak before Aly,” the duke assured Bronau. “Whom would she tell it to? The
grass?”’

Bronau smrked at Aly, then addressed his friends. “There was sonething wong in
Hazarin dying so unexpectedly. | don’t suspect ny brother, of course,” he said,

grinning, holding up a hand to stop the protest he expected Mequen to nake.

“I maj ane, though—-she doesn’t show the nadness, but would you care to wager that
it skipped her and got every other nenber of the Rittevon fanily?”

“Even Dunevon?” asked Wnnamne with a smle, offering Bronau the pastry dish

He accepted one and wolfed it down. Ay wondered when he had eaten | ast.

“Ch, who knows?” asked Bronau. “He's only three, poor lad. Wnna, it would break
your heart, the way they keep him No boys his own age in that tonb of a
chamber, their servants in place of his . . . 1'd never use a child ofny bl ood
so.” He gl anced sidelong at Sarai, who ducked her head shyly. “But |Imajane is as
cold as the ocean deeps. It would never occur to her that Dunevon's a child nore
than he is a king.”

“But you tried to kidnap that king,” Mequen said gently. “Bronau, Rubinyan has
witten to us.”

“Ah,” said the prince. “So that is why you regard ne with such reserve today. It
was a rash act, | see that now | wasn't thinking of anything but getting the
boy to safety. If they killed a reigning king, will they stop at nurdering a
chil d?”

“l cannot believe Rubinyan would be a part of either crine,
stiffly.

Bronau hung his head. “No, no, of course not.” He turned his feverish eyes on
Wnnam ne. “Don’t you find it suspicious that Hazarin's servants and heal er

vani shed all at once? I'l|l wagerthey could tell sone stories.”

“These are all good points,” said Mequen, “but until the charges against you are
di smi ssed, you can only sow di sorder with such tal k.” Nothi ng about him
suggested that he knew the true fate of Hazarin's servants and heal er. “You nust
answer to the king’s council and clear your name. |f the misunderstandi nhg cannot
be di sm ssed, Rubinyan nmay have to nmake sone gesture. Send you into exile,
perhaps, or inprison you at the Stronghold. But your friends will seek your

par don.”

“Return and stand trial,” suggested Wnnami ne. “You'll slip the rug out from
under them By running, you only create nore doubt in people’ s nminds. Once the
council sees and hears you, and knows you felt that you did your duty by the

Mequen replied

Crown, | think you'll find nore allies than you suspect.”

Bronau chewed on a fingernail, the picture of a guilty child. “Do you truly
think so?”

“Cf course,” Wnnanine replied, resting a hand on his arm

“Men on the hunt for other men, particularly a man known as a fighter, like
you—such hunters do neke ni stakes,” Mequen reninded his friend. “If you're

caught, if you fight, sone dreadful accident m ght happen. You m ght be killed
by an overzeal ous arnsman before you can speak to the council at all.”
Aly refilled glasses as the conversation went on. Daylight faded into sunset.
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Mequen and W nnam ne cane at Bronau in cl ose order, persuading, joking, and
debating. They did all they could to sow a gentler, nore thoughtful nmood in
their rash friend.

The turning point came when Bronau | ooked at Sarai. “And what of you?” he asked.
“Do you think I ama crimnal?”

She | owered her eyes. “My lord, howcould | think you a crimnal? It is your
life, |I fear for " Her eyelashes fluttered like butterflies. “—And your
future,” she added in a shy whisper

Oh, she’s good, thought Aly in admration, renenbering Sarai’'s fury when she
heard of Bronau’s ki dnapping attenpt. She’'s very good. | could turn opponents to
her queenship right around by just giving her tinme to work on them

Mequen eyed his daughter and his friend. At |ast the silence created by Sarai
was finally broken by the supper bell. Mquen asked, “WIIl it help if |I go to
Raj muat with you? Rubinyan will listen to ne, | think, and the two of us can
talk to I mgjane.”

“Papa!” cried Sarai, alarnmed out of her nmaidenly distress.

“My dear, | don't think you could return before the passes close for the

wi nter,” Wnnam ne said, her hands clenched in her |ap

“This is nore inportant,” Mequen explained gravely to his wife and daughter. “If
only one of us goes to Rajnuat, it won't seemas if we are forcing our way back
into favor. If | nust wait to return until spring . " He shrugged

Bronau stared at Mequen. “You would do that for ne? They could arrest you.”

“l don’t believe Rubinyan will allowthat. And yes, | will go, if it helps to
ease the trouble between the two of you,” replied Mequen, his gaze sober. “The
real m needs you and Rubi nyan both. W can’t afford dissent in the famly that
rules the Isles, not with a child on the throne and our Carthaki friends eyeing
us like a ripe plumto be picked.”

“OfF your goodwill, give ne a day to discuss it with ny people,” he said, voice
and body weary. “They have been with nme over many hard mles. They deserve a
chance to decide if they will return and share whatever happens to ne.”

“COf course you may have the tine,” Mequen said, getting to his feet. He went to
Bronau, who stood and enbraced him “And you should rest before you return. You
| ook worn to the bone.”

Bronau | ooked at Mequen, then at Wnnam ne and Sarai, obviously puzzled. “It
hasn't occurred to you, has it?” he asked. “Should anything happen to
Dunevon, you woul d be king. You—=

Mequen put a hand over his friend s nouth. “Please don't speak of that again,”
he said gently. “Ever. Haven't you noticed? Kingship in the Copper Isles drives

people mad. | don’t want it, for nyself or ny famly. And in case you ve
forgotten, when |I first nmarried, the king had ne swear before Mthros that I
woul d never seek the crown. | keep nmy word.”

Bronau hugged Mequen i npul sively. “You were always better than the rest of us,”
he said, his voice thick. He I et Mequen go and stepped back. “Now. Wiere nmay
clean up? | nust tell you, | haven't had a true neal in days.”

Aly took Bronau to the duke's bedchanber, where he would sl eep as he had on his
last visit. Once he was supplied with hot water, soap, and drying cloths, Ay
returned to the famly. The door was unl atched. She entered the roomto find
that Sarai had gone. The duke and the duchess were in each other’'s arns.
“I"'msorry,” Ay said when they | ooked at her

The duchess had been crying. She nuttered an apol ogy and went to the washstand
to splash water on her face.

“It’s all right,” Mequen replied. Wth Bronau no |longer in view, the duke's true
feelings were easier to read. H's shoul ders drooped, and the Iines on his face
were deep with care. “We nust go downstairs in a nonment in any case.”

Aly hesitated. What she had to say would distress him but she needed to say it.
“Forgive ne, Your Grace, but should you not nmake hi mswear before the god to
behave? To abi de by your direction?” she asked, trying to tell himto do it
without making it a direct order. She didn't think they trusted her enough to
accept orders, even if she went against her training and gave them “If he
panics, there’s no telling what he mght do. An oath would rein himin.”
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Mequen sighed. “Aly, if you were nobl e-born, you would know that would be an
intolerable insult to an honorable man |ike Bronau. To ask for such a vow
inplies | do not trust him Do you wish to spark the very kind of outburst that
got himinto this nmess? Leave the nobility to handle the nobility.”

Al'y blinked at him Just once she wi shed she could speak her mind, to tell him
that she, too, was nobl e-born, and sone nobles could not be trusted as far as
they could be thrown. She was sorely tenpted to point out to himthat Trebond

bl ood was bl uer than that of any Kyprish luarin. Instead she put such unw se
answers from her nind, cane about, and tried another tack. “Your Gace, he has a
point. They might well inprisonyou if you returned.”l would, she thought, but
did not say al oud.

Mequen shook his head. “Rubinyan and | have been friends since boyhood. He woul d
never do such a thing.” Wen Ay opened her nmouth again, he raised a hand to
silence her. “Enough of plots and plotting. Don’t you have the w ne service at
supper ?”

Aly had been dism ssed. Never mind that | speak for the god, she thought with a
mental sigh. Never mind that | amtrying to keep himand his fanmly from harm
Aly turned and left the roomw thout so nuch as a curtsy to her naster.

16

BETRAYAL

Aly woke the next nmorning with the other servants, having taken forever to sleep
the ni ght before. Yawning, she rolled her pallet and stored it, then cl eaned up
for the day. Once presentable, she joined the line for breakfast. Chenaol was
serving. Wien Aly reached the cook, she asked Chenaol to renind everyone to

wat ch Bronau and hi s peopl e.

“That’ s easy enough,” Chenaol said drily, keeping her voice soft. “They anble
about the courtyards like this was a friendly visit. Just look at that.” She
pointed to one of the kitchen slaves, who flirted busily with two of Bronau’s
men at the outer door. “They act |ike they haven’t a care in the world. That’s
just not right, not with Princess Imajane at their tails. She’'s not nearly as
kind as Oron—she once had a nman flayed when he spat on her shadow. Any idea of
what the prince neans to do?”

“He’s thinking,” Aly murnured as Chenaol filled her bow with porridge. “It wll
take hima while, since thinking isn't something that comes naturally to him?”
Chenaol |aughed hard and long. Aly snmiled reluctantly. “I’m gl adyou’ re anused,”
she said, and went off to eat her meal in peace.

She was al nost fini shed when U asimfound her. “The duchess asks for you,” he
told her. “Hurry—they just sent the order for the ladies’ and the prince's
horses to be saddl ed. Lokeij will have yours ready.”

Aly gave her enpty bow to the slaves who washed the dishes, then clinbed the
stairs to the famly’'s quarters. The duke sat witing at his sitting room desk
Aly heard the voices of Wnnam ne, Sarai, and Dove in the bedchanber.

“Your Grace sent for me?” she asked Mequen. He hadn’t, but she wanted to gauge
hi s nmood and hi s thoughts.

The duke raised his head. “Bronau has asked to remain here a week, to rest his
men and the horses,” he said quietly. “Then he and | shall return to Rajnuat, to
straighten this out. He understands that he went astray. He says Rubinyan will
hearken to nme nore than he will to Bronau, and | fear that’s true. In the
meantime, he’'s riding today with ny lady and the girls.”

Aly cocked an eyebrow. “Did he swear?” she inquired. “Did he swear to behave?”
Mequen’ s eyes hardened. “Enough. You do not know himas | do. | will hear no
more of this, understand? Things are different for nobles than for commners. If
you cannot believe that, at |least pretend to do so.”

The bedchamber door opened. Qut came Wnnamine with Dove and Sarai, all dressed
for riding and carrying bows and quivers. “Aly, there you are,” the duchess
said. “Cone—we’'re going to hunt with the prince. Wiere were you this norning? My
mai d hel ped both girls to dress, but she was not happy.”

Aly shrugged. “l assuned that | was back in the great hall, since the young

| adies were with Your Graces and Your G aces’ servants,” she said, bowing to the
duchess. “WIIl you forgive ne?”
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“Yes, of course,” said Wnnam ne, pulling on her gloves. “It never occurred to
me that you wouldn’'t see your place is with Dove now.”
“Comeon, ” urged Sarai. “Bronau’s waiting.”

They passed the day as they had during the prince’'s first visit. He gall oped
with Sarai, then rode with the duchess, Sarai, and Dove. Aly, the |adies’
bodyguards, and Junai followed cl ose behind. Bronau told jokes and tal ked about
Dunevon’s coronation, relating the list of those who attended and what they
wore. As far as Aly could tell, Sarai and the duchess hung on every word. Dove
rode silently as she listened. Above them crows swooped and cawed. Fromtheir
calls Aly knew who was nearby and whet her they were raka, nenbers of the
Bal i t ang househol d, or strangers.

The group returned with partridges for that night's supper. Ay took the birds
to Chenaol, while the Balitang wonmen went to play with Petranne and El sren
before they went to their weapons practice. Wth free tinme to spend, Aly did the
rounds of the castle. She spoke first to the girls’ raka defenders, telling them
of the duke’'s and Bronau’s plans. Nawat reported that the crows had seen not hing
suspi cious on the plateau, which nmade Aly feel a little better. Her relief did
not |ast very long. Bronau's presence itched nore than a rash. She could barely
sit still, not when her instincts were shrieking.

Sarai and the duchess canme out in the |ate afternoon sun to practice sword
skills with the nmen-at-arns, while Dove joined in the archery practice. Bronau

| ooked on, smiling like an indul gent uncle. Dove was stringing her bow when
Nawat approached. He slid a handful of arrows into the twelve-year-old s quiver
Dove' s eyes went round. She gazed at Nawat in awe, one of the fewtines Ay
could read clear feelings on the girl’s face. Each of Nawat’'s arrows was
fletched with griffin feathers. It reminded Aly once nore that Nawat had been a
crow for nost of his life. No two-legger woul d have given precious griffin
fletchings to a child, let alone a girl.

One of the footnen cane for Aly. “Hi s Hi ghness and H's G ace play chess,” he

i nformed her. “They wi sh you to serve wine.”

Aly followed the man back into the castle, her mnd busy. Perhaps Bronau woul d
get caught up in the game and say sonething she could use to persuade the duke
to let his friend return to the capital alone. Instead the two nmen spoke of the
past. Mequen and Rubi nyan had been pages and squires together. Bronau had served
under Mequen’s command in the royal navy, then conmanded the naval escort that
had carried Mequen on diplomatic mssions to Carthak. The nmen di scussed |sles
politics, Carthaki history, and nusic. They di scussed players and conpositions
for so long that Aly wanted to sl eep where she stood. Every now and then, when
Bronau sai d sonet hing funny or engagi ng, the duke would glance at Aly, as if to
say, “You see? He is a good man and a good friend.”

Al'y kept her face pleasant and refilled the cups as they enptied. Prince Bronau
had shown on too many occasi ons that he was reckl ess and unreliable. He probably
was a good friend to Mequen, but that meant very little in a dangerous politica
wor | d.

The chess gane ended; the nmen went out to practice sword skills with Veron and
Fesgao. Aly stowed her pallet and bel ongings in the roomwhere Sarai and Dove
currently slept, then went downstairs.

Nawat nmet her in the great hall. “My brethren have come to roost here for the
night,” he informed Aly. They stood aside as El sren and Petranne clattered by,
pursued by their nursemaid. “The light is going. They say all remains quiet on
these | ands.”

Aly nodded. “My head aches, though,” she told him “If all goes well, why am!|
tense?”

Nawat ran his fingers gently through Aly's short hair, preening her. “That is
your task,” he replied sinply. “Mst humans think the appearance of quietis

qui et. They do not see that sonetinmes the eneny is as quiet as the serpent. Only
when it has stolen all of their eggs will they know bad wal ks in the quiet as
wel | as the noisy.”

Aly | eaned against the wall, looking up into Nawat's deep-set eyes. “I thought
you were worried about hawks.”
“Those as well,” Nawat answered. “But a hawk | can see. Wiile | watch the hawk,
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who is to say the serpent is not behind nme?”

Timdly Aly reached up and ran her fingers gently through Nawat’s hair over one
ear, preening himin return for the first tinme. “I wish the duke were as w se—er
as cl ear-sighted—as crows.”

Nawat was bendi ng down to Aly when Uasimcalled fromthe stair, “Ay? Lady
Dovasary is calling for you.” Nawat nmade a face and kissed Aly lightly on the
nose, then left the hall. Aly tried to scorch Uasimwith a glare, but the big
raka only returned a polite, neaningless snile. She stuck her tongue out at him
as she trotted by on her way to Dove' s room

The day had cool ed rapidly, enough that Sarai and Dove both wore wool en dresses
to supper. Aly and Penbery | oaded the braziers in the girls’ roons with charcoa
and set themalight so that they would be warm as they slept. Then they foll owed
their m stresses downstairs.

Bronau's nen-at-arns ate supper with the Balitang household, then retired to
their quarters. The famly's servants and sl aves played nusic and sang,

relaxing. At last the Balitangs went upstairs. Ay hel ped to undress Dove, then
spread her pallet near the door of the naster bedroom After she donned the
shift she slept in, Aly refastened the sheaths of her knives around her ankles
and arns. Her sleep would be unconfortable, but she dared not risk a night
without them Once that was done, she talked with Dove as Sarai read. Fromthe
sitting room they could hear the murnur of conversation between the duke, the
duchess, and Bronau

At last the girls’ parents cane in and went into the dressing roons to change
clothes, with the help of Penbery and the man who waited on Mequen. The servants
|laid out their ow pallets at the foot of the nmaster bed as the duke and duchess
slid under the cool linen sheets and a |light coverlet. Sarai and Dove lay on
cots placed on the far side of the bed, between Wnnam ne and her dressing room
Aly | ooked around. Sonething wasn't right. Mequen was about to bl ow out the | ast
candl e when Aly said, “Wait, please.” She went into the dressing room and
returned with his unsheat hed sword.

“Aly, " Mequen said, his eyes sharp with anger. “You really go too far—=

W nnami ne |l aid her pal magainst his cheek to silence him “Hunor us, ny dear
Keep it close.”

The duke sighed in exasperation. “Gods, save ne fromthe nerves of wonen!” he
snapped, flinging hinself back against his pillows. Then he sighed and sat up
“Thank you, Aly. | know your concern is for our welfare.”

Aly placed the sword on the table with the candle. She angled its hilt so Mequen
would find it instantly if he reached out in the dark. “Good night, Your Gace,”
she said, and bl ew out the candle. Using her Sight, adjusted for the dark, she
found her pallet easily.

Sl eep woul d not come. She tried to keep still, so as not to wake the others, but
her body trenbled with nerves. Wen she slept in the great hall, she could hear
everything outside and in. She also had freedomto nove downstairs. This room
felt like a trap.

Aly heard the whisper of cloth on cloth through the crack under the door beside
her. She pressed her ear to it, straining to hear. The sitting roomon the other
side was cl osed. She had watched Sarai shut that door, putting a heavy wooden
barrier between the bedchanber and the main stair. Wat had nmade that stray

noi se, mce? The old tower had its share, but this sound was not nouselike.

She heard a thunp, then a creak. Soneone was definitely opening the sitting room
door. “Your Grace!” Aly whispered, scranbling to her feet. “Wake up!” She | unged
for the door and braced her shoul der against it, cursing the absence of |ocks on
the famly's roons. Wiat could she use to barricade the entry besides her own
wei ght ? Behi nd her she heard people scranbling out of their blankets.

As Aly braced her shoul der agai nst the door to keep it shut, soneone pushed on
it fromoutside. It edged open. She scrabbled for purchase on the floor with her
bare feet, w thout success, and |leaned into the door with all of her weight. It
wasn’'t enough. The door slammred open, snmashing her against the wall behind it.
Pai n seared through her as her back hit stone with a crack. Ay groaned and
shoved the door away from her. She sank to the floor, fighting to stay
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consci ous.

Someone in the roomthrew the water pitcher: Aly sawit fly through the open
doorway. A man yel ped outside; the pitcher shattered on sonething hard. Mequen
shouted orders to his wife and servants. Then Bronau, clinking in a chain mail
shirt over a leather tunic and breeches, walked in. He carried an unsheat hed
sword in his hand. Three of his soldiers, wearing mail and carrying torches,
fol | owed.

The duke’s manservant, howing in rage, attacked with no better weapon than an

i ron candel abrum Bronau ran himthrough, then thrust the dead man off his bl ade
with a booted foot. His nen spread out behind him Mequen had grabbed the sword
Aly had left for him He now stood between Bronau and the wonen of his famly.

W nnam ne placed herself in front of Sarai and Penbery, another iron candel abrum
in her hand like a sword. Aly couldn’t see Dove behind the bulk of the naster
bed.

“lI didn’'t want this, Mequen, Wnna,” Bronau said, pain and regret in his voice.
“Not a fight. W’re all friends, aren’t we?”

“Friends don't call at midnight with swords in hand,” Mequen retorted.

“Swords don’t have to cone into play,” Bronau said with his charning snmle. “W
can work this out. Al you need do is declare your claimto the throne. Once you
are crowned, you'll abdicate in favor of your ol dest daughter and her

husband—se. You'd |ike that, wouldn't you, Sarai?” he asked, his voice
honey-sweet. “To be queen, clothed and jewel ed as your beauty deserves. It could
be a step forward for your nother’s people. | know you have a sentinental
attachnent to them” Bronau | ooked from Mequen to Wnnami ne. “Don’t make nme do
this,” he pl eaded.

“Qur servants will be at your back nonentarily,” said the duke. “You can't
believe you and ten nen can take ny daughter and ne.”

“CfF course not. That is why the forty other warriors |I’'ve recruited canme onto
the plateau after sundown,” Bronau informed them “ldid notice all those idle
raka warriors riding to and fro when | visited here. My | ads are conbat

vet erans, not peasants or slaves with arrows and rusty swords. Your gates are
now open to nmy armsnen—+'mafraid we had to kill sone of your guards to do
that.”

“W have a mage,” snhapped Sarai. “You won't defeat her so easily!”

Bronau smled as if she were a clever student who had given a good answer. *“I

t hought you mi ght have one by now. | have three. They are keeping your old wonan
busy, if they haven't killed her yet. Mequen, be sensible. | don’'t want to kil
you. You're going to be ny father-in-law."”

Al'y got her feet under her. She | eaped onto the back of the closest nan-at-arns.
W appi ng her right hand around his chin, she yanked his head back and dragged
her |eft-hand knife across his throat. He choked, staggered, and toppled
backward, crushing Al'y under his body. She squirnmed nadly, trying to free

her sel f.

“Papa!” cried Sarai as Wnnam ne held her back

Mequen lunged with his sword, chopping at his old friend. Bronau parried the
blow with a hal f-turn, pushing Mequen's bl ade asi de. Mequen kept his sword
moving in a sidelong cut that bit into the belly of Bronau’s second man-at-arns.
The wounded nman dropped his torch. Mequen used a bare foot to sweep the
soldier’'s feet fromunder him dunping himonto it. The body snothered nost of
the flames as Mequen bl ocked anot her of Bronau's strikes.

Penbery shrieked and hid under the bed, begging the gods for help, as Wnnam ne
and Sarai threw everything they could reach at the third of Bronau’s sol diers.
Aly cursed as she struggled to free herself of the corpse that wei ghed her down.
The remai ning man-at-arnms advanced on W nnani ne and Sarai, shielding his face
fromthe rain of vases, plates, and cosnetics jars. Aly saw no sign of Dove.
“Don’t kill the girl!” shouted Bronau as he hacked the bed curtains by mnistake.
Mequen cut a long, shallow slice down Bronau’'s |eg, cutting through |eather into
fl esh.

Aly got her right hand free. In it she held a knife. Cenching her teeth, she
rose hal fway under the dead nan’'s weight and threw the blade. It struck the |ast
man-at-arnms on the cheekbone, opening a gash there. He glanced toward Aly with a
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snarl .

The nonent his attention shifted to Aly, Wnnani ne sl anmed her candel abrum
across his face. The armsman’s nose broke with a dull crunch. O nate netal

| eaves opened cuts in his eyebrows, cuts that blinded himw th bl ood. Wnnam ne
hit himtwice nore with all her strength. The soldier’s knees gave way.

As he dropped, he lashed out, cutting Mequen's | eg. Mequen gl anced down and

st abbed himthrough the throat. Then the duke's feet slipped in the arnmsnan’s

bl ood. He fell across the downed man’s body. As he fought to rise, Bronau ran

hi m t hr ough.

“Papa!” Sarai shrieked. She darted past Wnnam ne and grabbed her father’s
sword. Facing Bronau, she brought it up to the ready position. “He is yourfriend
I'” cried Sarai

Bronau st epped back, raising both hands, though he kept a grip on his sword. “He
would be the first to tell you that when a crown’s at stake, friendship becones

a luxury.” He pointed to Mequen. “l’ve seen nen survive worse. Only swear that
you'll marry nme and be ny queen, and I'Il call one of nmy nmages to heal him”

“He lies,” Aly croaked, Seeing it in Bronau

“l know that,” snapped Sarai. “H's |ips nove, don't they?” She |unged, her sword
ainmed at Bronau's heart. He stepped back, half-pivoting, as her sword cut a
bright line across his mail. Sarai caught herself, pivoted, and |unged again.

Bronau sei zed her bl ade in gauntleted hands and wenched it out of Sarai’s grip,
tossing it aside. As she stunbl ed, he shoved her onto the bed. “W can do this
nicely, or not,” he infornmed her calmy, “but you are going to lead a revolt at
nmy side.”

Aly wiggled free of the body that had pinned her. She gripped a knife in her

| eft hand and junped for Bronau’'s back, grabbing for his chin with bl ood-slick
fingers. Her hand slipped. Instead she hooked her fingers in his nostrils and
pul I ed, then stabbed blindly. Her dagger scraped bone, not flesh. She' d gotten
his jaw by m st ake.

Bronau roared and threw hinself back, slamm ng Ay against the unforgiving stone
wal | . Her ribs cracked. Still she clung, raising her left hand for another

sl ash. He wenched the knife fromher grip, breaking nore of her bones, then
slammed her into the wall again. Aly's vision went dark. She hung on for her
life and dragged on his nose, keeping his head back

Sonet hing thudded into Bronau. Aly couldn’t see what it was. He went still,
wobbling on his feet. Sonething else hit him Ay groped the man's neck unti

her swelling fingers hit two |ong, slender shafts buried in his throat. She
freed Bronau and shoved hi mforward. He dropped onto his face. Bracing herself
against the wall, Ay |ooked across the bed. Dove stood on its far side, a bow
in her hand. Afew griffin-fletched arrows lay on the coverl et where she coul d
reach them

“Papa,” whispered Sarai. She lurched off of the bed wi thout so much as a gl ance
at the man who woul d have nmade her queen, and ran to her father’s side. Dove
dropped her bow and did the sane.

W nnam ne grabbed a shirt and knelt beside the girls. Carefully she laid the
wadded-up shirt on Mequen's bl eedi ng wound and pressed down with it. “Pressure
sl ows the bl eeding,” she whispered.

Aly seized a goosefeather bolster fromthe bed and used it to beat out the snmall
fire that had spread fromthe second man-at-arns’s torch. She used what was | eft
of that to light candles, then stunbled through the study and battered the door
to Petranne and El sren’s roons.

“Who is it?” asked Ri hani, her voice shaking with terror. The two younger
children were crying.

“Aly. The duke’s cut in the belly. Cone see to him”

“l don’t knowif | can help,” Ri hani protested.

“I"l'l find Cchobu!” snapped Aly. “Just keep his grace alive!”

She heard furniture scrape. Weks ago Ri hani had been told that, if an attack
came, she was to barricade the door, to keep the younger children safe. Wen the
door opened, and Ri hani saw Aly, she nodded

Aly didn't watch her enter the duke's bedroom She raced down the stairs to the
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mai n hall. Her broken left arm hung by one side, |inp and bluish purple. Sharp
pai ns stabbed her right side, where she had broken ribs. She prayed they

woul dn’t puncture her lungs, then ignored them Wthout COchobu, Mequen woul d

di e.

OCchobu was not in the great hall. The roomwas in chaos as U asimand a few
armed footnmen fought nearly thirty invaders, nost in |eather arnor covered with
metal rings. This nmust be what’s left of the nmen Bronau sneaked onto the plateau
after dark, Aly thought bitterly. He thought he was evading raka patrols, but he
hid themfromthe crows as well. Had they killed the raka who guarded the road
to the pass? They | ooked like they'd had a fight of sonme kind, either with the
raka or with Veron and his nen.

“Stop!” she yelled over the noise. “Bronau is dead! Put down your arns!”

A ruffian grinned up at Aly, his face a bl ood-streaked mask. “If he’'s dead,

we'll take as we like!” he shouted. “Lots of fine wenches here, and the nmen will
be worth sommat as sl aves.”

“Ch, we nmake very bad sl aves,” soneone announced fromthe main door

For a nmonent there was only silence in the great hall. Everyone turned to | ook
at the speaker. It was Nawat. He stood with a bow at the ready, an arrow on the
string. CalmMy he shot the nman who had taunted Aly. The invader fell, in

silence. Behind Nawat stood nearly thirty hal f-naked people, their hair and skin
dotted with clunmps of gl eanming black feathers. Each held a crude weapon of sone
ki nd, sickles, hay rakes, cleavers, and kitchen knives.

Nawat pl aced another arrow on the string. “You were wong to cone here,” he
said, and shot a man in a chain mail shirt. Wth that shot the paral ysis that
had sei zed the eneny at the sight of Nawat’'s allies shattered. Trapped between
U asimand his fighters and Nawat’'s transforned crows, Bronau’ s nen fought for
their lives, and | ost them The crow people were fast, strong, and nerciless.

U asimand his raka battled ferociously.

Aly watched it all unfold, |eaning against the wall as pain throbbed in her
chest and broken arm Only one man reached the stairs where she stood. She gazed
at himwth the glassy cal mof shock, know ng she couldn't possibly defend
herself. He collapsed with two of Nawat’s arrows in his back

When the crows and the raka finished, Aly carefully wal ked down to Nawat.
“Cchobu,” she told him Her head was spinning. Her stomach |urched, a warning
that she m ght throw up.

“She holds three nages at the village gate.” Nawat selected three arrows with
Stormm ng fletchings fromhis quiver. “I will bring her. You sit.”

Aly sat. Soneone took her torch. She propped her forehead on her good hand,

wat chi ng as sweat dribbled down her face to splash on the bl oody stones of the
floor. Here came U asim bleeding froman assortment of cuts. Junai foll owed.
She was unnmarked except for a |long gouge that sliced her shirt and skin from
col l arbone to navel. Aly nunbled, “My nother has one just like that, only it’'s
heal ed.”

“Shock,” U asi m sai d.

“This is broken,” replied Junai, lifting Aly’'s left arm Aly gasped as the world
spun wildly. The gasp brought a stab of agony from her broken ribs.

“I's anyone alive up there?” U asimasked. “Qur |adies?”

Aly bit her tongue to keep fromfainting as Junai tied her wist to a | ength of
wood. “They’'re fine,” she said when she could talk again. “It’'s the duke who's
hurt.” She | ooked at the open doors. Here cane Nawat, supporting Cchobu. The old
worman was pal e under her brown skin, but no less ferocious for all that.

“Idiot luarin thought he could hold me with three mages,” she grunbl ed as Nawat
hel ped her over to the stair. “Is he alive to learn he can't?”

Al'y shook her head and gul ped. She was well into shock now, and had reached her

| east favorite stage of it, nausea. Her stonach fought to cast out the remmins
of her supper. “He's dead. And His Grace is belly-cut.”

For once Cchobu did not hesitate at the suggestion that she attend a luarin.
Instead she let U asimhelp her upstairs. Junai continued to splint Aly’'s arm
The great hall fell silent. Everyone cl eaned weapons and wounds as they |istened
to the sounds fromthe duke's quarters. It was not |ong before they heard the
wai | of a woman whose heart was broken.
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“Bronau couldn’t even judge wounds right,” Aly nmunbl ed. “Saying he mght stil
live.” Tears slid over her dirty cheeks.

U asi m wal ked down the stairs, gray-faced. “H's Grace is dead,” he told the
househol d.

Aly rested her head back against the wall, w ncing as she bunped the knot on her
skull. A curse on the Jimajens and their power games, she thought bitterly. A
curse on the rulers of this country, Rubinyan and |najane, who | et Bronau escape
them Iwill bring themdown. And Iwill put a half-raka queen on the throne if
it’s the last thing |I ever do.

By dawn the changed crow peopl e had vani shed, |eaving only some feathers and

t hei r abandoned weapons to show they had been there at all. The feathers were
set reverently aside by those who cleaned up after the battle.

They lay their own people to rest in the castle’ s ancient burial ground two days
later, in a ceremony that lasted frommd-norning until md-afternoon. Raka cane
fromall over the plateau to bury their folk and to witness the aftermath of
Bronau’ s greed.

The tally of the dead was painful. Veron had been killed as he defended the
castle gate. It no longer seened to matter that he’d been a royal spy—n his own
way he had been loyal. O d Lokeij was gone, but not before he’'d cut down three
of the eneny with a scythe. Visda and Ekit had |ost their father and ol der

brot her, who belonged to the raka patrol that had been overwhel med by Bronau’'s
sol diers. Two dead crows were found in the great hall. They were as honored in
their burial as if they’ d been human. The slave Hasui had | et the eneny in; they
found her dead outside the kitchen wing. It was inpossible to tell who had

mur dered her, though Aly suspected Chenaol. The raka cook woul d never forgive
such a betrayal. There was Mequen’'s body servant to bury, five nmen-at-arns—three
of themthe bandits captured on the road from D mari —and Mequen hi nsel f. Fesgao
was alive, barely. He attended the funeral on a litter. Wnnani ne gave himthe
conmmand of her renmining nen-at-arns.

The next day they burned the eneny dead near the road to Dinmari. Anong them were
the three mages who had kept Ochobu fromthe castle. Nawat collected his

St ormm ng-fl etched arrows fromthem before GCchobu put the torch to the pyre.
Bronau had a pyre of his own. A stony-faced Wnnami ne collected his ashes and

pl aced themin a box for Rubinyan.

Wth the funerals over, Wnnanmine retreated to the famly's roons to nourn her
husband. Sarai and Dove took charge of their stepnother and Petranne and El sren
The younger children were |ike bewildered ghosts who kept asking for Mequen

Each tinme they did, Sarai’s eyes overflowed with tears as she hugged them and
tried to explain. Dove never wept. Watching her small, set face, Aly w shed that
the younger girl could weep. At |least Aly had Nawat to confort her, and to
confort. Aly could endure her sorrow, having seen battles and their aftermath
before. The Balitangs had not. Nawat had not. Tanair had been a peaceful place
before the arrival of Bronau, and Nawat was still young for a crow.

A week passed before the duchess left her seclusion, pale but steely-eyed. The
first person she sunmoned to her seat in the great hall was Aly. “That cones
off,” she said flatly, pointing to Aly’s netal slave collar. “It was pointless
before. It is brutally pointless now You are free under Kyprish |law as well as
in your own spirit.”

Aly bowed her head. For once she didn't argue. The duchess was right. Al the

pl at eau knew what she was to the Balitangs now. There was no nore advantage to
her pretense of being a slave. She reported to the blacksmth. He spoke the
spell fornula that released the collar, then pulled it open. He even gave her
ointnent for the red scar at the base of Aly’'s neck. Wen it was off, she
visited Nawat. He had resuned his old place in the inner courtyard, sitting at
his | arge bench as he fletched arrows in the nmorning sun. He squinted up at Aly.
“Your netal ring is gone,” he remarked.

Aly sat gingerly on the far end of his workbench. Gchobu had fixed the breaks in
her ribs and arm to a point. She couldn’'t heal Aly conpletely and still have
strength to help the many other wounded. Instead Aly had to nove very carefully
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as her bones, secured by a wapping around her ribs and a splint on her arm
finished mending the natural way. “Yes, the ring is gone. It didn't |ook good on
me anyway. Your clan did a wonderful thing for us. Wiy didn't they stay?”

Nawat bird-shrugged. “They’'re about—-as crows. They don’t |ike the human shape.
They woul d rather fly.”

“Well, thank themfor ne,” Aly told him “Wthout themwe would have died.”
“They were just |looking after the wager,” Nawat said, putting his arrow aside.
“That’s right, Kyprioth had a wager going with the crows, too, separate fromthe
one he’'s got with nme,” Aly nurnured. “Wat were the crows’ stakes again? |'d
forgotten, if | ever knew”

“If the crows help you to live through this changi ng season, we get a gift from
the god,” Nawat answered, plainly uninterested. “Now ne, | think this formis
fine. These human tools interest ne.” Meeting Aly's eyes, he added, “And human
wonen aren’'t so bad.”

Aly jumped to her feet and winced as her ribs conplained. “Now, don’t you start.
I have too much on ny nind.”

“I know,” said Nawat, |ooking down at his work. Hi s voice was neek. “And Sara
tells me | nust sneak up on you.”

Ay fled.

Ei ght days later, the crows cried the alarm A full conpany of one hundred

sol diers was marching onto the plateau. Wen Aly reported it, Wnnani ne ordered
the men-at-arns to the village gates. She followed with a sword at her hip, a
bow and a quiver of arrows in her hands. Aly, Sarai, and Dove all raced in her
wake, doing their best to keep up with the | ong-Iegged woman as they clinbed to
the wat ch post over the gate.

When she saw who now st ood outside, Wnnam ne sighed with relief. Ay peered
through an arrow slit to see a face she knew Bronau’s cold brother, Rubinyan
“We’re here for ny brother,” Rubinyan called. “Qur nages say he cane to you.”
“Wait,” called the duchess. To the girls she said, “Well, | can't exactly shout
the news, can |? They were brothers.” She went out to nmeet himas Sarai, Dove,
Aly, and Fesgao watched. Rubinyan di snobunted and went aside to talk with her.
When hi s shoul ders drooped, Wnnam ne nmotioned for the guards to open the gate.
To the relief of Tanair’s inhabitants, Rubinyan let his soldiers canp in a field
nearby, not inside the walls. He entered the castle with only a body servant for
an attendant. As he rode by, the girls could see he’'d been weepi ng—for Mequen,
not Bronau, Wnnam ne told the girls later.

He spent his first night at Tanair praying for Mequen and Bronau in the
village’s Mthran shrine. The foll owi ng night Rubi nyan took supper with the
Balitang wonmen in their sitting room Ay was at hand as w ne pourer.

“Come back to Rajnuat with ne,” Rubinyan said, his gray eyes kind as he | ooked
at Wnnam ne, Sarai, and Dove. Hi s el egant voi ce sounded warmer than it had in
Aly's dreans of the palace. “Oron’s order of exile was folly. Imajane and | want
you to come hone.”

Dove and Sarai turned to Wnnami ne. They would | et her decide.

W nnam ne gave Rubi nyan the weariest of smiles. “Truly, | appreciate the offer,”
she said. “And | wish to avail myself of it—but will it displease you if | wait
until spring? | want to help our people through the winter. Petranne and El sren
woul d be so upset, uprooting again so soon after Mequen’s . . . And, to be
honest, we need tine to mourn. You know how courtiers are when they feel you' ve
passed beyond what they see as enough time to be sad. They act as ifthey' re not
sorry any longer, so why should you be?”

“They have no friends of the heart, or they might see howit is, to | ose sonmeone
they cherish.” Rubinyan grimaced. “Courtiers put friends on and off according to
fashion. | have never been able to do so.” His eyes glittered with unshed tears.
He | ooked aside and hastily blotted them away with his napkin.

W nnam ne cl asped his arm and squeezed gently. “There. You understand. W will
go in the spring, won't we, girls?”

Dove and Sarai nodded.

Covering Wnnam ne’'s hand with his, Rubinyan asked, “lI may count on your
return?”
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“As soon as it is safe to sail,” Wnnam ne said.

Rubi nyan nodded. “Very good. Oh—+ just renenbered. W passed a nerchant caravan
on our way here. They have supplies for you.”

He was right. The day after he and his nen took the road back to Dimari, Gurhart
returned to Tanair. Ay acconpani ed the young Balitangs to the village to | ook
over the caravan’s goods. They didn't notice the tall, broad-shoul dered nan who
slid out of one of the wagons after they passed.

The newconer wal ked to the castle and politely requested the honor of a private
word with the head of the Balitang fam|ly. He enphasized his request with a gold
coin to a man-at-arns on duty; another to Fesgao, who still searched him
thoroughly for weapons; and finally one nore to Uasim The footman found
Wnnam ne to report the visitor and the size of the bribes the nman had offered.

“Interesting,” she said. “By all nmeans, I'll see this Master Cooper—but in the
great hall. Ask Ochobu to observe, please, in case he’s a nmage. Keep your people
out of earshot, but armthemw th bows in case he tries sonething. | don’t want

Aly to scold ne for carel essness.”

“Very wise, Your Grace.” Uasimsmled at his duchess and escorted her
downst ai rs.

There she found the stranger, a man whose brown hair was lightly shot with gray.
He had green-hazel eyes, a big nose, and a nobile, clever nmouth. To her
experienced eye his clothes | ooked as if they’'d been very good once, but that
was sone tine ago. They were worn but not patched or ragged. Wen he smiled, he
was very charm ng.

“l am Duchess W nnam ne Balitang, head of this household,” she greeted himfrom
her chair on the dais. She glinpsed GCchobu in the shadows under the main stair.
Three nen-at-arnms, each with a crossbow cocked and ready to shoot, stood by the
mai n door. “How may | hel p you?”

The nman bowed gracefully. “It is good of you to put it in just that way, Your
Grace,” he said. “I'"'mhere as a buyer, if you |l excuse ne for talkin’' business
to so grand a lady as yourself. | deal in slaves. | was told your house bought
one | had ny eye on, down in Rajnuat. | was short on funds then, but |’ve cone
about since. |I'mhopin’ you'll be mnded to sell. She’s a little thing, about
five feet six, reddish blond hair, hazel eyes. G eenish, like. Fresh caught out
of Tortall she was, then. | heard she was a fighter, so it nay be you'll be gl ad

to get her off your hands.”

W nnam ne sniled thinly and rai sed her hand to stop him “This is quite

di stressing, since you cane all this way. | mnust refuse you. Aly is free.

woul d take it very nmuch anmiss if anyone enslaved her again. She is part of our
famly now.”

The stranger | ooked at her and raised an eyebrow. “Forgive ny plain speakin’,

m | ady, but that nmakes no sense. Slaves aren’'t family to nobles.”

“Aly saved ny life and those of ny children recently. It was not the first tine
she had done so.” W nnani ne swal |l owed hard and added, “She was injured while
trying to save ny |late husband. W cannot begin to pay her the debt we owe, but
we nmade our start by renoving the collar fromher neck and burning her sale
papers.” She | ooked the man over. There was sonething famliar about him in the
rai sed brow, the crooked snmile, and the way he seened aware of everything around
him even though he spoke only to her. Suddenly she realized what it was, and
gave himher own little snile. “But you're notreally here to buy her, are you,
sir?” She beckoned to Uasim who waited with her guards. The raka cane over,
his dark eyes suspicious as he | ooked on their guest. “Uasim please have
sonmeone fetch Aly fromthe village,” Wnnam ne ordered. To the newconer she
said, “Wuld you |ike tea?”

Down by the caravan, Aly was trying to guide Sarai away froma silver-hilted
sword that was nore useful as jewelry than as a weapon when a footnman raced up
to them “Aly, there’'s a man |ooking to buy you up at the castle,” he said,
panting. “Her Grace sent ne for you.”

“Nobody’ s going to buy our Aly!” snapped Sarai, brown eyes ablaze. “Wwo is this
i nterl oper?”

Aly and Dove | ooked at one another and shrugged. Apparently Sarai was in one of
her inperious noods. They followed her to the castle while Aly tried to puzzle
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through who the visitor m ght be. She knew that Wnnanm ne wouldn't sell her: she
was free, and W nnanm ne was incapabl e of playing such a foul trick. But, on the
ot her hand, the duchess had consi dered the newconer’s request inportant enough
to fetch Aly fromthe village.

Sarai stanped into the castle’ s great hall. “Wat’s this nonsense about buying
Aly? She’'s free. She can't |eave us.”

W nnam ne sat at one of the long tables where the servants ate, drinking tea
with a man in a worn brown coat. As he turned, Aly froze in shock

Then she threw herself across the room shrieking, “Da! Da!”

He knocked a bench over so he could stand and grab her, lifting her in strong
arns, holding Aly so tight that her not-quite-healed ribs protested. Ay hugged
back just as ferociously, weeping into her father’'s sensible wool collar. He
snelled of crisp air, wood snoke, and faintly of spices, just as he al ways did.
When they finally let each other go, the great hall was enpty of anyone but
them The duchess had shooed her astoni shed children and servants away. George
held Aly by the shoul ders, inspecting her. “Now,” he said with a frown, “what is
thi s? Broken nose, eyebrow scar—did we rai se such a savage?” Hi s | ower-class
speech was gone, shed with his identity as a buyer of slaves.

“l did it on purpose, Da,” Ay explained. “So nobody would buy ne to pop into
bed with them How s Mother? How s the war going? |Is she all right? What are

Al an and Thom up to? Wat did Daine and Numair nanme the baby-—the dream was over
before | heard it—=

“Aly, a man can answer only one question at a tine,” George interrupted gently.
“The war’s winding down to its end at last. King Maggur’s on the run—his own
nobles hunt himlike a deer. Your nother’'s to come honme for a winter’'s rest.
She's been half sick with worry for you. You'll see her, and your brothers, when
you cone hone. Alan told us you weren't dead, but that was all he knew, and he
worried. They tell ne you're no |onger a slave.”

Aly’s joy vanished, startling her. O course he would think she was com ng hone
now. Why did the thought of going back to the Swoop seem bad all of a sudden?
What had happened to her? And if she didn't go back, how would she explain it?
“Duchess Wnnam ne freed nme, Da, but that’'s not why | didn't cone hone. 1'd ve
done it as soon as | got here, but . . .” She funbled for the right words.
“Things are conplicated.”

George sat and patted the bench seat next to him “How?” he asked.

Al'y rubbed the back of her neck and sighed, then took a seat. “Ch, Da, there's a
god. We had a wager, see. | was to keep the Balitang children alive till the
autumm equinox, and if | did, he’'d send ne hone and talk to you about letting ne
work as a spy, or bodyguard, or sonething. It’'s not equinox yet.”

“A god laid you a wager?” Her father’s voice was dangerously snooth. “Wich god
woul d this be?”

“Kyprioth,” Aly said. “He’'s a |local god—=

“Kyprioth,”her father said with disgust. “lI mght have known. Show yourself, you
m serabl e piece of Stormm ng dung,” he said, his voice still quiet. “I know
you're listening. You're vain as a cat when anyone speaks your nane.”

The main doors swung open. Kyprioth entered the roomin a blaze of sunlight.
Today he wore the guise he nost favored, the | eanly nuscled, brown-skinned man
with short salt-and-pepper hair and a close-clipped beard. He wore a

cl ot h-of-gold waparound jacket today and a sarong that |ooked as if it were
woven copper. Jewel ed rings gleaned on his fingers; jewel ed bracel ets shone on
his wists and ankl es.

“There you are, Ceorge,” Kyprioth said cheerily. “How are you, ny good fell ow?
It’s been ages.”

Aly's father stood and crossed his arns over his chest, his eyes glittering
dangerously. “You've been hiding Aly fromher nother and our nage friends,” he
accused.

“OfF course.” Kyprioth took a bench fromthe next table and dragged it over,

unm ndful of the screech of wood on the flagstone floor. Once he placed it
opposite Aly's bench, he reclined on it, propping his head on his hand. “I
needed her. | couldn’t have you trying to rescue her all the tinme. Not, may |
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add, that she has ever needed rescue.”

“You steal ny daughter and then you hide her fromnme. Is this the way you reward
my service?” denmanded George. “Aly’'s no pawn of yours, to be whisked in and out

of your mad tricks.”

Kyprioth eyed one of the gems on his rings, turning it this way and that in the

sunlight. It was a clear stone, cut into multiple tiny flat surfaces that threw

off light like miniature rainbows. “Such fatherly wath. | would be terrified,
except, well, I"mnot.”

“Let’'s end this,” George said firmy. “Wen we decl ared our association done,
you swore in blood that you owed ne a debt, and | might call on that. Wll, here
it is. | want ny daughter hone. Pay up, Trickster.”

Kyprioth gazed at Aly. “I don't really see anything fatal coming in the tine

bet ween now and the equi nox, not when ny cousin North Wnd has decided to renind
mortals of his power. W're going to have an early wi nter—ust as effective as

fortress walls for keeping bad people away fromthe Balitangs. Ay, | absolve
you of the remaining time on our wager. You have won. CGeorge, be a good boy and
put her talents to use. If you don’t, I'msure | can arrange sonething so that

it will benecessary for you to nake use of her. She can’'t be a child any | onger
She has noved anpbng adults and changed the courses of their lives, you know. ”
Kyprioth sat up. “Well, if there’s nothing else . . . ?”

From the nmoment he’ d declared an end to their wager and Aly the wi nner, her
brain had been in an uproar. She could go hone. She coul d see her nother again,
her adoptive fam |y, Daine and Numair’s baby, her brothers, her grandparents.
She coul d wear fashionable gowns and toy with young nobl enen. If the war was
near an end, there would be a fresh crop of ronmantic young kni ghts and sol diers
to cut a swathe through. The lure of home was |like a nernaid s song that pulled
her irresistibly east. Nawat had said he would go with her when it came tinme for
her to | eave.

But .

Mequen had been kind to her, kinder than nost masters were to slaves or even
free servants. He'd died for the blood in his veins. The throne was held by a
three-year-old and the nost predatory, grasping pair of hunmans Aly had ever
seen, while royal blood flowed in the veins of Mequen’s children, naking them a
threat to the regents.

The raka. The fire in Uasinis eyes as he watched Sarai practice her conbat
dances. The silent rows of natives that had lined the way to Dimari just to see
their prom sed queen. Lokeij, dead because he had defended his hope for the
future. Junai, patient, silent, and deadly. Sarai and Dove thenselves, with
their passion, intelligence, and ideals, their love for the raka and their ties
to the luarin.

She had nmade a promise to herself on the night Mequen died.

About to surprise herself and her father, Ay hesitated—and then she sawit.
“You,” she said furiously to Kyprioth.

He actually batted his eyes at her. “Yes, dear?”

George rested a hand on Aly’s shoulder. “Lass, | don't like the | ook on your
face.”
Aly still spoke to Kyprioth. “You knew this woul d happen, curse you. You wove ne

into your festering, pustulant great trick. You didn't wager ny sumer. You bet
that | wouldn’t want to | eave.”

“Wel'l, | didn twager, actually,” the god said nodestly. “I hoped, that was all
with all the hope in ny withered god's heart. You know, | do owe you a boon. |
could repay it now, erase all nenory of this place and these people and send you

back to Tortall. No doubt your queen needs a |lady-in-waiting who's good with

| ock picks. O her daughter, who's now Enpress of Carthak, m ght need you even
more. Say the word, and | will let you go.”

Aly scomed at him “I’mgoing to make your life a misery,” she inforned him

“I look forward to it,” said Kyprioth.

George sighed. “I think it's very good of ne to wait whilst the two of you talk
in acode | don't know. |'ll say this—+'mstarting to dislike what | hear.”

“Return his boon,” Aly ordered the god. “You can’t cheat and nake himuse it
when | won't go along.”

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Ta...%20Lioness%201%20-%20Tricksters%20Choice.txt (162 of 167) [11/1/2004 12:08:17 AM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/ T amora%20Pi erce%620-%20D aughter%6200f %20the%620L i oness¥6201%20-%20T ricksters%20Choi ce.txt

Kyprioth delivered hinself of a broad, dramatic sigh. “Very well,” he said, and

| ooked at George. “I still owe you a boon, since | can’'t grant this one, not

wi t hout her agreement.” He |ooked at Aly. “This sumrer was just a trial run, and
an easy one at that. Things will be nuch nore difficult fromhere on. There will
be nore to lose, and nore elenents to keep track of.”

Aly shrugged. “In for a garnet, in for a ruby,” she said. “They're both the sane
tone. And it’s not like | won't have plenty of help.”

George crossed his arns over his chest. “You' re staying? Wy?”

Aly stood and hugged him “You' d do the sane in ny place. So would Mther,” she

expl ai ned softly. “These are good people, Da. | want to keep themalive so
Kyprioth can conplete his great trick—putting a raka queen, not a luarin Kking,
on the throne. You and Mot her wanted nme to do sonething with ny life. Well, here
it is. He—= She | ooked at Kyprioth. The god had vanished. 1’'Il deal wthyou

| ater, she thought. She | ooked back into her father’s eyes and smiled slyly.
“I"'msure Their Majesties will be interested in knowing that the raka plan to
rise.”

George raised his brows. “WIIl you spy for us here, then?” he asked drily.
“Since seenmingly 1've no choice but to acconmpdate you.”

Al'y shook her head. “I can’t, Da. The Balitangs don't know what nmy real famly
is, and I want to keep it that way. You' re a nerchant to them and Mther a

Pl ayer who left us after bearing ne.” In response to her father’s shocked | ook,
Aly shrugged. “lI wasn’'t about to say she was dead, that’'s all. For now, | remain
in service to the Balitangs. They would never allow nme to stay if they thought I
worked for a rival kingdom No, this will be for them and the raka. For al
those with luarin blood who might die if the revolt can’t be, umguided into a
shape that fits old blood and new.” She swall owed hard. “l1 think Mdther will
under st and.”

Geor ge Cooper sighed. “And so she and | get what we’'d wi shed for, only to find
we don't care for the formit’'s taken. W asked you to assune your place in the
world, to live and work as a worman. You have done so, but it’'s a bitter reward
for us. Your nother will understand all too well. | should have known that no
daughter of hers woul d choose the easy road.” He kissed the top of her head.
“Anything for a poor traveling man to eat, then?” he asked.

Aly | ooked around to see if a servant was nearby, or if she’'d have to go beg
Chenaol for sonething. To her surprise, she saw that one of the doubl e doors was
open. Nawat stood there, an arrow shaft in one hand, watching her as she held
anot her man.

“Ch, ny,” Aly said, releasing her father. “Un Da, there’'s soneone you shoul d
meet. Nawat ?” She beckoned to him

“Nawat ?” George asked as the crow man wal ked over to them

“Nawat Crow, Da. He's a friend of mne.” Wen Nawat reached her, she rested a
hand on his arm “Nawat, this is ny father.”

George inspected the younger man from head to toe, then | ooked at his daughter
Wthout a word he cocked one eyebrow.

She rai sed one of hers in reply.

George remai ned for three days, charning the Balitangs and talking with his
daughter on long walks. At last it canme tinme for the nerchant caravan to | eave,
before the first snows closed the road through the pass. George went with them
wavi ng to his daughter until he could no |onger see her. Aly watched himuntil,
even with her Sight, she could no | onger see him Wen he was gone from view,
she wi ped her eyes on her sleeve and called herself various kinds of stupid for
all owing herself to be drawn into revol ution

A shadow passed over her. Instinctively she | ooked up. There, high overhead, a
kudarung circled, riding the colums of hot air that rose fromthe rocky hills
at the edge of the plateau. Alone it glided, chestnut wi ngs cutting through the
gol den air of early fall.

“It’s going to be an interesting spring,” she muttered.

The air around her filled with Kyprioth’s rich, merry chuckl e.

GLOSSARY

Anbririp: harbor on northern tip of |mahyn Island.
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Arak:distilled pal msap |iquor.

Azure Sea: body of water between | nmahyn, Jerykun, |kang, and Lonbyn i sl ands,
known for its calm bright blue waters

Bay Cove:village one day’'s sail southeast of Pirate's Swoop.

Bazhir:collective nane for the nomadic tribes of Tortall’'s Geat Southern
Desert.

Bl ack God, the:the hooded and robed god of death, recognized as such throughout
the Eastern and Sout hern Lands.

Cart hak: sl avehol ding enpire that includes all of the Southern Lands, ancient and
powerful, a storehouse of |earning, sophistication, and culture. Its university
was at one tine without rival for teaching.

centaur:an imortal (cannot be killed by old age or disease), half horse, half
human; attitudes to nortal humans vary.

Conqueror’s Laws: | aws enacted by the luarin conquerors of the Copper Isles,
exacting heavy penalties (seizure of |ands and nonies, slavery for rebe
famlies, executions of |eaders of any rebellion, nass executions where a noble
luarin is killed) paid by menbers of the subject raka people should any harm
befall their luarin masters.

Copper Isles:originally named the Kyprish Isles, once ruled by queens of the
Hai m ng nobl e house, presently ruled by the Rittevon dynasty. The Isles forma

sl avehol ding nation south and west of Tortall. The | ow ands are hot, wet
jungles; the highlands cold and rocky. Traditionally their ties are to Carthak
rather than Tortall. Kyprish pirates often raid along the Tortallan coast. There

is a strain of insanity in the Rittevon line. The Rittevons hold a grudge

agai nst Tortall (one of their princesses was killed there the day that Jonathan
was crowned).

Corus:capital city of Tortall, on the banks of the River Qorun. Corus is the
hone of the new royal university as well as the royal palace.

Dawn Crow. mal e god of the crows.

D mari:eastern harbor town on the island of Lonbyn.

Di vi ne Real ns: home to the gods and to many immortals.

Dom ni on Jewel : magical artifact presently held by the Tortallan kings, a round
purple gemthat draws those under its influence to formtighter national bonds
and tighter connections between the w elder of the Jewel and the land that forns
the nation under its influence.

Eastern Lands: nane used to refer to those lands north of the Inland Sea and east
of the Emerald Ccean: Scanra, Tortall, Tyra, Tusaine, Galla, Maren, Sarain.
Oiginal honme of the luarin nobility and kings of the Copper Isles.
Ekal | atum one of the nobst ancient kingdons in the history of the Southern Lands,
now part of the Carthaki Enpire.

Eneral d Ccean: body of water west of the Eastern and Sout hern Lands, contai ning
the Yamani |slands and the Copper |sles, anpbng others.

Fi ef Taneran: nei ghboring fiefdomto Pirate’s Swoop.

Frasrlund: Tortallan port city at the mouth of the Vassa, straddling the border
with Scanra.

Galla:country to the north and east of Tortall, fanmous for its nountains and
forests, with an ancient royal l|line. Daine was born there.

Genpang:island in the Copper Isles, on the opposite side of the Long Strait from
Kypri ang.

G ft, the: human, academic magic, the use of which nust be taught.

G git:a copper coin, smallest coin of the Copper Isles.

Grand Progress, the:a two-year circuit (457H. E .-458H E. ) of the real mof
Tortall made by the npbnarchs King Jonat han and Queen Thayet, acconpani ed by
their heir, Roald, and his betrothed, Princess Shinkokam , of the Yanani

I sl ands. The Progress included tournaments; festivities; scholarly, nedical, and
| egal research; aid for areas afflicted by nature or attack; neetings with
imortal residents; and appraisal of worsening mlitary relations with Scanra.
Great Mot her Goddess: chief goddess in the pantheon of the Eastern Lands,
protector of wonen. Her synbol is the noon.

griffin:a feathered imortal with a catlike body, wings, and a beak. Ml es grow
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to a height of six and a half to seven feet at the shoul der; fenales are
slightly bigger. No one can tell lies in a griffin's vicinity (a range of about
a hundred feet). Their young have bright orange feathers to nmake them nore
visible. If adult griffin parents sense that a human has handl ed their infant
griffin, they will try to kill that hunman.

GQunapi the Sunrose:raka warrior goddess of vol canoes, war, and nolten rock.

heal er: a health-care professional with varying degrees of education, magic, and
skill.

his realn s spies:network of a kingdom s agents, charged with gathering
intelligence at home and abroad; spies in service to a particular country.
host | er: one who cares for horses: their feed, nedicine, groom ng, cleanliness,
saddl i ng.

Human Era (H E. ):the calendar in use in the Eastern and Southern Lands and in
the Copper Isles is dated the Hunan Era to conmenorate the years since the one
in which the immortals were originally sealed into the Divine Real ns, over four
hundred and fifty years previous to the years covered by Protector of the Small.
hurrok:immortal shaped like a horse with | eathery bat w ngs, claws, and fangs.

I kang:island to the southwest of Lonbyn (the northernnost island).

I mhyn:island just northwest of the Long Strait and Genpang.

I mortal s War:short, vicious war fought in 452H E ., naned for the nunber of
imortal creatures that fought, but al so waged by Carthakis (rebels against the
new enperor Kaddar), Copper Islanders, and Scanran raiders. These forces were
defeated by the residents of the Eastern Lands, particularly Tortall, but
recovery is slow

Inti:westernnost village on Tanair estates on the island of Lombyn. Inti is
astride the road | eading down to the west coast of Lombyn

Kel | aura Pass: opening on the Dimari Road through the Turnshe Mountai ns on
Lonbyn, leads to Tanair and ot her estates.

King's Council:the nonarch’s private council of advisors, made up of those
peopl e he trusts the nost.

King’s Own: caval ry/ police group answering to the king, whose menbers serve as
royal bodyguards and as protective troops throughout the realm Their Knight
Commander is Lord Sir Raoul of Gol denlake and Malorie’s Peak. The ranks are
filled by younger sons of noble houses, Bazhir, and the sons of wealthy
merchants. The Owm is made of three conpani es of one hundred fighters each, in
addition to the servingmen, who care for supplies and renounts. First Conpany, a
show conpany, traditionally provi des pal ace bodyguards and security for the
monar chs. Under Lord Raoul, Second and Third Conpany were added and dedicated to
active service away fromthe palace, helping to guard the realm

kudarung: Kyprin (raka) term for w nged horses.

Kypriang: capital island of the Copper Isles, holding the capital, Rajruat, and
its harbor. Location of the Plain of Sorrows, site of the |last great defeat of
the raka by the luarin.

Kyprioth:the Trickster, greatest of the trickster gods, former patron god of the
Copper Isles, overthrown by his brother Mthros and his sister the G eat
CGoddess, now relegated in the Isles to rulership over the seas that surround
them Cousin to the Carthaki goddess the G aveyard Hag.

Lonbyn: nort hernnost island of the Copper Isles, home to the Tanair estates of
Lady Saraiyu and Lady Dove Balitang, the | egacy of their nother Sarugani. The

| ocation of the Turnshe Muntains, Kellaura Pass, Dimari town and harbor, and
the villages of Tanair, Inti, and Pohon

Long Strait:the narrow, tricky body of water between Kypriang and Genpang

I sl ands.

luarin:raka (native of the Copper Isles) termfor the white-skinned invaders
fromthe Eastern Lands, now used in the Isles to indicate anyone with white

ski n.

mage: a wi zard, nale or fenale.

Maren: | arge, powerful country east of Tusaine and Tyra; the grain basket of the
Eastern Lands, with plenty of farms and trade.

Mastiff:fort that serves Lord Wl don as command post during events inLady Knight
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mat cher: a sl avebroker who deals in matching experienced slaves with owners who
will pay top price for them sonme owners insist that nmatchers only sell slaves
to buyers who will treat themwell. Many are also talent spotters, operating
school s at which they groomslaves for particular tasks before they are sold at
a higher rate than the slave would have gotten originally. Sone matchers have
magi cal G fts that help themto spot talent, both nagi cal and non-nmmagi cal

M dwi nter Festival:seven-day holiday centering around the | ongest night of the
year and the sun’s rebirth afterward. It is the beginning of the new year. Gfts
are exchanged and feasts hel d.

M thros:chief god of the Tortallan pantheon, god of war and the law. Hi s synbol
is the sun.

Plain of Sorrows:site of the biggest and | ast defeat of the Copper Isles’ native
raka people by the white, or luarin, invaders (opportunists fromthe Eastern
Lands). The battle that broke the power of the Haimng royal line and of the
great nobl e houses of the Copper Isles, and set the Rittevon kings on the Isles
t hr one.

Pohon:village on the northern border of the Tanair estates on the island of
Lonbyn. The raka of Pohon are notoriously inhospitable to their luarin

over | ords.

Port Caynn:port city that serves the Tortallan capital of Corus.

Port Legann:the southwestern port city of Tortall, ruled by Lord Inrah and his
| ady.

Queen’s Riders:cavalry/police group that protects Tortallans who live in
hard-to-reach parts of the country. They enforce the | aw and teach | oca
residents to defend thensel ves. The basic unit is a Rider Goup, with eight to
nine menbers. Rank in a Goup is sinply that of commander and second-i n-comand;
the head of the Riders is the Conmander. They accept both wonen and nen in their
ranks, unlike the arny, the navy, and the King’s Om. Their headquarters lies
bet ween the pal ace and the Royal Forest.
Raj nuat : capi tal of the Copper |sles under both the raka and the luarin.
raka: copper/ br own- ski nned natives of the Copper Isles, under the lordship of the
luarin arrivals fromthe Eastern Lands for nearly three hundred years.
Royal Forest:vast forest that blankets |and south and west of Corus for severa
days’ ride
Scanra:country to the north of Tortall; wild, rocky, and cold, with very little
|l and that can be farnmed. Scanrans are masters of the sea and are feared anywhere
there is a coastline. They also frequently raid over land. In recent years,
their Geat Council (fornerly the Council of Ten, expanded in the disruptions
following the Immortals War), made up of the heads of the clans, elected the
war | ord Maggur Rathhausak to be their king. The war with Tortall began in 460H E
(the events are covered inLady Knight ) and has noved into its second year,
though Scanra is visibly weakening.
scry:to look into the present, future, or past using nmagic and, sonetines, a
bowl of water, a mirror, fire, or sone other device to peer into.
shape-shifter:one who can take the shape of an ani mal or another human. Those
who shift into immortal formare unable to change back
Si ght, the:aspect of the magical Gft that gives its holders certain advantages

in matters of vision. It can be erratic, showing holders only lies, illness,
magi ¢, or future inportance. In its fullest form it can allow the holder to see
clearly over distance, see tiny things in sharp detail, and to detect ill ness,

| ies, godhood, nmgic, death, and other aspects of life.

Sky: the crow goddess, consort of the Dawn Crow.

Sout hern Lands: another nane for the Carthaki Enpire, which has conquered all of
t he i ndependent nations that once were part of the continent south of the Inland
Sea.

spidren:inmortal whose body is that of a furred spider four to five feet in
height; its head is that of a human with sharp, silvery teeth. Spidrens can use
weapons. They al so use their webs as weapons and ropes. Spidren web is
gray-green in color and it glows after dark. Their blood is black and burns like
acid. Their favorite food is human bl ood.
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StormM ng:inmmortal with a human head and chest and bird | egs and wings, with
steel feathers and claws. Stormm ngs have very sharp teeth, but use themonly to
add to the terror of their presence by tearing apart bodies. They live on human
fear and have their own nagic; their special province is the desecration of
battl efield dead.

Tanair: Lonbyn Isle estates that formpart of the inheritance of Lady Saraiyu and
Lady Dove Balitang, granted to them by their mother, Sarugani Tenmi da. Estates
i nclude Tanair castle and village, and the villages of Inti and Pohon.

Thak: | anguage of old Carthak, used as a nmgical |anguage in present tines.
Tongkang:island to the south of Genpang, between Genpang and Ml ubesang |sl es.
Tortall:chief kingdomin which the Al anna, Daine, and Kel adry sagas take pl ace,
between the Inland Sea and Scanra. Honme to Alianne of Pirate’s Swoop and her
famly.

Trebond: bi rt hpl ace of Al anna the Lioness, now held by Baron Coram and his wife,
Ri spah.

Turnshe Mount ai ns: central nountains of Lonbyn, stretching fromthe northern
point of the island to the southern point. Travel in northern Lonmbyn is through
the Kellaura Pass on the Dimari Road.

Tusai ne:snmal |l country tucked between Tortall and Maren.

Tyra: merchant republic on the Inland Sea between Tortall and Maren. Tyra is
mostly swanp, and its people rely on trade and banking for inconme. Numair

Sal mal in was born there.

Vassa River:river that forns a large part of the northeastern border between
Scanra and Tortall.

wild magic:nmagic that is part of the natural world. Unlike the human Gft, it
cannot be drained or done away with; it is always present.

wi | dmage: mage who deals in wild nagic, the kind of magic that is part of nature.
Dai ne Sarrasri is often called the WIldnage for her ability to conmunicate with
ani mals, heal them and shape-shift.

W nd: Kyprioth's cousin, a god.

Yamani |slands:island nation to the north and west of Tortall and the west of
Scanra, ruled by an ancient |ine of enperors, whose claimto their throne cones
fromthe goddess Yanma. The country is beautiful and nountainous. Its

vul nerability to pirate raids means that nost Yamanis, including the wonen, get
sonme training in conbat arts. Keladry of Mndelan lived there for six years
whil e her father was the Tortal |l an anbassador.
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