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Far across the surging dunes of

moonlit sea, the dark wyrm wheel ed

and, with a deftness surer than any

desert falcon, struck again at the dis-

tant and battered caravel. The serpent

caught the topyard in its ebony cl aws

and snapped the thick tinbers Iike

twigs; the topsail tore free and away it

flew, a gift to the wailing salt winds. Fromthe caravel's
di stant decks rose a flurry of tiny splinters, arrows and
spears hurled by nen who | ooked like insects beneath

the belly of the nonster. The black shafts struck its thick
scal es and bounced away w t hout causing harm The

beast swooped | ow over the stern, spun upon its |eathery
wi ng, and returned at once to the vessel. Its talons tore
into the wooden hull as the claws of a lion tear into the
fl anks of a canel.

A great dune of wi nd-driven sea rose up before Ruha
robbi ng her eyes of the faraway caravel and the night-

bl ack dragon. She | ocked her arms around the starboard
taffrail of her own vessel, a forty-foot cog hired out of
Lornyr, and watched the black waters gather like a
nmount ai n besi de the ship. The dune crashed down, and

the froth roared over the wales and swirled about her

wai st, sweeping her feet from beneath her hips. Ruha
hugged the rail as though it were a husband. The torrent
raged on, and each second seened a m nute. The angry
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sea dragged at her long aba like a ravisher determined to
di srobe her, and churning tears of foam beat at her face,
soaki ng her veil and her shawl with cold briny water. Her
arnms trenmbled with the strain of holding fast.

At last, the cog heeled to the wind and rose on the
heavi ng sea. The fierce waters rolled across the deck and
poured overboard, carrying with themall the torrent's
rage, and Ruha's snoot h-sol ed sandal s found purchase

on the wet planks. She stood and | ooked toward the dis-
tant caravel and saw neither dragon nor ship, only the
splintered tip of a mai nmast swayi ng above the crest of a
faraway dune of water.

Ruha rel eased the taffrail and cl anbered down the
listing deck, half sliding over the wet planks to where
Captain Fow er stood at the rear of the ship. He was as
much ore as human, with a jutting brow, sw nish snout,
and tough, grayish-green skin, and he seemed a strange
sort of commander to the eyes of a Bedine witch not |ong



absent from Anauroch's burni ng sands. He hugged the
tiller with one burly arm and his gray eyes never strayed
fromthe ship's single bulging sail

Ruha grabbed the binnacl e, the wooden conpass stand
before the tiller, and asked, "Captain Fow er, why do you
sail in the wong direction?" She pointed over the star-
board side. "Do you not see the dragon? Over there!"

"Lady Wtch, | know the beast's bearings well enough.”
Though his voice was deep and gravelly, the captain

spoke with a deliberate composure that belied his fera
aspect. "But even | cannot sail Storm Sprite full into the
wi nd. W& nust beat our way."

Ruha had learned a little of the strange speech used by
the nmen who |ived upon the water, enough to know

Fow er nmeant they had to follow a zigzag course to their
goal, and she did not need the captain to explain why.
Even a woman who had not set eyes on a ship until three
days ago could see that the Storm Sprite could not sai
directly against the wind. But she could al so see that
Captain Fow er placed a high value on his vessel, and he
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was certainly shremd enough to make a great show of
rushing to the caravel's aid while sailing at angles shal -
| ow enough to ensure he arrived after the battle was

done.

Ruha gl anced over the starboard side and saw the car-

avel topping the moonlit crest of a rolling sea dune. High
upon its poop deck sat the dragon, swatting at the far-
away vessel's indiscernible crew as a man sl aps at sting-
ing flies.

"Captain Fow er, we have no tinme for this sailing of a
snake's path! By the time we reach the ship, we shall find
not hi ng but dead nen."

"What woul d you have ne do, Wtch?" Fow er
demanded. "I cannot change the way the wi nd bl ows!"

"And if you could turn the wind, would you have it
bl ow strai ght at the caravel ?"

The captain scow ed, suspicious. "Aye, but first | would
call Umberlee up fromthe great depths and have her
chain her pet."

"That | cannot do. | know nothing of this Unrberlee."

Ruha rel eased t he binnacle and cupped her hands

toget her. She bl ew upon her fingers and spoke the nysti-
cal incantation of a wind enchantnment. Her breath shim
mered with a pale sapphire glow, then it swirled in her
pal ms, enitting a | ow, keening how such as starving
jackal s make at night. From Captain Fow er's throat
arose a gasp of surprise, and his gaze swng fromhis



ship's flaxen sail to the whistling breeze she held in her
grasp.

"Lady Wtch, what have you there?"

"It is the wind, Captain Fow er." Tw nkling bl ue
streanmers spilled from Ruha's hands and spun across the
gl oony deck, each adding its own piercing note to the
wai ling of the gale. "I amdetermned to reach that ship
before the dragon sinks it."

"That | can see, but it is no sinple thing to bring a ship
like Storm Sprite around. It takes tine."

"The dragon will give you no tine!"
The Harpers

Ruha rai sed her hands toward the di stant caravel
whi ch now | ay hi dden behi nd anot her bl ack and | ooni ng
wat er dune.

"Hol d your magic, Lady Wtch!" comuanded the cap-
tain. "You may have hired this ship, but I amthe—=

The dune broke over the starboard side, and a torrent

of white foam came boiling down the deck. Ruha flung

her spell at the distant caravel and saw a dazzling
stream of bl ue-sparkling wi nd shoot fromthe side of her
own vessel. She threw her arns around the binnacle, and
the dark waters were upon her. The raging currents

swept her feet from beneath her. Had her el bows not

been tightly wapped around the slippery wood, surely
she woul d have tunbl ed overboard and drowned in the
angry bl ack sea. Instead, she |ocked her fingers into the
cloth of her aba and held fast, and when the torrent had
receded, she pulled herself to her feet.

A few yards off the starboard side hung Ruha's spell, a
glittering wedge of blue air that constantly whirled back
on itself, yet steadily drove forth into the fierce night
wi nd. As this wedge nmoved forward, its fan-shaped tai

br oadened and stretched back toward the Storm Sprite,

until it engulfed the whole of the small cog. A fog of cold
i ndi go vapor spread over the decks, causing the crewto
gi ve many shouts of alarm and prom se offerings of trea-
sure to Unberlee, and eddies of sapphire wind sprang to
life atop the taffrail. Azure drafts raced al ong the wal es
and undul ated through the ratlines, and pale gl ow ng
breezes twined their way up the nast to spread al ong the
yar dar irs.

Then a magnificent flapping arose in the sail. The

night wind spilled fromits belly, pouring a cascade of
swirling turquoi se zephyrs down upon the crew, and the
smal |l cog slowed. The sailors wailed in fear, tossing many
rings and earrings overboard to win the favor of their
avari ci ous sea goddess.

"You wetched witch!" Fower held the tiller at the



length of his arm and his gray eyes were staring in hor-
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ror at the pale breeze spiraling along the | acquered sur-
face. If it troubled the captain to have the scintillating
currents swirling over his green skin also, he showed no
sign of it. "Wat have you done to my ship?"

"I have done nothing to harm her." Beyond the star-
board taffrail, Ruha's wi nd spell had stretched to tw ce
the Storm Sprite's length. The gl owi ng breezes had | ost
much of their sparkle and swirl, and they were begi nni ng
to look like a flight of spears ained straight across the
churni ng sea. "Perhaps you shoul d change course, Cap-
tain Fower. The wind is about to shift."

Fow er gl anced at the shining wind spell, then | ooked
at the great water dune gathering off his ship's starboard
side. "I hope you haven't capsized us!"

Ruha met his glower evenly. "And | hope you are done
wi th your stalling, Captain Fow er."

Fow er's face darkened to storny purple. He | ooked
forward, and his voi ce boomed over the main deck like a
t hundercl ap. "Ready about!"

Terrified though the Storm Sprite's crew m ght have
been, the command sent every man | urching through the
froth to formlines at the braces. So marvel ous was their
skill and bal ance that not one sailor lost his footing,

t hough the ragi ng sea woul d have hurl ed Ruha over-

board in an instant. By the time the |last man had taken
his place, the final glinmers of blue Iight were fading
fromthe rigging. The wind bent to the witch's nagic and
swirled around to bl ow agai nst the gale. The sail filled
fromthe opposite side, and the Storm Sprite heeled far-
ther into the dune and began to clinb its face. The tor-
rents of water pouring over her decks grew even greater

"Loose the braces!" Fow er bel |l owed.

The crew freed the heavy lines that controlled the

angl e of the yardarns, |leaving the sail to swing free and
flap in the wind. The ship righted itself and slowed as it
had earlier, but the starboard wales finally rose out of
the water, and the sea drained off the decks. The captain
gave no further conmands and did not take his eyes from
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the dune's moonlit crest. Ruha saw his lips noving in

sil ence, and she wondered whet her he was cursing her

magi ¢ or offering sonme bribe to the faithl ess Queen of the
Sea. The Storm Sprite drifted to a full stop, then heel ed
away fromthe heaving sea. It slipped sideways down the
face of the great water dune, and Ruha thought they

woul d capsi ze.



"Haul the braces!" Fow er conmanded.

The crew hauled on the thick lines that trailed down
fromthe yardarnms, bringing the sail around to catch the
wi nd. The flaxen sheet ceased its flapping, then bul ged
outward and snapped taut. The sailors grunted, strain-

ing to hold the braces steady, and several were pulled off
their feet and left to dangl e above the deck. The ship
roll ed back toward the dune, and the dark waters boil ed
over the decks, flinging strings of men about |ike beads
on a thread. Sonehow the crew held the yardarns in
position, and the Storm Sprite lurched forward again.

The taffrail rose above the crest of the dune. In the
nmoonl i ght, Ruha glinpsed the distant caravel, the

dragon still standing on the poop deck. The beast had

ripped the mzzemmast fromits step and was using it like

a spear to jab at its foes, alnost too tiny to see, upon the
mai n deck. The witch thought it strange that the wyrm

fought with a nakeshift weapon instead of spraying its
enemes with fire or acid, but perhaps the creature

feared sinking the vessel and losing its treasure.

The Storm Sprite's bow cleared the top of the dune,

and Captain Fow er shoved the tiller to one side. The
ship's bow swung neatly over the crest, and the sail sput-
tered as it lost the w nd.

"Fill the sail!"

The command had barely escaped Fowl er's |ips before

t he yardarms swung around. Once nore, the sail caught

the wind. The Storm Sprite |lunged forward and sli pped
down the back of the dune so swiftly that it reached the
bottom trough before the captain could give his next com
mand. The prow slamred into the next rolling dune, and
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t he ship groaned as though her spine would break. A

wal | of water roared over the forecastle and rolled down
t he decks to splash against the sonercastle, then the bow
pitched up and the fl ood drai ned overboard, carrying

with it two screanm ng nen.

Ruha cried out in alarm Captain Fower let out a |long
breath and fondly patted the Storm Sprite's tiller.
"That's a fine girl." The hal f-ore nmade no renmark upon
the I oss of his crewnen, but | ooked forward and, in a
cal mvoi ce, ordered, "Fasten the braces."

The crew tugged at the brace lines until the last flutter

di sappeared fromthe sail and, with the Storm Sprite
rushing madly up the face of the heaving water dune,
secured the lines to the belaying pins. The little cog
crested the top and raced down the other side, then sped,

pi tching and crashing, toward the distant caravel. The

sail ors busied thensel ves with clearing away the great
tangle of lines scattered over the decks, coiling the |oose



ends and hanging themin their proper places, and paid
no heed to the msfortune of their two | ost fellows.

"Captain Fow er, what of your |ost nmen? Is there noth-
i ng you can do for then?"

The hal f-ore shrugged and did not | ook at Ruha. "Even

if we could find them | would not turn back." H's voice
was sharp with restrained anger. "They're the price
Urber| ee demanded for letting us cone about, and she'd

| ook harshly upon ne~f | tried to bring them back."

Ruha felt a terrible enptiness in her stomach, feeling
her spell had brought the Storm Sprite around too sud-

denly and caused their loss. "Then | amsorry for their
deat hs. "

"For their deaths?" Fow er snapped. "And what of
Storm Sprite? She could have | ost the rudder or snapped
a yardarm"

"You care nore for boards and cloth than for nen's
lives?"

The captain's jutting brow rose, and his flat nose
twi tched unconfortably. He squared his shoul ders and
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| ooked forward and did not speak. The crew had fini shed

the tidying of the lines and now stood in the center of the
ship, clinging to whatever they could find to keep from
bei ng swept away by the cataracts that boiled down the
decks each tinme the bow crashed into another water

dune.

When Fowl er finally spoke, his gravelly voice was

agai n deliberate and conposed. "I doubt the world's

going to mss those two. They were cutpurses and nur-
derers both, and if Unrberlee doesn't take themfor her
own, | pity the shore they wash up on." The captain

peered at Ruha fromthe corner of his narrow eye, then
added, "But | warn you, Storm Sprite is mne. Hring her
does not give you | eave to disregard ny commands. Wile

a ship is at sea, the captain is lord and naster, and those
who cross himare filthy nmutineers. | could sail into Pros
wi th your rotten carcass hanging from ny yardarmnms, and
your friends would not question your punishnment."

Ruha had reason to be glad she still hid her face

behi nd the nodest veil other people, for it would do
much to conceal her shock. The Harpers had paid a steep
price for her passage, which, having observed the effect
of gold on people in the Heartlands, she had expected to
make her master of the ship. She considered chall enging
Fow er's claim but saw by his conposure and firm man-
ner that he was speaking the truth. Not for the first tine,
the witch cursed her ignorance of the strange custons in
this part of the world and wondered if she would ever
learn themall.



The Storm Sprite crested another dune, and Ruha saw

they had cl osed half the distance to the ravagi ng dragon.
The dark wyrm stood upon the caravel's nmain deck, fac-
ing sternward and di ggi ng through the sonercastle like a
pangolin after termtes. The wi ngs upon its back were
flapping fiercely, knocking aside the cloud of arrows and
spears assailing it from behind. The vessel itself had
begun to list, but the bow continued to slice neatly

t hrough the heaving sea, giving Ruha hope that the ship
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woul d survive until they arrived to help. Yet Captain
Fow er had not ordered his nen to take up arns. Even
with a magic wind driving his vessel to the rescue, the
hal f-ore still did not nmean to give battle.

The Storm Sprite pitched downward, and Ruha | ost

sight of the battle. "Captain Fower, | did not nmean to
chal | enge your authority," she said. "I was told that you
are a Harper friend and, despite your m xed blood, a nman
of honor. | can see now that ny informant was m staken."

The hal f-ore's face grew tight. "I have as rmuch honor
as any human captain!" he snapped. "And would | have
Storm Silverhand' s name upon ny ship if | were not a
friend of the Harpers?"

Ruha shrugged. "I know only what ny eyes show nme—
and | can see that you have not called your nmen to arns.
You have no intention of aiding that ship.”

"You'd do well to worry | ess about my intentions and

t hi nk of your assignnent. The Harpers are not given to
hiring private ships unless the nmatter is urgent. Do you
thi nk Lady Silverhand would want you to risk your nis-
sion over a fight that's none of your concern?"

"Storm Silverhand is not here."

The witch's reply was evasive because she did not
know t he answer to Captain Fow er's question. Storm
Silverhand had told her only that she was to sail to the
port village of Pros, where an inportant Harper naned
Vaer ana Hawkl yn woul d be waiting to take her to the

city of Elversult. Presunmably, Vaerana would explain
Ruha's assignment, but even that was not certain.

Ruha | ooked toward the distant caravel. "I do know

one thing: neither Storm Silverhand, nor any other

Harper, would turn a blind eye on so many people in such
terrible danger. If you are truly her friend, you know this
as well."

The sea was piled high before the Storm Sprite, bl ock-

ing all sight of the caravel and its attacker, but Captain
Fow er's gray eyes | ooked toward the unseen battle and
lingered there many nonents.
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"It will go better for us, and them if we arrive after the
battle,” he said. "If that dragon sends the Storm Sprite to
lie in Unberlee's cold palace, we'll be of no use to the sur-

vivors—er to those waiting in Pros."

Ruha laid a reassuring hand on the half-ore's hairy
arm "Captain Fow er, you may tell your nmen to arm
thenselves. | will not let the dragon sink your ship."

"Lady Wtch, sea battles are wild things." The cap-
tain's tone was overly patient, as though he were speak-
ing to alittle girl instead of a desert-hardened witch.
"Even with your mmgic, you might find you can't keep
such a prom se."

"Captain Fow er, | have fought nore battles than you

know. It is true that | have not won themall, but never
have | abandoned soneone el se out of fear for nyself."
These | ast words Ruha spoke with particular venom for

she was of fended by Fow er's condescension. "But if you
truly value your ship above other nen's lives, the Harpers
wi Il guarantee ny promise. If the dragon sinks the Storm
Sprite, we will buy you another."

Fow er's face hardened. "And why are you so keen to
fight the drake, Wtch? Do you think to redeem yourself
for the Voonl ar debacl e?"

Ruha felt her cheeks redden, and her anger evaporated
like water spilled upon the desert floor. "At |east | know
why you lack faith in ne."

The Voonl ar debacl e had been Ruha's first assignment.
Storm Silverhand had sent her to work in a Voonlar tav-
ern, where she was to serve as a secret internediary and
nmessenger. On her first day, a slave smuggl er had crossed
her palmwi th a silver coin. Ruha, failing to understand
the significance of the gesture, had accepted the offering
wi th thanks, then bal ked at delivering the expected ser-
vices. Feeling slighted, the furious slaver had refused to
accept the coin's return and drawn his dagger. He woul d
certainly have killed the witch if one of his own nen, a
Har per spy, had not |eapt to her defense. As it was, she
and the spy had been forced to fight their way to safety,
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| eaving the snuggler free to sell a hundred nmen, wonen,
and children into bondage.

"I amsorry for the msery | caused the slaves of Voon-
lar. Not a night passes when ny nightnares do not ring
with their cries." Ruha raised her chin and | ocked gazes
with the half-ore. "But | assure you, ny shame is as noth-
ing compared to the disgrace of a coward who turns from
those he can save.”



The half-ore's armslipped free of the tiller, his lips
curling back to show sharp tusks and yel |l ow fangs, and
he stepped toward Ruha. The witch did not back away,

nor did she avoid his eyes, and when there cane on the
wi nd a distant roar and the splintering of ship tinbers,
Fow er was the first to gl ance away.

"Do not fear the dragon," Ruha urged. "My under -
standi ng of magic far exceeds ny know edge of Heart -
| and custons. "

Fow er shook his head as though trying to rid hinself
of some evil thought, and when he spoke, his voice was as
low and guttural as a grow .

"As you wish, then!" He thrust his |eathery pal munder

Ruha's face. "But give me your pin. | wager this battle
will go harder than you think, and if Unrberlee takes
of fense at your gall, I'll want proof of your pledge."

Ruha started to object, then thought better and turned
away. She reached inside her aba and renoved the

Harper's pin hidden over her heart. It was a small silver
brooch fashioned in the shape of a crescent noon, sur-
rounded by four twinkling stars with a harp in the cen-
ter. The pin had once bel onged to Lander of Archenbri dge,
a valiant scout who had di ed hel ping the Bedine tribes
resi st an arny of rapaci ous Zhentari minvaders.

The wi tch handed the brooch to Fower. "Guard it well.
This pin was once worn by ny beloved, and | cherish it
nore than life itself."

"That makes the risk the sane for both of us." Fow er
pi nned the brooch inside his tunic, then hooked his arm
around the tiller and turned his attention to the nmain
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deck. "Man the harpoons! Break out the axes and spears!
Ready yourselves for the attack!"

Every man upon the decks turned an astoni shed eye

toward their captain, and the crew grunbled its displea-
sure in one voice. A greasy-haired youth in a thin cotton
tunic and gray, brine-stiffened trousers rushed up the
stairs, stopping at the edge of the half deck

"Cap'n, sure ye canno' nean to strike that dark thing
first?"

"I can and do!" Fowl er pulled a key froma chain

around his neck and passed it to the nan. "Now, you

al | ey-spawned son of a tavern hag, open the weapon | ock-
ers before the witch calls the squids to drag us all down
to Unrberl ee!"



The youth's eyes darted toward Ruha. Though the

witch did not know who the squids were or how to sum

mon them she took sone lint from her pocket and tossed

it to the wind, nmaking many strange gestures and recit-
ing her lineage in the lyrical tongue of the Bedine. The
sailor leapt off the stairs and ducked into the soner-
castle. Two of his fellows followed himinside, while sev-
eral others struggled forward to the forecastle, fighting
their way through the churning froth that boiled over the
bow twi ce every mnute.

The magic wind continued to drive the little cog

onward. At intervals, Captain Fow er adjusted the tiller
or ordered the crewto tighten a line, and each tine they
crested a dune, Ruha marvelled at how the distance
between the Storm Sprite and her goal had cl osed. The
sail ors who had gone into the sonercastle returned with
boar di ng axes and spears for their conpani ons, and those
who had struggled forward to the forecastle al so reap-
peared, |aden wth thick-braided skeins and barbed har-
poons twice a man's height. They tied |ines about their
wai sts and cl anbered onto the foredeck, where they

pull ed the oilskins off three ballistae and, fighting
agai nst raging waters and the ship's mad pitching, set to
work stringing the heavy weapons. By the tinme they fin-
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i shed, the caravel lay a hundred yards ahead, | unbering
forward at a shallow angle that would present her star-
board side to the Storm Sprite.

The battered caravel stretched to five times the length

of the little cog. Her hull, Ioom ng dark and sheer in the
night, rose fromthe sea like a cliff. The wal es were
crowned by a crest of white railing, broken in many pl aces
and draped with shredded rigging. Her foremast, all that
remai ned of three, could have scraped a cloud, and carried
nmore cloth than three of the Storm Sprite's sails.

Having torn the sonercastle conpletely off the car-

avel, the dragon now crouched on the stern of the ship.
Al that could be seen of the dark beast were fluttering
bl ack wi ngs as large as sails, an inmense ebony flank
and its serpentine tail sweeping back and forth across
the main deck to keep at bay the warriors behind it.

The wrmrai sed a bl ack cl aw above the starboard

wal e and flung overboard a handful of refuse. Among the
debris were a pilot's table and three screani ng wonen.
The witch gasped and woul d have asked if all sea dragons
were so | arge, except that she feared the question would
al arm Captain Fow er. Instead, she watched as the Storm
Sprite and the caravel continued to crash toward each
other. Already, the two ships were so close that even
when the sea heaved up between them Ruha did not |ose
sight of the wrm s black w ngs.

At last, Captain Fowl er said, "If that wrnmis not the



| argest ever to fly the Dragonnere, |I'mthe Prince of
Elves." The Storm Sprite's bow crashed into the trough
between two great sea dunes, and the water poured over
the forecastle and came frothing down the main deck. "I
hope your magic arrows are powerful ones. A dragon I|ike
that coul d make short work of us."

Ruha thought it wiser not to nmention that, unlike npst
sorcerers Fow er had seen, she could not create magic
arrows. Heartland w zards used expensive and exotic
ingredients to cast their spells, but desert witches sel dom
had access to such conponents. I|Instead, they fashioned
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their enchantments fromthe elenents that ruled their
lives: wind, sun, sand and stone, and, nost preciously,
wat er. Ruha was particularly adept at sand and sun
magi ¢c; unfortunately, water was her weakness.

The witch runmaged through her aba until she found

a small piece of obsidian. "My spell will cut through the
wrmas a scimtar cuts through a canel thief." She dis-
pl ayed the black sliver. "But your nen nust al so be
ready, for the first blow does not always kill."

Fow er gl owered at the dark shard suspiciously. "On

my conmand, Wtch." He flashed a nmenaci ng scow that

| eft no doubt about the consequences of disobeying. "Not
a second before."

Ruha inclined her head. "OF course, Captain.”

The Storm Sprite pitched upward. The boiling waters
crashed agai nst the sonercastle and poured over the

wal es, and the little cog rose on the water dune. Thirty
yards off the bow | oomed a great wall of dark planks, the
hull of the mighty caravel. The witch raised an inquiring
eyebrow, but Fow er shook his head.

"Har poons, let go atop!"

They crested the dune. Ruha cried out in shock, for the
caravel lay only twenty yards ahead, with the dragon's
nmount ai nous figure still hunched over the stem A dozen
ast oni shed sailors stood at the great ship's wales, staring
down at the Storm Sprite.

Fromthe bow of the little cog sounded a trio of

sonorous throbs. Three barbed harpoons arced away from

the Storm Sprite's ballistae, a long braided rope trailing
fromeach. The first shaft sailed high over the wal es of

t he devastated caravel and passed through one of the

wyrm s fl appi ng wi ngs. The other two harpoons dropped

| ower, piercing the mghty serpent's black scal es and
sinking to their butts. The dragon gave a furious roar. Its
si nuous neck undul ated in rage, and clouds of roiling

bl ack fog shot fromthe caravel's porthol es.



The Storm Sprite started down the rolling dune, and
t he dragon di sappeared behind the caravel's | ooning
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hul I . Ruha thought surely they would smash into the
great ship.

Captain Fow er pushed the tiller to port. The Storm

Sprite swung around, though not quickly enough to pre-

vent her bowsprit fromsplintering on the other vessel

The little cog conpleted her turn, then a trenendous
boomfilled the air when she slamed hulls with the

great caravel. The inpact hurled Ruha to the deck, and

she felt the sliver of obsidian shoot from between her fin-
gers. Aterrible rasping arose between the ships as they
rubbed hulls, and the witch knew it would not be Iong

bef ore they were past each ot her

A powerful hand closed around Ruha's wist, and she
felt herself being dragged toward the tiller. "This is no
tine to lie about!"”

"No, wait!"

Ruha's protest went unheeded, for already Captain

Fow er had pulled her to his side and set her on her feet.
Her eyes darted toward the deck. The planks were wet

and as dark as the night and, even if the obsidian had

not washed overboard al ready, she woul d never have

found it in tine to attack the dragon

"Ready, Wtch!" Fowl er ordered. "It's alnost tine."

Ruha | ooked forward, raising her eyes toward the

wyrm She found her view bl ocked by the huge fl axen

square of the Storm Sprite's half-filled sail. Beneath the

sheet's fluttering edge, she could see harpoon |ines play-

ing out, and also the cog's bow slipping past the caravel's
massi ve rudder. The witch thrust her hand into her aba

and found several small pebbles.

Fow er hauled on the tiller, bringing his ship smartly
around the stern of the caravel. The flaxen sail filled
with wind and, like a proud stallion spurred to the gal -
lop, the Storm Sprite | eapt forward. The harpoon |ines
snapped taut, and a trenendous shudder ran through

t he cog.

Fow er flashed his tusks. "Now, Lady Wtch! Slice that
terror out of the sky!"
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Ruha pull ed the pebbles from her pocket and pivoted

around to keep her gaze fixed on the | ooni ng caravel
Over the stern came a great mass of withing darkness,



t he wyrm bei ng dragged al ong by the sturdy harpoon

lines. The dragon beat the air with its w ngs, struggling

in vaintoright itself and wheel on Its attacker. Its w ngs
were tattered and strewn with holes, while its dark

scal es | ooked strangely tarnished and dull. Even the ser-
pent's tail ended in a long section of gray, weathered

bone, as though it were suffering fromsome wasting dis-
ease or festering wound.

Braci ng hersel f against the binnacle, Ruha rolled her
pebbl es between her pal nms and call ed upon her stone
magi c. The rocks began to buzz and shake, vibrating so
violently that it hurt her bones to hold them She tossed
the stones up before her face, and there they hung, sput-
tering and whirling around each other |ike angry wasps.

Recovering fromits initial shock, the dragon ceased its
flailing and stopped trying to wheel on its attacker. It
beat its wings nore slowy and contented itself with stay-
ing aloft.

"l said now, Wtch!"

Fow er's eyes were | ocked on the dragon, and Ruha

knew what concerned him Smaller wrmnms than this

could spew fire and acid twice the Iength of the Storm
Sprite's harpoon lines, and the witch had no ill usions
about what woul d happen if such a spray caught the
little cog. The serpent's neck began to curl toward the
Storm Sprite.

"Wait no longer!" Fow er pleaded.

At last, a faint sapphire gl eam appeared inside the

pebbl es. Ruha bl ew upon the swirling stones, at the sane
time breathing the incantation of a wind spell. They
sizzl ed away, screeching |ike banshees and trailing a rib-
bon of blue braided light. The dragon had al nost brought
its head around when the pebbles tore through its wing

and bl asted its flank, spraying shards of shattered scal es
in every direction. The wrmstiffened and dropped
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toward the water, but when its belly touched the heaving
sea dunes, it roared and once again lifted itself into the

air.
Fow er's face paled fromgreen to yellow. "I was a foo

to listen to you, Wtch! To think a woman who'd take a
slaver's coin could know dragons—

"Captain Fow er, wait." Ruha wrapped an arm around
t he binnacle, then pointed at the wrm "The spell has

only begun its work."



The hal f-ore narrowed his eyes and turned back to the
dragon, still being dragged al ong by the harpoon |ines.

The wrm had curled into the shape of a horseshoe, with
both its head and tail pointing away fromthe Storm

Sprite. Its wings were fluttering so slowy and sporadi -
cally they could barely keep it aloft, while its serpentine
body shuddered with erratic convul sions.

"My pebbl es have not stopped noving," Ruha
expl ai ned. "They are flying about within the wrm tear-
ing it apart fromthe inside."

"A quick kill would ve been better," Fow er grunted.

The captain kept his gaze fixed on the dragon, as

t hough he woul d not be satisfied until the thing dropped
into the sea and sank out of sight. Behind the serpent,
the battered caravel was |unbering away, rolling wildly
from side-to-side as her crew struggled to bring her
under control. Atop the stern, Ruha saw twenty nen
standi ng am dst the wreckage, some hol ding |anterns
while the rest waved anulets and talismans at the Storm

Sprite.

"That seenms a strange custom Captain Fow er." Ruha
pointed at the men on the caravel's stern. "Wat does it
mean?"

Fow er shrugged, barely glancing at the display. "Wo
can tell? She's a foreign ship. They're probably telling us
to mnd our own business."”

A tarnished scale fluttered off the dragon's back, fol-

| owed by the spiraling blue streak of a pebble. Ruha

wat ched cl osely for more such flashes, as they indicated
18
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the tiny rocks had denolished the internal organs and
were beginning to find their way out of the body. A sec-
ond stone shot fromthe wrm then a third and a fourth,
and still the serpent trenbled and convul sed but sone-

how kept fromfalling into the sea

Ruha scowl ed. Mopst victinms were dead by the tine
four stones left their bodies.

Captain Fow er nust have seen her brow furrow "How
long's it going to take that wrmto die?"

"It is a big dragon. Captain."

Anot her pebbl e escaped the serpent's body and sph-
raled away into the heavens, and Fow er cast an inpa-



tient glance toward the departing caravel

"I"'d like to catch her if we can," he said. "A prize like
that. .. If her captain's a good nman, he'll reward us well."
"Captain Fow er, what is this obsession of yours?"

Ruha demanded. "Do you expect treasure for—

Ruha's question was interrupted when the dragon

finally went linp and plumreted into the water, raising
such a splash that buckets of dark sea rai ned down upon
the Storm Sprite. The harpoon |ines throbbed sharply,

and the cog nosed into the water and heel ed toward the
wrm Fow er shoved the tiller to port, bringing his ship
around so sharply she seenmed to pivot on her bow.

"Loose the braces!" he booned. He turned to Ruha and,
nore quietly, asked, "If you' d be kind enough to call off
your wind. Lady Wtch."

Ruha uttered a single syllable, and the magic breeze

di ed away. The crew | oosed the brace lines, |eaving the
yardarns to swing free, and the sail snapped and popped
as it flapped loose in the wind. The drag of the wrms
enor nous body qui ckly brought the Storm Sprite to a
halt. She swung around and began to roll wildly in the
churning sea, still pitching toward the bow and |isting
toward the wyrm

Al'l at once, the crew broke into a trenendous cheer
many of themcalling Urberlee's favor upon the witch's
head. A great swell of pride filled Ruha's breast, and for
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the first time since the debacle in Voonlar, she felt wor-
thy to wear the pin of a Harper.

A | oud, sonorous gurgle sounded just off the starboard
side. Ruha | ooked over to see the dragon's corpse sliding
beneat h the churning bl ack waters. The Storm Sprite

gave a long groan and listed even farther to starboard, the
har poon |ines swi nging toward her hull. Several of the
crew |l ost their footing and woul d have fallen overboard

had it not been for the quick hands of their conrades.

Ruha | ooked to Captain Fower. "Wy is the wrm
si nki ng? Shouldn't it float?"

"Aye, it should.” A larcenous gleamfilled the half-ore's
eyes, and he gl anced toward the bobbing | anterns atop

the stern of the departing caravel. "Unless its belly is
filled with foreign gold!"

The Storm Sprite continued to heel, and Ruha shook
her head enphatically. "No, Captain Fower! Cut it free,
or you'll sink us!"

"Cut it free?" the half-ore scoffed. "My crew woul d
mut i ny!"



"They would prefer losing the treasure to dying, | am
sure. "

"Don't be," Fower said. "It takes a lot of gold to sink a
dragon. And there's the bounty to think of, too. Cornyr
pays a thousand gold for each wyrm head brought to

port, and every nman gets his share.”

"Al'l the gold in the Heartlands will not buy their lives
back. "

"Aye, but nen sell thenselves for |ess every day."

Fow er lifted his chin toward the crew. "If you think
they' Il forgo their chance to live like kings, you know | ess
about men than you do about the Heartl ands.™

Ruha studied the nen. As Fowl er had clained, their
expressions were nore greedy than fearful, and despite

the Storm Sprite's increasing list, not a single sailor was
nmoving to cut the wrmfree. The cog continued to tip far-
ther, until at last the harpoon lines ran vertically from
the wales into the water. The heavi ng sea dunes crashed
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over the bow with thunderous force, and the decks sl oped
so steeply that it was inmpossible to stand wi thout hol ding
a halyard or shroud. Still, the crew nade no nove to free
t he ship.

"What's all this standing about?" Fow er yell ed.
"Secure the lines to the anchor wi ndl ass and prepare to
haul I'"

An excited nmurnur filled the air as the crew leapt to

the task with surprising agility, dangling nonkeylike
fromlines and bel ayi ng pins. The sea continued to batter
the Storm Sprite, spraying white foam over the decks

and threatening to capsize her all too often, but it took
only a few nonents for the men to wap the lIines around
the wi ndl ass and start w nching. Their efficiency did
little to soothe Ruha's nerves. In the desert only fools
tenpted fate, especially for a prize as petty as gold.

"What of your reward, Captain Fow er?" The witch
gl anced toward the departing caravel. The | anterns atop

its stern were still visible whenever the great ship
crested a dune, but the gray outlines of the vessel itself
were rapidly fading into the night. "I thought you wanted

to catch the caravel ?"

Fow er did not even | ook over his shoulder. "Not if the
dragon pilfered all its gold."

Several wails of surprise sounded fromthe w ndl ass;

then the Storm Sprite righted herself so suddenly that



half a dozen nen fell flat on the deck

"\What happened?" Fow er boomed. "Wy are those
i nes slack?"

"It—+t just happened," canme the reply. "The harpoons
must have pulled free!"

A chorus of disappointed groans runbled through the
crew, but Fowl er's gray eyes shined with alarm "All of
them at once? Never."

The sailors | ooked at each other with baffled expres-
sions, as though they expected one of their number to
confess to sonme m stake that explained the nystery. A
babbl e sounded ahead of the Storm Sprite and to both
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sides of her bow The little cog fell abruptly silent, and
every head aboard sw vel ed toward the noi ses.

Ruha slipped a hand into her aba. "Perhaps the nen
shoul d retrieve their weapons, Captain—=

A curtain of black wings rose fromthe sea ahead,
eclipsing the noon's reflection on the water and casting a
shroud of murky darkness over the ship. The crew

gasped in alarmand retreated toward the sonercastl e,

gi ving no apparent thought to the spears and axes that

| ay stowed around the deck

"What's the matter?" Fow er demanded. As he spoke, a

pair of ebony talons shot fromthe water on both sides of
the bow. There was no hide over the gnarled fingers, and

even the wists exhibited bare patches of gray, weathered
bone. The claws dug into the wales, and the little cog's

bow di pped into the sea. The half-ore released the tiller
and stepped forward. "Cowards! Stand and fight!"

For the first tinme since Ruha had boarded, the cap-
tain's words seenmed to have no effect on his crew The
bravest of them watched over their shoul ders as they
opened a hatch or door, but nost sinply screaned in ter-
ror and hurled thensel ves through the nearest opening.
Their panic surprised the witch, for until now they had
exhi bited the unwavering discipline of men who knew

their lives depended upon working together. She pulled a
smal |l crystal of quartz from her pocket, at the sane tine
catching Fower's armw th her free hand.

"Your men are braver than this," she said. "It is only
the dragon's magic frightening them"

"Only?" the half-ore scoffed. "It will be enough to sink
us!"
Ruha pointed her crystal over the ship's bow "I am not

frightened."



The dragon's head rose into view and, despite her

claim the witch was so shocked she coul d not keep the
syl l ables other incantation fromfleeing her mnd. She

found herself staring not into the slit pupils of a wrnis
di abolic eyes, but into the vastly nore sinister void of two
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bl ack, enpty sockets. Though a thin layer of shriveled

bl ack scales still clung to the beast's brow and cheeks, its
snout was a fleshless blade of cracked bone and cav-

ernous nostrils. Even the creature's curved horns, once as
sturdy and long as horse | ances, were mere splintered

stunps of their ancient magnificence.

"Unber| ee have nercy!" Fow er ripped a golden ring
fromhis ear and hurled it overboard, a piece of bloody
| obe still dangling fromthe clasp. "Save us!"

The dragon's enpty-eyed gaze followed the arc of the
glimering earring as it plunged into the sea, then
shapped back to Fow er.

"I'f you wi sh nmercy, do not throw your gold to Urber-

| ee." The dragon spoke in a voice as raspy as it was |oud,
and the mere sound of it made Ruha's | egs shake so that
she could hardly keep her feet. "Gve it to ne, and per-
haps your death shall be quick!"

When Fowl er nade no nove to produce nore gold, the

dragon opened its jaws, revealing a hundred broken

fangs and a scabrous white tongue, and the Storm
Spritens sail billowed toward its nouth. A loud rasp
rustl ed down the length of the ship, and Ruha realized
the serpent was gorging itself with air. She squeezed the
quartz crystal between her thunb and forefinger, at the
same time sunmoni ng her spell back to mind

The raspi ng ceased, and w sps of dark fog rose from

the dragon's nostrils. Ruha called out the words of a wi nd
spell. The quartz crystal evaporated in a searing flash
and a bolt of white lightning | eapt fromher hand. It
struck the wrm s head with a thunderous bang, hurling
desi ccated scal es and shards of gray bone high into the
air. The creature's neck snapped back, and fromits shat-
tered maw shot a plune of boiling, turbid vapor

The dragon roared in pain, shaking the Storm Sprite
fromstemto stem and the sea sputtered with the sound

of its torn flesh dropping into the water, but the beast did
not slip beneath the surging dunes. Instead, it dug its
ebony tal ons deep into the ship's wales, then laid its neck

The Veil ed Dragon 23

over the bow to display the snoking, mangled crater that
had once been its face.



"Who woul d do this to nme?" the dragon runbl ed. "Cast
yourself to Unberlee, or you shall wi sh you had."

Captain Fow er gl anced back at Ruha. His lips were as
white as the noon. "Well, Harper, c-can you k-keep your
promnm se?"

Ruha thrust her shaking hands into her aba and, fear-
ing her efforts would cone to naught, funbled through
her pockets. Live wyrns could be killed, but what could
she—er anyone—do agai nst this dead beast?

The turbid vapor that had spilled fromthe dragon's

maw earlier began to settle over the front part of the
ship. As soon as the dark fog touched the rigging, lines
started to snap and fall, hissing and snoking as though
they were on fire. The sail broke free of the yardarns and
fluttered to the deck, as sheer and full of holes as old

| ace. The nmast, and then all the wood from mi dships for-
ward, began to sizzle and fune.

Fow er sank to his knees. "Wetched witch! What have
you done to ny ship?"

The dragon turned its shattered face toward the cap-
tain. "Did she give the order to interfere with me? O was
it you, thinking of Cornyr's filthy bounty?"

Wth that, the wrmw thdrew its head and sli pped
beneath the sea's dark surface. Ruha stepped to the
taffrail and saw t he shadow of one huge w ng gliding
t hrough the water toward her.

"Captain, did | not prom se that the Harpers would
buy you anot her ship?" She stepped toward the hal f-ore.
"How can they do that if we perish with this one?"

Fow er | ooked at Ruha with disbelieving eyes. "You
think we've a choice in the matter? If you could destroy
t he dragon, you'd have done it by now "

The yardarms broke free and crashed down upon the

deck. The thick planks gave way as though they had been
rotting for a hundred years, and the spars struck severa
barrel s stowed bel ow decks. One of the casks split in two,
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spilling a viscous liquid that filled the air with a bitter

caustic stench. The babble of swirling water sounded
behind the Storm Sprite.

Wt hout gl anci ng back, Ruha pointed into the hold
"What is in those casks?"

The hal f-ore | ooked puzzled, as though he found it a
strange time for Ruha to question the cargo. "Lanp oi
W' ve got to have ballast, and it mght as well pay—~



A sharp crack sounded fromthe rear of the deck. Ruha
glinpsed the tiller disappearing through its housing,
then three black talons rose into sight and hooked them
selves over the taffrail. The witch grabbed Fow er's arm
and jerked himoff the poop deck, pushing himtoward a
boar di ng axe down on the main deck

"I cannot save your ship, Captain, but | can save us.
Go and smash those oil casks."

The hal f-ore junped down and retrieved the weapon,

then leapt into the hold. Ruha ducked down beside the
somercastl e and enptied her pockets of all the brinston
powder she possessed, piling it upon the deck before her
A sharp crack sounded fromthe stern of the ship, thei
the Storm Sprite pitched to her rear. The wi tch shape<

t he heap of yell ow powder into the figure of a tiny bird
and uttered a wi nd spell.

The brimnmstone vanished in a brief flash of yellow and
inits place appeared the di aphanous formof a yellow
canary. Ruha pointed toward the ship's hold, where Cap-

tain Fowl er was busy smashing oil casks, and made a

qui ck sweeping notion. The little bird flitted off to circle
the area she had indicated.

A trenmendous crackling sounded fromthe poop deck,

and Ruha peered over the edge to see the dragon's claws
ripping into the stern of the ship. She w thdrew anot her
quartz crystal from her aba, then junped onto the | adder
and pointed it at the creature's pulverized face, yelling a
series of nonsensical syllables that she hoped the beast
woul d mistake for those she had used to cast her first
[ightning bolt.
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The dragon's head swivel ed toward Ruha. She felt oil-

| aden air swirling past her head and heard the unnis-
takabl e rasp of the creature filling its chest. The beast
sucked t he di aphanous yellow bird she had created ear-
lier intoits throat. The witch dropped behind the somer-
castle, squeezing the quartz crystal and uttering the
incantation of a fire spell.

A fiery spark shot fromthe tip of the crystal, igniting
the stream of air being sucked into the dragon's throat.
Ruha threw hersel f through the sonercastl e door. She felt
a jolting crash; then there was a searing fulguration, the
snel |l of wood ash, and finally the cool bite of saltwater

Two

Once the nunb ringing inside

Ruha's skull abated and it occurred to
her that she was still alive, her first
t hought was not that she woul d choke
on the saltwater she had swal | oned,

nor that the weight of her sodden aba



woul d drag her beneath the dark

wat ers, nor even that she mght bl eed

to death fromher many | acerations. Wen the wtch
opened her eyes and saw the sea heaving all around her
her first thought was that she woul d never be found.

The dunes | oonmed as high as nountains, with rolling,
moonlit faces that blocked Ruha's sight in every direc-
tion, making her feel inmeasurably alone and insignifi-
cant in the stormy vastness of the Dragonmere. They

wer e maddeni ngly inconstant, now lifting her toward the
stars, now dropping her into the abyssal gloom now car-
rying her along on steep, tunbling slopes of water. The
wi tch knew she could not let the sea have its way with
her. She had to free herself of its capricious grasp or die,
but her chest was punping water from her lungs in rack-

i ng coughs, and she could barely keep her head above the
surface, nmuch |l ess hold herself steady on the crest of a

surgi ng dune | ong enough to ... do what, Ruha did not
know.
In all likelihood, she was not the only one to survive

the disintegration of the Storm Sprite, but there had
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been no tine to put the little shore boat into the water
The others would be in the same predi canent as Ruha,
and no doubt anxious to blame her for their troubles.

The caravel crew would have every reason to treat the

wi tch nore kindly—providing they cane back. Certainly,
they had witnessed the expl osion that destroyed the
dragon, but would they realize what had happened to

the Storm Sprite? Was their captain an honest man

who would turn back to hel p those who had hel ped hi n?
Ruha could only allow herself to believe that the answer
to both questions was yes; to assunme anything el se was
to |l ose hope, and to | ose hope in Urberlee's donmain

was to die.

Still, the caravel would not arrive soon. It would take
time for the great vessel to cone around, then she would
have to beat her way against the w nd—using only one of
the three masts she had once carried, and probably rely-
ing upon a tiller half splintered by the dragon attack. By
the tine she arrived, the Storm Sprite's weckage woul d
be strewn across a square mle of heaving sea, and Ruha
knew better than to think any | ookout woul d spy her

dar k head bobbi ng anmongst all the oil casks, splintered
ti mbers, and shreds of dragon floating upon the surging
wat er s.

A large, curved tinber appeared atop a nearby dune,

its end briefly jutting over the crest like a great scimtar
Ruha fixed her eye on the beam As it glided down the

wat ery slope, she started to swm reaching forward and



ki cking her legs in the fashion Storm Sil verhand had

taught her. The witch's shawl and veil had vani shed, but
her aba renai ned securely w apped about her shoul ders,

and she had to struggle against both its clunmsy cut and
sodden wei ght to nake headway. Neverthel ess, she did

not even consider slipping out of the garment. Its pockets
were | oaded with exotic dirts and rocks useful for her
stone magic. Mire inportantly, all of her spells were

sewn into the interior lining. In the desert, paper and ink
were precious comodities, but there was always plenty
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of thread to spare for enbroidery.

By the time Ruha reached the tinber, she could do no

nore than throw her arnms over the top and hang there

gaspi ng. Though she had not realized it until the exercise
had warmed her body, the water was deceptively cool

Her joints began to stiffen, and she recalled Fow er's sto-
ries of pulling his sailors aboard, blue and dead after
only mnutes in the water. But that had been in northern
seas, and the Dragonnere was in the south. The tenper-
ature here could not be so dangerous—er so the witch

hoped.

Ruha fought back her grow ng panic, rem nding her-

self that the sea was not so different fromthe desert: it
was vast and enpty and lonely, with nost of the life lying
hi dden beneath the surface. True, the dunes noved

faster and they were made of water, but not water that

one could drink. That was as precious here as it was in
the sandy wastes. And there was one other simlarity,

one the witch did not want to consider: the sea, like
Anaur och, was hospitable to those who knew its ways—

and merciless to those who did not.

Ruha contenpl ated her growing chill and decided it

probably would not kill her. She was not shivering, she
still felt her toes and fingers, and her teeth were not
chattering. All in all, the witch had spent nore frigid

nights in the desert, and she suspected that the coo

wat er was keeping her frombleeding to death. There

were dozens of cuts on her body, some both |ong and

deep, but all stinging bitterly fromthe salt. The wtch
could feel her blood swirling about her, warm and vi scous
agai nst her skin, but she could not tell how nuch she

had | ost. Had she been on dry | and, she would have

exam ned her cuts and bandaged themall, starting with
the worst one first. But in the dark, heaving sea, she had
to content herself with running her fingers over each
wound in turn, feeling for a heavy fl ow that suggested a
severed vein or artery.

Ruha found no rushing streans or pulsing tides, but
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she coul d count her inspection only a partial success. The
swirling saltwater made it difficult to distinguish an ooz-
ing flow froma gushing one. In the end, she decided the
nmere fact that she did not feel |ight-headed was proof
enough that she was not bleeding to death. And she

t hought of at |east one good thing about being adrift: in

t he desert, sone hungry jackal or lion would snell her

bl ood and cone running, but such a thing could not hap-

pen at sea. No creature she knew could follow a scent

t hr ough wat er.

Havi ng convi nced herself she would not be dead by the
time the caravel returned, Ruha turned her thoughts to
maki ng certain she woul d be found. Her own people, the
Bedi ne, used large, curled horns called amarats for such
pur poses. The witch did not have an anmarat, since only
the men were allowed to use them but she did have w nd
magi c.

Ruha drew a deep breath. Then, speaking from her

belly, she uttered a wind spell. Wthin her chest, she felt
a tremendous sensation of expansion, as though her torso
were growi ng as large and round as an oil cask. She

ti pped her chin back and cupped a hand around her

nout h.

"I am here!" The voice that canme from her |ips sounded
like that of a giant, deep and resonant. It was so |oud
that it nmade the water reverberate |like a drum "Cone
and help me!"

Ruha pull ed her hand away from her nouth and

silently counted to a hundred, then repeated the nmes-

sage. As before, her voice was that of a giant. The witch
counted again, then fell into a regular pattern of silence
and calling. She was always careful to keep constant both
the strength of her voice and the duration between her
cries, hoping that would help the caravel captain deter-

m ne whet her he was noving closer to her, or farther

away.

Ten calls later, Ruha's cries becane thunderous croaks,
for her throat had begun to ache fromthe sheer power of
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her boom ng voi ce. Neverthel ess, she continued to shout,
determ ned not to vary her routine until her w ndpipes

bur st +hough she was starting to fear the cold would

kill her first. Goose bunps were rising all over her body,
and she felt a cold nunbness creeping into the marrow of
her bones. To make matters worse, the flotsamfromthe
Storm Sprite was drifting apart faster than she had
expected. She could see nothing close by except a handful
of splintered deck planks, an oil cask riding lowin the
wat er, and several slabs of rotten dragon flesh.

As Ruha wat ched, one of the scaly chunks vani shed
beneath the sea. The slab did not slip gently under the
surface, as though the neat had becone too waterl ogged



to float. It plunged downward with a sharp swi sh, |eav-
i ng nothing on the surface except a small circle of
swirling water.

Ruha was not entirely puzzled. She had seen fish take

i nsects swimming on the surface of oasis ponds, but the
slab of dragon neat had been as |large as her head. The
wi tch could not even inagine the fish big enough to swal -
| ow such a norsel. She thought other bloody |egs dan-
gling in the water and wi shed for a |l arger piece of

ti mber—ene onto which she could craw entirely. Ruha
pul | ed herjanbiya fromits sheath and prayed it would
not slip fromher grasp. The |ong, curved dagger was not
particul arly valuable, but it had once bel onged to a man
to whom she had been married for two days. He had died
fighting a band of brutal invaders, and thejanbiya was
all she had to renmenber him by.

The tine to call came again. "Please hurry! Something
is under the water!"

Ruha forced herself not to think about her dangling

legs and tried to study the sea around her, watching to
see if the dragon nmeat continued to di sappear. The task
was an inpossible one, for no sooner would she glinpse a
slab than a dune woul d heave up in front of her. When

t he wat er subsided, the scaly chunk was as likely as not
to be gone. The witch never glinpsed any telltale circles
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to indicate the norsel had been taken by a fish, but she
knew better than to assune she would in such dark
rough water.

Ruha felt herself rise on a dune, then sonething

bunped into her knee and rubbed past her thigh. Her
screamfilled the sky with a cry that booned |ike thun-
der. She thrust herjanmbiya into the water and sliced into
a sinuous body, her knuckles brushing along a gritty
hide. A huge tail fin slapped her arm and the creature
flitted awnay.

The witch let out a breath she had not realized she
was holding. It had only been a fish-ene as large as a
man, but a fish nonethel ess—and apparently it intended
her no harm

A distant voice canme to her on the wind. "Keep yelling,
Wtch! Do you think | can see you in this nurk?"

Ruha gl anced toward the voice and saw the bl ocky sil -
houette of a small, makeshift raft cresting the next dune.
On top of it kneeled two figures, both digging into the
water with short sections of deck planking. One of the
men appeared rather |anky and gaunt, but the other was
stocky and stout, with the jutting brow and sw ni sh

snout of a half-ore.

Ruha slipped fromthe crest of her dune and | ost sight



other rescuers. "I amhere, Captain Fow er! One dune
ahead! "

"What was . . . boom ng about?" Now that the sea had
ri sen between Ruha and Fow er, the wind rendered his
voi ce al nost inaudible. "Are . .. hurt?"

"I amwell. Somnething bunmped ny leg, but it was only
a fish."”

Fow er's voice remained silent for a brief nonent, then
suddenly rose above all the other sounds: " your sel f!
That fish could be a . . ."

Ruha scowl ed and tried to pull herself farther onto the
beam but it only twi sted and dunped her back into the
sea. She tried again, kicking her feet to help lift her
wei ght out of the water. Sonething slamed into the
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thick part of her leg. Her arnms slipped free of the wet
wood, and she felt herself spin and glide away fromthe
ti mber. She heard a peal of thunder and realized it was
her own wail of agony, magnified a thousand tinmes by the
magi ¢ of her wind spell. A keen, crushing ache erupted in
her thigh and raced through the rest of her body, and
finally she noticed the teeth. They were cl anped around
the thick part of her leg, driven deep into her flesh.

Ruha thrust her free hand into the water and caught

hold of a gritty dorsal fin. The fish began to work its jaw
back and forth, scraping the points of its serrated teeth
across her thigh bone. She pulled herself toward its tai
and plunged herjanmbiya into its flank, then dragged the
curved bl ade back toward herself. A torrerrtTof cool

greasy bl ood gushed fromthe wound, covering her hand.

The fish dove, dragging Ruha into the black stillness
beneath the sea. She could not see its |ashing body, but it
seened to be the same creature that had bunped her

earlier, about six feet long, with a slender, |ashing body
and a plethora of long, pointed fins. She tw sted herjam
biya in the wound and pushed it toward the creature's
under si de, praying she would find sonmething that re-
senbl ed a throat.

The bl ade struck bone, and the jaws ot her attacker

closed nore tightly, threatening to crush her thigh. The
fish whipped its head fromside-to-side. Ruha's flesh tore,
and her lungs burned with the need for fresh air. She
thrust Yierjanbiya into the side of the beast's head and
sl ashed through sonething soft. She felt a rush of frothy
water, but the creature seened to feel no pain. It whipped
its body around and went deeper, jerking her after it. A
sharp crack reverberated up her spine, foll owed by a bru-
tal, stabbing pang that seemed to spring from her bone
marrow itself. The witch opened her mouth-she coul d



not stop hersel f—and screaned

A deaf ening roar throbbed through the water, striking
Ruha's eardruns with such force that it seened her
entire skull had shattered. Wthout realizing she had
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rai sed them the witch found her hands cl anped over her

pul sing ears, the hilt other dead husband's janbiya
pressed agai nst her temple. The sound had a nuch

greater effect on the fish. The creature's body went slack
its jaws opened, and it began to squirm about drunkenly,
nearly tangling itself in her aba before it scraped its
gritty tail across her cheek and vani shed into the bl ack
wat er s.

Ruha had a fierce urge to cough and realized that her

body had been trying to fill its air-starved lungs with sea-
wat er. She cl anped her jaws shut and kicked toward the
surface—then nearly forgot herself and screaned again

when a sharp jolt of pain shot through her thigh bone.
Continuing to kick with her good leg, the witch lowered a
hand and found a mangled circle of flesh just bel ow her

left hip. The water felt alarm ngly warm and she could

feel a steady current of blood flowing fromthe wound.

When Ruha's head finally broke the surface, her ears

were still ringing fromher underwater scream She could
not hear the wind wailing, but she did feel its cool touch
upon her skin and inmedi ately started to gasp and

cough, causing such a roar with her boom ng voice that

she felt it in her feet. Already, she was grow ng dizzy
from bl ood | oss, and she feared she would die before her
coughi ng spasm ended.

Ruha slipped her janbiya into its sheath and set about
unbuckl ing her belt. As sinple as the task was, she could
hardly acconplish it. Wth only one leg able to nove and
both hands required to undo the clasp, she could barely
tread water. Her sodden aba kept draggi ng her beneath

the surface, and she feared that if she allowed herself to
sink too far, she would not have the strength to swim
back to the surface.

From behi nd Ruha cane the nuffl ed, distant-sounding
murmur of a man's voice. She spun herself around and,

| ess than twenty yards away, saw a ragged section of hul
pl anks |l ashed to three, lowfloating oil casks. Atop the
makeshi ft raft stood Captain Fow er and the other man,
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both shouting at the witch and waving her toward the
raft.

"I amunable to swim" Ruha's voice roared like a
falling wall inside her own head, and both Fow er and his



crewnan cringed at its volume. "A fish attacked ne. My
leg i s—

Ruha's expl anation ended in a strangled cry of alarm

as a huge, gritty snout bunped into her back. The witch
took three deep breaths while the body of the great fish
brushed al ong her flank, its dorsal fin harrow ng the
water like a ship's prow. At last, the creature passed
drawi ng a sharp hiss when its nmassive tail slapped the
wi tch's mangl ed | eg.

Ruha stopped fussing with her belt and filled her

lungs, at the sane tine glancing in Captain Fow er's
direction. The half-ore's eyes were bul ging out of their
sockets, and he was frantically tying a rope around the
wai st of his trenbling conpanion.

A mount ai nous dune rose beside Ruha, and she saw

the dark line of a dorsal fin energing fromits face. She
cl osed her eyes and buried her head in the water, at the
same time voicing the mghtiest, deepest bellow her
aching throat could manage. Again, the water throbbed,
hamreri ng her eardruns with a terrible, pulsing ache.

Before the witch could pull her head fromthe water

the enorrmous fish hit her—but she did not feel its |ong
teeth tearing through her torso. Instead, the beast's nose
sl i pped beneath her hips, and she slid along its spine
until the creature started to roll toward her. Wth one
hand, the witch caught its dorsal fin and pushed away,
narrow y escapi ng being forced beneath the surface. The
nmonster floated belly up for a noment, then slowy

withed down into the sea.

The snout of a smaller fish nosed Ruha's shoul der

then she felt the rough skin of yet another creature rasp-
ing across her foot. "There are nore?" she shrieked. "By
Afar, | hate this seal"

Over the roaring of the dunes canme the al armed mur-
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mur of Captain Fow er's voice, so nmuted by the ringing in
Ruha's ears that she could not understand what he was

sayi ng. She | ooked up and saw himonly ten yards away,
pointing in the direction in which the nonstrous fish had
vani shed a nonent earlier. Beside himstood the sailor
with the rope tied around his waist, staring into the dark
wat ers and stubbornly shaki ng his head.

The witch filled her lungs with air and spun around to
see a huge black fin slicing toward her, albeit on a sone-
what crooked course. She pushed her head beneath the

wat er and, summoni ng her voice from deep down in her
bowel s, bell owed. Again, the sea pulsed with her fear and
anger, and again the great fish rolled on its back



Ruha turned toward her rescuers and saw six nore of

the beasts floating with their bellies toward the sky. They
al | had wedge-shaped snouts and small, pitiless black

eyes and shovel -shaped nout hs. She began to pull herself

t hrough the surging waters. Her head was spinning from

the |l oss of blood, and she did not know how she woul d

find the strength to reach the raft before the nonsters
recovered and swarned her again.

The witch had taken no nore than three strokes before
Captain Fow er grabbed the reluctant sailor by his collar
and belt, and pitched himinto the sea. The man spl ashed
down two yards away. Ruha expected the fellowto turn
away and swmfor the raft, but instead he cast an angry
gl ance in her direction and thrust out his hand. She
stretched forward and caught his wist, digging her fin-
gernails deep into the flesh of his forearm The sailor
scow ed, but rolled onto his back and started to kick his
| egs. Captain Fowl er haul ed on the rope, pulling them
back toward the raft.

Ruha | ooked over her shoul der and saw t he stunned

fish already beginning to twitch and squirm She

wr apped her hand into the short |ength of rope hol di ng
up the sailor's dingy trousers.

"Cover your ears!" The man cringed at the sound of
Ruha' s boomi ng voice. "And keep kicking!"
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After the sailor put his hands to his ears, the witch
pushed her face beneath the surface and | et out another
bel | ow. The concussi on once nore stunned the small fish
into inaction, but the nonster was too far away. Its fins
continued to flutter, and its inmense body slowy rolled
in the water.

Ruha felt Fower's thick hand in her hair. He tw sted

his fingers into her unbound tresses and lifted her out of
the water. It was a painful way to be hauled fromthe sea,
but the witch did not conplain. She grabbed a | ashing

and scranbl ed conpl etely aboard, hissing in pain as she
dragged her savaged | eg across the wet planks. She

rolled onto her back and saw the sail or clutching the

edge of the raft, struggling in vain to pull hinmself aboard.
Behind him the huge fish had righted itself and was

al ready swinging its snout toward the raft.

"By the burning face of At' ar!" Ruha snarled, swearing

her oath in the nane of the fiery Bedi ne sun goddess. She
thrust her hand into her aba and rummged through its

bl ood- soaked pockets. "That nonster has troubled ne
enough! "

The sail or | ooked back toward the great fish. The crea-
ture was hal f-subnerged, snaking a slow, crooked path
toward the raft. Captain Fow er reached past Ruha to



grab the man's shoul der, but the fell ow shook his head
and swam away. At first, the witch did not understand
what he was doing; after his initial reluctance to help
her, he hardly seened the type to draw a sea-nonster

away from his conpani ons. Then, when the beast did not
change course, she noticed the slippery red ribbon she
had I eft on the raft planks. Perhaps |lions and jackals
could not follow blood trails through water, but they did
not breathe the stuff.

Fi sh did.

Ruha wi thdrew two small|l packets from her pocket, one
filled with sand, the other with lime. She poured the con-
tents of both packages into her pal mand spit on them

As the witch m xed themtogether, Captain Fow er took a
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boarding axe fromhis belt and stepped forward to neet
t he advancing fish. She grabbed the half-ore's | eg and
pul I ed hi mroughly back

"This fish belongs to me. Captain." Though Ruha was

trying to speak quietly, Fow er flinched and instinctively
retreated from her thunderous voice. She drew himto

her side. "Help ne stand."

The captain glanced at the approachi ng nonster

whi ch had now subnerged al nost conpletely. Only the

tip of its dorsal fin still showed, slicing across the face of
a heaving dune. Fowl er slipped a hand under Ruha's arm

and pul |l ed her up.

The dorsal fin was only five yards away when the ris-

ing dune swallowed it. Wth Fow er's hel p, Ruha

retreated to the back of the raft. A dull buzz started to
drone in her ears, and swirls of dark fog swam al ong the
edges of her vision. The witch had | ost too nmuch blood to
be standing. Her knees buckled, and, had it not been for
the captain's support, she would have fallen

As Ruha struggled to call her spell to mind, a huge

gray snout burst fromthe water and crashed down on the
corner of the raft. A pair of tiny, w de-set eyes flared
briefly; then the nonster squirmed forward. The raft
listed toward the trough of the dune, and the wtch
feared they would flip over. Her vision narrowed to a

bl ack tunnel. She reached out and sl apped the fish on the
nose, snearing the sand m xture over its rough hide.

The fish tw sted sideways, tenporarily preventing the
raft fromtipping farther, and opened its nouth. The
beast's teeth were as | arge and ugly as spearheads, and
Ruha knew they would tear her into bite-size pieces with
a single snap. She uttered the incantation of a stone
spell, at the same time hurling herself backward into
Fow er's arns. They fell onto the deck together, |eaving
their attacker's great jaws to clap shut on enpty air.



A pearly sheen swept over the head of the great fish
and down its huge body. The creature squirned farther
onto the raft, forcing Ruha and Fowl er to the very edge of
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the vessel's high side. It slapped the water with its tail
driving itself forward, and the magical luster of the
witch's spell suddenly drained fromits gritty skin. The
beast grew as drab and gray as ash, and the duller it
became, the slower it moved. By the tinme its jaws were
within striking range, the nonster's entire body had
grown as drab and notionl ess as a nudstone scul pture.

Captain Fow er stretched a tentative |leg toward the
gaping jaws and, when his foot did not get bitten off,
pushed the nmonstrous head off the raft. The fish slipped
from sight and vani shed beneath the dark water as

swiftly as a stone. The witch slunped onto the deck and
began funbling at her buckle, praying she could stay
consci ous long enough to tie her belt around her bl eeding

| eg.

Ruha had barely unl ocked the clasp before her head

t hudded onto the planks and her vision went entirely

bl ack. She felt Fow er's stout fingers tugging at the belt,
then the tinny sound of a man's fading voice: "Hey! These
sharks..."

Sonetime later, the witch awoke to a throbbing | eg
and the sound of arguing voices.

" witch for?" whined the sailor. "She's the reason
we're here, | say!"

"I don't give a squid's |ips what you say, Arvold! | order
amntoswim I'll not have to throw him"

Ruha tried to open her eyes, found the effort too tiring,
and settled for reaching down to feel her savaged |eg. Her
thi gh was girded by a crude tourniquet, and her aba was
torn clear to the hi p—that would cost her the use of a few
sand spells, dependi ng upon how easy she found it to
reconstruct the torn synbols. Her flesh was not yet nunb
and still warmto the touch, so the witch guessed she had
been unconsci ous no nore than two or three minutes.

"There'd have been no need to throwne, if it were

worth going in," growed Arvold. "But there was no call to
swimfor the witch. We should ve let the sharks take her."
"That's for the captain to say, not you!" Captain
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Fow er's decl aration was foll owed by the creak of a
weapon's bl ade being torn froma plank. "l1've no use for

cowar ds, sail nender!"

"Captain Fow er, you have little roomto be calling



ot her men cowards." The spell ofl oudness had | apsed

when Ruha fell unconscious, so her voice sounded as

weak and frail as that of any woman who had nearly bl ed
to death. "I fail to see how a nman who hurls another into
danger is any braver than his victim"

The witch forced her eyes open and rai sed her head.

Her two conpanions sat on the front of the raft, each fac-
ing the other fromhis own corner. Captain Fow er, who
was hol ding a boarding axe in his fist, brought the
weapon down and buried its head in the edge of a plank

"I't's a good thing you were the one in the water, not
me." Fowl er glared at his sail mender. "Do you think
Arvol d woul d' ve pull ed us back? He'd have left us to the
shar ks and t hanked Unrberlee for the chum™

Ruha et her head fall back to the deck, then rolled it

to one side so she could study Arvold's face. The sail -
mender had a sharp-featured face with a hawki sh nose

and dark, glistening eyes, and in his expression there
was no denial of anything Fow er clainmed. Still, whether
he had done it willingly or not, Arvold had saved the
witch at the peril of his own life, and she was not so far
gone from Anauroch that she had forgotten what such an

act meant to a Bedine.

"Perhaps what Captain Fow er clainms is true, Arvold,"
Ruha said. "But even so, you saved ny life at the risk of
your own. Until | have done the sanme, | amyours to com
mand. "

Captain Fow er winced at the statenent. Arvold' s lips
curled into a |l echerous grin, and he ran his dark gaze up
the witch's exposed | eg, over her bare hip, and up to her
dark, ripe lips.

Ruha's cheeks burned with enbarrassnent, for she
was unaccustomed to having nen ogl e her naked face.
Save for her short tenure as a spy in Voonlar, she had
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i gnored the Heartland wonen's custom of baring their

vi sages in public, preferring to keep her own face con-
ceal ed beneath a heavy scarf. Al that she usually showed
were her brown eyes, her aquiline nose, and, when her

veil slipped low, the tribal hash marks tattooed on her
cheeks.

"Well now" Arvold continued to I eer. "That changes
t hi ngs."

Ruha turned away, raising a hand to cover her face. "I
did not mean I would . . ." The words caught in her dry
throat. "My words did not inply what you think. In
Anaur och, they are a pledge of allegiance and debt."

"We're not in the desert, witch!" Arvold snarled. "W're
in the mddle of the bloody Dragonmere—and | say you



owe ne sonething for that, too!"

The raft bounced gently as Arvold craw ed across the
deck. Ruha let her hand drop to her janbiya, both
angered by the fool's lechery and frightened she woul d
have to slay himto save her honor. He could not believe
she had nmeant to offer herself as a woman—er could he?
She rai sed herself on an el bow and | ooked toward the

sai | mrender. He stopped just beyond her reach, his gaze
fixed on the curved dagger at her belt.

As Arvold contenpl ated his next nmove, a dark fog

began to gather at the edges of Ruha's vision. The sharp
angl es of the sailnender's face seened to soften before
her, and his rough conpl exi on grew snmooth and yel | ow

i sh. H s hawki sh nose shrank to a nore graceful size and
curved upward at the end. Folds of skin appeared at the
corner of his eyes, giving thema narrow, slanted appear-
ance, and his hair turned bl ack and silky.

Ruha's hand | oosened around her dagger, but she did

not gasp, or even worry that she was falling into uncon-
sci ousness agai n. She had been suffering visions since
bef ore she could wal k, so she recogni zed the change in
Arvold's face for what it was: a nmirage fromthe future.
Sonetinme soon, she would nmeet a man with the face that
had appeared over the sail mender's. She could not say
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what woul d happen then, but she doubted it would be
anyt hi ng good. It was never anything good.

Ruha's first mrage had been of thousands of butter-
flies. Later that year, her tribe had been forced to canp
at an oasis infested with noths, and soon every piece of
cloth in the khowvan was full of holes. Later, the face of
a handsome stranger had appeared over that of her hus-
band, Aj aman. Aj aman had di ed that night; the hand-

some stranger had arrived soon after to help Ruha's
peopl e fight the ones who had nurdered her husband.

She had eventually taken the stranger, the Harper

naned Lander, as a lover—enly to see himfelled by the
same eneny that had slain A aman.

Noticing Ruha's distraction, Arvold slid forward, stil
wearing the face of a slant-eyed stranger. \Wen he
stretched a hand toward her dagger, his fingers suddenly
changed into sharp talons. The flesh of his arm turned

bl ack and scaly, and the pupils of his eyes narrowed into
vertical slits with irises as black as obsidian. A crest of
jet-colored fins sprouted al ong his back, and the |ong,

| ashing tail of a dragon appeared at the base of his spine.

Ruha tried to pull her janbiya, but the sail mender's

claw | ashed out quick as a serpent and caught her wrist.
She cried out and sl anmed her forehead into the strange
face. Arvold raised his free hand to slap her, and it, too,
was a bl ack cl aw



Captai n Fow er appeared behind his sail nender and

caught the man's scaly arm Arvold's dragon tail disap-
peared instantly, as did his scales, his talons, and his
crest of dark fins. H's pupils grew round, the yell ow sh
tint vani shed fromhis skin, his nose grew hawki sh
again, and Fowl er continued to hold his wist.

"Arvol d, you know what the witch neant to say. Do you
really want to hold her to the letter of what she said,
knowi ng what she's liable to do if you anger her?"

The sail nender continued to stare at Ruha's bare face,
his leer nore angry than lustful. Though she felt bashfu
and naked wi thout her veil, the witch forced herself to
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At last, Arvold released the witch's arm "Ah, Unber-

| ee take you!" He pushed hinself to his corner of the raft.
"I'f that's how you repay your debts, 1'll have nothing to
do with you."

Ruha | et her head fall back onto the deck, weakened
by both her vision and the trouble with Arvold.

Captain Fow er's swi nish face appeared over her

"Sorry | didn't nove faster, Wtch," he whispered. "But
after you nearly called ne a coward, |—=

Ruha rai sed a hand. "Do not apol ogi ze, Captain. You
war ned me before not to question your judgment-—-and
shoul d have been able to handle Arvold wi thout your
hel p."

Fow er nodded. "Aye, any Harper shoul d' ve, but you
hesi t at ed—and why you | et himgrab your dagger arm
["1'l never know. "

"l have lost a lot of blood," Ruha said.

The witch bal ked at telling Fow er about the mrage,

for she had I ong ago | earned that few people understood
her visions. Her own tribe had bani shed her fromtheir
canps, believing her wi cked magi c caused the calanities
she foresaw. Even in the Heartl ands, she had tw ce been
stoned for warning people of disasters about to befal
them and once she had been accosted for not foreseeing a
catastrophe that befell the flirtati ous young daughter of
t he mayor of Teshwave

The witch rolled her head away from Fow er. "Perhaps
I was just too weak."

The captain checked the tourniquet on her leg, then

laid his |leathery pal mon her forehead. "You're | osing no
nore bl ood, but you do feel cold as a barnacle."” He
grabbed her chin and pulled it around so he could | ook



her in the eye. "You wouldn't be thinking of dying on ne,
woul d you Wtch?"

Ruha tried to chuckle and failed. "Not w thout your
perni ssion, Captain."

Fow er glared at her fromthe corner of one eye. "Aye,
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that's good." He grabbed the collar of his tunic and
turned it inside out, displaying the Harper's pin Ruha
had given to him "I've every intention of collecting on
your prom se—and don't think you can squirmout of it,
like you did with Arvold."

Ruha managed a weak smile. "Get ne to Pros, and you
shal | have your ship."

"That | shall, Wtch—and it'll be easier than you
think." The captain grinned broadly, then stood and
turned toward the front of the raft. "Arvold, man your
paddl e! "

Thr ee

The caravel's bowsprit shot over the

dune crest, less the twenty yards from

the raft. Beneath the giant spar, illu-

m nated by the pearl escent sphere of

a silver glass lantern, hung the mag-

ni ficent scul pture of a square-snouted

dragon. Wth its delicately curled

horns, ball-shaped eyes, and | ustrous

green scal es, the beast | ooked nothing |like the wyrmthat
had destroyed the Storm Sprite. The figurehead' s gl ower-
i ng face appeared nore reproachful than vicious, and
there was nothing in its expression to suggest bl oodl ust
or insatiable greed. Still, the thing was clearly a dragon
and that was enough to give Ruha pause.

The caravel 's great prow burst through the back side of
the dune, hurling curtains of spray high into the air.
Ruha pointed at the figurehead.

"Do you see that, Captain Fower? Is that not a
dragon's head?"

The witch sat near the back corner of the raft, her
mangl ed t hi gh extended before her. During the twenty
mnutes it had taken Fow er and Arvold to paddle into
the caravel's path, everything bel ow the tourniquet had
grown nunmb and cool to the touch, and now the | eg was
begi nning to turn blue, as she could tell whenever the
moon's silver light flashed across her bare flesh

When Captain Fow er did not coment on the figure-
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head, Ruha asked, "Wy does the caravel carry such a
thing on its bow? Could that be the reason the dragon

attacked it?"

Fow er set aside the plank he had been using as a

paddle. "I think not, Wtch. Half the prows on the Drag-
onnere bear figureheads of such fiends, to scare off non-
sters of the deep.”

Ruha studied the figurehead nore carefully, then
shook her head. "That carving does not | ook frightening

to ne.

The captain had no time to answer, for the bow of the
great caravel was already slipping past. Al ong the wales
stood a dozen dark figures, all shining stormlanterns
over the rail. Both Fow er and Arvold junped to their
feet and waved their arns in excitenent. Fromthe shad-
ows behind the | antern bearers energed a figure hol ding
a |l arge bow nocked with a white, round-nosed arrow.

The man | oosed his bowstring. The white shaft sail ed

over the raft, trailing a thick dark cord. Fower let the
line fall upon the planks, then grabbed it and pulled the
arrow aboard. He snapped the shank at its base, then he
and Arvold started to thread the rope through the raft

| ashi ngs. As they worked, the caravel continued to |um
ber past, taking up the rescue line's slack at an al arning
pace. The | antern bearers wal ked toward the great ship's
stern, trying to keep their lights focused upon the raft.
The heaving sea nmade their task an inpossible one, forc-
ing Ruha's conpanions to labor in an irritating kal ei do-
scope of flashing beanms. By the tinme the pair finished,
the rescue line was stretching taut and the | antern bear-
ers were standing atop what renai ned of their ship's bat-
tered poop deck.

"Hold fast!"

Resumi ng his place at the front corner, Arvold fell to
t he deck and grabbed the edges of the planks. Fow er
dropped besi de Ruha, flinging one armover her shoul -
ders and pinning her to the wet planks. The witch had
barely twined her fingers into the I ashings before the
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rescue line snapped tight and jerked the raft so violently
it left the water.

The flimsy vessel splashed into the water an instant
later. Fromthat nonment on, it seened to Ruha that they



spent as nuch tinme traveling beneath the surface as they
did above it. Every time they cane to another sea dune,
the rescue line would drag themthrough its steep face,
burying the raft under a foany torrent that threatened
to sweep the witch and her comnpani ons into the Dragon-
nmere. A nonent later, they would emerge on the other

side and drop into the trough, then slaminto the face of
t he next dune and di sappear beneath the raging sea.

Bet ween dousi ngs, Ruha gasped, "Surely, there is a—
She grunted as they slammed into a trough. "—a better
way to bring us aboard!"

The caravel pulled themthrough another sea dune.
When they cane out the other side, Fow er asked, "Can
you fly, Wtch?"

"That is bird magic," Ruha answered. "If | could fly,
why would . . . ugh! . . . why would | have hired you to
sail me across the Dragonmnere?"

After they plunged through anot her dune. Fow er said,
"Then this is the only way. In a Sea this rough, a big ship
like that can't be stopping to take aboard passengers!™

They sl amed into another trough; then the ride

snoot hed out as they entered the caravel's wake. The
ship's crew hauled the raft up to the stern corner and

| owered a rope. Fower tied Ruha in first, and the line
ti ght ened around her chest. She rose al ongside the rud-
der nmore than fifteen feet before she reached the soner-
castl e and began to scrape along its back wall. The witch
bit her Iip to keep fromcrying out. Though her nangl ed
leg was too nunb to feel anything, she had nmany ot her
cuts and bruises that protested the rough treatnent.

After a painful ascent of another ten feet, several pairs

of hands caught her beneath the arns and pull ed her

into the ruins of a luxurious officer's cabin. The walls, or
rat her what remmined of them were draped with silken
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tapestries depicting fanciful scenes of domestic bliss, and
the floor was covered by wool carpet as plush and finely
| oomed as those woven by Ruha's own peopl e.

A pair of rescuers | eaned over the witch, and she
gasped. Both nmen had snooth, yellowtinted features,
with small noses and narrow, slanted eyes. Neither face
mat ched t he one she had seen in her vision, but they
obvi ously bel onged to the same race as the man in the

m r age.

The el der of the pair, a distinguished-looking nman with
graying hair and a yell ow patch over one eye, spoke to

the other in a Kiting | anguage of short syllables and fl uc-
tuating pitches. Both nen were slight of build and no
taller than Ruha hersel f, and they wore high-necked



tunics with long sl eeves and hens that swept the floor

When the first man fini shed speaki ng, the second
bowed to him then bowed to Ruha. "Please to allow ne
to present Mandarin Hsieh Han Liu, Inperial M nister
of Spices to Enperor Kao Tsao Shou Tang, Jade—

The one-eyed man hi ssed at the speaker, who contin-
ued his introduction with barely a pause, "Jade Mnarch
of Shou Lung and of all Civilized Lands."

The one-eyed man bowed to Ruha, who sat upright and

di pped her chin in return. Across the cabin, several nore
smal I, yell ow skinned men were hauling up the other end

of the rescue line, which they had tossed down to the raft
once she was aboard. Anxious to avoid being dragged
overboard if their hands slipped, the witch began to untie
hersel f.

"I amcalled Ruha." She spoke directly to the one-eyed
man, who could hardly have corrected his transl ator

wi t hout hi nmsel f under st andi ng Cormon. "1 thank you

for saving ny life, Mnister Hsieh."

"Many thanks to you, also. You save Enperor's ship,
and lives of many hunble servants." Hsi eh bowed agai n,
letting pass his facade of not speaki ng Cormon. He
notioned to a corner behind Ruha, and an old man with
a knobby, shaven head stepped out of the shadows.
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"Please to all ow physician to see leg."

" Physi ci an?"

"The mandarin's heal er," expl ai ned Hsieh's assistant.

When the witch nodded, the physician kneeled at her

side and set a box of carved ivory upon the floor. He
pul l ed her tattered aba away to inspect the savaged |eg

The constant del uge of sea water had kept the wound
surprisingly clean, so Ruha saw that the fish had cut a
circular laceration into the side other thigh. The bite was
nearly a foot in diameter, and in one place so deep she
saw a white sliver of bone.

Captain Fow er clanbered into the cabin and steppfc ~
brusquely to Ruha's side, nercifully drawi ng her atten
tion away fromher leg. "How you faring? WIIl you live
until 1 get my cog?"

Frowni ng at the half-ore's swinish face, Hsieh stepped
back and call ed sonething sharp through the cabin's
shattered doorway.

Ruha cocked an eyebrow at Fow er. "Surely, you do not
intend to be rude, Captain." She gestured to the nan-



darin. "Allow nme to present you to M nister Hsieh Han
Liu, Inperial Mnister of Spices to the Enperor Kao Tsao
Shou Tang—

"Jade Dragon of Shou Lung and all civilized | ands—
know." Despite the undue enphasis he had placed on the
word civilized, Fow er bowed deeply to the nandarin.
"I"ve run cargo for the G nger Palace a tine or two—
t hough 1've never had the pleasure of boardi ng one of
your junks before."

Hsi eh rel axed and once again called down the corridor
then returned the half-ore's bow+though not so deeply,
and wi thout taking his gaze from Fow er's eyes.
"Captain Fow er? Then you give order to attack dragon?"

"Aye." Fow er nodded. "But it was the Lady Wtch's
i dea, and her mmgic that destroyed it."

Both the mandarin and his assistant regarded Ruha
wi th renewed respect, and the physician began to probe
her wounds nore gently. Hsieh bowed to Ruha again.
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"Forgive ny discourtesy, but you do not call yourself
Lady Ruha. Do you require anything?"

Ruha scow ed, puzzled by Hsieh's reaction. She was
accustoned to strange reacti ons when peopl e discov-
ered she was a witch, but that did not seemto be what
troubl ed the mandarin.

"Pl ease, Mnister Hsieh, | amnot. "
Fow er's head tw sted ever so slightly fromside to side.

Since the captain had at | east sonme acquai ntance with

t he Shou, Ruha decided to follow his lead. "Please, | am
not accustonmed to showing ny face. | need a shaw and
veil."

Hsi eh gl anced at his translator, who said sonething

into his ear. The mandarin scow ed, and they had a short
exchange, then the assistant bowed and scurried out of

t he cabin.

"Yu Po goes to fetch finest scarves fromour cargo."
As Hsi eh spoke, the physician pulled a pair of silver
tongs fromhis box. The old nan opened the instrument
slightly and slipped the jaws into the deepest part of
Ruha's wound, where she had glinpsed her white bone.
"Say if this hurt. Lady Ruha."

The physician closed the tongs, then worked them



back and forth. Ruha heard a faint crunching sound. She
felt a gentle vibration deep in her hip, but her |eg had
gone so nunb bel ow the tourniquet that she barely
noticed the nmetal rubbing her mangled flesh. The old

man gave his instrunment a final twi st and withdrew a
huge triangle of serrated tooth.

"When the fish attacked, | ... | heard sonethi ng
crack," Ruha gasped. "I thought the thing had broken ny
leg. "

"Leg fine. Bone strong."

The physician returned his tongs to the ivory box and

wi t hdrew a handful of yell ow powder, which he carefully
sprinkled into the bite. Once the entire gash was filled
with the dust, he half-whistled a series of strange, high-
pi tched syl l abl es. The powder vanished with a flash of
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golden light; then a ring of brownish snoke drifted from
the wound and filled the little cabin with the snell of
brine and burnt flesh. The old man inspected the results,
then took a hooked needle and a length of black thread
from his box. When he began to sew, Ruha felt nothing
nore than an occasional tug.

The Shou crewren soon pulled the raft's last survivor
Arvol d, into the cabin. Hsieh regarded the bedraggl ed
sai | render with an eni gmati c gaze, scrutinizing the
shabby tunic and the Iength of rope that held up his
trousers. He gl anced at Captain Fow er, whose dress was
only marginally better, then | ooked back to Ruha for an
i ntroducti on.

"The sail mender," Ruha expl ai ned.

"Put himwhere you can watch him" warned Fow er.

"He's a hopeless thief, but he's good with a needle. 1'd
hate for you to lop off one of his hands."

Hsi eh rai sed his brow at the frank appraisal, then
spoke to two of his nen, who pronptly escorted the sail-
nmender out of the cabin.

"They put himwi th others," expl ained the nandari n.

"Qt hers?" Ruha could not keep the hope out other

voi ce. She considered the sinking of the Storm Sprite her
doing, and it woul d ease her conscience to hear the crew
had survived. "How many did you save?"

Hsieh's lip curled disdainfully, whether at the witch's
concern or the nenory of the human dregs his crew had
dragged fromthe sea, Ruha did not know



"W save ten nen," the nmandarin reported. "But ton-
rongs do not treat themwell."

"Tonrongs?" Ruha asked.

"Sharks," Fow er explained. "The lions of the sea, 'cept
t hey eat anything, and they're always hungry."

Hsi eh nodded. "Yes. Tonrongs take linbs fromfour of
your men, and they soon die."

Ruha felt a guilty enmptiness in her stomach. Unl ess
they found nore survivors, three-quarters of the Storm
Sprite's crew would perish. She let a weary groan slip
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bl oody finger out other wound.
"So sorry. Lady! Did not nmean to cause pain."
Fow er regarded Ruha with renewed concern, then

turned to the physician. "She going to die before we reach
port ?"

The physician's shaved scal p turned an angry orange.

"Not die at all! | treat Enperor once!" He tried to slip a
finger under Ruha's tourniquet and barely succeeded,

t hen nodded his head approvingly. "Not even | ose | eg—

maybe. "

Ruha mew ed, then cl anped her jaw shut to keep from
showi ng any nore fear. Despite her efforts, her |ips
began to trenbl e and beads of cold sweat rolled down her

br ow.

Hsi eh spoke harshly to the old man, who pal ed and
st ooped even closer to his work.

"I tell physician if you lose leg, he lose leg. But if he fai
anyway, | give you leg's weight in gold." The generous

of fer drew an astoni shed gasp from Fow er, but the man-

darin was not finished. "Also, Enperor's treasury pays

for loss of ship, and nore, when we reach Ilipur."

Deciding it would be wiser to |l et Hsieh draw his own
concl usi ons about who owned the Storm Sprite, Ruha
said, "My business is in Pros, Mnister Hsieh. | under-
stand it is on the way. Perhaps you woul d put us ashore
t here?"

A l ook of chagrin flashed across the mandarin's face.
"Al'l our gold vanish with dragon. Nothing |l eft on G nger
Lady but spice and ylang bl ossom"

"Neverthel ess, | prefer—=



"Lady Wtch, Ilipur's but a short distance up the
shore.” Fow er narrowed his eyes, trying to fill his gl ower
with subtle nmenace. "It'll take only a few days extra."

Ruha returned Fow er's glare with a di sdai nful gl ance.
"And what of the people | amto neet in Pros? How | ong

will they wait?" She | ooked back to Hsieh. "Put us ashore
in Pros, and I will ask only one reward of you."
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Hsi eh gl anced at her sodden aba, no doubt reeval uat-
ing his first inpression of her wealth. Only a woman of
great resources woul d decline the reward he had

prom sed.

The mandarin inclined his head. "If it is in ny power, |
gi ve you whatever you ask."

"Please tell me about the dragon. Wiy did it attack
your ship?"

"That's our reward?" Fow er bell owed.

Hsi eh's glance darted from Fow er to his crewren.
Two nmen quickly flanked the captain, their heads rising
barely as high as the half-ore's brawny shoul ders.

"Aboard G nger Lady, even captain respect Lady,"
Hsi eh war ned.

Fow er's eyes flashed at the adnmoni shment, but he
stood very still and made no further protests.

Hsi eh turned back to Ruha, arching his fine eyebrows.
"I do not understand question. Dragon attacks ship to
steal gold. That is reason dragon does anything."

Ruha shook her head. "That wyrmwas not an ordi nary
one, nor does the G nger Lady seem an ordinary ship
The creature attacked you for another reason, and the
reward | ask is that you tell ne why."

A nervous croak slipped fromFower's |ips. Before the
sound coul d become a word, the guards seized his hands
and folded his wists inward against their joints. The
hal f-ore hissed in pain and | ooked away fromthe wtch

The mandarin pretended not to notice the captain's
slip, but his face lost all expression and becane as
unreadabl e as a stone. "I do not understand, Lady Ruha.
Why do you believe we know dragon?"

The image of a yell ow face changing into a bl ack



dragon flashed through Ruha's mnd, but she did not

even consider telling Hsi eh about the mirage. Judging by
Fow er's reactions so far, the Shou were a dangerous
peopl e, and she had no idea how they m ght react to her
Vi si ons.

Ruha paused to pick her words, then said, "Does the
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G nger Lady not carry a dragon's figurehead on her
prow? And was my captain m staken when he called your
enperor the Jade Dragon instead of the Jade Monarch?"

Fow er closed his eyes and shook his head in disbelief.

The mandarin showed no sign of anger—er any ot her
enotion. "Lady Ruha, greatest dragons are not evil. | do
not know why evil dragon attacks G nger Lady, except to
take gold. | go to Elversult on unfortunate business that
has nothing to do with dragon. | never see that dragon
before. "

"Thi s unfortunate business you speak of, could it
i nvol ve the dragon?" Ruha asked.

The narrowi ng of Hsieh's eyes was barely perceptible,
but it was enough to al arm Fow er.

"Lady Ruha, the Shou are an honorabl e bunch."

Though the captain struggled to keep his tone deferen-
tial, Ruha could hear both anger and fear |urking just
beneath the surface. "If the nmandarin's business has
something to do with the dragon, he'd say so. It's—dh—
bad manners to hint he's hol di ng back."

Hsi eh nodded. "Am so sorry. Lady Ruha, but you nake

poor bargain to trade your due for what little I know of
dragon. Perhaps | find some other way to reward your
nobl e service." The mandarin spoke to his nmen, then

went to the cabin's shattered doorway and bowed to

Ruha. "Until then, | am nost happy to | eave you in Pros."
Four
\ The sky above the G nger Pal ace

\-~ was lucid and azure, as it could be

nowhere but the arid plain south of

the city of Elversult. Anticipating a

pl easant norning of solitude in the

confines of his private park. Prince

Tang crossed the hunped back of Five

Col or Bridge, strode down the opal -

paved Path of Delight, and stopped beneath the irides-
cent curve of the Arch of Many- Hued Scal es.

From t he sl eeve pocket of his maitung—the |long silken



tuni c favored by Shou nobl emen—the prince withdrew a

| arge gol den key. It was shaped |ike a chanel eon's head,
wi th broad shoul der flanges and a sinuous bl ade resem
bling a long, flickering tongue. He rapped the top three
ti mes against the entryway's red-|acquered gates, then
inserted the blade into a brass keyway, turned the latch
and pushed the heavy portal s aside.

Prince Tang did not find his pets arrayed before the

gate, as they customarily were. Instead, the rocky plaza

was strangely barren, save for a half dozen buzzing, bl ue-

bl ack mounds scattered al ong one edge. Beyond the dron-

ing fly clusters, twenty quartzite boulders inported from
Cal i nshan had been torn fromtheir footings and strewn

over the carefully shaped dunes of the park's desert quar-
ter. In the forest region, circles of bark had been scratched
around the trunks of the nmpbst exotic trees, and in the
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i ungl e zone, the neticulously strung jasm ne vines |ay
sliced and tw ned about the base of the banboo stalks.
The swanmp area was covered with tangled mats of pink
and blue and yell ow, decorative grasses torn fromthe
bottomand left to drift on the nurky waters, while the
| otus bl ossons and lily pads had been thrown onto the
muddy bank to wither and die.

Tang could see only one of his pets, an elusive, jet-

bl ack river nonitor. The great lizard had dragged itself
fromthe swanp and stretched its fifteen-foot |ength over
a stone bench, leaving its webbed feet, thick tail, and
sl ender head to dangle over the sides. The beast's neck
was twi sted toward the gate, as though it had been
awaiting the prince's arrival when the | ast gl eam of hope
seeped fromits dull eyes.

Tang stared at the lifeless nonitor for several bewl -
dered nmoments, then finally realized that some con-
tenpti bl e barbarian had violated the sanctity of his
garden. He retreated through the Arch of Many- Hued

Scal es, screaning as though he had been stabbed.

At the first shriek, a conpany of ten sentries appeared
on the Path of Delight, emerging from canoufl aged posts
behi nd t he wal kway' s white-bl ossonmed hedges. In the

blink of an eye, Tang was encircled by a bristling wall of
scal e-arnmored nen equi pped with |Iong, curve-bladed hal -
berds. They neither touched their master nor inquired as
to the reason for his scream but sinply stood ready to
obey his orders and defend his life.

Prince Tang entered his garden again, his protective
shel | of soldiers conpressing around himas he passed

t hrough the arch. He stopped inside the gateway, remain-
ing silent while his guards exam ned the scene. He did
not speak until their tortoise-shell helnets had stopped
pivoting on their shoul ders and the |ast gasp had fallen



silent.

"How does this happen?" denanded the prince. "Is it
not your duty to protect Garden of Flickering Tongues?"

The conpany officer, a young noon-faced nobl e naned
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Yuan Ti, dropped to his knees and touched his forehead

to the stones at Tang's feet. "M ghty Prince, your guards
fail you." Since his voice was directed at the ground
Yuan sounded as though he were nunbling. "W see no

one enter garden."

The prince snorted at the explanation. "How could it

be otherwi se? If you see intruder, he would be dead
woul d he not?" Only Tang hinself used the garden; not
even his wife, Princess Wi Dao, was allowed inside.
Though Yuan coul d not see the gesture with his head
pressed to the ground, the prince waved his hand at the
destruction. "But does no one hear falling of stones, or
scratching of trees, or ripping of vines?"

Yuan kept his brow pressed to the ground. "G eat
Maj esty, your unworthy guards hear nothing, snell noth-
i ng, feel nothing. Please to punish."

Tang ignored the request. "CGo search garden.”

The prince could not imagi ne how his guards had

m ssed the sound of the park being destroyed, but he
knew t he young noble would never Iie to him No Shou

of ficer would commit such a treason, and not only
because he feared for his famly's heads. The offense
woul d di shonor his ancestors, causing themto |ose their
pl aces in the Celestial Bureaucracy—an of fense said
ancestors would surely repay with all manner of curses
and i ncurabl e pl agues.

Whi |l e the guards searched the park, Tang retreated

t hrough the gate and waited outside, praying to the spir-
its of his ancestors to guide his sentries to the vandal who
had destroyed his park. Al though the inperial weapon-
masters had taught himto wield a sword as well as any

man, it did not even occur to himto stay in the garden

and exact vengeance hinself. Fromhis earliest chil dhood,
the prince had been taught to retreat from danger and

call his guards to take care of the problem It was a | esson
he had not ignored once in thirty years of life.

At length, the sentries returned w th unbl oodi ed
weapons and bowed to Tang. "Garden of Flickering
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Tongues is safe for Mghty Prince."



"You do not find vandal ?"
Yuan shook his head. "Only lizards, and only lizard

tracks."

Tang considered this, puzzled not by who had ravaged

hi s garden or why—he knew t he answers to both ques-
tions—but by how the intruder had infiltrated the heart

of his palace, vandalized the park, and escaped with his
l[ife. Truly, such a feat was as worthy of admiration as it
was of indignation.

When he could not think of how the culprit had

escaped. Tang sighed wearily. "How unfortunate you did
not capture the intruder. He has given me nmuch work to
do." The prince always tended his garden hinmself, calling
for aid only when he needed help to nove sonet hi ng

heavy. "Return to your posts and puni sh each other, ten

| ashes each.”

The faces of the sentries fell. G ven the magnitude of
their failure, such a light punishnment was huniliating.
Its tenperance inplied that Tang believed themi nca-

pabl e of doi ng better—which happened to be the case,

t hough the prince did not fault the guards for their inad-
equacy. Even the nost devoted sentries could not capture

i ntruders they could not see or hear, or find trespassers
who left no tracks. Such tasks required a wu-jen. Unfor-
tunately, the Mnister of Magic was currently at odds

wi th Tang's own sponsor, Mandarin Hsieh Han Liu, the

I mperial Mnister of Spices. Consequently, the Enperor's
wu-j ens were considered too valuable to waste on an

i nconsequential enbassy |ike the G nger Palace. Such
political frustrations were a daily part of the prince's life,
and one of the nmany reasons he preferred the conpany of
lizards to that of nen.

Tang waited until the |last guard had stepped aside,

then took his key fromthe red-lacquered gates and

st epped through the Arch of Many-Hued Scal es. Wen he
turned to close the gates, he glinpsed his guards gluny
mar ching toward the Five Color Bridge and decided it
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woul d not do to have them broodi ng over their failure.
They were an elite conmpany, and an elite conpany with-
out honor was not hi ng.

"One thing nore, ny soldiers,” he called. "You nust
doubl e | ashes for any man who fails to draw blood with
each whi p stroke."

The guards bowed in acknow edgrment, and Yuan coul d
barely keep fromsmling. "Yes, Mghty Prince."

Tang cl osed the gate and put the key in his sleeve
pocket, leaving the |lock unlatched in case the mysterious



vandal returned. He fetched a small shovel, a |linen sack

and a copper bucket froma tool shanty near the jungle
quarter, then took a deep breath and went to the first

mound of flies. As he slid the shovel beneath the droning
heap, the insects rose into the air, revealing a pile of ran-
cid lizard viscera. Fighting his gorge back, he scooped up
the entrails and placed themin the sack, then filled his
bucket fromthe swanp and washed t he stones.

The work was hunmiliating for a prince, of course, but
Tang preferred doing it himself to having the serenity of
hi s garden di sturbed by servants. He cleaned up the

ot her mounds of viscera, then placed the bul gi ng sack by
the gate. The entrails had obviously cone fromthe belly
of his dead nonitor, for none of the other lizards were

| arge enough to hold so many intestines. Wat the prince
did not understand was how the intruder had known it -

was his favorite pet, a rare beast captured in the distant
land of Chult. Only his personal staff knew how dearly
he had paid for the creature, and they would no sooner
betray himthan his guards woul d.

Tang returned his tools to the shanty, then went over
to the dead nonitor. He waved aside a cloud of flies and
grabbed the beast by its rear |egs.

The beast jerked its feet fromthe prince's grasp

Tang cried out and stepped away, his gaze dropping to

the bl ack stains that covered the bench and the stones
beneath it. The stuff | ooked |like dried blood, and the ran-
cid, coppery snell certainly suggested appearances were
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correct. He did not see how the nmonitor could have | ost so
much bl ood and lived. The great lizard raised its head,
fixing a dull-eyed gaze on the prince's face.

"Quards!" Tang stunbl ed backward toward the gate.
"Yuan! Come quickly!"

The nonitor glanced at the gate, and Tang heard the

sharp double click of the heavy lock-bolt sliding into its
catch. He fished the key fromhis sleeve pocket and con-
tinued to retreat, fighting down his grow ng pani c and
trying to deci de whether he dared turn his back to nmake

a dash for the gate.

Tang, you cannot flee ne.

Tang heard the voice not with his ears, but inside his
mnd. It was raspy and runbling, and even if it had cone
fromthe monitor's nouth, it would have been nmuch too

resonant for a lacertilian throat.

That much, you should remenber.



"Cy-Cypress?"

The nonitor nodded, and Tang's feet suddenly felt as

heavy as boulders. At first, the prince thought the lizard
had cast a spell on him but he quickly realized that was
i mpossi bl e. The beast had uttered no nystic syllables,

nor made any arcane gestures with its claws. |nstead,
Cypress was using what the Shou called the Invisible

Art, an ancient discipline whose practitioners enpl oyed
not hi ng but the power of their own mnds to perform
supernatural acts. Tang had heard that his unwel cone

guest was a naster of the venerable art, but until now, he
had been | ucky enough to avoid a denonstration

Tang's guards arrived at the park entrance and began

to hammer on the gates, but they could not break through
with anything short of a battering ram Both portals

were reinforced with heavy bands of steel, while the | ock
itself was the sturdiest Shou smiths could make. The
sentries could not even scale the wall, as it was capped
with a double crest of barbed spikes.

Cypress slunk off the bench, allow ng Tang to glinpse
a deep, white-fleshed gash that ran the entire | ength of
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the nonitor's belly. The beast trundl ed across the plaza
on four stubby |egs, then stopped next to the prince's
knee and rolled its lifel ess gaze over his naitung.

G ven that we have not seen you in so long, | find this
al t oget her pretentious,

The lizard's tongue darted out to snap at Tang's
mai t ung, which was tailored with overl appi ng brown
pat ches resenbling the spade-shaped scal es of an
arnmor ed ski nk.

How | ong has it been since you attended Lair?
"You know I resign.”

Cypress slipped behind his captive and | ashed out with

the nonitor's huge tail, catching Tang behi nd the knees
and hurling himface first to the plaza. The prince's nose
and nouth erupted in stinging pain, and he felt the unac-
customed sensation of warm bl ood spilling fromhis nos-
trils. He tried to rise and found hinself pinned to the
ground, his entire body now as heavy as only his feet had
been a nmonment earlier. He screaned, nore in rage than
angui sh, and wi shed that he had a sword in his hand—

and the strength to raise it.

The hamrering at the gates ceased, then a sharp

boom reverberated across the plaza as several arnored
bodi es slamed into the portals. The thick planks
creaked, but the lock did not give way. Cypress circled



around in front of the prince, barely glancing toward the
gates.

7 have told you, no one resigns fromthe Cult of the
Dr agon!

The nonitor took Tang's hand in its nouth. The prince
cringed, fearing he would soon have a bl oody stunp at

the end of his wist, but the powerful jaws did not close.
Instead, the beast's agile tongue rolled over Tang's fin-
gers, removing his golden rings. After doing the sane
with the other hand, the dead |lizard dropped to its belly
and stared the prince in the eye.

/ thank you for the offering. Now, where is my ylang
oil?
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"Where is Lady Feng?" Tang groaned. "You have oi
when | have nother."

A red enber sparked deep within the lizard s eye, then
t he beast dragged one huge claw across the prince's face.

"You dare scratch ne?" Tang squawked, astonished

that even a spiteful creature |like Cypress would mark a
person of Inperial Shou bl ood. He spat on the beast's
shout, then added, "For that, you die thousand deat hs!"

The nonitor's gaping jaws opened as though to chonp
Tang's head off; then the beast tipped its head sideways
and did not bite. I think I shalll

A deep, runbling | augh—rore Iike a cough—+olled up
from somepl ace deep in the nmonitor's holl ow st onach,
and Cypress laid one of the lizard' s heavy claws on the
prince's shoul der.

| shall die a thousand deat hs—a t housand deat hs at
| east!

Cypress renoved the foot from Tang's shoul der and

backed away, still chuckling. The prince found that his
body no | onger seened quite so heavy. He gathered him
self up and stood, one hand pinching his bl oody nose.

Anot her boom echoed across the plaza. The nonitor's

head turned so that it could watch the arch with one drab
eye and Tang with the other.

Lady Feng infornms nme that only you know how to press

the ylang bl ossonms, so | will spare your life—but | am/l os-
ing patience. If | do not have the oil by tomorrow, | shal
start returning your nother in parts.

"What you ask is inpossible! Pressing bl ossons take



one week—

Don't lie to me! | know how | ong you need to prepare
the oil! The nonitor whirled away and started across the

pl aza. Tonorr ow.

A doubl e click sounded beneath the Arch of Many-

Hued Scal es. The gates burst open, and Yuan |led the
guards into the garden. Several of the nmen were only
hal f dressed and bl eeding fromtheir whip cuts. Their
eyes went first to the prince's bloody face, then to the
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| unbering nonitor. To a nman, they lowered their hal -
berds and char ged.

"No! Stand—=

Tang's conmand cane too |late. Cypress ran the noni-

tor's dark gaze fromone end of the conmpany to the other
As the black eyes fell on each sentry, the man wail ed and
sl apped his palnms to his ears, letting his weapon fly from
his hands. In a breath's span, all ten guards lay withing
on the ground, scream ng nmadly and bl eeding fromtheir
ears. The lizard sauntered calmy into the squad' s m dst,
paused to suck the silver honor ring off each man's

t hunb, and wal ked out the gate. By the time Cypress

had | unmbered down the Path of Delight onto the Five

Color Bridge, the last sentry had curled into a tight bal
and lay staring at the ground in front of himthrough
gray, sunken eyeballs.

Tang sank to his knees and | ooked nunbly around his

garden, absentmindedly counting all the boul ders and

trees he would have to replace. At |east now he knew how

t he vandal had penetrated the heart of his palace; wth-
out a wu-jen, even the nost el aborate traps and precau-
tions were dooned to fail against a naster of the Invisible
Art.

From beneath the Arch of Many-Hued Scal es cane a
soft-voi ced cough. Tang turned and saw the lithe form of
his dimnutive wife, Wi Dao, standing in the gateway.
She had apparently cone from her gymasium for her
brow was wet with sweat, and she wore a bl ack sanfu, a

| ong- sl eeved uni formin which she always dressed to
practice enpty-hand defense. Today, her attire al so
included a red throat scarf. Despite her ruffled hair and
flushed conpl exi on, the princess | ooked as striking as
ever, with generous painted lips, high cheeks, and a

wat chful , sl oe-eyed gaze.

Wi Dao bowed. "M ghty Prince, please forgive intru-
sion, but | hear terrible comotion."

Her eyes darted from her husband' s bl ood- sneared
face to the fallen guards, but she made no comrent on
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their condition and did not nove to help them As Tang's
wi fe, such things were as far beneath her dignity as that
of the prince hinmself; at their first conveni ence, one of
them woul d i nformthe commander of the guard that

sone of his men were in need of attention

"I see Chult lizard crossing Five Color Bridge," said
Wei Dao. "It looks in no condition to wal k. "

Tang rose and crossed the plaza to his wife. "W have
unwel come visitor." He left the garden and pulled the
red-1 acquered gates shut behind him "W need wu-jen."

Wei Dao considered this a noment, then asked, "To
stop dragon?" Then, as though there could be sone ques-
tion of which dragon she neant, she added, "To stop

Cypress?"
Tang nodded. "I do not understand why, but he cones
hinsel f." Cypress seldomventured fromthe gl uttonous

confort of his lair and would normally have sent his high
priestess, Indrith Shalla, to deliver the threat. "And he
| eaves in body of nonitor. Wy does dragon want carcass

of giant |izard?"

Wi Dao's eyes flashed. "What do we care?" She took

the scarf from around her neck, revealing the fading rem
nants of an ugly skin rash, and dabbed at Tang's bl ood-
sneared face. "G ve himylang oil before he kill Lady
Feng. "

Tang winced at his wife's mnistrations. "He does not
kill Lady Feng. She is safe.”

Wi Dao began to scrub the claw marks on her hus-

band' s cheeks-harder than necessary, it seened to him
"I'f dragon kills nother, you |l ose all honor before Enperor
W never return to Tai Tung. We spend rest of our lives

exiled fromcourt."

Tang could think of worse fates, but he did not dare

say so in the presence of his anbitious wife. "Lady Feng
is safe." He pulled Wi Dao's hands away from his sting-
ing face. "I know. "

The princess scow ed and tried another tack. "Still bet-
ter to give Cypress what he wants. |If Lady Feng is not
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here when M nister Hsieh arrives, there be many ques-
tions. How do you explain that Cult of Dragon steals
Third Virtuous Concubi ne?"

Tang pulled away fromhis w fe and pushed his key
into the gate lock. "I cannot give Cypress what he wants."

Wi Dao's perfect mouth twisted into a doubtful frown.
"What do you nean? | see hundreds of ylang bl ossons in
spi cehouse. "

"Al'l picked in evening." Tang turned the key and heard

the double click of the bolt shooting into the catch. When

t he commander of the guard came to fetch his men, he

woul d have to be entrusted with the key. There was not h-

ing else to be done; certainly, the garden could not be |eft
unl ocked. The prince faced his wife, then said, "Ylang

bl ossonms picked in evening are not potent."

"Not potent?"

Tang shrugged. "They are good for bal ms and teas, but
poti on made from those bl ossons does not last. Only
flowers picked in nmorning have strength to make perma
nent | ove potion."

Wi Dao narrowed her sloe-eyed gaze. "Wiy do w
have only weak bl ossons?"

"Because strong bl ossons do not keep |ong. Even i
journey from Shou Lung is short, they spoil before we se
themall."

Wi Dao shook her head in open disbelief. "No. You d
not want venerable nother to return! You like life of bar
bari an!"

Unaccustonmed to bei ng addressed in such tones, ever
by his own wife, the prince raised his hand—then foun
Wi Dao's wist pressed against his own, blocking hi
strike.

They glared into each other's eyes for a nonment, thei
Tang asked, "Wiat if | press oil and spell fails? \Wa
does Cypress do to Lady Feng then?"

Wi Dao | ooked away and did not answer.

"Then we do this nmy way," Tang said. "W wait to;
Hsieh's ship—then | press oil."
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Wi Dao's face paled. "You nean . . . ?"
"Yes." Tang nodded. "Bl ossons conme on G nger Lady."



The princess's eyes grew as round as saucers. "And you
do not tell Cypress?"

Tang scow ed at her naivete. "Secret of oil is to press
nor ni ng- pi cked bl ossons. If we tell Cypress, do you
think he returns Lady Feng to us?"

Wi Dao | owered her gaze in a practiced show of defer-
ence. "My husband, your w sdom outshines the sun." She
even managed a blush. "Please to excuse. | go do penance

for ny doubts."

Tang sm | ed benevol ently, then disnissed her with a
wave of his hand. "Do not be hard on yourself."

"Ch, but | rnust." Wi Dao bowed very |ow, then turned
to scurry down the Path of Delight.

Fi ve

The harbor at Pros seenmed equa

parts quicksand and mudflat, wth

just enough water to float the flat-

bottoned scow carrying the Storm

Sprite's survivors toward shore. Ruha

sat beside Captain Fow er in the front

of the boat—t seened ludicrous to

call the square end a bow-scanning

the shanty town ahead. Mdst of the buildings were gray,
ranshackl e affairs in desperate need of a linme wash. The
huts cl osest to the water hovered above the beach on
flimsy stilts that | ooked ready to pitch their loads into
the nmud at the slightest push. A half-dozen rickety docks
jutted far out into the bay. Two of the piers were enpty;

the rest bustled with fishernen unl oading their take.

As the scow approached shore, Ruha noticed that nost

of the catch had the sane hi gh dorsal fins and wedge-
shaped heads as the vicious fish that had swarmed her
The witch could not even guess how many sharks | ay
pil ed upon the piers, but there were close to two-dozen
boat s unl oadi ng t he sharp-toothed nonsters.

Ruha | ooked over her shoulder to the scow pilot, a
sour-faced man with | eathery skin and unkenpt gray
hair. "That seens |ike a great nunmber of sharks. Do the
peopl e of Pros eat nothing el se?"

"They're not for us,"” the pilot replied. "The Cult of the
Dragon buys all we can take—and it pays mighty well,
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['Il add."
Fow er scow ed at this. "Wat for? Shark's hardly a
good-eating fish."

The pilot shrugged. "No one knows, and no one's
asked. Since the Cult cane to town, we've learned to
keep our noses out of their business. You' d be wise to do

the sane."”
The pilot barked a command to his rowers, and the

vessel angled toward one of the enpty piers. A small
gang of shorenmen energed fromthe shanties and wan-
dered down the dock, preparing to unload a cargo the

boat did not carry.

Fow er gnashed his tusks, then stood to inspect the
small crowd nore carefully. "I don't see Vaerana Hawk-
lyn." He glared down at Ruha's face, veiled behind a
beautiful silk scarf given to her by Mnister Hsieh, and
fingered the Harper's pin fastened inside his robe. "If
she's not here, how doyou plan to pay ne?"

"Vaerana will neet us." The statenent was nore one of

hope than conviction; it had taken the disabl ed caravel

five days to sail the short distance fromthe battle site to
Pros, putting Ruha ashore four days late. "And even if

she does not, | have been given a | ocal nane."

"Jonas Tenpaltar? No cooper | know has the gold to

buy a cog." Fowl er cast a |longing glance toward the G n-
ger Lady, which still lay anchored in the bay, awaiting a
smal | | oad of supplies needed to conplete her nost press-
ing repairs. "lIt's not too late to go to Ilipur."

"Captain, if you wish to return to the G nger Lady
al one, perhaps Mnister Hsieh will give you the reward."

"Not bloody likely." During the voyage to Pros, it had
grown apparent that while Hsieh felt indebted to Ruha,

he considered Captain Fower little better than an ani-
mal , hardly worthy of notice, and certainly not deserving
of reward. "I'lIl see ny gold fromthe cooper first."

The scow scraped over a nmud bar, then slowed as it
approached the pier. As the stubby vessel drifted al ong-
side the dock, the pilot commanded his crew to raise oars.
68

The Harpers

The rowers stowed their equi prment and threw nooring

ropes to the shorenen, who quickly pulled the boat to the
dock and tied it to the piles.



A pair of large warriors in steel breastplates stepped
forward to peer into the enpty hold. Both nen wore

bl ack caps enbroidered with the hastily sewn enbl em of
a dragon's head.

"No cargo, WIIian®"

The pilot nmotioned at Ruha and her fellow survivors.
"Only these castaways." He glanced at the enbl emon the
warriors' black caps, then added, "A dragon sank their
ship."

"That so?" The speaker sneered and gl anced at his
conpanion. "That's too bad for them ain't it, CGodfrey?"

Codfrey nodded. "Terrible, Henry—but they' ve still got

to pay the harbor tax." He raised a finger and pointed it

at each of the survivors. "Let's see, | count el even people.
That' || be el even silver."

"El even silver!" Ruha protested. "That's—=

"That's a sight too nuch,” Fowl er interrupted. He shot
Ruha a warning scow, then notioned at two one-l| egged
sailors who had so far outlived their anputations. "W

| ost nost of our silver when ny ship sank. Besides, you
can see sone of us aren't whole. W shouldn't have to pay
full for them"

Codfrey eyed the pair's bl oody stunps, then |aughed
heartily. "Very well, half-fee for the half-men. Ten silver."

Fow er gl anced at the |ong swords hanging fromthe
men's belts, then spread his hands. "W cannot pay your
price."

It was a lie, for Ruha still had twenty silver coins that
had been inside her aba when the Storm Sprite sank, but
she did not contradict the captain.

Fowl er reached inside his own tunic and w t hdrew two
coins. "How about two silver?"

"For two silver, we will not let you spit on the dock."
This time, it was Henry who spoke.

Fow er shrugged in resignation, then turned away
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fromthe two warriors. "Pros used to be an honest place. |
don't know what happened. "

Codfrey peered over the half-ore's shoul der, then
notioned to Ruha's janbiya. "Let me see that knife. Per-
haps we can let you ashore in exchange for that and the
two silver."

"No." Ruha notioned to the coins in Fow er's hands.
"Take those coins or nothing. | will not let you have ny



j anbi ya"

Codfrey' s eyes hardened, then he and Henry drew

their swords. The pilot and his two rowers |eapt out of
the scow, and the gang of shorenen backed down the

pier. Fow er picked up an oar, as did Arvold and two nore
heal thy crewren. The eyes of the two arnored warriors

wi dened at the unanticipated opposition. They gl anced
around the quay at the smrking faces of the shorenen

and the scow crew, then gathered their nerve and stepped
to within a pace of the scow

Codfrey stretched his hand toward Ruha. "The dag-
ger—and the silver."

Fow er | ooked to Ruha. Tour call. Lady Wtch."

"Wtch?" The color drained fromthe faces of both war-
riors, and Henry whi spered, "Maybe we oughta call for
some hel p."

Ruha bl ew a breath into her hands and began the
incantation of a wind spell that would silence the nen's
voi ces—then abruptly stopped as the clamor of gall oping
hooves reverberated down the pier. Al eyes turned shore-
ward to see three riders charging down the quay, two
hol di ng cocked crossbows in their hands, the third | ead-
ing a string of enpty nounts.

The trio was com ng so fast the scow crew and shore-

men had to | eap off the quay to avoid being ridden down.
Ruha saw that the first rider was a sturdy, florid-faced
worman with a flyaway mane of honey-bl onde hair. Like

her two conpani ons, she wore an indistinct cloak over a
coat of chain mail and carried a large nace in a sling on
her saddle. The second rider was a grimjawed man with
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a drooping bl ack mustache and stony bl ack eyes, while

the third was a rotund cleric with the heavy silver chain
of a holy synbol showi ng above his collar. They reined up
just short of Godfrey and Henry, and the two with cross-
bows ai med their weapons at the two ruffians.

Both warriors | owered swords, and CGodfrey hissed,
"Vaer ana Hawkl yn!"

"You know ne?" Vaerana asked. "Too bad for you."

She shot the man in throat. Her conpanion did |ike-

wi se to Henry, drawing a chorus of angry cries fromthe
ot her quays. Vaerana nonchal antly gl anced toward the
shouting, then di smounted and stonped to the edge of

t he pier.

"Sorry we weren't waiting when you docked, Tusks!"
she said, grabbing Fow er's hand and pulling himonto



the pier. "W were expecting the Storm Sprite!"

"W had sone dragon trouble.” Fow er glanced at the

ot her quays, where dozens of shouting, black-capped war-
riors were rushing toward shore, intent on avenging their
conr ades' deaths. "Have you |l ost your mnd, Lady Con-

st abl e?"

Vaerana waved off the captain's concern. "Don't worry
about the Black Caps. They've got a few surprises wait-
ing for them" The Lady Constable turned to Ruha. "You
nmust be the witch Stormsent ne."

"Ruha of the Mair Dhafir at your service, Lady Con-
stable." Ruha glanced at the two corpses lying on the

pier. "Their crinme was not so terrible. Was it truly neces-
sary to kill then®"

Vaerana's eyes flashed with irritation. "Only if | don't

want Cult assassins waiting behind every hill on the way

hone," she growed. "Now, if you're through interrogating
me, can we get the hell out of here?"

"Yes, of course."

Feel i ng sheepi sh for questioning Vaerana's actions,
Ruha stepped over to the side of the scow. Although
Hsi eh' s physi ci an had done a remarkabl e job of healing
her wound—her thigh was now swollen to only half-
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again its normal size—the witch could not help |inping
as she noved.

"\What happened?" Vaerana was | ooking not at Ruha,
but at Fow er.

"Sharks." The hal f-ore waved a hand at his two
anput ees. "Them too."

Vaer ana | ooked the nen over, then turned to her

rotund horse-handler. "This is going to be nore difficult
t han we thought, Tombor."
"W have a little tinme." Tombor was staring toward the
shore, where the Bl ack Caps were al ready ducking for
cover as a hail of crossbow bolts rained down on them
fromthe wi ndows of several huts. "Let's just hope that
once we're nounted, we can charge out of town as easily
as we sneaked in."

"Maybe we should | eave the one-legs here," Fow er sug-
gested, hel ping Ruha out of the scow. "They aren't nuch
good to me, and the ride's liable to kill them anyway."

Vaer ana shook her head. "Can't do it, Tusks. The

Cult's worse than ever; a ride on a galloping horse will
seem | i ke fun conpared to what the Black Caps woul d do
to them" She turned to the grimjawed rider who had



killed Henry. "Pierstar, you and Tonbor see to the crew
"Il take care of Tusks and the witch."

Pierstar junped into the scow to hel p the anputees,

whi | e Tombor directed the rest of the crew to cone
around to the left side of the horses—he had to say 'port
bef ore they understood what he wanted. Vaerana |ed

Ruha and the captain to the first pair of spare nounts.

The Lady Constable held out the reins of the first
horse. "You can ride, can't you. Wtch?"

"Yes, | think so."

Ruha's reply was unduly nodest, for she had grown up
riding canels. Conpared to those cantankerous brutes,

even the nost spirited stallion was child' s play. She took
the reins, gathered up her aba, and slipped her foot into
the stirrup. Her only awkward nonment cane when she

had to swing her injured | eg over the saddle and did not
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quite succeed. A fiery ache shot through her entire body.
In the tongue of her father, she cursed all fish and w shed
thema frigid death in seas as cold as ice.

Once Vaerana saw that Ruha coul d handl e her own
mount, she passed the reins of the second to Fow er.
"How about you, Captain? Can you ride?"

"If I can handle a ship's helm | can steer a dunmb ani -
mal . "

The captain picked Godfrey's sword up off the pier

then clunmsily thrust his large foot into a stirrup and
hoi sted hinself into the saddle. By the time Fower's
sailors were ready to ride, the Black Caps on shore had
broken through the hail of crossbow bolts. They were
advanci ng through the streets toward the end of the
quay, where dozens of armored horsemen, all dressed in a
simlar manner to Vaerana and her conpani ons, were

begi nning to assenbl e.

"I thought the Cult controlled Pros!" Fow er com
mented. "How d you get so many of Elversult's Maces
into town?"

"The shark bounty; the fishing captains are desperate
for crews," Vaerana explained. "W snuck in a few at a
time, pretending we wanted work."

Vaerana stood in her stirrups and tw sted around to

| ook at the quay behind her, where Fowl er's crew sat two
to a horse. The anputees were seated before the two
strongest men and tied into their saddles with | eather
straps. They | ooked rather frightened and weak, but they
had heard what woul d befall themin the Cult's hands



and made no protest.

"Listen up, sailors!" Vaerana said. "Your horses know
nore about this than you do, so don't start thinking
you're smarter than they are. If you get in trouble, just
drop the reins and hold on to your saddles."

Arvol d imredi ately rel eased his reins. Though Tonbor

had al ready positioned hinmself at the back of the group
Ruha nmoved her own horse out of line and deftly backed
himto the rear of the line. If the sailnmender had trouble,
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she did not want to miss the chance to repay the debt she
owed him

Once the witch had changed positions, Vaerana pulled

her mace and set the spurs to her nmount. Pierstar's horse
reared, then bolted after the Lady Constable, and in the
next instant the entire line was thundering down the
dock.

When Vaerana neared the shore, she gave a loud
whoop. The entire company of horsenen began to nove,
some bl ocking the alleys and others spurring their
mounts straight down the village's | argest |ane.

Ruha's nmount left the quay. She saw several eneny

arrows streak through the air ahead of her; then she
passed across the waterfront and followed the rest of the
colum into a warren of narrow streets. As the conpany
passed, the warriors blocking the side streets fell in at
the rear of the charge, and the witch soon found herself
caught in the midst of a herd of snorting, pounding

hor sef | esh.

The conpany gal | oped i nl and past a dozen ranshackl e
inns, then canme to an intersection and turned westward.
One of Fowl er's men pani cked and jerked his nmount's
reins, denolishing a shanty when the startled horse | ost
its footing and crashed through the hut's weat her-beaten
wal I s. Ruha saw one of Vaerana's Maces gui ding his own
mount into the debris to help the tunbling sailor, then
she was around the corner and thundering down the

muddy | ane. A hundred yards ahead, the road passed

t hrough the gateway of a tinmber stockade, then curved
around a grassy hill and di sappeared fromsight. A pair
of Black Caps were trying to push the rough-hewn gates
closed, but a flurry of crossbow bolts suddenly sprang
fromthe front of the colum to cut them down.

That was when a shower of flaming hail filled the air,
followed by a flurry of arrows that caught the conpany in
a deadly cross fire fromboth sides of the | ane. Severa
men cried out, nearly falling fromtheir saddles as fiery
pellets pierced their |egs and shoul ders and even their
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chai n-mai |l ed torsos. Pani cked, ringing whinnies echoed
of f the weatherworn huts as tufts of black fletching sud-
denly sprouted in the flanks and withers of galloping
horses, and one of the beasts fell.

The rider went rolling head over heels down the street,
conming to a rest before an alley too narrow to be called a
lane. It was sinply a space between two shanties. From
this crevice shot a glinmering net of golden Iight, which
qui ckly settled over the stunned horseman before he

could recover his wits and ri se.

Ruha yanked on her reins, nearly knocking Tonbor

fromhis horse as she crossed in front him She guided

her mount toward the | ane, kicking its belly to urge it
onward. The beast realized instantly what she want ed.

The witch barely had tine to raise herself in her stirrups
before it | eapt over the fallen warrior and entered the
cranny, its flanks brushing the wood on both sides of the
| ane.

As Ruha expected, she found herself barreling down

upon an astoni shed wi zard who, lacking the tinme to cast

a spell, turned to hurl hinself to the ground. The wtch
spurred her nount forward. The horse caught the sor-
cerer square in the back with both front hooves, snapping
the man's spine with a sickening crack.

"I love horses!" Ruha cried, reining the beast to a stop
"You are so nuch nore cooperative than canels!"

The witch | ooked over her shoul der to see Vaerana's
grimjawed conrade, Pierstar, staring down the alley as
the fallen wi zard's net dissolved around him The witch
backed her nmount down the |ane toward the dazed war -
rior.

"Stand up, Pierstar!" she ordered.

The astoni shed warrior tossed off the remmants of the

net and lurched to his feet, stuttering his astonished

t hanks. Ruha energed fromthe alley to find a crescent of
horsenen arrayed around her, firing their crossbows into
the huts fromwhich the shower of Black Cap arrows had

er upt ed.
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"That was a damed thoughtless thing to do!" snarled
Vaer ana Hawkl yn, pulling Pierstar onto her own horse.
"W go to all this trouble to fetch you, and what do you
do? Put yourself at risk!"

Wth that, Vaerana jerked her horse toward the gate.
Pi erstar glanced over his shoul ders and shrugged in
apol ogy. Ruha was so astonished that she could only
stare after the Lady Constable.



"Go on, Wtch." Tonbor pointed his mace through the
gateway. "And don't m nd Vaerana's sharp tongue. She's
just worried about Yansel dara."

"Who?"

"You'll find out soon enough." The cleric spurred his
horse after Vaerana, waving at the witch to follow "She's
the reason you're here."

Ruha urged her horse after Tonmbor. A steady clatter of
crosshows sounded behind her as, one after the other, the
warriors fired their weapons, then turned to follow the
rest of the conmpany through the gate.

The terrain outside Pros was surprisingly clear. O her
than a few weed-choked farmplots lying close to the vil-

| age stockade, the vista was one of grassy, rolling knolls,
with a vast sapphire sky hanging so low it seened they
would ride into it. The nmuddy road snaked its way up a
broad, dry valley, neandering back and forth around the
base of the dome-shaped hills, gradually growi ng drier

and dustier as it clinbed away fromthe Dragonnere

At last, the road curled around a knoll and angled up
the headwall of a small dale. As the conpany approached
the slope, the largest part of the columm peeled off and
circled the hill, l|eaving the wounded and those riding
doubl e, save the Lady Constable and Pierstar, to con-
tinue up the main route.

Ruha caught up to Captain Fow er, and together they

foll owed Vaerana to the back side of the knoll, where the
warriors were di smounting and rel oading their cross-

bows. They di smounted and passed their reins to Tonbor,
who had been assigned to stay with the horse hol ders
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and ready his healing spells. Vaerana cast a wary gl ance
in Ruha's direction, but turned wthout conment and
started up the slope. Fow er offered a hel ping hand to the
wi tch, and they began to clinb.

During the ascent, they had to pause several tinmes to
rest the witch's throbbing | eg, giving them anple oppor-
tunity to study the road to Elversult. After cresting the
dale's headwal |, it struck out as straight as an arrow
across a broad expanse of flat, featurel ess tableland.

Al ready, the wounded riders and the sailors were a hun-
dred yards across the plain, but the distance before

t hem seened i measurabl e, and the witch could see

that there were no knolls or ravines where the conpany

of riders could hide while it regrouped and tended to its
wounded.

By the time Ruha and Fow er reached the summit, the
Maces had already fallen to their bellies and crawed to
positions overl ooking the road bel ow. Sone of the nen
had w apped snmall strips of oil-soaked cloth around the



heads of their crossbow bolts and were preparing small
piles of tinder to ignite with flint and steel. The wtch
made note of where the nearest fire would be, then she
and Fow er crawled to the crest of the hill and laid down
on either side of Vaerana.

"If we are setting an anbush, | have fire magic that
will prove useful."

"I"d like to keep you secret, at |least as nuch as pos-
sible." As Vaerana spoke, she kept her hazel eyes fixed on
the road. "Don't use your magi c unless you're certain of
getting themall."

"I cannot be certain. It depends how nmany they send."

"I't'"ll be a bunch," Fow er said. "That arrow squall at
the gate was no accident. They were waiting for us."

The suggestion drew an angry scow from Vaerana.

She remained silent a long tine, then reluctantly nod-
ded. "I guess we weren't as sneaky as | thought. The Cult
was wat ching us."

"How d they know you were there?" Fow er asked.
The Veil ed Dragon 77

Vaer ana shrugged. "Pros is a small town, and we

hadn't planned to be there four days. The Cult probably
grew suspi ci ous when they heard the innkeepers gossip-

ing about all the strangers lolling about in their roons."

"You are certain they do not have a spy anong your
nmen?" Ruha asked.

Vaerana frowned as though insulted. "Not anobng this

bunch. Pierstar picked every nman hinself." She gl anced
down the long line of warriors as though confirmng to
herself that she was right. "Besides, I'mthe only one who
knew you were coning. A spy couldn't have told them
anyt hi ng except that I was in town."

"When Pierstar fell, their wizard tried to capture him"
Ruha observed. "Perhaps they were curious about what

you wanted in their village."

"Not that curious," Vaerana retorted. "They've had a

t housand gold coins on ny head for two years. Their
assassins wouldn't pass up that price out of curiosity."
"Speaki ng of prices," Fow er said, "a thousand gold
ought to cover what you owe nme when we get to Elver-
suit."”

"One you?" Vaerana narrowed her eyes and gl ared at

the hal f-ore as though she were considering running a
dagger up his belly. "Wy do you think I owe you a thou-
sand gol d?"



"Because of ny pronmise," Ruha explained. "I said the
Har pers woul d buy hima new cog."

Vaerana's eyes bul ged. "You what ?" she gasped.

n W]y?ll

"So he would attack the dragon,"” Ruha explained. "It
was tearing another ship apart, and it was the only way
to persuade himto risk the Storm Sprite."

The Lady Constable's nmouth gaped open. "You can't..

you don't have the ..." She let the sentence trail off,
shook her head and cocked her brow. "Did Storm say you
could do that kind of thing?"

"No," Ruha adnmitted
"But it was a Harper's prom se." Fow er turned out the
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collar of his tunic, displaying the pin Ruha had given
him "And |'ve got proof."

Vaerana stared at the silver harp and noon, shaking
her head in disbelief. "You gave himyour pin?"

"The ship was a very big one," Ruha said. "If | had |let
the dragon sink it, hundreds of |ives would have been
lost."

"If Captain Fow er was reluctant to attack the dragon
didn't you think it mght be too nmuch for the Storm
Sprite to handl e?"

Ruha shook her head. "OF course not—hot with ny
magi c. "

A purple cloud settled over Vaerana's face. "Wtch, |
don't know where we're going to get the nobney to pay for
a new cog—but | can tell you this nuch: it won't cone
fromE versult's treasury! Yansel dara woul d never stand
for that, not for Storm Silverhand hersel f!"

Ruha turned to Fowler with a guilty knot in her stom
ach. "I amso terribly sorry. Captain. They told ne that
t he Harpers always stand behind the word of =

"What are you apol ogi zing for?" Fow er interrupted.
"Didn't you hear her? Vaerana said we."

Ruha lifted her brow. "She did, did she not?" The wtch
| ooked back to Vaerana. "And | was beginning to think
you did not like ne."

"I don't, but you are a Harper—at |east until Storm
Silverhand gets the bill for Fow er's new cog."

Wth that, Vaerana fell silent and | ooked back toward
Pros, searching for the first sign of pursuit. The Bl ack

t hen



Caps were slow in com ng, which Ruha took to be an

onen both good and bad. On one hand, it suggested that

the Maces' escape had taken the Cult by surprise, which
woul d make it nore difficult for themto pursue. At the
same time, however, the delay also neant they were tak-
ing the tine to organi ze thensel ves and gather a |arge

force.

After a few mnutes. Fow er grew inpatient and
started to rise. "What are we waiting for? Those Bl ack
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Caps had their fill of fighting in Pros. They're not com
ing."

Vaer ana grabbed the half-ore's furry arm "Don't be in
such a hurry, Tusks. It's along ride to Elversult."

"Then the sooner we get going, the sooner | get ny
gold.”

"It's not that easy." Vaerana pulled Fow er back to the
ground. "If we don't discourage our pursuers now, they
won't hesitate to attack us on the open road. |I'mafraid
the Cult of the Dragon has grown bold since Yanseldara's
cat al epsy. "

"Cat al epsy?" Fowl er echoed. "Sonething's wong with
the Ruling Lady?"

The Lady Constable's nmouth tightened, and she | ooked
away. "Someone poi soned her. Yanseldara's fallen into
sone sort of trance, and we haven't been able to call her
back. That's why | sent for the witch."

"But | amnot a healer!" Ruha objected. "I knowlittle
of poisons and antidotes."

Vaerana gl owered at her disdainfully. "I know what a
witch is."”

The Lady Constable did not have tinme to say nore, for

t he vall ey bel ow began to resound w th poundi ng hooves.
She turned and nodded to the Maces who had w apped

oi | -soaked cloths around the heads of their crossbow
bolts. The warriors began to strike their flints, and

wi thin seconds several of themhad ignited small piles of
tinder. Faint wi sps of white fune began to rise fromthe
tiny fires, but Ruha did not think the snmoke woul d be
visible fromthe road, especially to someone on the back
of a gal |l opi ng horse.

The first riders appeared at the base of the hill
mount ed on skinny horses with frothing nouths and

| at hered coats. The nmen were whi pping their haggard
beasts nercilessly, demandi ng speed that the negl ected
creatures could not possibly provide.



Vaer ana rai sed her hand, holding her warriors at bay
whil e the columm of Bl ack Caps wound its way around
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the base of the knoll. The men with the oil darts touched
the heads to the small fires they had kindled, and | ong
ri bbons of black fune began to rise into the air. Severa
Cult warriors |ooked toward the summit of hill.

"Now " Vaerana yell ed.

As one, the entire conmpany of Maces rose and ai ned

their crossbows at the road bel ow. A staccato chorus

cracked over the valley, and the first third of the Cult col -
um hit the ground scream ng. Bl ossons of flickering

orange flame sprang to life on the opposite hill.

"Rel oad!"

Vaerana's warriors touched the heads of their enpty
crossbows to the ground, then stuck their boots into the
toe stirrups and began grunting and cursing as they

pull ed the stiff bowstrings back to the |ock plates. On the
road bel ow, the anguished wails and cries for hel p went
unanswered as the uninjured Cult warriors galloped for-
ward, trampling their wounded fellows in a desperate
effort to round the corner before the Maces | oosed

another volley. The fires on the opposite hill began to
spread, creating an inpenetrable wall of flane and filling
the valley with a choking pall of snoke.

Vaerana waited until the |leading riders had cl eared
the tangl e of wounded, then called, "Squad the First!"

Hal f the Maces | oosed their bolts, again aimng at the
front of the Cult colum. Mre nen screamed and fell,

| engt heni ng the obstacl e course for those behind and
adding to the confusion. While the first squad rel oaded,
the rest of the Elversult warriors turned their aimfar-
t her back, where the eneny horsemen continued to

round t he corner.

Vaerana waited until the first group of men had
rel oaded, then called, "Squad the Second!"

The second half of the conpany fired, downing a dozen
horses and nmen. More riders galloped around the bend,

either leaping their fallen conrades or stunbling over
them and a few alert Cult nenbers turned their terri-
fied horses up the hill.

The Veil ed Dragon 81
Vaerana wai ted until the assault had al nbst reached

the top, allow ng the second squad tinme to rel oad, then
called, "Al firel™



The Cult horsenen rode into a wall of black shafts that
unhorsed all but three of them The survivors brought
their nounts up short, took one | ook at the gang of war-
riors reaching for their maces, then spun their nounts
around and charged down the sl ope.

That was all it took to break the eneny's norale.

Wien the rest of the Cult riders rounded the corner and
heard their wailing conrades, then saw three of their fel-
| ows coming down the hill at a breakneck gall op, they

qui ckly concluded that the situation was hopel ess. The
entire colum turned back, beating their horses as sav-
agely as when they rode into battle.

"That'l|l keep 'em off our backs." Vaerana turned away
fromthe bl oody scene bel ow and pointed at five men.

"You men hang back and keep a sharp eye. | doubt the

Bl ack Caps will find their courage again, but |let nme know
if they do. The rest of you, to your horses. W' ve a |ong
ride before we're safe again."

Fow er started to take Ruha's armto help her down
the hill, but Vaerana noved between them and took his
pl ace.

"You go on ahead, Tusks," Vaerana said, slipping
Ruha's arm over her shoulders. "I'Il help the witch."

Fow er raised his heavy brow, then shrugged and

began to pick his way down the hill. The Lady Constable
let himget alittle way ahead, then started to hel p Ruha
down t he sl ope.

"Now, about this absurd pronise you nmade—

"Whi ch pronise?" Ruha interrupted. "The one wherein
| swore to conbat villainy and wi ckedness, or the one
wherein | swore to help those in fear for their lives?"

Vaer ana stopped wal ki ng and narrowed her eyes.

"Don't you quote watchwords to ne! |'ve heard about you,
and | won't stand for such trouble—ot in Elversult, and
not when so rmuch depends on you!"
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Ruha | owered her gaze. "Forgive nme." Had everyone in
the Heartl ands heard of the Voonl ar debacle? "I did not
mean to anger you, but what would you have done? The
dragon was tearing the ship apart, and Captain Fow er
woul d not go to her aid. Hundreds of people woul d have
dr owned. "

Vaerana started down the hill again. "A tough choice,
"Il grant you. But defending others doesn't mean throw
ing your own |life away, not when people are counting on
you sonepl ace el se."



"I would not have attacked if | thought the wyrm was
going to kill me," Ruha remarked. "Nor would |I have
asked Captain Fower to risk his ship if | thought the
creature would sink it."

Vaer ana shook her head in incredulity. "Well, what'd
you expect? Did you think you'd kill it?"

"Of course."

Vaer ana stunbl ed and nearly sent them both tum
bl i ng.

Ruha hi ssed as she caught her weight on her injured

| eg, then explained, "I have killed three other dragons, in
the desert. And | would have killed this one, had it not

al ready been dead."

" Dead?"

"It was like a ghoul." As they continued their descent,
Ruha expl ai ned how Captain Fow er's crew had har -

pooned the beast, and how it conme back to attack after
her spell had destroyed its internal organs. "Then it
sprayed a bl ack cloud over the bow, and the entire front
hal f of the ship dissolved."

Vaer ana' s shoul ders suddenly grew tense beneath
Ruha's arm and her florid conplexion turned as pale as
ivory. "You'd better describe this dragon to ne, Wtch."

"As you command. First of all, it was huge, perhaps as
large as the Storm Sprite herself. It was very black, with
dull and withered scales and nany fl eshl ess places on
its—=

"Cypress!" Vaerana hissed.
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"Cypress?"

"He came up fromthe Wetwoods to attack the cara-
vans around Elversult,"” the Lady Constabl e expl ai ned.
"But that was three years ago, and Yansel dara said she

killed him"

"If this is the sane dragon, perhaps she did," Ruha
said. "He | ooked very dead when he attacked us."

This did not seemto cal mVaerana at all. "Then
Cypress is the Cult of the Dragon's idol! No wonder
they're being so bold!'" She swept Ruha up and started
down the hill at a trot. "W've got to hurry!"

The witch wapped her fingers into Vaerana's cl oak
terrified the Lady Constable would trip and fall on top of
her. "Wait! | do not understand!"



"The Cult of the Dragon worships dead dragons," Vaer-
ana continued to run. "The reverence keeps the spirits
frombeing drawn into the netherworld, and the dragons
just keep grow ng."

"Pl ease put ne down!" Ruha urged. "There is no rea-
son to worry. | have destroyed Cypress.”

Vaer ana began to slow, but did not return the witch's
feet to the ground. "You what?"

"I blasted himapart,"” Ruha confirned. "Wth | anp oi
and magic. Fromthe inside. The detonation ripped him

apart."

Vaerana's face remai ned bl ank and unconpr ehendi ng.
"You destroyed hi n?" she gasped. "You' re sure?"

"The expl osion anni hilated his body, along with the
stern of Captain Fow er's ship,"” Ruha confirned. "I saw
the sharks eating pieces of his body. The sane thing
woul d have happened to us if Mnister Hsieh had not
cone back."

Vaerana's jaw fell. "M nister who?"

"Hsieh," Ruha said. "It was his ship we saved. He is a
Shou mandari n—

"I know who he is!" Vaerana finally stopped and
returned Ruha to the ground. They were near the bottom

of the hill, less than twenty paces fromthe horses, but
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the Lady Constable did not resune wal king. "I don't

know whet her to kiss you or gut you!"

"I would prefer you do neither," Ruha replied. "Instead,
pl ease explain why you are so upset."

"I think Hsieh is our eneny":

"OfF course. The Shou are very fond of dragons.™

Vaer ana shook her head. "I'mnot tal king about their
enperor—that's something el se altogether." The Lady
Const abl e | owered her voice. "My sages think soneone's
trying to steal Yanseldara's spirit."

"Ah." Ruha was begi nning to understand why Vaerana

t hought a witch mght help her friend. "Wy do they

t hi nk that?"

"Someone has stolen a staff her father gave her—=

"It is very dear to her?" Ruha was no master of spirit



magi ¢, but she had | earned sonething of the subject from
Qoha' dar, an old witch with whom she had been exiled as
a child. "Perhaps the staff is even her npbst treasured
possessi on?"

Vaer ana nodded, and | owered her voice even further
"And by all accounts, Prince Tang's nother is a master of
the art."

"But why are the Shou doing this terrible thing?" Ruha
asked. "What do they want with Yanseldara's spirit?"

Vaerana bit her lip, then | ooked away. "It's mny doing.
They trade in poisons and fixings for dark magic. 1've
threatened to chase themout of Elversult if they don't
stop. | guess stealing Yanseldara's spirit is their way of
calling ny bluff."

Wth that, Vaerana snaked an arm around Ruha and

started toward the horses, half-dragging the witch al ong.
"I'f we don't want this turning into another of your de-
bacles, we'll need to ride like the wind!"

The reference to Voonlar stung like a slap, but that

was not the reason Ruha pulled free of Vaerana and
stopped. The witch had only a passing famliarity with
spirit magic; it would not be enough to save Yansel dara.

Vaerana did not seemto realize that her conpani on
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had stopped until she reached the horses and took her
reins from Tombor. "Well?"

"I cannot save Yanseldara." The words cane so diffi-
cultly that Ruha could barely utter them "You nust send

for sonmeone el se."

Vaerana's face darkened. "Qut of the question! I'd do
this nyself if | could, but the Shou know ne." She
grabbed the reins of Ruha's mount; then led it, along
with her own horse, toward the witch. "As pitiful an
excuse for a Harper as you are, you're the only one who
can save Yansel dara—which neans you're all that stands
bet ween El versult and the tyranny of the Cult of the

Dragon. "

Vaerana thrust a set of reins into the witch's hands.
"But, Lady Constable—=

"Don't 'but' me, Wtch!" Vaerana roared. "You' re sup-
posed to be a Harper, and a Harper goes where she's

call ed. Besides, all you've got to do is sneak into the G n-
ger Pal ace and find Yanseldara's staff. Even you can



handl e that!"
"You do not want nme to |ift the curse?”

Vaerana roll ed her eyes. "Wiy would |I think you can

do what Thunder hand Frostbryn could not? Al | need is
someone the Shou don't know-but you al nost botched

that up, didn't you? Now, |I'll have to do sone fast riding
if we don't want that mandarin recognizing you."

The Lady Constable thrust her foot into a stirrup, then
turned toward the rest of the riders. "Tonmbor!"

Tombor, who could hardly have m ssed the |ast part of
Vaerana's outburst, |led his own horse forward. "Yes,

m | ady?"

Vaerana flipped her hand in Ruha's direction. "Take
the witch back to Elversult. After you tend to the seri-

ously wounded, | don't imagine you'll have any healing
magi c |l eft, but do what you can for her |leg. Then see that
she's given an introduction to the G nger Pal ace, |ike we
pl anned. "

Tombor's tw nkl e-eyed gaze darted to Ruha, then back
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to Vaerana. "And what will you and the rest of the Maces
be doi ng, Lady Constabl e?"

"I nspecting a caravan," Vaerana replied. "A Shou cara-
van. "

Si x

The journey to Elversult took the

rest of the day and nost of the next, so

that they reached the outskirts of town

in late afternoon. Suggesting it m ght

be wise not to be seen together in the

city, Tombor pointed out a wooded hil

where Ruha and Fow er coul d wait

whil e he saw to the wounded. Grateful

for any chance to rest their sore runps, the pair clinbed
out of their saddles and led their horses into the copse.
The captain fetched sone water from a nearby stream so
the witch could tend her shark bite; then they settled in to
wait, too weary to talk or do anything but listen to the
di stant creak of passing wagons.

Twi | i ght cane, and worried that Tombor woul d not be
able to find themin the dusky wood, Ruha asked the cap-
tain to collect some sticks while she gathered sonme dry



noss off the forest floor. She was about to strike the fire
when the portly cleric emerged fromthe shadows,

appearing so suddenly and silently that he startled

Fow er and nade hi mdrop an arm oad of branches he

had col | ect ed.

"For a big man, you nove mighty quiet." Fow er eyed a
smal | wooden coffer that Tombor was carrying in both
hands. "Especially considering that your arns are full."

A sour smle flashed across the cleric's |ips and dis-
appeared instantly, then he chuckled nerrily. "Sorry;
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sometines | can't resist. It's a gift of the gods.”

"Whi ch one?" Ruha asked. "Mst priests invoke their
gods often, but | have yet to hear you utter the name of
yours."

Tombor set the coffer on the ground at her feet. "MW

god is not so vain as the others, but his healing magic is
as strong as that of mpbst-as you'll soon see." He renoved
a small bundle of cloth fromhis pocket, then turned to
Fow er and notioned at the dry npbss Ruha had gat h-

ered. "Wuld you be good enough to start a small fire?"

Ruha passed her tinderbox to the captain, then

wat ched as Tombor unwr apped his bundle. Inside was a

dark, sour-snelling balmthat seenmed to undul ate |ike
water. The cleric dipped his fingers into the salve, and
the witch pulled her aba up to display her wound. After
the long ride fromPros, it had started to open again. The
edges were red and inflamed, while a steady flow of clear
liquid oozed fromthe laceration itself.

Tombor rubbed his salve over the injury, and Ruha's

| eg seened to di sappear beneath a rippling shadow The
ointnent felt as light as air; there was no greasy feeling
or any burning sensation, only a slight, soothing cool ness
upon her skin, simlar to what it felt like to step out of
the hot sun into the shade of a large tree.

Once Tonbor had sneared the bal mover the entire

wound, he tossed aside what renmained. "It's ny best

salve, but | have to mi x each batch fresh. It doesn't keep
nore than an hour." Tonmbor placed the coffer he had
brought next to Fower's fire, then said, "W'll let the
balmdo its work while | explain what | brought."

He opened the lid, revealing what | ooked to be severa
hundred pi eces of gold stanped with the proud raven of
t he Ki ngdom of Senbia. Ruha had lived in the Heart-

| ands | ong enough to know that the coins were accepted



as currency throughout the region, for Senbite mer-
chants controlled nuch of the area's trade.

"And the Lady Constable said she couldn't buy nme a
new cog!" Fow er snorted.
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"She couldn't—at least not with this gold." Tonbor

reached deep into the chest and renoved a coin, then

used his knife to scratch it and reveal the dull gray sheen
of lead. "The coins on top are real. The rest are fakes
Vaerana took froma local thief. Don't try to buy anything
with them but they should serve to convince the Shou
you're a legitimte spice buyer."

"That's to be the witch's disguise?" Fow er asked

"It's the only way we can get her into the G nger

Pal ace." He turned back to Ruha. "Tonorrow norning,

you'll meet a local merchant we've hired to present you to
the Shou. He's a useful tool, but an unreliable one, so
don't tell himanything about your m ssion."

"Qur mssion," Fower said. "I'mgoing with her."

Ruha lifted her brow. "Thank you, Captain, but—=

Fow er raised his hands to silence her. "You don't have
any choice. Wtch. I'mnot letting you out of ny sight
until 1 get ny new cog. Besides, if you don't have a body-
guard, the Shou are liable to think you aren't very inpor-
tant."

Ruha | ooked to Tombor, who nodded. "It's a good idea."
He reached into his pocket to renove a gold coin. It was
as large as Ruha's palm and enbossed with the imge of
a canel and several strange letters. "Mke certain that
Princess Wi Dao sees this. She has a |ove of coins from
far lands, and this one comes all the way from Cal -

i mshan. "

"May | offer it to her as a gift?" Ruha asked, reaching
for the gold piece. "Perhaps | can make a friend—=

Tombor shook his head, pulling the coin out of her

reach. "It's better to let her find it on her own." He tossed
the coin into the coffer. "Just make certain she sees it,

and she'll think there are nore treasures like it deeper in
the chest. Her imagination will do nore to win you a

night in the G nger Pal ace than any gift."

"And once we're inside, what then?" asked Fow er.
"You'll only have a day or so to find Yansel dara's staff
and get out," Tombor answered. "Vaerana will do her best

90 The Har pers

to stall Hsieh's caravan, but she won't be able to hold it
up long without starting a war."

"What does the staff ook |ike?" Ruha asked. "And do
you have any suggestions as to where | might find it?"



"The staff isn't much to look at—+t's a plain rod of
oak—but there's a huge topaz on top. None of us has any

i dea where you shoul d | ook. The Shou are a secretive
peopl e, especially about their homes. Al | can tell you is
that Tang's nother, Lady Feng, is reportedly a naster of
spirit magic."

Tombor gl anced down at Ruha's |leg, where the dark
bal m had stopped rippling and now | ooked Iike nothing
nore than a strange shadow wi th no source.

"The salve's done its work," the cleric said. "Turn your
leg toward the firelight."

Ruha did as instructed. When the flickering yell ow

light fell on her thigh, the balmrose off her leg |like dark
steam The shark bite had closed conpletely, |eaving only

a thin curved line and slight red sheen to mark where

t he wound had been.

"That is a nost marvel ous balm" Ruha | ooked from
her wound to Tonmbor's heavy, jow ed face. "You rnust tel
me which god to thank!"

Pretending not to hear Ruha's request, the cleric
closed the coffer Iid and stood. "Wth that chest anong

your things, you'll need a safe place to spend the night.
I'd recommend the Axe and Hanmer. Anyone in the city
will tell you howto get there."

"\What about our guide?" Fow er asked.

"He'll neet you on the way," Tonbor replied. "Just
start down Snake Road."

"How wi | | we recogni ze hin?" Ruha asked.

"Don't worry about that; he'll find you." Tonbor

stepped away fromthe fire, slipping into the dusky shad-
ows as quietly as he had appeared. "Abazm al ways knows
who's on the road to the G nger Pal ace.™

***<- *
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Save for an inpression of inpregnable reclusion, the

G nger Palace had little in common with those hul ki ng
stacks of stone Heartland |ords called home. |nstead of

the squalid green waters of a noat, the Shou citadel was
surrounded by the soldierly ranks of a ginkgo forest, and
sat not upon sonme w ndswept crag, but upon a square

mound of pounded earth. The walls of its outer curtain
were plastered snooth and painted white as al abaster,

and they were capped along the entire length by a

peaked roof of scarlet tiles. At every corner stood a tower
with five stacked bal coni es, each one covered by a scar-
let-tiled roof with upswept eaves. Inside the fortress, sev-
eral buil dings rose high enough above the outer curtain



to display the sane roof styling, |ending an aura of har-
nmony and supreme order to the entire edifice.

"I still don't like this," hissed Fow er. He was wal ki ng
besi de Ruha as they followed their guide, Abazm down a
whi t e- bri cked avenue toward the pal ace gates. The cap-
tain was dressed in a brown aba the witch had nade for

hi mthe night before, and in his arns he bore the snall
wooden coffer Tonbor had | oaned them "No one's going

to believe we're spice buyers—not in these outfits!"

"I'f you do not like ny plan, Captain, you may wth-
draw, " Ruha whi spered. She stopped and hel d out her
hands. "There is still tinme."

Fow er clutched the box nore tightly to his chest. "And
l et you out of nmy sight? Wen |I've a new cog, and not a
m nute before.”

Abazm a greasy-haired dwarf dressed in a striped
burnoose, whirled about in mdstride.

"What is all this whispering, Master and M stress?" He
was surprisingly thin conpared to nost dwarves, with
bushy eyebrows as bl ack as kohl, a hawki sh nose, and

the stubble of a dark, coarse beard. "It is nbst unbecom
ing. The Shou will think you do not trust ne."

"We don't," growl ed Fow er. "Keep wal ki ng."

Abazm gl anced toward the pal ace and remai ned where

he was. "If the Shou believe you have no trust for ne,
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they will have no trust for you."

The dwarf's gaze dropped to the coffer in Fower's

hands, lingering there just |ong enough to send a shiver
down Ruha's spine. After joining themon the road, he

had insisted on seeing their funds before he risked his
own reputation by introducing themto the Shou, Though
Ruha had been careful not to let himreach into the chest,
Abazm had rai sed an eyebrow when he saw the Senbite
coins. He had offered to check themfor purity, renmarking
that a well-placed friend had told hima local thief was
counterfeiting Sembite coins. The witch had curtly
ordered Fow er to shut the chest, pretending to be suspi-
cious of both the guide's story and his notives.

"It is not necessary that the Shou trust us," Ruha said.
"It is only necessary that they like the color of our gold."
"OfF course, | cannot judge that w thout a cl oser inspec-
tion." The dwarfs eyes flicked to the coffer and remained
there, as though he expected Ruha to open the chest

agai n.



"They'll like it well enough." Fow er bared his tusks at
the little nerchant. "Now wal k."

Abazm si ghed heavily, then continued down the white-
paved avenue. Fowl er let the dwarf get a little way
ahead, then turned to Ruha.

"I don't like that little fellow, any nore than |I like this
pl an of yours," the captain commented. "I'm sure Vaerana
wanted us to say we're from Senbia, |ike nbost spice ner-
chants. We'd draw | ess notice than claimng we cone

from Anaur och. "

"I do not care what Vaerana wanted." Ruha stepped to

the captain's side and kept pace with him "I amnot from
Senbia. How can | pretend to be from sonepl ace | have
visited only tw ce?"

"I"ve been there plenty of tines."

"But you are not the spy," Ruha whispered. "And | have

| earned better than to pretend | am soneone | am not.
That is what caused the trouble at Voonlar. If | claiml
am from Anauroch, there is no need to explain ny igno-
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"And what about me?" Fowl er grunbled. "I know | ess
about deserts than you do about ships. At |east you've
sunk a ship."

Ruha reached over and straightened the checkered kef-
fiyeh covering Fow er's head and neck. "Just | ook strong
and nean. That's all that is expected of Bedi ne nen."

They reached the end of the avenue, where their guide
stood waiting. Abazm cl anbered up a broad set of marble
stairs to a tile-roofed portico of sinple post and beam
construction. The lintel had a pair of el aborate, |ong-
tail ed peacocks engraved along its length, while the

beam ends resting atop it had been fashioned into styl-

i zed dragon heads. On the far side of the porch hung a

pair of glossy, red-lacquered gates decorated with the yel -
low figures of rearing basilisk lizards. Next to each gate
stood a Shou sentry arnored in a conical brass hel net

and a red silk hauberk inmprinted with the tessellated
pattern of its plate scale lining. Each guard held a | ong,
curve-bl aded polearm the butt resting on the floor

between his feet and the shaft rising vertically in front of
him Both nen kept their slanted eyes fixed straight

ahead, as though they did not even see the three

st rangers approachi ng.

Abazm strode straight between the two nmen and

tugged on an ornate yellow pull cord. A nmuffled gong
reverberated through the gates, then a small view ng
portal swung open above the dwarf's head. A scowing



Shou official peered down his |long nose at the nerchant.
"W do not expect you, Abazm"

Abazm cl asped his hands and bowed so | ow that, had

he worn a proper dwarven beard, it would have scraped
the floor. "I have brought merchants fromthe distant
sands of Anauroch, Honored One." Wthout standing, he
waved a hand at the coffer Fow er held. "They wish to
have comerce with the G nger Pal ace."

The Honored One's gaze flicked over the coffer, then
back to Abazm The dwarf stepped closer to the view ng
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portal, drawing a silver coin fromhis sleeve and deftly
di splaying it between his cupped hands, where the two
sentries could not see it.

"I ask Prince if he wishes to see you."

A sharp clunk reverberated through the gates, then

one gate swung open. Abazm -led the way inside, slipping
his coin to the Honored One so snoothly that Ruha did

not see it change hands. Inside, a path of white marble

| ed across a huge, yellowbricked courtyard to a doubl e-

ti ered mansi on. The building was of the same post and
beam construction as the portico, save that the spaces

bet ween the posts were filled with white-plastered walls,
silvery windows of rare and expensive glass, or red-

| acquer ed doors decorated with yell ow basilisk enbl ens.
The pillars and lintels were carved with a great variety
of stylized creatures: birds with tails of flame, tiger-faced
jackals, furry inps with long curling tails, and a hundred
nmore. The building's two roofs, as the witch had seen
fromoutside, were covered with scarlet tiles and swept

up at the eaves. Every detail was arranged in perfect
symmetry and bal ance, carefully contrived to inpart

upon the onl ooker a complete sense of serenity and con-
sonance, as though to inply that the master of the pal ace
could control even the wildest whimof nature.

Ruha started to foll ow the Honored One across the
courtyard, but suddenly found her path bl ocked by six
guards who had apparently stepped out of nowhere. They
were armed and arnored as those outside, save that

their emotionless gazes were | ocked on the witch's face.

Abazm t ook Ruha's sl eeve and gently pulled her back
"Pl ease, Mstress, we have not been invited into the
pal ace. "

He pulled the witch toward a pillared gallery that ran
along the inner perineter of the curtain wall, where a
long line of stone benches had been provided for the com
fort of those waiting to visit palace residents. Ruha
counted nmore than thirty merchants gathered on the



seats. Many wore the billow ng tunics and outl andi sh
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hats of Senbite nerchants, but there were al so dwarves
in striped burnooses, elves outfitted in their customary
| eat her and green, even a pair ofbare-chested ores
dressed in silken knickers and garish stockings. No mat-
ter what their costune, they were all holding a coffer
simlar to the one in Fow er's hands.

Ruha's heart fell. Abazm had gotten theminside the
G nger Pal ace as prom sed, but it was going to be a |ong
time before she could begin her search

A few of the nerchants called greetings to the dwarf.
Abazm returned each salutation with artificial warnth
and politely introduced his conpanions as Ruha and

Fowal 'sid of the Mair Dhafir. Wthout exception, the
dwarf went on to explain that his clients were incense
traders from Anauroch, and then suggested a neeting in
hi s shop—o doubt with an eye toward earning a com

m ssion if anything came of the arrangement. Wth each

i ntroduction, the witch silently cursed Abazm s efficacy,
but she forced herself to offer salutations and respond
ent husiastically to her guide's efforts. Before she finally
reached a vacant bench at the end of the line, Ruha had
made t hree appoi ntnents for two days hence—by which
ti me she hoped to have returned the stolen staff to
Yansel dara and be well on her way back to Storm Silver-
hand's farmin Shadowdal e.

Fow er remained strangely silent the whole tine, pre-
ferring to stand behind Ruha with his gaze fixed firmy

on the ground. As the witch took her seat, he |eaned close
to her ear.

"I told you this plan was a foolish one. |'ve carried
cargo for half a dozen of these fellows."

Ruha | ooked back down the line and saw that severa
nmerchants were, indeed, staring in their direction. "Then

sit down and do not | ook so suspicious. | amsure you are
not the only half-ore they have ever seen. Wth |uck, they
will find it difficult to toll you fromthe others."

Fow er scow ed as though insulted, but sat down wth
the coffer in his lap and pulled his keffiyeh down his
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brow. Ruha settled in beside him and Abazm cl anber ed
onto the bench next to her

"Not to worry," the dwarf whispered. "I ama favorite of
the Princess Wei Dao. She will see that we do not wait
nore than three or four hours."



"Four hours?" Ruha gasped. That was half the day, and
fromwhat Tonbor had said, Vaerana would be able to

delay Hsieh's arrival little nore than a day. "Is there no
faster way?"

Abazm s bushy eyebrows cane together in an exagger-

ated expression of hurt. "That is fast." He gestured to the
long line of nerchants. "Of late, Prince Tang has been

sl ow about his business. Sone of these nen have been

wai ting three days al ready!"

Ruha gl anced at Fow er and caught hi m sneering as
t hough he were going to speak. "Say nothi ng, Fowal'sid.
At | east we are inside."

"OfF course we are. |Is that not what | prom sed?"

Abazm cocked an eyebrow and gazed thoughtfully at

Ruha. "But if that is all you wi shed, there was no need to
hire ne—as | am sure your friends told you."

"They said you could arrange a qui ck audi ence.™

Ruha | ooked toward the rear of the courtyard, deciding

to use the tinme to famliarize herself with the palace's
| ayout. She could see only the front part of the com
pound. The back hal f was sealed off by a pair of w nglike
ranparts that spread outward fromthe nidpoint of the
mansi on, where it changed to a two story structure, to
nmeet the walls of the outer curtain. Above these parti-
tions showed the tiled roofs of two huge, single storey
bui | di ngs | ocated near the back of the compound.

In the front courtyard, where Ruha and the other ner-
chants sat waiting, a narrow, L-shaped building stood in

t he sout heastern corner of the enclosure. The w tch con-
cluded that this was the sentry barracks, for a steady
flow of guards passed through the doors in both direc-
tions. A simlar building sat in the opposite corner of the
courtyard. Save for the two guards posted outside its
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The witch had barely finished her study before the
Honored One energed fromthe mansion at the head of a
smal | procession of guards. He led the troop across the
courtyard toward Ruha and her conpani ons, drawi ng an
ast oni shed murrmur fromthe pillared gallery. Abazm
frowned in puzzl enent, but pushed hinself off the bench
and turned to his clients.

"It is better than | hoped," he declared. "W will not be
required to wait at all."

Fow er | ooked far fromrelieved at this news. "Wy al
t hose guards?"

Abazm shook his head, bewi |l dered. "Because of you
two, perhaps. The Shou are not fond of hal f-nen, and



they are bound to be suspicious of wonmen who cover their
faces. "

The procession stopped before them then the Honored
One bowed to Abazm "Princess Wi Dao asks you into
audi ence hall."

The dwarf cast a smug | ook over his shoul der and

returned the bow, as did the witch and the captain. The
Honored One turned toward the nansion, and the guards

cl osed around Ruha's small conpany w t hout show ng a
flicker of suspicion or anxiety. The witch found it strange
that, if the Shou were suspicious other and Fow er, they
did not bother to take herjanbiya or the captain's sword.

The Honored One led the procession up a marble stair-

case and through an open doorway at the far end of the
mansi on. They passed through a high-ceilinged anteroom

so quickly that Ruha barely noticed the stylized frescoes,
then entered a | ong, spacious roomhung with silk tapes-
tries and floored with the nosaic of a beautiful, flane-
tailed crane.

In a teak throne at the far end of the roomsat a strik-
ing Shou woman in a tight, ankle-length dress enbroi-
dered with a gol den dragon al nbst as sinuous as she.
Arrayed around her were a dozen wonen and hal f as

many nen, all watching in expectant silence as Abazm
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boldly led his clients forward. As the trio drew nearer
Ruha saw that the princess was a worman who bel i eved

even nmore firmy than the Bedine in the power of cosnet-
ics. Her painted lips were as glossy and red as the

pal ace' s | acquered gates, her eyelids were sapphire bl ue,
and, save for the rouge highlights beneath her round
cheekbones, her face was powdered as white as al abaster
Only a yellow scarf carefully tied around her throat
seened at all out of place, bunched up as it was around
the dress's high collar.

The Honored One stopped before the throne and
bowed, then flourished his hand at Abazm "The dwarf
Abazm Princess."

Abazm st opped before Wi Dao's throne and kneel ed

on the floor, then | eaned forward and pressed his fore-
head to the wood. Ruha cast a questioning gl ance at
Fow er, who scowl ed at the dwarf's gesture and nerely
bowed. She did |ikew se, hoping they were not inadver-
tently insulting their hostess.

If they were, it was inpossible to tell. The princess
glared at the back of Abazmi s skull as though she wanted
to stare a hole through it. The Honored One slipped away
fromthe dwarf, and no one took any notice whatsoever of
Ruha or Fow er.

At last, Abazmcould no |onger stand the silence. The



dwarf cautiously allowed his gaze to creep across the
floor to the princess's feet. "Princess Wi Dao, you honor
me with your radiance.”

"Abazm how surprising that you return so soon to
G nger Pal ace." The princess fingered the scarf at her
neck. "And how fortunate."

Abazm rai sed hinself so that he was nerely kneeling
before Wi Dao. "I amyour servant, and the servant of
the G nger Palace as well." He twi sted around to gesture
at his clients, and Ruha glinpsed a bew | dered gleamin
the dwarf's eyes. "I have brought traders from a distant
| and—=

"No! No nore foreign powders!" Wi Dao ripped the
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scarf from her throat, exposing an ugly swath of partially
heal ed skin eruptions. "See effects of your pearl dust?"

Abazm gasped at the sight of the princess's ravaged
conpl exi on. Incoherent, half-voiced expl anati ons regard-
i ng Lheshaylian sorcerers began to pour from his nouth,
and he | ooked to the Honored One for hel p. The Shou
fixed his gaze on Princess Wi Dao and pretended not to

noti ce.

"You say, skin shine Iike noon!" Wi Dao waved a hand
toward the sky, gesturing so angrily that the effort car-
ried her to her feet. "Skin shine like harvest noon,
craters and all!"

Abazm | eapt up, but before he could turn to run, two
guards caught himby the arms. They lifted the dwarf
into the air and held himbefore the princess, his feet
dangl i ng six inches above the floor

"I b-b-beg your forgiveness!" the dwarf cried. "I did not
know this woul d happen! | made ny own wife try the
powder before | sold it to you!"

"You give ne sane powder as dwarf woman?" Wei Dao
snarl ed.

"Only to see if it was safe, Princess!™

The princess's eyes narrowed. "Liar—t is not safe!"
She tied her scarf around her throat and nodded to the
guards. "Take deceitful dwarf to tanning vats."

Ruha cringed at the punishrment. It was unlikely that

t he tubs woul d be deep enough to drown Abazm but,

unl ess the Shou tanned | eather differently than the

Bedi ne, the vats would be filled with harsh fluids and the
foul est offal gathered fromthe pens of dogs and sw ne.
The witch knew better than to think she could intercede

on the dwarf's behal f, but she would not |eave him



behi nd after she recovered Yansel dara's staff.

As the guards carried himout the door, Abazm jerked

one armfree and swng around to face the throne. He

gl anced briefly at the witch and Fow er, then yell ed,
"Wait! Spare me. Princess, and | will tell you sonething
you shoul d know "
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Ruha's stomach grew as heavy as |ead. Fow er gnashed
his tusks; then the Honored One's pani cked voi ce echoed
across the chanber. "Take hi maway!"

The guard recaptured Abazmis armand turned to
obey.

"Wait." The princess |leaned forward in her throne,
peering past Ruha and Fow er to the dwarf. "Say what |
shoul d know, Abazm Then | deci de whether to spare
you. "

The Honored One stepped forward, positioning hinself
squarely in front of Wei Dao. "Frightened dwarf say a-
anyt hi ng, Princess. W cannot b-believe him"

There was a catch in the Shou's voi ce—and Ruha

t hought she knew why. "But you can believe us." The

wi tch bowed to the princess, tugging on Fow er's sleeve
so he would do the same. "We have no reason to lie."

Wi Dao studied the witch and her conpanion, then
asked, "You know what insidious dwarf says?"

Ruha turned to face Abazm trying to deci de whet her

it would be wiser to expose the chanberlain's corruption

herself, or to restrain herself and hope the treacherous

dwarf realized that his best interests now lay in working
with her.

"Do you know what dwarf says?" the princess
demanded.

Ruha fixed her gaze on Abazm and | et her hand drift
toward herjanbiya. Wthout turning around, she said, "I
think I do, yes."

Abazm swal | oned hard, then | ooked away from Ruha.

"Most Merciful Princess,"” the dwarf began. He gl anced at

the witch's hand, then continued, "Mst Conpassionate

Lady, | beg leave to report that it is necessary to pay your
trusted chanberlain in order to secure appointnments

within the G nger Pal ace."

Ruha si ghed behind her veil. She turned to face the
princess, fully expecting to be called upon to confirm
Abazm s story.



The chanberl ain was al ready kneeling before Wi
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Dao's throne, his brow pressed to the floor and his arns
stretched out before him "Comnpassionate Princess, | beg

mercy for ny famly."

Wei Dao raised her thinly plucked eyebrows. "Then
you acknow edge this crime, Chuang?"

"I do. My pockets hang heavy with silver." Chuang's
nmuf f1 ed voice was barely audible. "It is way of this |and,
and | amweak. At first, | amsurprised and gratefu

when visitors pay nme silver. But soon it is expected, and
do not open gates until—=

"Enough. You do not lie to me, and | grant mercy to
your famly." Wei Dao stared at the prone chanberlain
until his body began to trenble and great, racking sobs
reverberated across the floor. "But you di shonor your
ancestors before Mandarins of Heaven, and it is beyond
me to ask that they make you wel cone."

"Yes, Princess. | know."

Wi Dao | ooked up, then turned to a squat, flat-
cheeked man with an unwavering scow and granite eyes.
"Pl ease, General Fui."

Bef ore Ruha realized quite what was happeni ng, the
general had drawn a heavy, square-tipped sword from

one of the guard's scabbards and stepped to Chuang's
side. There was a sharp, wet thunk, and the witch saw
just how swiftly and surely death would come if the Shou
found her out.

The general cleaned the bl ade on the headl ess cham
berlain's silken robe, then returned the weapon to its
owner and stepped back to his place. H's face renai ned
as inpassive as ever.

Wi Dao studied the chanberlain's di senbodi ed head

for a nonment, then seemed to renenmber herself and

| ooked toward the chanber entrance.

"Perfidious dwarf is pernitted to | eave."

The guards set Abazm down. As soon as the ner-

chant's feet touched the floor, he spun on his heel and
bowed very | ow.

"Your wi sdomis nore boundl ess than the sky,
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Princess!" As he spoke, he was backi ng out the door.
"Only Eldath herself is nmore nerciful and forgiving!"



Wi Dao accepted the tribute with a faintly anused
smrk. "You always wel come at G nger Pal ace, Abazm
Pl ease to call when berry lip paint is ready."

Once the dwarf was gone, Wi Dao rose and, stepping
around the pool of blood at the base other throne, |ed her
entire entourage across the floor to Ruha and Fow er. She
circled themslowy, running her gaze over their robes
and studying the witch's veil especially closely, then
stopped in front of them

Ruha was astounded that Wi Dao's guards woul d

allow their mstress to approach so closely to two arned
strangers, a fact that suggested they believed the
princess to be perfectly capable of taking care of herself.

"Abazm says you cone to do business with G nger
Pal ace?"

"Aye, with Prince Tang," Fow er confirmed.

Wi Dao's eyes hardened. "Prince Tang is no | onger
recei ving today. Perhaps you conme back tonorrow "

"W're wanting a large cargo, and we're ready to pay
now. "

"Tororr ow. '

The princess stepped away wi thout turning her back

on her visitors and paid no attention to the coffer in
Fow er's hands, even when he shook it to clank the heavy
| oad of coins inside.

Ruha laid a restraining hand on the captain's arm
"That is enough, Fowal'sid."

The hal f-ore scow ed, but held the coffer steady, and
Wi Dao stopped short of turning to | eave.

"W have conme to sell as well as buy, Princess,"” Ruha
said. "And you will be nore interested in our wares than
your husband. "

Qut of the corner other eye, Ruha caught Fow er
frowni ng at her unexpected inprovisation. She ignored
himand | owered a hand to the pocket other aba, asking,
"I'f I may, Princess?"
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Wi Dao nodded, but Fow er, who had seen her draw
spel | components fromthose same pockets, cleared his
t hr oat .

"Maybe now s not the time—

Ruha whirled sharply on the burly half-ore. "Did I not
tell you to be silent, Fowal'sid?"



Fow er's leathery lip trenbled with the inpulse to curl
into a snarl, but the half-ore forced hinself to | ower his
gaze and nod respectfully. "You did, Lady."

Wien the witch | ooked back to their hostess, she

noticed a glinmer of respect in Wi Dao's otherw se inex-
pressive face. Deciding that she had read the princess's
character correctly, Ruha reached into a pocket and with-
drew two milky tears of hardened tree resin.

"Have you heard of frankincense or nyrrh?"

Wi Dao examined the droplets closely. "Are they
gens?"

"I'n a manner of speaking, for they are nore val uabl e

than gold. If you can have someone fetch a brazier and
afill it with coals, | will show you."

| "Magic is forbidden in ny presence.”

| "This is not magic." Ruha found it interesting that the
j shou consi dered sorcery a greater threat to the safety of
Et heir nobility than they did bl ades. "The drops will pro-
duce a pl easant snoke, nothing nore."

Wi Dao nodded to two nen, who pronptly left through
a door in the rear of the chanmber. Fow er continued to
stare at the white tears so tensely that Ruha feared he
woul d al arm Wei Dao. The witch stepped closer to her
hostess, until their shoul ders were al nbst touching.

"While we await the brazier, I will tell you nore about

t hese wondrous tears." Ruha raised her hand, displaying
the mlky drops before Wi Dao's eyes. "They are resins,
scraped from beneath the bark of certain trees that grow
only on the eastern side of the highest nountains in
Anaur och. "

"The great desert?" Wi Dao asked.

"Yes. There, we use franki ncense and nyrrh to scent
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the air around stagnant oases. The tears can al so be
pressed to create perfumes, or mixed with alnmond oil to
create restorative tonics and soothing lotions, or stirred
into elixirs to ease the pains of childbirth.” Ruha paused
to see if this elicited any interest fromthe princess.
When it did not, she continued, "They are al so good for
soot hi ng stinging eyes, earaches—even as a renmedy to

the bites of certain venonous insects, and as an antidote
to sonme kinds of poison.”

Agai n, Ruha watched closely to see if the last item of

her description drew any special notice fromthe princess.
But if Wei Dao had any interest in poisons, it renained
concealed with the rest of her thoughts.



"I's there anything franki ncense and nyrrh cannot
do?" Wi Dao's voice was somewhat incredul ous.

"Perhaps there are other uses, but | have described al
| can denonstrate."

The two nmen returned with a small brazier already

filled with hot coals. Ruha crushed one of the tears

bet ween her pal ms, then sprinkled the crunbs onto the
enbers. An aromatic snmoke rose fromthe pan, filling the
entire chanmber with such a sweet, fresh snell that the
Shou finally allowed their stoic masks to slip. They began
to smle openly and crowd closer to the source, taking
such deep breaths that sone of them actually snorted.

Even the stem faced guards could not keep their nostrils
fromflaring.

Wi Dao studied her entourage's reaction in bermused
meditation. "This is not nmagic?"

"I amno spellcaster,” Ruha lied. She pressed the other
tear into the princess's hand and noti oned toward the
brazier. "It will snell just as sweet if you sprinkle the
crunbs. Tonorrow, | will denonstrate its use in the nmak-

i ng of perfumes and poultices.”

Wei Dao did not step toward the brazier. "Not neces-
sary. W buy all you have."

"\What about the price?" Fow er gasped. "Aren't you
even going to ask?"
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Wi Dao gl anced at the brazier, where her entourage
stood sniffing the sweet-snelling snmoke. "You al ready
tell me it is nore valuable than gold. | believe you."

Fowl er shook his head in anazenent, then | ooked
back to Ruha. "Well, Lady Ruha, how much do we have?"

It took Ruha a nonent to realize what he was asking,

for she had not expected her plan to succeed quite so
well. "lI"mafraid we have very little at the nonment." The
witch had only three nore tears in her pocket. "You see,
our ship was sunk by a dragon—

"By dragon?"

Wi Dao's exclamation caught Ruha as nmuch by sur-

prise as had the offer to buy all her frankincense. "It was
a very large dragon," the witch explained, keeping a

wat chful eye on the princess's expression. "A black one.

A Do you know it?"

|, Wei Dao's face becane as unreadable as ever. "I do not
| know this dragon. But it is difficult for Shou to hear of
| dragons doing evil things."

| "Yes, |I have heard your enperor is a green dragon."”



| "Jade." Wei Dao bowed, suggesting that the audi ence
| was at an end. "Please return to G nger Palace with nore
| franki ncense and nyrrh."

| Ruha did not return the bow. "You may be certain we
(will—but first, we are interested in purchasing sone

S wares to take with us."” The witch fingered the silk vei
that Hsi eh had given to her. "As you can see, the | ove of
Shou sil k reaches even into the depths of Anauroch.”

"OfF course. You discuss with Prince Tang." Wi Dao
bowed agai n. "Cone back tonmorrow, and new chanber -
| ain sees you are anpng first to see ny husband."

"I amsorry, but that is not possible.” Ruha had to fight
to keep the panic out of her voice. "W rnust |eave for
Ilipur tonorrow to buy a new ship."

"Then come very early in norning. Chanberlain give
you first appointnment." Wi Dao turned to | eave, this
time wthout bow ng.

Ruha threw open the coffer in Fow er's hands. "Before
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you go, Princess, Abazm said you would want to see the
color of our gold."

Wei Dao spun around, affronted. "Show me noney?
What for?"

Fow er tipped the box so she could | ook inside, and the
princess's expression changed instantly—first to one of
puzzl ement, then interest.

"Yes, of course. Abazm always tells us we nust inspect
coins." She glided over to the box and started to reach
i nside, then remenbered hersel f and asked, "May I

t ouch?"

Ruha nodded, and Wi Dao picked up several gold

pi eces and raised themto her face. Wien Ruha saw t he
coin from Calinshan slide down the | ong sleeve of the
princess's dress, she thought it best not to say anything.

"You stay tonight in G nger Palace," Wi Dao said, as
t hough she had thought of the idea herself. "W see
Prince Tang soon after breakfast."

Seven

Ruha raised her veil, blewinto the
tree-shaped keyhol e, and whi spered
the incantation to her wind spell. A

short blast of air whistled softly
t hrough the slot, raising a gentle clat-
ter as it rattled the | ock. The sound



was not |oud, but the witch cringed.

After a long night of skul king through

the G nger Pal ace, she had worked her way deep into the

| abyrinthine corridors of the residential section, and the
guards here were thick as ants in their hill.

The bolt slid back with a nmuffled cl ack. Ruha stood,

t hen | ooked back down the Iong hall. Already, tw sen-
tries were stalking toward her, their bare feet sliding
across the silk runner in utter silence. It was their
incredible stealth that nade the witch's search so nerve-
wr acki ng. She never knew when she woul d neet one

com ng around a corner, or suddenly feel someone gliding
past her as she kneel ed before a keyhol e.

Ruha pressed herself into a corner beside the door
nmovi ng very slowy and deliberately. Although she had
rendered herself invisible with a sun spell, the mrage
was not perfect. Any quick notion would cause a shim
mering blur that might alert the guards to her presence.

The nen stopped before the door, gesturing at the
knob and whi spering to each other in the lilting | anguage
of the Shou. After arguing a few nmonments, they tried the
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| atch. When the door swung open, they gasped and
backed away, both reaching for their square-tipped
swords. One of them spoke, and the other scurried down
the hall.

The remai ning guard peered into the room calling
gently, as though sayi ng sonmeone's nane. No one
answered. He reluctantly entered the chanber, stil
speaki ng softly. Though she was puzzled by the nman's
alarm Ruha followed himthrough the door and instantly
realized she had found the personal quarters of Lady
Feng.

Opposite the door was a gl ass wi ndow, through which
spilled the pale dawn light illum nating an anteroom
simlar to those Ruha had found in the private apart-
ments of both the prince and princess. Like many cham
bers in the G nger Palace, this one was furnished with
nothing nore than a single low table and a few straw
mats. The walls were covered not by the respl endent
frescoes of birds and reptiles that decorated the other
royal apartments, but by subtly hued paintings of sym
bolic portent: a snake coiled into an ascending spiral, a
feeble old man sailing backward across a rai nbow, a spi-
der that had spun its web in the mouth of a singing
worman, and nmany nore inages that would have put the
witch into a contenpl ati ve nood, had she not been so jit-
tery from hours of skul king about the G nger Pal ace.

The guard crossed the chanber and nervously call ed



t hrough the doorway into the next room Wen no one
answered, he reluctantly inched forward. Ruha went to

the wi ndow and, while she waited for the sentry to com

pl ete his search, |ooked out upon the rear part of the

pal ace conpl ex. She could not see much, for a | arge, high-
wal | ed encl osure sat in the mddl e of the grounds, bl ock-
i ng her view of everything beyond save the tiled roofs of
the two huge buildings the witch had noticed yesterday.

Ruha coul d not decide what the enclosure was. Its
wal | s were capped by a doubl e row of barbed spi kes, as
though it were sone sort of prison, but the gates hung
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open beneath a strange, scaly archway that vaguely
resenbl ed a dragon's tail. A short, opal -paved path con-
nected the peculiar courtyard to the nmansion, crossing an
arcing, multicolored bridge and snaking through a

t hi cket of well-tended shrubbery. The witch noticed sev-
eral sentries kneeling among the bushes, not hiding so
much as trying to avoid obtrusiveness.

Ruha was di smayed to note that the sun had al ready

ri sen high enough to kindle an iridescent glimrer in the
pearly surfaces of both the wal kway and the encl osure's
scaly arch. There was not much tine to find Yanseldara's
staff. Soon, the breakfast servants would arrive at the
guest house in the front courtyard. Fow er could probably
keep them at bay, but he would be hard-pressed to

explain the witch's absence when soneone called to

escort themto Prince Tang' s audi ence hall

Ruha cast an inpatient | ook toward the roomthe

guard had gone to inspect. She was tenpted to start her

own search before he left the apartnment, but that would

be very dangerous. As quietly as Shou sentries noved, he
m ght slip into the chamber while she wasn't | ooking and
see her nove sonething. Besides, if anyone in the other

roonms was a light sleeper, it would be better to let the
sentry disturb them

A short time later, the guard finally returned, nutter-
ing to hinmself and gl anci ng askance at the nystical sym
bols on the walls. Ruha had heard no conversations or
startled cries to suggest he had awakened anyone, so she
did not understand his anxiety. Wen she had inadver-
tently drawn the guards' attention before, they had
seemed much nore confident of thenselves. In one case,

t hey had remai ned quite conmposed while they expl ai ned
to a startled bureaucrat why they had awakened hi m

Anot her time, they had efficiently searched an entire
apartment w thout disturbing the sleeping residents.

Ruha waited until the fellow left the room then went
to the door and used the sanme spell she had used to
unl ock the latch to lock it again. A nuffled cry of surprise
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sounded fromthe hall. The guard tried the door, again
speaking softly. The witch turned away and crept silently
into the next room not caring that she had al arned him
further. Wen the other sentry returned, he would no
doubt bring a superior, who would probably insist on
searching the apartment again. If the witch was stil

here, the sound of the lock turning would alert her to
their arrival

The next room appeared to be Lady Feng's dressing
closet. In one corner stood a wooden screen decorated
with the painting of a naked king and queen |ying

t oget her upon a bed of purple night. In the corner oppo-
site the screen were two dressing bureaus, each with a
costly silver mrror hanging behind it. One wall of the
roomwas |ined by several wardrobes decorated with

pai ntings of astrol ogical constellations.

Though Ruha considered the rooman unlikely place to

hi de Yansel dara's staff, she paused |ong enough to peer
behi nd t he screen—not hi ng t here—and open each of the
war dr obes. Inside were dozens of silk gowns in many dif-
ferent styles, all dyed black as kohl and brocaded wth
the sane endl ess pattern of open and cl osed eyes. The

wi tch ran her hands over the floor and expl ored the cor-
ners behind the cl othes. Wen she found nothi ng but
sashes and slippers, she closed the wardrobes and crept
into the next chamnber.

Agai nst the far wall sat the nost el aborate piece of fur-
niture in Lady Feng's apartnent, a |arge canopi ed bed
surrounded by a folding partition. Each panel was deco-
rated with the fearsone aspects of |eering, grotesque
nmonsters, such as sonetines invaded a sl eeper's dreans.
In their claws, the fiends carried strange, exotic weapons
like those stored in the secret arnmory that Ruha had dis-
covered beneath the pal ace. There was a horned goat -

man brandi shing a two-bl aded sword, a bat-w nged tiger
carrying a spear with barbed points at both ends, a red-
eyed centaur whirling a three-chained flail, and a w de
assortment of other hideous creatures to protect Lady
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They were not needed now. No clothes lay fol ded on

t he dressing couch beside the bed, and four of the parti-
tion panels hung open, revealing a black silken quilt
enbroi dered with the sane green dragon that hung

beneath the prow of Hsieh's ship. The bl anket | ay neatly
spread over the mattress and pillows, |acking even the
slightest runple to suggest anyone had slept beneath it

t he ni ght before.

Ruha's stomach sank. She had assuned all al ong that
she woul d find Yansel dara's staff sonewhere near Lady
Feng, but it had never occurred to her that Lady Feng
woul d not be at hone.



The absence certainly expl ained the guards' reaction
to the rattling lock, but not nmuch el se. Perhaps Lady
Feng had spent the night in a |over's chanber, or com
muning with the spirits in sone occult place Ruha had
not yet discovered. There could be any number of expla-
nati ons, nost of which neant the staff would not be
found here. Nevertheless, the witch decided to continue
her search. Even if she failed to recover Yanseldara's
staf f—she coul d hear Vaerana maligni ng her already—at

| east there was a chance she would find something to

| ead her to Lady Feng.

Ruha crawl ed onto the mattress and ran her hands

over the black quilt, then felt under the pillows. Wen
she found not hing, she crawl ed off and strai ghtened the
quilt, then | ooked under the bed and stood on the dress-
i ng couch to peer above the canopy. She went to the cor-
ner and inspected a low witing desk. On the surface sat
a bottle of ink, a small calligraphy brush, and severa
bl ank | eaves of rice paper. A well-worn text in ancient
Dwarven sat on one corner; the witch knew just enough

of the arcane | anguage to recogni ze the words "al cheny"
and "first materials.”

Though she could not see how it m ght be connected to
Yansel dara's staff, the witch picked up the dwarven text.
Asi de fromwhat she had al ready exam ned, there was

112
The Harpers

little else in the room She turned to | eave, and that was
when she heard the scratching.

It was as gentle as the whisper of her feet across the
floor, but it was steady, and there was sonething nore: a
weak, plaintive whinpering. Ruha returned the dwarven
text to its place, then kneeled in the corner of the room
The scratching and the squeal i ng grew nore di scerni bl e,
and she caught a faint whiff of a gany and slightly rank
odor. An ani nal.

Ruha ran her fingers up the corner and felt the seam

of a door. She pulled the witing desk away fromthe cor-
ner, and a snall click sounded inside the wall. The

scrat ching and squeal i ng stopped, but the gany odor

grew stronger. Resisting the urge to pull | aerjanbiya—f
she attacked anything, the sun spell would fail and ren-
der her instantly visible—the witch laid her palns on a
fresco of what | ooked |like a slunbering nmountain and
pushed.

A hidden panel swung open, revealing the interior of a
cluttered chanber. A small, white-furred face peered
around the edge of the door. At first, Ruha thought the
thing was a nonkey, until she saw that its black-tipped
muzzl e was | ong and foxlike. Then she noted the bl ack
mask around its eyes and thought it |ooked Iike a rac-
coon, save that its head was as small and narrow as that



of a weasel.

The creature, whatever it was, regarded the enpty

doorway for an instant, and then its nose tw tched and
its ears pricked forward. It raised its dark eyes, which
remai ned as expressionless as they were |arge, toward
Ruha's face and chittered despondently. For a nonent,

the witch thought the little animal could not see her and
was di sappointed at finding no one in the door. Then it
slipped forward, revealing an enaci ated body and a
white-ringed tail, and gently pawed at her with two tiny
bl ack hands.

Hoping the creature was not trying to defend its terri-
tory, Ruha stepped past it into the secret chanber.
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Beneath a brass chandelier in the center of the room

stood a worktable, the surface barely visible beneath a
junbl e of braziers, bal ances, caul drons, and other al chem
ical instruments. Three of the |laboratory walls were com

pl etely conceal ed behind rows of tall wooden cabinets,

some so full of books and flasks they could not close. The
fourth wall had two gl ass wi ndows, beneath which were a

red silk cushion, a box of fetid-snelling sand, and two sil-
ver bows licked so clean they gleaned like mrrors.

| When Ruha paused at the worktable to exam ne Lady

| Feng's apparatus, Chalk Ears, as she was beginning to

| think of the bl ack-masked creature, |eapt onto the only
clear corner. It fixed its expressionless eyes on her face,
wat chi ng her so intently she raised a hand to nake cer-
tain she had not suddenly becone visible. Wen the

witch could not see her own flesh, she regarded Chal k

Ears with a wary eye, then reached toward a flask of

what | ooked |i ke powdered bl ood.

A surprisingly sinister grow rolled fromthe creature's
small throat. The hair rose along its spine and it lifted
itself on its haunches, baring a nmouthful of needlelike
fangs. Ruha retracted her arm and the little beast set-
tled back onto its corner. The witch cl asped her hands
behi nd her back, then slowy wal ked around the table,
studying the rest of the apparatus. Qther than a fine
coating of dust, she saw nothing to tell her what had
become of Lady Feng. Chal k Ears watched her intently,

but made no further objections as |ong as she did not
attenpt to touch anything.

Ruha went to the first cabinet. Chalk Ears junped off
the tabl e and took a post at her heels. Keeping a carefu
eye on her little escort, she pulled the door open. As
before, the creature watched her carefully, and any
doubts about its ability to see her vani shed fromthe
witch's mnd. Whatever it was, the aninmal clearly had
some defenses against magic, and that could only nean
Chal k Ears was Lady Feng's fanmiliar, linked to her by a
speci al bond of magic and | ove.
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Ruha had never had a famliar, since the spell that
sumoned them had nmore to do with the spirit than the

el enents. But she had heard other w tches describe the
strength of the union. Sonetimes, the two were so closely
bound that, over relatively short distances, they could
see through each other's eyes and hear through each
other's ears.

Ruha kneeled in front of the famliar. "Lady Feng?" she
whi spered, looking into the creature's big eyes. "Are you
t here?"

Chal k Ears blinked, but the tiny beast made no nove
to suggest that it understood.

"Why have you left your fam liar alone, Lady Feng? It
is starving. Shall | feed it for you and give it water?"

Agai n, Chalk Ears did nothing. The witch breathed a

sigh of relief, confident there would have been sone
response if Lady Feng were listening. Even if the starv-
ing creature's mstress was as cruel as Afar the Merci-

| ess, she would share its pain and be anxious to have it
cared for. In fact, it seened unthinkable that Lady Feng
would allow the little beast to fall into such a wetched
state unl ess she had been forced to depart under the

di rest circunstances.

A muffled crash runbl ed through Lady Feng's apart-

ment, and guards began to call fromthe anteroom Ruha
stepped into the bedchanber and pulled the witing desk
back into its coner, then slipped into the | aboratory and
cl osed the secret door. She pressed her ear to the pane
and heard several nen rush into the room still calling
out as though they expected Lady Feng to return at any
nmonent. Wi Dao arrived and began issuing comrands.

The witch listened for several noments nore. WWen she
heard no one dragging the desk fromits place, she

deci ded they did not know about the secret room and qui -
etly resumed her search

Wth Chal k Ears watching intently, Ruha carefully
opened each cabinet and | ooked over the contents. To a
nomad' s eye at |east, they contained an overabundance of
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magi cal supplies: scrolls and tones in many different

| anguages, a glut of ingredients for every spell imagin-
abl e and sone that were not, arcane instruments so

obscure the witch could not guess their purpose. Still, she
found no sign of Yansel dara's staff, nor any clue of Lady
Feng' s whereabouts, nor any hint as to why the Shou sor-



ceress had abandoned her fam i ar

Finally, Ruha cane to a | ocked cabinet, and Chal k

Ears' long tail began to flick madly. The little beast rose
on its haunches and sniffed at the doors, dripping a |ong
stream of drool fromits nuzzle. The witch exam ned the

[ atch and di scovered that she could pop it easily enough
but Wi Dao and the guards were still shuffling about in
Lady Feng's bedchanber. Fearful of making any sharp

noi ses that mght draw their attention to the secret

room Ruha decided to nove to the |ast cabinet.

A long, deep grow runmbled fromthe famliar's throat.
The fur rose along its spine, and it slunk toward Ruha
with bared fangs. The witch pulled herjanbiya and

brandi shed it menacingly in front of Chalk Ears' face.
The creature's tail rose straight into the air. It slowy
backed away, then took refuge beneath another cabi net

and began to whine.

Cursing the bl ack- masked beast for a scoundrel and a

bl ackmai | er, Ruha returned to the | ocked cabi net and

sl i pped her dagger blade into the door seam Chalk Ears
stopped crying and slunk fromits hiding place, being
careful to remain well out of reach. The witch worked her
janbiya down to the latch, then twi sted the bl ade agai nst
t he j anb.

The door popped open with a |oud bang and a puff of

yel | ow snoke. Ruha cried out in shock and found herself
sitting hal fway across the room hurled there nore by
her own surprise than the force of the blast. A scolding
har angue erupted frominside the cabinet, and the

imge of a tall, willow wonman appeared in the air
before the doors. She | ooked al nost ancient, with coarse
gray hair pulled into a tight bun and a deeply wi nkl ed
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face. Something seemed wong with her eyes; one of

t hem was al nost closed, while the other bulged fromits
socket as though it might fall out. The woman wagged

her finger at the floor and continued her diatribe, send-
ing Chal k Ears yel ping and skittering across the floor to
t ake refuge behind Ruha. The illusion | ooked so real the
stunned witch did not fully grasp that the trap had not
been intended to frighten her until Lady Feng's famliar
peered out from behind her and voiced a pitiful plea for
f ood.

The voi ces of several astonished Shou guards cried out
fromthe other side of the wall, at once puzzled and
frightened. Wei Dao called something out, sounding nore
shocked and bewi | dered than the soldiers.

The illusion—o doubt an inmage of Lady Feng her-
sel f —eontinued to harangue the floor. Ruha gathered
hersel f up, forcing herself to remain cal mand consider



her options. H ding was out of the question, for the Shou
woul d certainly investigate until they di scovered the

cause of all the strange noises. That left only escape, and,
as far as the witch could see, there was only one possible
route.

Finally, the illusion faded. Chal k Ears cautiously
slunk toward the doors Ruha had pried open, where two

| arge ceram c urns contained supplies of food and water
that, apparently, the familiar had been unable to reach
for several days. The guards, and then Wi Dao herself,
call ed out. When they received no answer, the princess
spoke again, this tine in a nore commandi ng tone.

Ruha went to the glass wi ndows and | ooked out. She

was on the second story of the palace, no nore than
thirty feet off the ground. The sentries lurking in the
shrubbery around the opal path were all |ooking away
fromthe nmansion, toward the strange encl osure. Wen
they heard the glass break, they would certainly turn
toward the sound, so the witch would have to take care
not to reveal herself by nmoving too fast.

Wi Dao spoke again, this tine in Conmon. "I know it
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is you, Wtch! Come out now, or you go to Chanber of
One Thousand Pai nful Deaths!"

Ruha had seen the roomto which the princess referred.

It was a dank, fetid place in the deepest of the pal ace's
sub- basenents, filled with all nmanor of chains, hooks,
and griminstrunents of agony.

Chal k Ears leapt up and grabbed the rimof a ceramc

um The whol e thing toppled out of the cabinet and shat -
tered, spilling a pool of stale water over the floor. Wi
Dao hi ssed a command, and sword pommel s began to

hamrer at the wall.

Sunmoni ng a wind spell to m nd, Ruha grabbed the

brazier off the worktable and hurled it through a w ndow.
She followed it an instant later, uttering the syllables of
her incantation as she fell. Aterrific gust of wind tore
across the courtyard and rose up beneath her, catching

her body in an airy bed as soft as a cloud. The witch som
ersaul ted once to bring her feet beneath her, then settled
to the ground as though stepping off a stairway.

The sentries in the shrubbery began to yell at each

other in Shou. Several rose fromtheir posts and started
to run toward the mansi on, drawi ng an angry shout from

a young, noon-faced officer. The guards stopped where
they were, but continued to stare toward the mansi on
squinting and furrowing their brows as they tried to find
the strange blur that had just cone crashing out the w n-
dow.

Ruha's stomach had tied itself into knots. The coward



in her wanted to flee as quickly as possible, but that
woul d be exactly what her hunters expected. Certainly, a
nmessenger was al ready rushing to the barracks to cal

out the guard. Besides, the witch had not yet found
Yansel dara's staff, and if the sentries would not |eave
their posts to investigate a breaking w ndow, whatever
they were protecting had to be inportant. Ruha turned
toward the encl osure and, ever so slowy, began to creep
down t he opal path.
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Over the garden wall cane the tintinnabul ation of

breaki ng gl ass. Prince Tang rose and scowl ed toward the

pal ace, but the crest of the ranpart rose just high enough
to block the second-story wi ndows—he hi nsel f had made
certain of that—and he could not see what had hap-

pened. No matter. W ndowpanes cost as nmuch as di a-

nmonds, but this norning he was working on the problem

of the ants, and he had only a short tine to solve it before
his officious wife fetched himto neet with sone new

nmer chant .

Tang gl anced at the gate, hanging slightly ajar, and
wondered if he dared close it. He had repaired only a
guarter of the damage to his garden, and every day he
failed to restore the delicate bal ance neant nore dead
lizards. Still, he could not hazard shutting hinsel f off
fromhis guards. Mnister Hsieh was well overdue, which
meant the fresh ylang bl ossons had not yet been pressed,
whi ch neant Cypress was likely to appear at any

nmonent, spitting acid and demanding his oil.

It puzzled Tang that the dragon had not come already

It had been seven days since the last visit, far |onge
than Cypress had granted himto provide the oil, and
still there had been no demands or threats. The prince
was not anxious for the call, of course, but he was pre-
pared. Hi s guards—half new, half veterans of the
dragon's first appearance—had been eating | asal | eaves,
a m nd- nunbi ng herb that defended against the effects

of the Invisible Art. Unfortunately, it also caused
trenors and disorientation, and as often as not left |ong-
termusers little better than zonbies.

Trying to force all thoughts of Cypress fromhis mnd
Tang kneeled in the sand, turning back to the probl em of
the ants. On a slab of stone before him four Thornback
lizards were basking in the nmorning sun, warmng their
cold blood in preparation for the day's activities. They
shoul d have been plunp and round of body, w th bl otchy,
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tan-col ored hides indistinguishable fromthe sand of the
desert quarter. Instead, they were no fatter than snakes



and as white as al abaster, alnost translucent at the tips
of their stunpy tails. After Cypress's attack, all of the
ants upon which the lizards preyed had nysteriously

vani shed fromthe garden, perhaps destroyed or driven
away by the Invisible Art.

The prince opened one of the many small | acquered

boxes he had brought into the park. A pair of red ants
that had survived their capture tried to escape. He killed
the fugitives and returned themto the container with
their ten dead fellows, then sprinkled all twelve bodies
onto the stone. The tongue of a single Thornback | ashed
out and caught one insect in midair, but it showed no
interest in the others. The remaining |lizards paid the
offering no attention at all

Tang sighed and reached for the fifteenth box. After
several failed attenpts to feed the |izards comobn house-
hold ants, he had ordered his servants to capture twelve

of every kind of ant that lived within a mle of the G nger
Pal ace. He had not realized there were so many varieti es,
or that even Thornbacks could be so particul ar about the
ones they ate.

Tang opened the box and found several |arge carpenter
ants trying to chew their way to freedom Deciding it
woul d be necessary to punish his servants for their care-
| essness, he smashed the survivors and dunped the

whol e box onto the stone. These plunper insects seened
to interest the lizards nore than the previous offerings,
as they each snapped up one or two before they stopped
eati ng.

The prince threw the | acquered box down in the sand.
"You are foolish old nen! Food need not taste good to save
life!™

As one, the Thornbacks lifted their bodies off the rock
They puffed out their throats and bobbed their heads up
and down in the universal challenge of lacertilians. At
first. Tang thought his exhortati on had angered them
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but then he realized they were | ooking past himtoward
the Arch of Many-Hued Scal es.
The gates were cl osed and barred.

*kk k%

Ruha breathed a sigh of relief, then braced her hands

agai nst the tinber crosspiece and tried to stop trem
bling. The trip down the path of opals had been as

nerve-w acking as it had been [ong. Wen Wi Dao

appeared in the mansi on's broken w ndow, the noon-

faced officer had sent half his nmen down the path to see
what was wong. The witch had barely managed to creep

off the trail before the sentries rushed past, and despite



her caution, one of the nen's eyes had briefly drifted in
her direction.

After receiving instructions fromthe princess, the
detail had spread out in all directions to begin searching
for her. In the nmeantine, the young officer had as-
senbl ed the rest of his men at the rai nbow col ored

bri dge, and Ruha had been forced to creep past themless
than a hand's breadth behind their backs. By the tine

she had passed beneath the enclosure's scaly gate, the
first guards fromthe barracks were arriving to join the
search for her. Though they had not seened to realize she
was invisible, the witch felt certain that Wei Dao woul d
surm se as nmuch as soon as she energed fromthe man-

sion to direct the search.

From behi nd Ruha canme the netallic swish of a sword
leaving its scabbard. She turned to see that the foolish
Shou who was trying to feed dead ants to spiny sand

i guanas had risen. The witch could not hel p gasping, and
not because she feared the square-tipped sword he now
hel d in his hands.

It was the man fromher vision on the raft. He had the
same upturned nose, smooth conpl exi on, and sil ky bl ack
hair, but it was his eyes that convinced her. They were
deep and dark, at once confident and sel f-absorbed. His
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jaw was set but not tense, and the stance he had adopted
suggested that he was no stranger to hol ding a sword.
Ruha realized at once that her first evaluation, nade
froma hasty glance at the fellow s back, had been mi s-
taken; this was no sinple gardener

The man studied the gates for a nonent, then gl anced
at his lizards and opened his mouth to call his guards.

"Please, there is no need to call for help." Ruha spoke
softly and started across the courtyard, noving quickly
enough so that he would see her as a shinmering col um
of air. "I mean you no harm"

An expression of relief crossed the Shou's face. He
started to lower his sword, then glanced at the barred
gate and raised it again.

"Do not think of crying out," Ruha warned. She had
reached the edge of the courtyard, where the stones gave

way to sand. "I have no wish to harmyou. Perhaps | can
even be of service, if you wish to know why the spiny
i guanas will not eat your ants."

"Come no closer." The Shou pointed his sword nore or
less in Ruha's direction, holding it with both hands so
there woul d be no question of disarming himwith a

qui ck strike. "Deliver your message and go."

Ruha stopped at the base of a mniature sand dune.



"What of the iguanas?"

"I take care of Thornbacks nyself." The man's eyes
turned cold and angry, as though he bl aned his unseen
visitor for the condition of his lizards. "Your nmessage?"

"Why do you think I have come to deliver a message?"

The Shou's jaw dropped, and the anger in his eyes
changed to puzzl ement. "Perhaps you show yoursel f, wu-
jen." The man took the precaution of retreating a step
then Il owered his sword. "And | do not call guards.”

Ruha hesitated to do as he asked. Having seen himin

a mrage fromthe future, she was determ ned not to

| eave the park without |earning nore about him but her
curiosity did not translate into trust. Once she showed
hersel f, she would be at the nercy of his sword-a
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weapon that, fromall appearances, he was quite capable
of handl i ng.

As if sensing her thoughts, the Shou retrieved a scab-
bard fromthe ground and sheathed his weapon. " Show
yoursel f, wu-jen, or | draw sword and call guards."

"As you wi sh."

Ruha rai sed her hand as though to strike, and her

spel |l evaporated in a curtain of shinmering air. The
Shou' s gaze ran up her the entire length of the witch's
aba, over her orange silk veil, then lingered on her dark
eyes. Slowy, his expression changed fromwary to

pl eased to covetous, |eaving Ruha uncertain as to

whet her she was neeting an unexpected friend or an

i ncorrigible |echer.

"Who—who are you?" The Shou paused a nonent,

then continued to gaze into her eyes as he asked the sec-
ond part of his question, "And who sends you to spy on

G nger Pal ace—aerana Hawkl yn?"

Though Ruha was startled by the man's deduction, she

tried not to let it show She wal ked toward the Thorn-
backs' baski ng stone, being careful to hold her hands in
plain sight. Then, recalling how he had originally nis-
taken her for a messenger and renenbering how his face

had changed to that of a dragon in her vision, she decided
to answer his question with a deduction of her own.

"I was not sent by Cypress, if that is what you fear

The Shou allowed a gracious smle to cross his |ips,
then prudently stepped away from the baski ng stone.
"W play at sane ganme." The Thornbacks followed his
| ead, cl anbering over the side to bury thensel ves



beneath the sand. "But who is Cypress?”

Ruha | ocked gazes with the Shou. "He is the dragon, of
course—the one | saw you with."

"You are ... mistaken." The Shou | ooked away, and, for
the first time, seenmed in danger of |osing his conposure.
"What you claimis inmpossible.™

Ruha gl anced at the throng of dead ants |ying upon
t he baski ng stone, then shook her head. "You have
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wat ched, but you have not considered."

She grabbed several |acquered boxes and | eaned over

t he baski ng stone, then began enptying the contents

onto the sand. A cascade of ants of all sizes and three dif-
ferent col ors—+ed, black, and brown—poured onto the

sand. C ose to a dozen of the insects bounced up on their
six legs and began to scurry away. The lizards cane
instantly alive, scranbling fromtheir hiding places to
devour the fugitives in a flurry of whipping heads and

darti ng tongues.

"Ants rmust be alive!" the Shou gasped, |ooking back to
Ruha. "But why?"

"You have never lived in the desert, or you would

know. Small creatures like lizards often pass their entire
lives without seeing water," Ruha expl ai ned. "They nust
take their fluids fromtheir prey—but only fromliving
prey. Dead bodies dry out swiftly in hot tenperatures,

and water is too precious to waste digesting parched car-
casses. "

The Shou watched his lizards catch the |ast of the

nmovi ng ants, then he opened anot her box and dunped

the contents onto the sand. Again, the |izards gobbled up
the live insects and left the dead ones undi st urbed.

Across the little courtyard cane the clatter of someone
trying to open the barred gates. Wen the portals did not
swing apart, Wei Dao's nuted voice rolled over the wall,
speaki ng excitedly in Shou.

Ruha' s hand dropped toward herjanbiya, but the
Shou raised his hand to reassure her

"Yes, the wu-jen is here with ne." He spoke in Com
nmon, so Ruha could understand him "Not to worry. | am
safe. ™

There was a confused murrmur outside the gates, then

all fell silent beneath the Arch of Many- Hued Scal es. The
Shou, whomthe witch now felt certain to be Prince Tang,
turned back to Ruha.

"They do not disturb us. Please to accept ny gratitude



for saving of Thornbacks." Though the prince's tone was
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warm he did not neet Ruha's eyes as he spoke. "But | do
not understand how feeding habits of l|izards concern this
dragon Cypress."

"Is it not true that Lady Feng's ki dnappers need her
alive, just as the Thornbacks need the ants alive?" asked
Ruha, inplying that she knew for a fact what she was

only guessing at. "Wat will they do once she has fin

i shed enslaving Yanseldara's spirit for thenP"

Tang | ooked up, his eyes both betraying his astonish-

ment and veiling sonething nore. "You are acconpli shed
wu-jen." The prince spread his palnms and snmiled warmy
"Househol d of G nger Pal ace has need for sonmeone |ike

you. "

Ruha scow ed, taken aback by the directness of the
prince's approach. "W both know | am here on behal f of
soneone el se.”

Tang shook his head enmphatically. "Ch, no! | do not
speak of hiring. | mean to make you Virtuous Concu-
bi ne. "

"Concubi ne!" Ruha cried, both stunned and affronted
by the offer.

Tang stunbl ed an uncertain step backward. A con-

cerned nmurnmur began to build outside the gate; then the
prince squared his shoul ders and stepped back to the
baski ng st one.

"You do not understand, wu-jen."” Now he was speaking

bet ween cl enched teeth. "Virtuous Concubine is honored
position in house of Shou prince. Lady Feng is Third Vir-
t uous Concubi ne, and you become Worthy Daughter to

Third Virtuous Concubi ne to Enperor of Shou Lung. It is
position nore worthy than queen of any realmin Heart-

[ ands!"

Ruha began to feel a little enbarrassed by her out-
burst, though she still found it strange that any man
woul d propose such a thing without first naking
inquiries about her famly. "Prince Tang, what you offer
is clear enough. Still, | rmust decline.™

Tang | ooked as t hough she had punched himin the
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stomach. "You—you refuse ne? A prince of Shou Lung?"

A muted thunp reverberated across the courtyard;



then the top rungs of a | adder appeared above the gates.
Ruha was not overly concerned. Tang had tacitly admit-
ted that his nother had been ki dnapped by the Cult of
the Dragon, and in her mnd at |east, that nmade them
allies, not enem es.

"I amsorry, Prince," Ruha said. "I cannot becone your
concubine. My other obligations would interfere.”

Tang consi dered Ruha as though he did not under-

stand the | anguage she was speaki ng. The covet ous
expression she had glinpsed earlier once again filled his
eyes, this tine stronger than ever

"I give you your weight in gold each year,"
prom sed. "And | build you private pal ace!"

Tang

Behi nd Ruha, a fanmiliar voice nade a harsh denmand

in Shou. The witch | ooked across the courtyard and was
ast oni shed to see Wi Dao hersel f clanbering through

t he narrow space between the gate tops and the archway.
The princess was dressed in a sinple black tunic and
trousers uniform wth a row of slender daggers hangi ng
froma black sash tied around her wai st.

"G nger Pal ace needs good wu-jen." Though Tang
spoke in Comon, his conment was directed toward his

w fe.

"But not Ruha," Wi Dao countered, also speaking in
Common. She | owered her toes onto the crossbhar, then
ninbly junped to the ground. "She sneaks into Lady
Feng's private chanbers—and breaks wi ndow when she
tries to escape.”

Ruha turned her back on Wi Dao and faced Tang.
"Prince, it is not necessary that | become your concubine
to serve the G nger Pal ace.™

The witch heard Wei Dao's |ight footsteps com ng

across the courtyard and realized the princess had not
bot hered to unbar the gate for the guards. Happy to see
that her hosts did not consider her a threat to their
safety, she continued to face Tang.
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"Prince Tang, we all wish to see your nother delivered
fromthe hands of her captors. Does that not make us
friends?"

"No!" Tang snapped, with surprising vigor in his voice.
H s eyes briefly flickered past Ruha's shoul der and
returned. "l serve the Enperor of Shou Lung, and you
serve ... a |lesser master."”

"But we all oppose the Cult of the Dragon." Though she
was aware that Wei Dao had stopped a short distance
behi nd her, Ruha kept her attention fixed on Prince



Tang, determined to win his friendship w thout becomn ng
a Virtuous Concubine. "In the desert, we have a saying:

the eneny of my eneny is ny friend."

Tang's eyes flashed in anger; then he slipped around

t he basking stone so swiftly that Ruha barely had tinme to
turn around before he was standi ng between her and the
gates. The witch found hersel f | ooking over his shoul der
at Wi Dao, who was standing ten paces away with one of
her sl ender daggers cocked to throw.

"I say no," Tang said, speaking to his wife. "Put wasp
kni fe away."

Wi Dao did not |ower the weapon. "Foolish Husband,
you turn back on spy! Wiy do you place yourself in dan-
ger? What is wong wth you?"

"What is wong with .you?" Tang countered. "Do you
defy conmmand of Inperial Shou Prince?"

Wi Dao's eyes flared in surprise and hurt. She | ooked
past Tang's shoul der and shot Ruha a | ook as deadly as
her wasp knife, then reluctantly | owered both her
weapon and her gaze.

"I do not nean to disobey Exalted Prince." The Princess
bowed deeply to her husband. "I think only of your
saf ety"”

Ruha felt herself take a deep breath; then she slipped
from behind Prince Tang and executed a bow of her own,
to Wi Dao. "You have nothing to fear from me. Radi ant
Princess. | cone as a friend to Lady Feng and the G nger
Pal ace, nothing nore."
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Wi Dao's lips curled into a sneer. "Yes, spy al ways
cones as friend. But do not think ne stupid, Wtch. You
care nothing for our troubles, and | watch to nmake cer-
tain you do not harm Bel oved Husband. "

Recogni zing that it was inpossible to nake peace with

Wei Dao, Ruha turned to the prince. "I thank you for
sparing ny life, Wse Prince. | assure you, | wll repay
the favor with friendship."

"It is not friendship | desire," Tang replied. Deftly, he
reached down and pulled Ruha's janmbiya fromits scab-
bard, moving so swiftly and snoothly that she did not
realize what he was doing until he held the weapon in his
hand. "In G nger Pal ace, you serve ne, or you serve no

one.

Ei ght



A Gagged with her own sil ken vei

kn and forced to kneel upon the brick

AN floor with her wists bound behind

her back to her ankles, Ruha glared at

her captors. Tang and Wi Dao stood

at the far end of a long |ime-washed

vault, mncing blossons and filling

the air with a tangy perfune as sweet

as cassia. Though clean and tidy enough, the chanber
was crammed with all manner of vats, ovens, and other
spi ce-refining apparat us.

Tang and Wi Dao set their knives aside, then gath-

ered up the mnced bl ossons and carried themto a | arge
screw press in the corner. As soon as their backs were
turned, the witch fixed her gaze upon a flickering oi

| anp near the door and slipped her gag as the Harpers
had taught her, by retracting her lower jaw until she
could use her tongue to push it over her lip onto her
chin. Beneath her breath, she uttered the incantation of
a sinple sun spell.

The flame coiled around itself, then |l eapt off the w ck
and pirouetted to the floor. Ruha tried to point toward a
huge ceranmic cask sitting in the corner but, with her
hands ti ed behi nd her back, she failed mserably. The fire
danced across the bricks toward a gl eam ng copper vat,

whi ch caught its light and sent a reddish glint skipping
across the ceiling.
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Wi Dao's head cocked slightly.

Ruha bent her finger sharply, directing the flicker

toward a black iron caldron. She barely managed to

gui de the flame behind the pot's sheltering bul k before
Wei Dao turned to scan the ceiling. The witch tongued

her gag back into place and waited until her captor's
scrutiny fell on her, then glowered at the princess with a
frown that she hoped would | ook as helpless as it did

hat ef ul

Wi Dao smirked at the witch, then all owed her gaze

to roam across the roomuntil it came to the unlit lanmp. If
she noticed the faint wi sps of snoke still rising fromthe
nanel ess wi ck, she paid themno attention. The concern

vani shed from her face, and she turned back to Prince

Tang.

"Thisss . . . dangerous, ny husssband." Wi Dao spoke

i n Shou, unaware that a wi nd spell was carrying her

voice to Ruha in the Bedi ne | anguage. Unfortunately, the
magi ¢ did not work well in the still air of the vault; the
words were so breathy and soft that the witch sonetines



m ssed them "W ssshould... her and be done with it!"
"She ssserve us better alive." Tang turned the press
screw, then glanced at Ruha and all owed his gaze to

linger on her naked face for an indecent tine, at |east by
Bedi ne standards. "W have need o/'w-jen."

" much trussst in |l ove potion!" Wi Dao pointed a
dagger-sharp fingernail at her husband. "Wtch use | ove
magi ¢ on you, w se husssband."

Prince Tang shrugged. "It doesss not matter, as long as
she I ove ne nore. W need wu-jen, and Ruha is wu-jen."

Wi Dao's face grew crinson and storny. The princess
was no fool and believed Tang no nore than Ruha did;

the prince needed the witch's magic, but he coveted her
womanhood.

"How wi tch | ove you nore?" Wi Dao denanded. "You
sssayyiang ... not potent."

"Potent enough for now. Wen fresssh bl ossons arrive,
make better potion."
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Ruha pointed her finger toward the wall behind her
The wayward flanme danced fromits hiding place and
began to skip across the floor

"You are bad ssson! You risssk nother for—for— Wi

Dao's sentence sputtered to a halt, and she flung her arm
in Ruha's direction. "You risssk nother's life for barbar-
i an concubi ne!"

There was that word again, concubi ne. Ruha ground

her teeth into her gag, biting down until her jaws ached.
She did not |eave the gol den sands of Anauroch to becone
a prince's bauble; if the Shou thought differently, she
woul d show t hem bar bari an.

"Not for concubine, for wi-jen." Tang's head started to
turn in Ruha's direction, and she barely managed to

gui de her dancing flane beneath a brazier before his

| echerous gaze fell on her face again. "And risk is npssst
sssmal | . "

Wi Dao shook her head violently. "Already ... over the
wal | 1"

What ever the princess said to the prince, it drew his
attention away from Ruha. The witch gestured with her
finger, and the lanmp flanme darted fromits hiding place.

"What you think he tell . . . Hawklyn?" Wi Dao
demanded. "What you think witch say ifssshe essscape,



too?"

Ruha forgot about her dancing flane. Fow er had

escaped! She doubted the half-ore could report anything
useful to Vaerana, but at |east the witch would not have
to add his death to her already overburdened conscience.
She circled her finger, guiding the lanp flame, which had
curled toward her captors, back toward her

Prince Tang scow ed at his wife. "Wiy do you not tel
me sssooner ?"

"You at work in lizard park, leaving ne to chase
ssspies!” Wi Dao countered. "Perhapsss w se prince
ssshoul d..."

What ever the princess said, it angered her husband
greatly. Tang raised his fist; then, when Wi Dao did not
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flinch, he turned away and swept a shelf clean of severa
porcelain jars. They shattered on the floor, releasing a
cloud of fine, nultihued powders. The prince let his chin
drop and stared into the billow ng dusts, his eyes focused
somepl ace far beneath the bricks.

The lanp flane reached Ruha's side. She beckoned it

around behi nd her, scorching her insteps as she guided it
bet ween her sandal ed feet. Soon, the witch felt a tongue
of fire licking at her fingers; then she caught a whiff of
burni ng henp. She began to nove the flame back and

forth, never allowing it to rest beneath her bindings for
nore than a second at a time. The syrupy perfune of

m nced ylang bl ossons still hung in the air, but not so
heavily that she dared let the acrid fumes of a rope fire
spread through the chanber.

When Prince Tang finally raised his head, he had
regai ned the characteristic conposure of the Shou. "Wat
can hal f-man tell Vaerana Hawkl yn?"

Wi Dao | owered her eyes. "J( isss inpossible to sssay.
Guards do not sssee himleave C nnanmon House during

ni ght, but neither do they sssee witch go—and we find her
in apartnent of Lady Feng."

"Then we assune nmpbst wretched prossspect.” The

prince took a copper beaker froma shelf and held it
beneat h the drai nage spout of the oil press, then opened
the val ve. The sound of trickling fluid echoed through the
vault, and the tangy snell of the ylang bl ossons grew
overwhelming in its cloying sweetness. "Perhapsss hal f-
man report nother's abduction, but that isss crime of
Cypress, not G nger Pal ace."

"Vaerana Hawklyn . . . woman," Wi Dao observed.
"She know we do anything to ransssom not her!"

"But she doesss not realize we nust." Tang did not | ook



up as he spoke. "It is no sssecret that Lady Feng hasss
won favor of Yen-Wang- Yeh. Ssso, when Vaerana Hawk-

lyn hear of worthy nmother's abduction, what doesss she
t hi nk?"

Wi Dao furrowed her carefully plucked eyebrows.
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"That Cypress needsss Venerabl e Schol ar of Ei ghteen
Hells to sssteal spirit of Yansel dara, ofcourssse.”

Ruha nearly howl ed as the lanmp flame scorched her

knuckl es, for she had been listening so intently to her
captors' conversation that she had neglected the tiny fire.
Havi ng deduced al ready that Lady Feng had been

abducted for the purpose of stealing Yanseldara's spirit,
the witch found it less surprising that the Shou woul d
cooperate with the ki dnappers than that they seened to

t hi nk Cypress remai ned in good health. She noved the

| anp flanme a safe distance behind her and resuned
eavesdr oppi ng.

nore." Prince Tang cl osed the drain valve and car-
ried his copper beaker to a marbl e-topped table. "Vaer-
ana Hawkl yn hasss no reason to think Cypress requires
nmore fromusss to conplete ssspell.”

A sly smile crept across Wi Dao's painted lips. "Ssso

she is | ooking wong way at aussspicious time. Perhaps it
is good. . . essscaped, w se husband." The princess cast a
spiteful glare in Ruha's direction. "Now only witch

t hreaten sssafe return of worthy nother."

"That sssoon change." Tang renoved the stopper from

a small earthenware flask and poured the contents into
hi s copper beaker, then pricked his finger with a needle.
He dribbl ed several drops of blood into the m xture.

"When ssshe drinks thisss, her only wish isss to obey ne."

Feeling herself flush with outrage at the prince's plan
Ruha took several deep breaths. Her best chance to | eam
nore about the theft of Yanseldara's spirit lay in exploit-
ing Tang's base cravings, and the witch knew such a pl an
woul d fail if anger showed in her face. She tried to calm
herself by thinking of the Alamra Wall, a beautiful oasis
where the sweet waters poured froma cliff of white

stone. At the sanme time, she beckoned the lanp flane

cl oser and resuned the burning of her ropes. One way or
anot her, she woul d need her hands free. \Wether she
succeeded in mani pul ating the prince or not, she had no
intention of allowing himto pour his potion down her
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throat. Besides, Ruha knew better than to think the

princess would stand idly by while she tried to win
Tang' s confidence. The witch had seen the antagoni sm



bet ween her father's wi ves often enough to know that
Wi Dao was jeal ous of her position and would do what -
ever was necessary to keep her husband fromtaking a
consort.

Prince Tang stirred his concoction with a | ong gl ass

rod, then poured it into a pewter chalice. He notioned to
Wei Dao and started toward Ruha.

"Do not frighten wu-jen," he said. "For bessst effect, she
mussst drink potion of her own accord.”

The witch tested her bonds, found they still held, and

| owered the knot into the lanp flame. Even she could not
snel |l the henp being scorched, so thickly did the cloying
reek of ylang oil hang in the chanber. She continued to
strain at the rope until her captors were al nost upon her
Then, fearing they would notice a wi sp of snoke or a
flickering reflection behind her, she beckoned the fire
into her hands and snothered it between her pal ns.

Tang and Wi Dao arrived with the | ove potion. The
prince kneeled on the floor before Ruha and pulled her
gag over her chin. Hs wife stood behind him wth one
hand cl ose to the wasp knives hangi ng from her bl ack
wai st sash.

"I'f you still have no wi sh to becone ny concubi ne,
drink this," Tang said in Common. He held his chalice to
Ruha's mouth. "It makes you forget what you see in G n-

ger Pal ace, so we can release you without fear."

Gently working her wists back and forth agai nst her
seared bi ndi ngs, Ruha stared down her nose at the oily
pi nk concoction. It |ooked about as appetizing as canel's
bl ood, and its syrupy sweetness was tw ce as nauseati ng.
The witch could hardly bear to sniff the stuff, much I ess
drink it.

"I have no wish to forget what | have seen in the G n-
ger Pal ace."

"Then you do not |eave."
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"Be that as it may, | still will not become your concu-
bi ne." Ruha rai sed her chin. "Such a thing would not be
fitting. I ama sheikh's daughter."

Tang's eyes shined with a hopeful gleam and, nerci-
fully, he lowered the chalice. "Wat do you nean?"

"I'n Anauroch, a man may take as many wi ves as his

canels can feed." A muffled grinding sounded between

Wi Dao's clenched teeth, but Ruha ignored the noise and
| ooked deeply into Tang's eyes. "l suppose a Shou prince
can feed as many wives as he wi shes."



"Her insolence is beyond forbearance!" Wi Dao pulled
a knife fromher sash. "I slay this savage!"

Wth a moverment so swift that Ruha saw only a bl ur
Tang's hand | ashed out and caught his wife's wist. In
Shou, he said, "It isss for ne to decide what is inssso-
| ence.”

"You cannot take barbarian for wife." Wi Dao
protested. "Enperor never invite usss to return.”

The prince shrugged, then pushed Wi Dao's hand

toward her sash. "W need wu-jen if we are ever to be
sssafe from Cypress." He turned back to Ruha. "Please to
pardon princess. She is only wife for many years and can-
not hel p being spoiled."

Ruha continued to work at her bonds and graced the
princess with a benevolent snmile. "After she grows accus-
tomed to the new arrangenent, | amcertain we will

beconme great friends."

Wi Dao's only response was to thrust her dagger into

its sheath, but Tang accepted Ruha's reply with an

equal |y gracious nod. "OF course that is possible, but

what of obligations you speak of earlier? If they interfere
wi th bei ng concubi ne, how do they not interfere with
becom ng wi fe?"

"I'f you are willing to marry ne, then you nust also be
willing to nake one accommodation,"” Ruha replied.

"I tell you thisss no good!" Wi Dao scoffed. "If you
value nother's life and honor of G nger Pal ace, you let ne
kill her now "
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Ruha cast an inpatient glance at Wi Dao. "I suspect

our discussion would proceed nore smoothly if we were

al one. Prince Tang." She felt something slip in the knot
behi nd her, but her hands did not come free. "Perhaps
you could ask the princess to excuse us?"

"Do not be fool. Wtch cassst spell on you."

Prince Tang | ooked at his wi fe out of the corner of his
eye. "It is better to have princess here—as |long as she
behaves courteously. Otherw se, perhaps | do as you sug-
gest, wu-jen." He returned his gaze to Ruha. "Now, tel
me of this accomodation you desire."

"I have every desire to see Lady Feng rel eased, but not

at Yansel dara's expense,"” Ruha replied. "If you will stand
wi t h Vaerana Hawkl yn against the Cult of the Dragon
becom ng your wife would not interfere with nmy obliga-
tions."

"What do | tell you, w se husband? Wtch never be
good wife." Then, in Shou, the princess added, "Ssshe
baits you like witless bear."



Tang scow ed, but again raised the silver chalice to
Ruha's lips. "Perhaps you should drink, wu-jen. Wat you
ask is inpossible."

Ruha gagged and pulled away fromthe potion's mawk-
ish snell. "Way? If it is Cypress you fear, there is no
need. He is dead. | destroyed himnyself."

Wei Dao snorted, and the prince raised his brow-but

he did not |ower the goblet. "Perhaps you do destroy
Cypress, but if you think that neans there is no reason
to fear him you know not hi ng. "

"Then tell me." At last, the rope cane apart. Ruha sti-
fled a gasp of surprise and barely kept her wists from
drifting apart to betray her escape. "If | understand,
maybe | can hel p."

"You are not that powerful, Wtch," said Wi Dao.

Tang was not so quick to denounce Ruha's abilities. He
regarded the witch thoughtfully, then said, "You cannot
hel p, but perhaps you think differently about defying the
Cult of the Dragon.”
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"I could.” The thought was not entirely outside the
real mof possibility.

The prince gl anced down at his pink concoction. "But if
you still do not change m nd, you drink potion?"

"So |l will forget what you tell nme?" Ruha asked, pre-
tendi ng she did not know the potion's true purpose. Her
ankl es were still bound together, and she needed nore
time to break the scorched rope. "Are you trying to keep
the cult's secrets?"

Fromthe way Wi Dao's eyes flashed and Tang's com
pl exi on darkened, the witch knew she had hit on a sub-
ject worth probing.

"Why shoul d you protect the cult?" Even as Ruha

asked the question, the answer canme to her. "Are you in
it?"

Again, Wei Dao pulled a dagger, but Tang shook his

head to stop her from attacking. He | ooked away from
Ruha and fixed his gaze on the chanber door, his expres-
sion equal parts shane and relief.

"I join when we cone here." The prince's voice was
hardly a whisper. "In Shou Lung, dragons are magnani -
mous and nost honorable. How do | know they are differ-
ent in Elversult?"

"Then what happened?" Ruha found herself feeling



al nost sorry for the hapless prince. "Did you try to quit?"

Tang slow y brought his gaze back to Ruha. "If |
answer, you nust drink potion."

Ruha nearly choked on her anger, but she forced her-
self to give hima beguiling smle. "OF course, assum ng
you do not convince ne to stay."

"That is nmost wonderful possibility." The prince | ooked
away, and again his voice grew | ow and ashaned.

"Cypress does not allow me to |leave cult. He says even
prince cannot break prom se to dragon. He sinks all ny
ships until | prom se to smuggl e poisons for his nurder-
ers and spell ingredients for his wi-jens. The trade is
nmost lucrative, but | cannot sleep.”

Ruha cringed to think of what would trouble Tang's
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consci ence. "But why woul d he attack one of your ships
now? You are still doing as he demands?"

Tang' s head spun back to Ruha. "He attacks one of ny
shi ps?"

"Yes, the G nger Lady."

The prince's face paled to the color of ivory, but it was
Wi Dao who denmanded, "How do you know t hi s?"

"Because that is when | destroyed him" Ruha's fingers
finally managed to undo the rope around her ankles, but
the witch made no nove to escape. "He did not sink the
shi p—+t did not appear that he was trying—but if you

are still smuggling poisons for the cult, | do not under-
stand why he attacked it at all."

The prince turned to his wife. "He wi ssshes to kil
Hsieh.t"

The princess pronptly shook her head. "Cypress grows
impatient. It isss only warning."

"What good is warning we do not hear about?" Tang
countered. "He fearsss Hsieh cones to ssstop smuggling."

"How can Cypress know esssteened mandarin is on
G nger Lady? Even we do not know until |assst week."

Tang consi dered Wi Dao's point for a noment; then
the color canme back to his face. He returned his attention
to Ruha.

"I tell you about Cult of the Dragon." He lifted the
chalice to her nouth. "Now you drink."

Ruha turned away fromthe awful snell. "You have not



told me why you still fear the cult, when you know | have
al ready destroyed Cypress."

"Perhaps | do not believe you have."
cup around to her lips. "Drink."

Tang swung t he

This time, Ruha did not turn away. It seened reason-

able for Tang to assune she might |ie about destroying
Cypress, but she still had not discovered what the cult
needed to conplete the theft of Yanseldara's spirit. She
hel d her breath and, very briefly, touched her lips to the
cup rimthen pulled away and | ooked into the prince's
eyes.
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"Before drinking, | nust be certain there is no hope of
resol ving our differences. Allow nme one nore question.”

Tang groaned and | owered the awful -snelling potion
"Ask. "

"What nore—

Ruha's question was interrupted by the muffl ed bark-

ing of a Shou voice outside the vault; then the steel door
swung open. Into the chanber swept four nmen wearing

| ong, yell ow hauberks of silk-jacketed scale arnor.

Enbl azoned on each of their chests was a scarlet wyvern,

t he personal crest of the Mandarin Hsieh Han Liu.

Upon seeing the crest, both Tang and Wi Dao gasped.
The prince barely managed to stand by the tinme the

m ni ster's assistant, the obsequious Yu Po, strode into
the room He stopped just inside the door and, stil

fl anked by Hsieh's guards, regarded Ruha's captors with
a di sdai nful sneer.

Yu Po tipped his body forward in a discourteously shal -
| ow bow. "/ am Yu Po, Consssummate Scri be to Esssteened
Mandarin Hsieh Han Liu."

The intrusion shocked Ruha as much as it did Tang

and Wei Dao. The refinery vault was hidden in a secret
baserment beneath the pal ace's great spicehouse. Even
had she anticipated Hsieh's arrival so early in the day,
she woul d no nore have expected Yu Po to search out and
i ntrude upon the prince and princess here than in their
private apartnents.

"Wel come to G nger Palace," said Tang, still holding the
yl ang potion. Both he and his wife returned the scribe's
bow wi th surprising deference. "W expect Mnister
Hsieh's arrival for many daysss now "

"W encounter many delay sss," Yu Po returned coldly.

"Pl eassse excuse us," said Wei Dao. "W join esteened



Mandarin in Hall of Amty, but firssst we must di spose of
i ntruding thief."

Wi Dao waved a hand in Ruha's direction and drew
an angry glare fromPrince Tang, who woul d no doubt
now find it nost awkward to present the witch to anyone
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in Hsieh's party as either wife or concubi ne. Not know ng
what el se to do, Ruha remained on her knees and pre-
tended she was still bound. If escape had | ooked barely
feasi bl e before, when she had to contend only with the
lightning fast reflexes of Tang and Wi Dao, it now
seened i mpossi bl e.

Yu Po studied Ruha for a few nonents; then, in Com
mon, he said, "It is difficult to say what Lady Ruha is,
but it seens nost unlikely she is thief."

"You know her?" Wi Dao gasped.

In the same instant, Prince Tang whirled on Ruha.

"Lady Ruha?" he denmanded, |ooking hurt. "You do not

tell me you are lady! Is it customwhere you cone fromto
be one man's concubi ne and becone another's w fe?"

Yu Po arched his thin eyebrows. "First she is thief,

then she is wife?" He chuckled, then said, "So sorry, but
weddi ng nust wait." The adjutant notioned a pair of
guards toward Ruha.

Bot h Tang and Wi Dao pal ed and qui ckly stepped in
front of the witch. "She is guest of G nger Palace," Tang
declared. "You may not take her w thout ny perm ssion."

Yu Po's eyes grew as black as obsidian. "Then you cone
outside and explain this to Mnister Hsieh," the adjutant
grow ed. "After treatnent Esteenmed Mandarin receives
from barbarians, he is nost happy to hear that you defy
him | amsure.”

Tang gl anced at his wife, then asked, "Wat barbar-
i ans?"

Yu Po's face darkened. "Vaerana Hawkl yn and her

conpany of knaves!" He was sounding nore angry all the
time. "First they dare to surround Enperor's caravan

and search wagons for what they call 'contraband —
Esteenmed Mandarin is nost interested to |l earn why M n-
istry of Spices does not know of trade in ol eander | eaves
and puffer fish venom-and now they insult Enperor by
hol di ng M ni ster Hsieh hostage!"

"Host age?" Tang gasped.
Yu Po nodded. "As we approach G nger Pal ace, Lady
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Ruha's hal f-man rushes down road and clains to Vaerana
Hawkl yn that you abduct his nistress. Mnister Hsieh
prom ses her rel ease, but savage wonman refuses his gra-
cious offer and decl ares she does not rel ease Enperor's
caravan until witch is free."

Ruha cursed Vaerana for a nmeddling interloper. The

Lady Constabl e had just destroyed any hope that

remai ned of discovering what the cult needed to conplete
the theft of Yanseldara's spirit.

Yu Po gl anced at Ruha's kneeling form then leveled a
stern gaze at Tang. "Do you still w sh to keep 'guest
| ocked inside G nger Pal ace?"

"No." The prince kneel ed before Ruha and held the sil-
ver chalice to her lips. "She is free to | eave as soon as she
drinks potion."

Ruha grimaced at the reek of the syrupy elixir. She

t ook her hands from behind her back and roughly pushed
the cup away, then rose to her feet. "I have no wish to
drink that rancid stuff."

The jaws of both Tang and Wei Dao fell when they saw
t he seared bonds hangi ng from her ankles and wi sts.
The prince managed to recover his wits quickly enough
to grab her armand thrust the potion toward her face.
"You break promse!"

"I said | would drink a potion of forgetful ness,” Ruha
snapped. "That is a love potion, and | assure you that
wi t hout fresh ylang bl ossons, it could not possibly be
strong enough. "

Wth that, the witch brushed past her astonished cap-
tors. She snatched herjanbiya off a table, then stepped
into the protection of Yu Po and his guards. "WII| you
pl ease take me out of here?"

The adj utant waved her through the door. They

clinmbed a set of stone stairs and exited the spicehouse
via a secret door. Wth two guards | eadi ng the way and
two foll owi ng behind, the young Shou escorted Ruha past

t he encl osure where Tang kept his pet lizards, through a
wi cket door in the bulwark that separated the rear
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grounds fromthose in front, and straight toward the
mai n gates. As they wal ked, Yu Po said nothing and
stared strai ght ahead, pretending not to see the many

puzzl ed residents of the G nger Pal ace who had gat hered

to watch them | eave



By the time they passed through the gateway, Ruha

had untied her veil and fastened it back into place over
her face. She found Vaerana and Fow er, now dressed in

his customary trousers and tunic, waiting for her on the
portico. The Lady Constable glowered at Ruha, then took
her by the arm and hustled her down the stairs toward

the white-bricked avenue, where a long line of driverless
wagons stood drawn up al ongsi de the ginkgo forest. Mn-

i ster Hsieh and the caravan drivers were huddl ed

toget her on the opposite side of the road, surrounded by a

circle of nmounted Maces.

As soon as their feet touched the white bricks, Vaerana
rel eased Ruha and gl ared down at Yu Po—she was a ful
head taller than npst of the Shou. "Wait here. 1'll send
M ni ster Hsieh along when |'msure the witch is

unhar ned. "

"That is not our agreenent.”

"All right—4+'Il let the mandarin go when |I' m good and
ready," Vaerana growed. "If you don't like that, go back
and fetch your little prince. I'll trade Hsieh for himany-
tinme."

Yu Po's nostrils flared ever so slightly, but he bowed
and did his best to conceal his outrage.

The Lady Constable led the way a short di stance down

the white-bricked avenue, and then, a dozen paces before

t hey reached Tonmbor and the horses, suddenly stopped.

She grabbed Ruha's arm and, unable to control her anger
anot her monent, dragged the witch off the road. Wth

Fow er follow ng cl ose behind, the two wonen slipped
between two driverl ess wagons and wal ked twenty paces

into the forest, where the fan-leafed ginkgo trees were so
thick that it would be inpossible for anyone on the
road—Shou or ot herwi se—+o see or hear what passed
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"This is worse than Voonlar!" Vaerana hissed. "Couldn't
you spend even one ni ght w thout getting caught?
al nost didn't nmake it back in tine to save you."

"I did not need to be saved!" Arguing with the Lady
Constable would do little to inprove her standing with
t he Harpers, but she was as angry as Vaerana—and with
better reason. "Yu Po could not have arrived at a worse
tinme."

"l suppose Prince Tang was going to hand the staff
over?" Vaerana tugged derisively at the heavy cloth of
Ruha's aba. "And what's this? Is this what you think a



Senbite spice trader |ooks Iike?"

"I know | ess about Senbite spice traders than you do
about good manners," Ruha shot back. "It was better to
pose as soneone | could inpersonate.™

Vaer ana narrowed her eyes and noved forward unti

she was standing chin-to-chin with the witch. "W found
out in Voonlar what happens when you think. You
shoul d' ve done what | said."

Fow er slipped an arm between Vaerana and Ruha. "If
she'd done what you wanted, we'd still be sitting in the
courtyard with that back-stabbing dwarf Tonbor cl ai ned
was a guide." The captain pushed the wonmen apart, then

i nterposed hinself between them "It was only the Lady
Wtch's disguise and her quick thinking that got us
invited to stay the night at all."

Vaerana's eyes w dened at the rebuke. Her cheeks

turned crimson and she dropped her eyes in enbarrass-
ment. "I shouldn't be sharpening nmy bl ade on you, Wtch.
What ever happened, your life was the one at risk." She
backed away and said, "Wy don't you tell us what hap-
pened?"

Ruha gl anced at Fow er. "I do not know how ruch the
captain could tell you—=

"Not much," Fower interjected. "I waited all night for

you to come back and started to worry when you didn't
return before dawn. Then the Shou went crazy, running
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all over swinging their boarding pikes around |ike they
were trying to cut up the air, and I knew they had to be

| ooking for you. | cut a hole through the roof of the guest
house, then clinbed over the wall and ran for the trees.

Sorry | didn't stay, but | wasn't going to be rmuch help."

"You made the right choice," Ruha replied. "And nat-
ters did not go so badly."

Vaerana's eyes lit up. "Then you know where the staff
is?"

Ruha shook her head. "I amsorry. But | do know it is
not inside the G nger Pal ace."

A dark curtain descended over Vaerana's face. "Not
inside? But it's Shou magic stealing Yanseldara's spirit—

nmy sages are sure of it!"

"Yes, and Prince Tang's mother is casting the spell, as



you suspected," Ruha said. "But Lady Feng has been
abducted. "

"Soneone stole her?" Fow er's tone was incredul ous.
"From the G nger Pal ace?"

Ruha nodded, then described all that she had di scov-
ered, fromlLady Feng's starving famliar to Prince Tang's
unwitting enrollnent in the Cult of the Dragon

Vaerana listened rather inpatiently until the witch
finished, then regarded her with a thoughtful expression
"It looks like I owe you an apol ogy—f you're sure of this."

"OfF everything | have described, yes," Ruha replied.

"But | do not understand why the cult is going to all this
trouble to steal Yanseldara's spirit. Wuldn't it have been
simpler for themjust to kill her?"

Vaerana made a hal f-nod. "Sure, but then they
woul dn't rule Elversult. If they control Yanseldara, they

control the city."

Though not entirely satisfied with Vaerana's expl ana-
tion, Ruha | acked a better one and saw no use in jeopar-
di zing their devel oping truce by contradicting the Lady

Const abl e.
"Assum ng you are correct, the cult may be further

fromits goal than we think," Ruha said. 'To conplete the
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theft of Yanseldara's spirit, the Cult of the Dragon needs
somet hing nmore from Prince Tang."

"\What ?" Vaerana denmanded, once agai n soundi ng
i npatient and pushy. "If we deny them can we stop
Yansel dara from getting any sicker?"

"I could not learn the answer to either of your ques-
tions." Ruha | ooked away from Vaerana's di sappoi nted
face, restraining the urge to add that the Lady Con-
stable's 'rescue’ had ruined her chances of discovering
nmore. "The cult could need anything: an instrument from
Lady Feng's apartnent, ingredients fromthe pal ace's
war ehouse, perhaps sonething from Yansel dara's hone. "



"No, nothing from Mboonstorm House," Vaerana
obj ected. "They woul dn't have one chance in ten thou-
sand of getting anything fromthere."

"How do you suppose they got her staff?" asked Fow er.

Vaerana shot the half-ore a nurderous glare, then

turned back to Ruha wi thout answering his question

"Your mission wasn't a total loss, Wtch," she said, trying
to be magnani nous and failing mserably. "At |east you

gave me sone idea of what I'll need to ask."

"Ask?" Fowl er grunted. "If you're thinking what |I'm

t hi nking you are, | want ny gold now. "

Vaerana frowned at the half-ore. "I can't pay out of
Elversult's treasury. You'll get your gold after we take the
pal ace. "

"You intend to stormthe G nger Pal ace?" Ruha gasped.

"Can you think of a better way to get ny hands on
Tang?"

Ruha shook her head. "No, but | doubt interrogating
himw |l do you any good. The prince is too afraid of
Cypress. He refuses to believe | destroyed the dragon.™

"Well, you did," Vaerana grow ed. "Hsieh will tell him
that!"

"Somehow, | do not think it will matter." Ruha thought
for a noment, trying to recall Tang's exact words when
she told himshe had destroyed the dragon. "He said ' Per-
haps you do destroy Cypress, but if you think that neans
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there is no reason to fear him you know not hi ng."'
t hought he was referring to the Cult of the Dragon, but

now that | reconsider

"Somet hi ng strange i s happening," Vaerana agreed.
"I"ve heard reports that the cult's paying good gold to

fishernmen for tiny pieces of that dragon you killed."

"That'll hardly drain their treasure boxes," Fow er
observed. "The sharks got nobst of the carcass."

Vaer ana nodded. "For nearly a tenday now, the cult's
been shi ppi ng wagon-1 oads of shark out of Pros, but none
of it ever shows up in Elversult."

"Where could it be going?" Ruha asked.

Vaer ana shrugged. "Wth all that's going on, | didn't



think it was worth the trouble of tracking down. Mybe
was w ong."

"That'd be a good idea," Fow er said. "Cypress m ght
not be as gone as we thought."

Tombor the Jolly came stonping through the trees.
"Vaerana, the Shou want their mandarin. Archers are
begi nning to gather along the walls."

"Let them " Vaerana turned to go back to the road.
"We're going to have a battle soon enough.”

Ruha grabbed the Lady Constable by the arm "But
t he Shou do not have Yanseldara's staffi”

"They're still ny best hope of stopping the cult—er

Cypress—and savi ng Yansel dara. "

"I may know of a better way," Ruha said, thinking of
Lady Feng's abandoned famliar. "G ve ne anot her day,

and I will find Tang's nother—and Yansel dara's staff."

Vaer ana shook her head. "I don't know if Yansel dara
has anot her day—and even if she does, Elversult may
not. The Cult of the Dragon is growi ng nore powerful by

the hour."

"How long' Il it take you to stormthe pal ace?" Fow er
asked. "And even if it's less than a day, can you be sure
Tang will tell you what you want to know-er that it'll do

you much good?"
{ Vaer ana | ooked to Tonmbor. "What do you thi nk?"
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The cleric's gaze darted from Fow er to Ruha to Vaerana.
Finally, he smiled and shrugged amiably. "It's all the sane
to nme. | just need to know what you're doing."

Vaerana bit her lip, then finally said, "Tell Hsieh that
he's free to go." After Tonbor left, the Lady Constable
gently took Ruha's armand, in a tone that was al nost

pl eadi ng, said, "Wtch, you can't foul this up."

"I shall not." Ruha glanced toward the road to make
certain that she was still shielded fromthe view of any
Shou, then whispered the incantation of the same sun

spel |l she had used to vanish the day before. A shinmer-

i ng wave of heat rolled down her body, |eaving both her
clothes and her flesh as transparent as air. "Just give ne
until tonorrow at dawn."”

Wth that, the invisible witch returned to the road,
where Tonbor was just giving the order to rel ease Hsieh
and the caravan drivers. She went to the nearest wagon



and raised the edge of its tarp just far enough to slip
i nside, and nearly gagged on the cloying odor that rose
fromthe cargo box: fresh ylang bl ossons.

N ne

The servants had brought a small,

triangul ar table of polished mahogany

into the Hall of Amity and placed three

teak thrones around it. Prince Tang

and his wife sat close together on one

side, staring at their reflections in the

bur ni shed surface, and M nister Hsieh

sat al one at the opposite point. The

shape of the table represented the trio's nom nal equality
as menbers of the Inperial Household of Shou Lung, the
seating arrangenent reflected their actual status in the
Enperor's eyes, and the absence of any guards except the
mnister's was a concession to his office: only the Enperor
hi nsel f could bring personal guards into the presence of

a mandarin.

"Why does table have only three sides?" Hsieh
demanded. "Were is Lady Feng?"

The knot in Tang's stomach tightened even further, but
he forced hinself to slacken his face nuscles and neet
the mandarin's eyes. "Lady Feng is not here."

The mandarin accepted the prince's nonanswer with
stern inexpressiveness. "Is nost worthy concubi ne avail -
able? | travel nmany thousands ofli to speak to her."

The prince hazarded a glance at his wi fe, whose face
remai ned as unreadable as the mandarin's. They had not
expected this. Though Hsi eh and Lady Feng were cousins,
they disliked each other vehenently and had taken pains
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to avoid each other for years. It was even whispered that,
after some incident involving Lady Feng*s familiar, it had
been the mandarin who had arranged the exile of the

Third Virtuous Concubi ne.

At last, Wei Dao asked, "You have nothing to say to
Honor ed Husband?"

Hsi eh regarded the prince and princess in thoughtfu
silence, until a smrk of amusenent flickered briefly
across his lips. "No, to surprise of everyone in Hall of
Supreme Harnony, profits of G nger Pal ace are nost sat-
i sfying. Even Enperor notice."



Tang's stomach started to withe and chum The good
news would only make it nore difficult to adnmt that he
had al | owed sonmeone to kidnap the Third Virtuous Con-
cubi ne.

"Do not | ook so troubled, Prince. We will talk after
see Lady Feng." Hsieh's uncovered eye narrowed in nild
rebuke. "I am nost anxious to hear why Mnistry of

Spi ces does not know about G nger Pal ace's poison
trade."”

Tang rose and accepted the mandarin's adnoni shrent

with a polite bow "I am npbst anxious to nake report on
anyt hing you wish." He fixed his eyes on the silver-
trimed hem of the mandarin's maitung, then took a

deep breath and forced hinmself to speak again. "But first,
I must relate regrettable truth about Lady Feng."

Even a seasoned bureaucrat |ike M nister Hsieh could
not prevent the blood fromdraining fromhis face,

t hereby betraying his shock. "Sonething has happened?"
Wi Dao was on her feet and speaki ng before Tang

could continue. "When Prince Tang says Lady Feng is not
here, he nmeans not in G nger Pal ace.™

Hsieh's jaw fell, and when his brow furrowed this tine,
t he rebuke was not a gentle one. "Then where is Third
Vi rtuous Concubi ne?"

Again, Wei Dao answered for her husband. "She tends
to sick friend in Elversult."

The mandarin scow ed and, apparently resigning him
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self to having all his questions answered by the princess,
turned directly to Wei Dao.

"It is nost indecorous to have Enperor's consort wan-
dering about outside her pal ace, especially in |land of bar-
bari ans." Though his face showed no sign of enotion

there was a dubi ous edge in his voice. "Wiy not bring

sick friend to G nger Pal ace?"

"Friend is too sick to nove."

Hsi eh's eyes narrowed; then he whirled back to Prince

Tang. "Who is this friend?"

"Very inportant—=

Hsi eh raised his hand to silence the princess. "I ask

honor abl e husband. "

Tang gl anced at his wife, who wisely made no attenpt



to comuni cate what she had intended to say. Though
the mandarin's gaze was riveted on the prince, his adju-
tant was watching Wei Dao fromthe comers of his eyes.

Tang could not bring hinself to answer. He was too
blinded by fear to see the escape toward which Wi Dao
had been driving. Lying to a nandarin was both a crine

as terrible as treason and an indelible stain on the honor
of his ancestors, yet nowthat his wife had shown himthe
way, he wanted nothing nmore than to avoid adnmitting his

i gnobl e failure.
"Who is Lady Feng' 8 friend?" Hsieh denanded.

Tang realized that his wife could have intended to give
only one answer. "Lady Feng visits Monstorm House in
Elversult." The prince felt as though he would retch; his
stomach was turning somersaults and his jaws were

aching. "Queen of city is very ill, and her priests ask for
hel p of Third Virtuous Concubine.”

Hsieh's face did not soften. "Then why does constabl e
worman harass Shou caravan? Maki ng host age of
Enperor's servant is poor way to show appreciation.”

As badly as he wanted to, the prince did not | ook

toward Wei Dao. Certainly, she had al ready thought of an
answer to this sinmple question, but the nere hint of
coachi ng from her woul d be enough to condemm both
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Tang and his wife to slow and di shonorabl e deat hs.
"Bar bari ans have strange custons." Tang knew that his
response was a feeble one, but he needed tine to think of
somet hing better. "Vaerana Hawkl yn does not trust after-
wor |l d magi ¢ and accuses us of causing her queen's illness."

"Have we?"

Tang tried to swall ow and found that he could not.
"Why do you think that, M nister?"

The minister splayed his fingers, then began to tick off

t he nanes of poi sonous plants that had been hidden in

the G nger Lady's cargo. "Oeander . .. lantana .. . castor
bean . . . pink pea . . . Shou berry." He reached his little
finger and stopped. "Need | go on?"

Prince Tang shook his head. "W only sell poisons, not
use them Yanseldara's condition is not our fault."

Hsi eh | owered his hand. "You know | do not care if it
is, as long as your reason is good. But if you are |lying—

"Never!" Both Tang and his w fe spoke at once.



Hsi eh rai sed a cautionary finger and continued, "If you
lie to protect Lady Feng, | have no mercy."

Tang's head began to spin. "To protect Lady Feng?" he
asked, truly confused. "How does |ying—

"W do not lie." Wi Dao stepped around the table to
her husband's side. "W send a company of guards to

i nform Lady Feng of your arrival. Perhaps you wish to
send Yu Po al ong?"

Hsi eh considered the offer, then shook his head. "That
is not necessary. If there is anything | should know, it
certain to cone to light."

The mandarin rose and honored themwi th a shal |l ow

bow, then led Yu Po and his guards fromthe room As

soon as their steps faded fromthe corridor outside, Tang
sent the servants away.

"Why do you lie to mandarin?" he demanded, turning
to his wife. "You di shonor ancestors and condem us to
Chanber of Agonizing Death!"

"Only if Mnister Hsieh discovers abduction of ven-
erabl e not her. "
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"How can he fail?" Tang's legs were trenbling. It nmade
him feel ashaned and weak. "Any servant tells esteened
mandari n everything he wants to know. "

"True, but Mnister Hsieh is sure to ask wong ques-
tions," Wi Dao replied calmy. "He thinks venerable
not her has | over, and any servant he asks certainly tells

himthat is nonsense."”

The princess's reassurance did little to bolster Tang's
courage. "But how do guards bring Lady Feng home from
Moonst or m House? Cypress has not her, not Vaerana

Hawkl yn! "

"Yes, but now we have fresh ylang bl ossons." Wi Dao
grabbed her husband by the wist and started toward the
back of the palace. "Now conme. W have no nore tinme for
your cowardi ce—er your foolishness."

* * i 1 S): *

I nside the cargo box, the thick stench of ylang bl os-
soms did nore to nuffle the unexpected shriek than the
canvas tarp—er so it seenmed to Ruha. The first screech
was instantly followed by nore cries fromall corners of
t he cavernous spicehouse, and then came a brief stam



pede of drumm ng boots. Wsps of another snell, rancid

and even nore cloying than ylang oil, drifted through the
gaps between the wagon's sideboards. After that, the cav-
ernous spi cehouse fell silent, leaving the witch to wonder
if, after untold hours of stillness, she dared uncurl herself

and peek out si de.

Ruha decided to wait; ten heartbeats, twenty, thirty.

She had thought it would be a sinple thing to stow away
until the wagon was inside the palace, then slip out from
beneath the tarp when it was parked to await unl oading.

But the Shou had driven the witch's wagon and several
others into the shady cool ness of the spicehouse and | eft
them there, then began to unpack the vehicles parked
outside in the hot sun. Until now, the patter of feet pass-
i ng by her hiding place had been so steady that she had
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hardly dared to breathe, much | ess poke her head out
from beneath the tarp.

Ruha's count reached a hundred. She slowy uncurled
hersel f, taking a nonment to stretch her stiff nuscles in
case she suddenly had to run or fight, then half-swam

t hrough the dried bl ossons to the back corner of the
wagon. | n the inky darkness beneath the tarp, her sun
spel | had grown weak and expired sone time ago, |eaving
her as visible as any workman. She used the tip of her
janbiya to lift the tarp, then rai sed her head high
enough to peer over the tail boards.

A gasp of surprise rose into her throat and escaped,

hal f-strangl ed, from her nmouth. Less than five paces

away sat a small black dragon. Save that it was no |arger
than a cargo wagon, the creature was identical to
Cypress, with the sane dull scales, splintered horns, and
sinister voids where his eyes should have been. The fou
odor she had snelled earlier seened to be coming from

t he carcass, and now the witch thought she could identify
the stench: rotten fish.

Ruha dropped back into the wagon and tried not to

choke on her own heart, which had sonehow clinbed

high into her throat. Wen the creature did not inmmredi-
ately come tearing through the tarp, the witch dared to
hope it had not seen her and frantically tried to think of
some reason that did not involve her that it mght be
wai ti ng outside her wagon. She failed, rather quickly,

and started to consider what she m ght do about the situ-
ation.

Cone out, ny dear. Though the voice reverberated

t hrough Ruha's head wi t hout passing through her ears,

it sounded as raspy and chilling as the first tine she had
heard it. You have no idea how | have been | ooking for-
ward to our second neeting.



Ruha knew then that soneone had betrayed her, but

who: Vaerana or Fow er? The t hought was | udicrous.

They both had nore reason than she to hate Cypress, yet
who el se coul d have known where she was hidi ng? Any-
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one they would have trusted with the secret. In Vaer-
ana's case, at least, that circle was no doubt |arger than

the witch woul d have |i ked.

Cone out and give ne that silver | snell in your pocket.
If you show that much courage, perhaps | wll have mercy.

A prickling chill ran down Ruha's back, and a terrify-
ing possibility occurred to her. | have seen your nercy, she
t hought. And you have seen ny magic. Go away, or it will

be you who begs quarter.

The witch waited a nmoment for Cypress's response.

Wien none cane, she breathed a little easier. If the
dragon had been able to read her thoughts, her chances of
surviving the comng battle would have fallen to nothing.

Ruha sheat hed her dagger, then burrowed into the

yl ang bl ossoms. She craw ed toward the front of the

cargo box, taking care not to jiggle the wagon. As she
noved, she sunmoned the incantation of a fire spell to

m nd. She doubted that she could trick Cypress into
swal | owi ng a chestful of oil vapor again, but neither
woul d it take such a huge explosion to destroy his new
body. A smaller blast, properly placed, would prove suffi-
cient to annihilate him

The witch was only halfway to her goal when some-

thing jolted the wagon. She heard the zip-zip of oilcloth
being ripped; then a flickering yellow light of the spice-
house's oil lanmps filtered down through the ylang bl os-
soms. Already uttering her incantation, Ruha lifted
hersel f out of the blossons and, expecting to feel the
dragon's claws driving deep into her flesh at any nonent,
thrust her hand over the sideboard.

The flames shot off the wicks of half a dozen different
| anps and streaked into the pal mother hand, gathering
t hensel ves into a hissing, sputtering ball of fire. She
whirl ed around, ready to slap the scorching sphere into
Cypress's enpty eye socket or beneath his arm or any-
where that would channel the explosion into her

attacker's vital areas.

The dragon was not there. He stood three paces away
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fromthe wagon, the dark voids beneath his brow fixed on
the fire in Ruha's palm From his tal ons hung the

remai ns of the shredded tarp, and she could see the tip of
his tail flicking back and forth behind his head. He made
no nove to attack

There's no need to burn down poor Tang's spicehouse,

the dragon said. Step out of the wagon. G ve nme that sil
uer | snell and answer a single question. | prom se, your
death shall be nercifully quick

Ruha felt as though the fire in her hand was cooki ng

her bone marrow as far down as her el bow, but she nade

no move to throw the fireball. Wthout being properly

pl aced, the blast would do no nore than nelt a few of the
dragon's scal es. Besides, as nuch as the searing heat
grieved her, the sphere could cause her no real damage
until after it left her hand.

"I have known enough pain in ny life not to be fright-
ened of it," Ruha said. "If | amto die, | do not particularly
care whether it is quickly or slomy."

As the witch spoke, she stepped over to Cypress's side

of the wagon. To her surprise, the dragon noved neit her
away fromthe fireball nor forward to attack. Ruha m ght
have been able to reach the dragon with a good |eap, but
he woul d have tine to turn away and, in all likelihood,

i npale her on his long talons. |If her plan was to succeed,
she had to draw hi mcl oser

"You may ask your question. Perhaps | will answer, or
perhaps I will not."
You will answer. Cypress prom sed. And you will step

out of the wagon.

"Why is it so inportant that | |eave the wagon? | can
answer your question fromhere."

In the black depths of the dragon's enpty eye sockets
appeared two dirty yell ow sparks. When we net the first
time, was it happenstance? As Cypress asked his ques-
tion, the sparks |engthened into gleam ng |ines, then
began to flicker at the ends and thicken into stripes. O
did sormeone tell you | would be there?
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"Who woul d have told ne that?" Ruha wanted not hi ng

nmore than to hurl her fireball at the dragon and run for
her life, but she forced herself to stand fast. If Cypress
bad not attacked by now, then it had to be because he

was afraid of destroying what was in the wagon. The

witch tipped her hand so that the fireball was precari-
ously close to slipping fromher palm then added, "And



stop what you are—-
You will not drop the fireball!

The yell ow stripes shot from Cypress's vacant eyes and
joined together, becom ng a | ong-fanged bat of anber
[ight. Ruha brought her hand around, placing the firebal
bet ween herself and her attacker

Stupid Harper! Flanes will not save you

The bat energed fromthe fireball, its w ngs bl azing

and its eyes glowing with rabid fury. Ruha reached for

herj anbi ya, and the beast was upon her. Instead of rak-

ing her eyes with its tiny claws or sinking its fangs into
her throat, it appeared inside her nind, a flaning crea-
ture of the night, flitting across the starry sky high over
her menories of Anauroch's purpl e- shadowed sand

dunes.

Ruha cried out, but she could not bring herself to flee

t he dragon, or even to turn away. Cypress was already

i nside her mnd, and trying break contact with himwas

as futile as trying to escape an unpl easant nmenory by

cl osing one's eyes. The dragon sat notionless on the floor
his gaze pinning the witch in place as surely as if he had
been standi ng on her chest.

Her only chance of escaping, Ruha realized, lay in dis-
tracting Cypress. No sooner did she have this thought
than a small brake of saltbush sprouted fromthe sands
other mind. The words of a wind spell rose fromthe
brush like a swarm of sand finches. Cypress's fiery bat
streaked down to dive through the heart of the flock
scattering the syllables of the incantati on before they
coul d shape thenselves. Ruha's armrenai ned notion-

less, the fireball still burning in her hand.
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Cypress's bat settled on the surface of Ruha's m nd

and began to beat its burning wings. C ouds of hissing
yel low fume curled fromthe tips of the fiery appendages
and rol |l ed across the dune-scul pted terrain. \Werever

t he haze touched, the sands thenselves nelted into

rivers and pools of bubbling brown acid. The witch
started to feel hot and linp, as though a fever had taken
hol d of her body, and her linbs trenbled with weakness.
For a nonent, she feared she had guessed w ong about

the dragon's fear of destroying the ylang bl ossons, that
he merely wanted her to drop the fireball at her own feet.

The bubbling brown pools inside Ruha's head joi ned

and became a | ake. The bat dove into the acid, sinking its
fangs deep into the throat of some naked thought that

was writhing just bel ow the surface other mnd. The

wi tch saw Cypress's lips curl into something that re-
senbled a smle; then she felt her foot sliding across the



floor of the wagon. She tried to stop, but no sooner had
t he t hought taken shape than it dissolved into nothing-
ness in the bubbling acid. The dragon had won control of
her m nd, and now she had to fight himnot only for her
life, but for the possession other own thoughts.

It occurred to Ruha that this was a battle not of
strength or speed, but of imagination, and a rocky island
of hope instantly sprang up inside her mnd.

Waves of acid began to lap at its shores, filling the air
wi th hissing white smoke and reducing the isle to little
nore than a sandbar. The witch pictured the sand chang-

ing to granite. She felt a strange tingling deep within her
stomach, then experienced a nonentary burning all over

her body, as though she had exerted every nuscle at

once. The little island hardened into dense stone and

st opped di ssolving, but Ruha felt her foot slide a little
closer to the rear of the wagon.

A deep-throated growl runbled from Cypress's throat;

then the yellow acid inside Ruha's mind began to churn
and froth like a stormtossed sea. Mbuntainous waves
rose and crashed over the witch's small isle, threatening
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to subnerge it entirely. She envisioned the island erupt-
ing like a volcano, pushing its way hi gher above the sur-
face and spreadi ng i nmense bl ankets of nolten stone

across the | ake. Again, she experienced a strange tingling
deep within her abdormen, followed by a nomentary

burni ng over her entire body. She felt physically drained,
as though she had been running for a long tinme in the
scorchi ng sun.

You only anger ne. Cypress's voice broke |ike thunder
i nside Ruha's mind, and she felt her foot touch the
wagon's tailgate. Are untrained m nd cannot prevail

The stars vani shed fromthe purple sky over the

witch's growi ng island of hope. Spears of |ightning
stabbed at the sunmit of the erupting vol cano, and a few
hi ssing drops of acid began to fall on its sl opes.

Then, before Cypress could unleash the full fury of his
storm a pair of famliar forms cane rushing across the
spi cehouse fl oor.

"Cypress!" gasped Wi Dao. "What do you want here?"

Prince Tang drew his sword and pointed it at the
dragon. "You go!" Then he | ooked toward the door

"CGuards!"
Cypress gl anced away from Ruha | ong enough to flick

his tail at the approaching prince and send hi mcrashi ng
through the flinmsy door of a spice bin. That instant was



| ong enough for the witch. She envisioned her vol cano
bursting apart, flinging |lava and ash in all directions. A
tremendous wave of fatigue rolled over her body; then

her island erupted as she had envisioned, pouring forth

nmol ten stone in such prodigious quantities that the acid

| ake conpletely vani shed beneath its fiery bl anket.

Ruha felt control of her linbs return. Gasping for
breath and trenmbling with fatigue, she slipped back to
the center of the wagon. Her m nd was not entirely free
of its attacker, however. The dragon | ocked gazes with
her again, and once nore his bat figure appeared inside
her mind, rising frombeneath the sea of flam ng rock
i ke a phoeni x reborn. An angry runble rolled from
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Cypress's throat; then the flamng bat transforned itself
into an i mense, bl ack-haired Cycl ops. The brute fl oated
down to the ground, then waded through the | ava toward
the witch's vol cano. He stood as tall as the summit, and
hi s knobby hands | ooked powerful enough to crush stone.

Ruha pictured the ground beneath his feet turning

to quicksand, but this tine she experienced no strange
tinglings in the pit other stomach. She felt only a dull,
nauseati ng ache, then a searing wave of pain as the | ast
of her energy drained fromher nuscles. The witch col -

| apsed to her knees, so exhausted and enervated that

she could not find the strength to rise. The cycl ops

st opped besi de her vol cano, then reached out and tore
away a huge chunk of gl owi ng stone.

As | annihilate this mountain, so | annihilate your

m nd! the cyclops cackled. When | finish, your head w Il
be naught but a snoking hole, as enpty and useless as a
spent sul fur pit!

Ruha tried again to change the scene inside her head,

but succeeded only in exhausting herself to the point that
she al nost dropped the fireball. The wagon rocked as
soneone clinbed in behind her, but the witch could not

rip her gaze away from Cypress's enpty eye sockets to

see who it was. She thought about trying to drop the fire-
bal| before the dragon seized control of her body again.
The resulting conflagration would kill her as well as the
newconer, but she felt fairly certain that destroying the
yl ang bl ossonms woul d al so del ay the theft of Yanseldara's
spirit.

Prince Tang kneel ed besi de Ruha, hol di ng severa

sl ender yellow | eaves in his hand. Hi s eyes appeared

gl assy and vacant, and he seened to be chew ng some-

t hi ng. Cypress glanced away from Ruha and gl ared at

Tang. Inside the witch's mnd, the cycl ops stopped tear-
i ng apart her volcano. She was too exhausted to take
advant age of her foe's distraction, but she found herself
free to l ook away fromhis gaze. A snmall conmpany of Shou



guards had appeared at the door and were cautiously
159
The Veil ed Dragon

advanci ng into the shadowy spicehouse, squinting at the
dragon as though they could not quite believe their sun-
dazzl ed eyes.

What ever the dragon said to Tang, Ruha coul d not
hear it, but the prince's response was short and angry:

"No. If you want oil, you | eave now-er | burn wagon
nmysel f." Tang raised one of the slender |eaves to Ruha's
lips, then instructed, "Chew | eaf, wi-jen."

Ruha cl enched her teeth and considered thrusting her

fireball into Tang's face.
"Trust ne. This no love potion. It is lasal. Leaf protects

against lnvisible Art."

Ruha allowed the prince to slip the leaf into her nmouth
and began to chew. The wail of a distant w nd arose

i nside her mind, and the cyclops slowy turned toward

t he sound. Cypress glanced at Wi Dao, who inmmediately
stepped to the wagon side and spoke to her husband in
Shou. The prince responded sharply and pointed toward

t he guards, who were advanci ng on the unconcerned
dragon with polearns | eveled for battle. They seened
rat her unsteady on their feet, and even from hal f way
across the spicehouse, their eyes appeared nore gl assy

than Tang's.

Inside Ruha's nmind, the wail of the wind becane a

roar, then a howing sand cloud billowed across the boil -
ing plain. Cypress groaned, and the cyclops turned to
face the storm The brute took a deep breath and began
to blow, but his breath was no match for the fury of the
gal e. The sand bl asted over him and he vani shed into

t he tenpest.

Cypress grunted, his enpty-eyed head recoiling as

t hough the storm had struck himphysically. He backed
away fromthe wagon, trenmbling and sputtering and

madl y scratching at his tenples. Tang's guards charged,
filling the spicehouse with a trenendous clanor as their
bl ades struck their foe's inpenetrable scales. Several of
t he bl ades snapped on inpact, but npst either bounced

of f or becane | odged w thout causing any damage. The
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dragon | ashed out with fangs, claws, and tail, littering



the floor with the shattered bodies of Tang's |oyal guards.

Fi ndi ng herself conpletely in control of her own body--
i f sonewhat exhausted and fuzzy-headed—Ruha rose to
her feet and swng a | eg over the side of the wagon

"No!" Wei Dao shri eked.

The princess |eapt toward Ruha, causing the witch to
hesitate just | ong enough for Tang to grab her by the
shoul der.

"I'f you | eave wagon, we all die." The prince's words
were slurred, and he seened to be having trouble focus-
ing his eyes. "Only fear of burning bl ossoms saves us
now. "

"I know that." Ruha scow ed, struggling against the
roaring stormin her head to renmenber why she had
decided to throw the fireball in the first place. "But |
must attack . .. while we have the advantage."

You have not hi ng.

Cypress cast aside the bodies of two nore guards, then
pointed his long snout in Tang's direction. The dragon
was far from destroyed, but he | ooked as haggard as
Ruha, and nore than a few of his thick scal es had been
pull ed or cut away. Tang called sonmething to his surviv-
i ng guards, who | ooked rather relieved and backed away.
"But wu-jen is under ny protection,”
speaki ng i n Comrmon.

the prince said,

Your protection? This time, Ruha heard Cypress—

t hough whether it was intended or an accident of his
anger, she did not know. She is a Harper, sent to take
Yansel dara away from ne!

Tang cringed at the dragon's anger, but did not back
down. "Neverthel ess, while she remains in G nger

Pal ace, she is under ny protection.” The prince gl anced
at his battered guards and nodded once. They | evel ed
their weapons and took a single step forward. "If you do
not agree, we finish this now-and you | ose Yansel dara
anyway. "

"Are you mad. Husband?" Wei Dao cried. "G ve him
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bar bari an! She causes too nmuch troubl e already."

Tang gl ared at Wei Dao. "I hear enough fromyou, Wfe.
| am Prince of Shou Lung, and to call ne nad is treason."

Wi Dao's face darkened to an angry ocher, but she
obediently | owered her gaze and munbl ed, "Please to for-



gi ve outburst, Merciful Husband."

Cypress observed the exchange in silence, then pointed
his snout in Tang's direction. Wiy all this trouble for a
bar bari an, Young Prince? he demanded, still allow ng

Ruha to eavesdrop. Could it be you have fallen in | ove?

"That is not your concern,"” Tang replied. "I have ylang
oil by evening. Please to bring Lady Feng, and we nake

exchange. "

Cypress stepped forward, bringing his nostrils al nost
to within arms reach of Ruha. You are fortunate that |
understand the power of |ove. Harper. Treat Tang well.

You owe himyour life.

Ruha brought her fireball around. So exhausted was
Cypress that he barely pulled his head away in tinme to
keep her fromstuffing the sphere into his nostrils.

"I"ll treat Tang as well as he deserves, | assure you,"

Ruha sai d.
The dragon backed away and swung his snout toward

Tang.

The prince listened for a nmonent, then pointed to the
door. "You bring Lady Feng. | see to wu-jen."

Cypress allowed his enpty gaze to linger on Ruha for a
nmonent, then turned away. Wth a weary beat of his

wi ngs, he lifted hinself into the air and flew out the door
Tang waited until he was gone, then turned to Ruha.

"Per haps now you understand wi sdom of ny actions."
The prince's voice was srmug and condescending. "Or do
you still believe Cypress is destroyed?"

Ruha shook her head. "I do not—but how coul d he

have survived?" The |asal haze inside her nmind was

al ready beginning to clear, but it had not yet grown thin
enough for her to understand what she had seen. "I

bl asted himinto a thousand pi eces, "
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"You destroy body, not spirit," Tang expl ai ned, assum
ing a superior air. "Cypress is dracolich. He hides spirit
i nsi de gem—=

"Wse Prince," Wei Dao interrupted. "Cypress says she
is Harper. Is it prudent to tell her so nmuch?"

By the scow Tang shot nis wife, Ruha could see that
the prince wanted to inpress her with his proscribed



know edge—and she wanted himto. The witch all owed

an expectant gaze to linger on the prince's face for a
nmonent, then rolled her eyes and | ooked away, letting
out a deliberately |Ioud sigh of disgust.

The silent put-down worked as no verbal upbraid could
have. Tang's face reddened, and he snapped at Wi Dao,
"I decide what is prudent!" When the princess | owered
her gaze, Tang | ooked back to Ruha. "Cypress hides his
spirit inside gem After his body is destroyed, he pos-
sesses new corpse and consunes ol d one."

"But the sharks ate his old one," Ruha said, thinking
aloud. "And that is why he snells like rotten fish now He
is eating the creatures that ate him"

Tang nodded. "It is inmpossible to stop process. Even if
you burn old corpse and spread ashes, he can find them
and swal | ow them When he has eaten enough, he

becomes dracolich again."

"How cl ose is he now?"

Tang shrugged. "It does not matter to you. For your
protection, | must not allow you to | eave G nger Pal ace.

"I's that by Cypress's conmand, or yours?"

"By dragon's—and he warns ne you have no gratitude.
He says you do not repay ny bravery as wonman shoul d.”

Ruha's eyes narrowed. "And how is that?"

The prince sniled. "G nger Palace still has need of wu-
jen. Qur union would be nost blissful.”

"Prince Tang, that will never be," Ruha said, speaking
sharply. She clinmbed out of the wagon and nmoved severa
paces away. "But | have a better way to show ny grati-

tude. | shall let you | eave the wagon before | throw ny
fireball intoit."
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In the blink of an eye, Ruha was surrounded by Tang's
battered and bl oodi ed guards, each hol ding a | ong-bl aded
hal berd or square-tipped sword within an inch other

body. Wei Dao stood behind them | ooking nmore than a
little disappointed that she had not been able to draw her
dagger quickly enough to kill the witch before her hus-
band' s soldiers got in the way.

Tang eyed the witch's fireball and did not clinmb from
t he wagon. "Burning bl ossons woul d be unfortunate nis-
take for all concerned—especially Yansel dara."

Though the heat of the fireball felt as though it were
nmelting her arm Ruha stopped short of flinging it into
the wagon. "Do not lie to nme. | heard you say this norn-
i ng that Cypress needs sonmething nore fromyou to com



plete his spell." The witch waved her flam ng sphere
toward the wagon. "It seens obvi ous enough that what
he needs is fresh ylang oil."

"Yes, that is true." Tang scowl ed at Wi Dao and
noti oned for her to return her dagger to its sheath.
"Cypress needs fresh ylang oil to nake |ove spell."

"Love spel |l ?" Ruha gasped.

"You know what ylang bl ossons do,"
see that this norning."

Tang replied. "You

"A dead dragon—a dracolich-w shes the | ove of a half-
el f?"

Tang nodded. "He | oves Yansel dara for many years,
since she wounds hi mand sends himaway from El ver-
suit." Tang placed a hand over his heart. "Love unre-
quited is nost sad.”

Wi Dao rolled her eyes, then gestured at the firebal
still burning in Ruha's palm "W have no tine for this
fool i shness, Wse Husband. Tell w tch why she cannot
destroy yl ang bl ossons. "

Tang | ooked into Ruha's eyes and, finding no synpathy
there, reluctantly nodded. "Very well. Love is matter of
spirit. To save Yanseldara's spirit or to steal it, sane
thing i s needed—powerful |ove potion."

"Then there nust be a difference in howit is used.”
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"It is not necessary that you know that," said Wi Dao.

The witch ignored Wei Dao and hefted her fireball
"Perhaps you would prefer that | assune you are lying
about the bl ossons?"

Prince Tang | ooked genuinely hurt. "You call me liar?
risk ny life+ife of royal Shou Prince—+o save you, and
this is how you repay mnmy | ove?"

Ruha | owered the fireball and used her free hand to
snuff it out. She had | earned all she was going to about
the bl ossoms, and it was just enough to keep her from
destroyi ng the wagon

"Prince Tang, you cannot |ove me, any nore than

Cypress | oves Yansel dara." Ruha spoke softly, for her
intention was nore to explain than to hurt. "Only a man
can | ove, and you have yet to becone a man."

Tang | eapt out of the wagon, pushing several guards
asi de as he stepped toward Ruha. "Shou prince becones
man in tenth year. | amnman for twenty years!"



Ruha shook her head. "You want me because | deny
you, and that is the enotion of a child, not a man."

Tang's face contracted into a shrivel ed mask of rage
and pain. His nouth opened as though he were going to
speak, but all that emerged was an unintelligible sputter

Wi Dao stepped to the prince's side and took his arm
"She knows nothing. Geat Prince."

The princess notioned to the guards and spoke in

Shou. A pair of them sheathed their swords and seized
Ruha by her arns. They started to drag her fromthe
spi cehouse, and Prince Tang nade no nove to stop them

Ruha gl anced over her shoulder. "A nman takes respon-
sibility for his actions, Prince Tang."

As she spoke, the witch tried to sumon to mind the

i ncantation of a wind spell and di scovered she could not.
Only the faintest hint of the |lasal haze remained in her
m nd, but it was enough to prevent her from using her
magi c.

Keepi ng her gaze fixed on the prince's face, Ruha con-
tinued, "A man does not allow his fear to dictate his
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actions, and a man does not hide his m stakes fromthose
who can help himcorrect them"

Prince Tang | ooked away, and Wi Dao urged, "Pay her
no attention. After Lady Feng is returned—

"Ret urned?" Ruha snapped her arns free of her cap-

tors and spun around, then found the tips of several hal-
berds pressed agai nst her body. She ignored them

"Prince Tang, if you believe Cypress intends to return
your nother, then you truly are a child."

The guards seized Ruha's wists and started to drag

her away, until Tang spoke to themin Shou. The two nen
stopped, but still grasped the witch's arns so tightly her
bones ached.

"I'f he wants potion, Cypress nust return Mther," said
Tang.

Ruha shook her head. "Does he not need her to cast

the magic that will nake Yansel dara | ove hin? And even

if he can do it hinsel f—ahich he cannot, or you could not
have been confident of her safety until now+enenber

why he attacked the G nger Lady. Does he not fear that
Hsi eh intends to put someone else in charge of the G n-
ger Pal ace? Wul d Lady Feng not make an excell ent

host age to guarantee approval of the nandarin's choice?"



Tang turned to his wife. They began to argue in Shou
"You need help to recover your nother." Ruha spoke
loudly to nmake herself heard over the quarrel. "Admt
that, and you have taken your first step to beconming a
man. "

Tang j abbed his index finger against his wife's fore-
head and shouted sonething angry at her, then whirled
away and strode over to Ruha.

"I need no help to rescue Mother!" The prince glared at
Ruha for a noment, then stepped past her and started
toward the door. "And I amno child—+ prove that soon
enough! "

Ten

The dungeon beneath the G nger

Pal ace was unli ke any of those dank,

deep, dark places fromwhich the

Har pers had taught Ruha to escape.

Instead of mildew and offal, it snelled

of cedar and lanp oil, and the sound

that filled its corridors was not the

wai |l of tortured prisoners, but the

si |l ken swi shing of Shou robes. The doors hung on brass
hi nges rather than | eather straps, and they were nade

of red-lacquered mahogany instead of rusty iron—a con-
struction that woul d make them no | ess sturdy once they
were barred shut. The stone walls were snoot h-

pl astered, washed with white lime, and a foot thick; the
ceiling, nearly fifteen feet above, was formed by the
exposed underside of the floor planks above, and therein
lay the only weakness Ruha could find.

The | ong procession of guards reached an intersection
and, when Wei Dao attenpted to turn right, cane to a
sudden halt. The | eader of the soldiers spoke to the
princess in Shou. She replied sharply and pointed at
Ruha. The witch had agai n been gagged with her own
veil, her arms were pinned behind her by two separate
men, and she was surrounded by a ring of warriors hold-
i ng naked sword bl ades within inches other throat.

Though the | asal haze had al ready faded from her
m nd, Ruha's escort had been too attentive to allow her to
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cast any spells, so she could not understand the conver-
sation. Neverthel ess, she had expl ored the dungeon dur-
ing her initial search for Yanseldara's staff and could

i magi ne what they were discussing. Down the left corri-
dor lay the palace's tidy prison cells; down the right |ay
t he gruesome chanbers of torture and death, where

there were certainly enough shackles, fetters, and jaw



clanps to keep even a wu-jen from escapi ng.

Wi Dao prevail ed over the commander and led the

colum to the right. Ruha brought a two-syllable sun
spell to mind and, as the clunmsy ensenbl e around her
struggled to turn the corner, pretended to stunble. The
ring of swordsmen jerked their blades back—Prince Tang
had been nost enphatic in saying he expected the pris-
oner alive when he returned—and that was all the room
the witch needed.

Sli ppi ng her gag as she had once before, Ruha picked

her feet off the brick floor and kicked them both back-
ward. Only one of her heels | anded on target, smashing

t he knee of one of the guards holding her arns. The ot her
m ssed its mark and slipped between the fellow s legs. As
she pitched forward, the witch brought her foot up, catch-
ing the soldier squarely in the groin. Both men screaned
and rel eased her arnms, then | anded beside her on the

fl oor.

At once, Ruha rolled onto her side, | ooked toward one

of the oil lanps hanging on the wall, then closed her
eyes, covered her ears, and uttered her spell. There was
an ear-splitting boomand a flash of light so brilliant it

pai ned the witch's eyes even through their closed lids.

The next thing Ruha knew, she was |ying beneath a

heap of writhing Shou guards. If they were scream ng

the witch could not hear theny the ringing in her own

ears was so |oud she could not have heard a thunderclap
breaki ng over her head. Half expecting to feel a |long steel
bl ade driving between her ribs, she opened her eyes and
craw ed from beneath the heap of sol diers.

The entire line of guards lay on the white bricks, their
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open mout hs voicing screams the witch could not hear
Sone of the men held their ears and some covered their
eyes, but they all remained too stunned to do nore than
withe in pain. The oil |anp she had used for her spel
was gone, |eaving a huge sooty snudge above the sconce
where it had hung, but neither the wall nor the ceiling
had suffered any material damage fromthe detonation

Ruha searched for Wei Dao's format the head of the

col um, wei ghing the wi sdom of wadi ng through the

tangl e of bodies to retrieve her |ate husband' s janbiya
fromthe princess. Unfortunately, the witch could not be
sure how soon her captors woul d begin recovering from
their shock. The effects would normally | ast |ong enough
for her to run an eighth | eague, but she had no way to tel
how | ong she hersel f had been incapacitated. Besides,
there were a dozen nore guards at the entrance to the
dungeon, and it would not be long before they arrived to
i nvestigate the detonation



Ruha pull ed a dagger froma soldier's belt, then

st epped over himand three other quivering nmen and
started down the left-hand corridor. As she noved, the

wi tch kept a careful watch on the floor, stopping to pry
out any pebbl es | odged between bricks. It took only a few
monents to fill her hand, for even the tidy Shou could
not keep fromtracking tiny stones inside, and it hardly
seened worth the effort to scrape themfromthe seans of
a dungeon fl oor.

The witch gl anced back down the corridor. Although

Wei Dao had not entirely recovered from her shock, she

had risen and was pi cking her way down the corridor

The princess's eyes had the blank, inert stare of sight-

| essness, and she was movi ng her open hands in front of

her body in an ever changing pattern of circular notions.
Ruha found her pursuer's deternination nmore than a

little alarnmng; only a very good fighter would feel confi-
dent enough to carry the battle to a foe while both blind
and deaf.

Ruha shook her pebbles and uttered the incantation of
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a sand spell. The stones began to oscillate in her palm
scrubbing off two | ayers of skin before she could hurl
themat the ceiling. They struck in a circle as broad as
her shoul ders and continued to vibrate, nuch too fast for
the eye to follow She heard a faint drone above the ring-
ing in her ears, and a steady shower of powdered wood

rai ned down on her shoul ders. The witch hiked up the

hem of her aba, then pressed her hands and feet against
opposite walls and began to chimey up the walls of the
corridor.

Ruha had clinbed about ten feet when Wei Dao passed
beneath her, still circling her hands before her body and
staring vacantly ahead. The drone of the sand spell nust
have been | oud enough for the princess to hear, for she
stopped directly beneath the scouring pebbles and cocked
her head. She turned her palmup to catch some of the
powder ed wood rai ni ng down her, then seened to guess

what was happening and started after the witch.

Ruha clinbed to the ceiling and waited beside her
circle of buzzing pebbles. The stones had dug a deep

| abyrinth of worny grooves into the wood, and it woul d
not be much | onger before they scoured clear through

Al ready, islands of plank were trenbling as though they
woul d fall at any nmoment, but the witch did not dare
reach up to pull them | oose. The whirling pebbles would
take her fingers off.

A short distance bel ow, Wi Dao had nearly clinbed
within arms reach. She carried Ruh& s janbiya cl enched
bet ween her teeth, and her blinking, squinting eyes were
fixed vaguely on the hemof the witch's aba. Down the
corridor, the guards were beginning to rise and rub their



heads. Deciding to attack before they gathered their wits,
Ruha pulled a foot away fromthe wall and thrust it at
the princess's head.

Wei Dao continued to squint until the approaching

ki ck had nearly reached her face . . . then she calnly
slipped the bl ow by | ooking away and all owi ng t he
witch's heel to glance off her brow. Instantly, the
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princess's hand snapped back, smashing the hard bone

of her wist into the tendons of Ruha's ankle. A sharp
tingling pain shot up the witch's shin, and her |eg went
nunb bel ow t he knee.

As Ruha tried to pull her foot back, Wi Dao trapped

the witch's ankle in the crook of her elbow, then |ocked it
in place by clasping her hand agai nst the back of her

neck. She pulled her |legs away fromthe walls and

dropped, already raising her free hand toward thejam

bi ya between her teeth.

The witch pushed against the walls with all her mght,
barely keeping herself fromfalling to the floor when Wi
Dao's weight hit the end other dangling | eg. From behind
Ruha, barely audi bl e over the ebbing roar inside her
head, cane the muted cl anor of the guards gathering

t hensel ves up to help the princess.

Wi Dao took thejamnbiya from between her teeth.

Ruha swung her second | eg away fromthe wall and

smashed her heel into the back other foe's skull. Wi

Dao' s head snapped forward; then the knife slipped from

her hand and her body went |inp. The princess dropped

a man's height to the floor, landing in the sem-rigid heap
of someone caught hal fway between consci ousness and
unconsci ousness. A pair of guards appeared beside her

i medi at el y.

Ruha | ooked up and saw |light shining through the

grooved pl anks above her head. The pebbl es were gone,
havi ng eaten all the way through the wood. The w tch

did not wait to see if the soldiers bel ow would attack her
or tend to their mstress. She braced her good f oot

agai nst the wall —+he leg that Wi Dao had struck was

too nunb to trust—then made a fist and punched it

t hrough the boards above her head. The wood fell apart
easily, and she had no trouble wi dening the hole until she
cane to a solid edge. The witch grabbed hold and gl anced
down to see several guards clinbing after her

Al t hough Ruha did not know any wood magi c, she
sprinkl ed a handful of decaying wood on their heads and
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muttered a few nystic-sounding syllables. That was
enough to make them drop back into the corridor and
scurry for cover. Having bought herself nore tine, the
wi tch pushed her second hand through the hol e—then
gasped as her wists were seized fromabove by a pair of
smal |, callused hands. Wthout bothering to tear away
what remrai ned of the weakened pl anks, her unseen cap-
tor pulled her up through the floor.

Ruha found hersel f standi ng before a bl ank-faced sol -
dier dressed in Mnister Hsieh's yellow, silk-jacketed
arnor. She was in a fair-sized roomfurnished only with
kneeling mats, several |ow tables, and bookshel ves, sur-
rounded by a dozen nore of the mandarin's guards, al
with |l ong, square-tipped swords in their hands. Al ong
with Yu Po, Hsieh hinmself stood a hal f-dozen paces

behi nd hi s guards.

"When strange events occur, it seens you are always

near." Al though Hsieh did not speak |loudly, the ringing

in Ruha's ears had faded to the point where, with a little
effort, she could understand his words. The mandarin
poi nt ed overhead, where the witch's pebbles were scour-
ing a fresh set of grooves into the coffered ceiling.
"Please to stop magic before it ruins Princess Wi Dao's
apartnment."

The man who had pull ed Ruha out of the floor rel eased

her hands and stepped back, but the witch did not even
consi der casting a spell at the mandarin or any of his
men. Al though Tang had ordered his guards not to harm

her, Hsieh's soldiers had received no such instructions
and woul d undoubtedly strike her down at the first sign

of danger to their master. Ruha gestured at the ceiling
and spoke a single sibilant syllable. The pebbles fell out
of the air, dropping through the hole to clatter off the
dungeon's brick floor.

"So much better." Hsieh kneeled at one of the roonis

| ow tabl es and waved Ruha to the other side. "Please."

Ruha all owed herself to be escorted to the table, then
sat cross-1egged on one of the reed mats. Although she
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was not overly fond of the chairs that Heartland hosts

al ways thrust at their visitors, she found the Shou habit
of kneeling even |l ess confortable.

Hsieh waited for her to arrange her aba and veil, and
then said, "Please to explain your return to G nger
Pal ace. | amunder inpression that Vaerana Hawklyn

t akes ne hostage to get you out."

"She cane too soon." As the witch spoke, she was fran-
tically trying to cal cul ate how much she should tell Hsieh
about events in Elversult. Though he | acked the sane
reasons as Prince Tang and Wi Dao to conceal Lady

Feng's abduction, he mght easily conclude that the best



way to recover her was to let Cypress have what he
wanted. "I had not concluded ny business."

Hsi eh nodded thoughtfully. "And this busi ness—what -
ever it is—do you finish it now?"

Ruha shook her head. "No, | was . .. interrupted.”

Hsieh allowed hinmself a tiny smle, but nmade no

remark about the interruption involving a trip to the
dungeon. "Perhaps this business is sonething I can help
you concl ude. "

Ruha lifted her brow "Do you not wish to know what |
am doi ng?"

"You are spying," Hsieh replied sinply. "I have need of

Spy.

After a nonent's consi deration, Ruha asked, "And who
am| to spy upon?"

"I come to speak to Lady Feng, but she is not here." He

| eaned forward and spoke so quietly that Ruha could
barely make out the words. "l understand she is in Elver-
suit. Perhaps she di shonors Peerl ess Emperor of Cvi-
lized Wrld."

Ruha frowned, confused by the mandarin's inplication
and uncertain what he wanted from her. "Wat do you
t hi nk she has done to di shonor your enperor?"

The mandarin flushed and | ooked at the tabletop. "Per-
haps she takes |over."

"A | over?" Ruha scoffed.
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Hsi eh frowned and gl anced toward his guards. "For
spy, you are nost inprudent.”

"She is nmore than spy!" accused Wi Dao's voi ce.

The witch turned to see the princess pushing her head

out of the hole in the floor. Her hair was di shevel ed and
there was a red mark on her brow where Ruha's heel had

gl anced of f, but otherw se she showed little sign of their
battl e.

Wei Dao allowed two of Hsieh's nen to help her into
the room then pulled Ruha's janbiya from her sash and
poi nted the curved blade at the witch. "Lady Ruha is

i nsi di ous assassin!"

The accusation caused several of the guards to reach
for the witch, but Hsieh raised a finger and waved them
off. "If Lady Ruha wi shes ne dead, she has many chances
better than this to attack."



Ruha inclined her head to the minister. "I amgrateful =

Hsi eh warned her off with a scow and qui ck shake of

his head. "Must wait for princess. To Shou, formis all."
The mandarin | ooked at Wi Dao, then gestured at one of
the mats beside their table. "Please.”

The princess slipped the janbiya into her sash, then

took several noments to straighten her hair and coll ect
herself. For a time, Ruha thought she mght be stalling
until her own guards entered the room but no one

clinmbed into the roomafter her, nor did Hsieh's nmen give
any indication that they expected—er would wel cone—

any of the princess's soldiers to join them At |ast, Wi
Dao cane to the table and bowed to Hsieh, then calmy
kneel ed on a mat besi de Ruha as though she had not just
accused the witch of being a nurderess.

"Est eemed Mandarin, please to forgive Prince and ne."

By the continuing blare of Wi Dao's voice, it was clear
that her ears were suffering fromthe detonation even
nore than Ruha's. "We do not tell you all."

"Then do so now-rpDre quietly," Hsieh urged

Wi Dao kept her eyes |owered, "Lady Feng does not
visit sick friend in Elversult."
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Hsi eh barely kept fromsmrking. "Truly?"

"Truly. Prince Tang learns of plan to kill Third Virtu-
ous Concubi ne, and he sends her into hiding." Wi Dao
rai sed her chin and glared at Ruha. "Treacherous wtch
is assassin.”

Ruha could not stomach the lie. "That is—

Hsi eh waved a cautioning finger at the witch. "You
ignore form Lady Ruha." Though his voice was stern, his
face remai ned as blank as ever. "Please to |let Princess
expl ai n why sonmeone—pr esumabl y Vaerana Hawkl yn—

wi shes to kill Lady Feng."

Wi Dao was ready with another lie. "To stop trade in
poi sons. Vaerana threatens nmany times to 'take nea-
sures' if we do not stop, but Honorabl e Husband does not
| et savages dictate business of G nger Pal ace.”
"How wi se."
was bl ank.

Hsieh's tone was as flat as his expression

Wei Dao continued, "After we nust exchange witch for
person of Esteemed M nister, we think she give up and

| eave—then we find her hiding in ylang bl ossons." The
princess peered at Ruha fromthe corner of her eye. "She



is nost resolute killer."
Hsi eh nodded sagely. "Mbst."

"We are taking her to Chanber of One Thousand

Deat hs when she makes | anp expl ode and escapes

again," Wei Dao continued. "Please to |lend ne sword. |
prom se Honorabl e Husband that | kill barbarian before
he returns with Virtuous Mther."

Yu Po inmediately reached for his sword, but M nister
Hsi eh quickly raised a hand to restrain him The adj u-
tant's jaw fell slack, as did those of several guards.

"Do you not wish to hear what Lady Ruha says?" Hsieh
asked.

Yu Po and the guards glanced at each other as though

t he thought had never crossed their mnds. "But Lady
Ruha is barbarian!" Yu Po gasped. "Princess Dao is wife
of son of Third Virtuous Concubine."”

Hsi eh nodded as though he were in conpl ete agree-
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ment with his adjutant, then bit his |lips as though strug-
gling with a difficult decision. "Wat you say is nost
true. It does not matter that Lady Ruha saves our lives
when dragon attacks G nger Lady."

The mandarin all owed his gaze to |linger on Wi Dao,
who took several quiet breaths and tried not to | ook con-
cerned as the color drained fromher face.

"I'f Shou princess clainms barbarian witch intends to

kill Lady Feng, then we nust believe her." Hsieh contin-
ued to glare at the princess. "If she feels certain we
understand her correctly—and if she is certain she says
what she neans."

Wi Dao's painted |lips began to quiver, but she did not
| ook away from Hsieh's penetrating gaze. "I... | amcer-
tain."

Yu Po placed a hand on the hilt of his sword, but cast a
guestioning | ook at Hsieh and stopped short of draw ng
it. The mandarin renained as notionless as a statue and
continued to glare at Wi Dao. Ruha hardly dared to
breat he. She did not understand all the nuances of the
exchange, but it seened cl ear enough that the mnister
was trying to save her |ife-whether because he w shed

to repay her or because he needed a spy, she did not
know. It hardly mattered, and the witch sensed that even
the slightest novenment on her part might well bring the
contest to an unfavorable end.

As frightened as Wi Dao appeared, it was Hsieh who
| ooked away first. "It appears the princess is nost confi-



dent of herself."

Yu Po drew his sword. Before Ruha could summon the

i ncantation of even a sinple spell to nmind, two guards
grabbed her arms and pushed her forward, |aying her

head flat upon the table. The witch uttered a silent
prayer, begging the forgiveness of Lander, her dead |over
for failing as a Harper, then took her last breath and pre-
pared to die.

The blow did not fall. After a tine, Ruha opened her
eyes—she did not remenber closing themand craned
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her neck agai nst the restraining hands of her guards
She saw Hsieh and the others standing over her beside
the table. The mandarin had taken Yu Po's wist to
restrain himfromgiving the sword to Wi Dao.

"The Enmperor's justice cannot be denied, but we are in
| and of savages," said Hsieh. "W nmust all ow Lady Ruha
to speak, so her friend Vaerana Hawkl yn may not protest
t hat our execution is unjust.”

"Est eemred Mandarin, why do we care if Vaerana
Hawkl yn protests?" Wi Dao's voice continued to be over-
loud. "She is barbarian!"

"Vaerana Hawklyn is barbarian with arny. If she

makes hostage of Shou Mandarin, does she hesitate to

sack G nger Pal ace?" Hsieh paused to let the others con-
sider his point, then continued, "But if we follow form of
barbari ans and |l et prisoner speak, perhaps we appease
Vaerana's superiors. Perhaps we avoid battle."

The mandarin released his adjutant's wist. Yu Po | ow
ered his sword, but did not return the blade to its scab-
bard. He and the other Shou no | onger seened quite so
confused by Hsieh's perverse defense of the witch's life.
Ruha dared to hope their reaction nmeant the mnister

had finally prevailed in the strange battle of protoco
bet ween hi m and Wi Dao.

The princess frowned, but seemed unable to effectively
oppose the suggestion. "Ask, but her answer is lie."

Hsieh smiled grimy. "Yes, if you say it is." He | eaned
over Ruha. "Lady Ruha, does Princess tell truth?"

"No." The witch's answer reverberated through the
tabl etop and returned to her ear sounding |oud and deep
"Lady Feng has been abducted."

Ruha's assertion elicited no cries of outrage or gasps of
surprise. The Shou remmi ned as silent as stones, and by
their silence the witch knew that none of them even

Hsi eh, gave any credence to her clains.



Wei Dao reached for Yu Po's sword.

"I can prove what | say!" Ruha excl ai ned.

It was Hsieh who scorned the witch's claim "How can
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you prove what is not possible?"

The mandarin's tone was severe and inpatient, as

t hough he had expected her to say sonething else. Cold
fingers of panic began to creep through the witch's belly.
Yu Po was awaiting permission to yield his sword, and

Ruha coul d not imagi ne what Hsieh wi shed to hear. Wi

Dao had al ready declared anything the witch said to be a
lie, and the Shou seened unwilling, perhaps even unabl e,

to believe otherwise. The truth, even if it could be proved,
did not matter—and Ruha suddenly realized what the

m ni ster wanted her to say.

"Princess Wei Dao is protecting her nother-in-law, " the
wi tch said. "Lady Feng has taken a | over."

Hsi eh gasped much too |loudly, pronpting Yu Po to step
back and sheath his sword.

"Lady Ruha, you are certain?" Hsieh did not even
bother to feign his shock well. "Princess Dao is . e¢+. ms-
t aken?"

"I's that not a good reason for her to have ne sil enced?"

"I ndeed, but it does not work. | suspect this myself."
Hsi eh whirled on Wi Dao and fixed her with a stony
glare. "Do | not warn you about lying to nme?"

"I am Shou Princess." Though her chin was trenbling,

Wei Dao held it high. "I do not lie, Esteened Mandarin."

"No?" Hsieh glanced at the guards pinning Ruha to the
table, who pronptly released the witch and stepped back
"Lady Ruha, please to show proof of Lady Feng's inpru-
dence. "

Ruha strai ghtened her aba and started to remind the
mandari n that what she had offered to prove was not

Lady Feng's infidelity, but her abducti on—then she

t hought tw ce about confusing the issue and hel d her
tongue. To the Shou, the witch was beginning to realize,
truth was a relative thing. As long as she had Hsieh's
support, any evidence she of fered woul d no doubt be

t aken as proof of whatever the nandarin w shed.

Ruha started to |l ead the way out of the room then
renenbered her manners and bowed to Wei Dao, gesturing
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toward the door. "If the princess will show us to Lady
Feng' s apart nent ?"

Wei Dao frowned in confusion, then turned to | ead the
way out of the room

Hal fway to the door, she suddenly stopped. Her fore-
head was slick with sweat and her face was sick with
fear. "This is not right. | cannot show others into Lady
Feng's apartnent."

"Then | shall." Behind her veil, Ruha allowed herself a
small smle. "I know the way, as |'m sure you remenber."

As the witch noved to step past, she saw Wi Dao's
hand drop toward her sash

In the next instant, two of Hsieh's guards lay on the

floor holding their bloody throats, and Wi Dao was | eap-
ing through the air, slashing at Ruha's throat with her

ov/ nj anbi ya. The witch twi sted her body to the side and
reached out to neet the assault at the wist, but the
princess's refl exes were as quick as lightning. She circled
t he bl ade beneath Ruha's bl ocking arm and reversed it,
driving the tip toward her victims heart as though she
had been fighting withjanbiyas all her life. The witch
saved herself only by falling to the floor and nmadly flail -
ing her feet in a desperate attenpt to trip her attacker

There was no need. Moving with a deliberate grace

t hat appeared al nost |anguid, Hsieh slipped behind the
princess. He cl anped one hand over the wist of Wi
Dao' s weapon hand, then shot his other forearm around
her throat and brought it up under herjaw ine so hard
her feet cane off the ground.

Wi Dao's eyes bul ged and her tongue appeared

bet ween her lips. She flung her head back in an attenpt

to smash her captor's nose, but Hsieh sinply tipped his
face out of the way. The princess nmade a brief, rasping
attenpt to breathe, but the veins in her neck were being
pi nched shut by the mandarin's arm causing her head to
run out of blood |ong before her lungs ran out of air. Her
face turned a shocki ng shade of purple-gray, and the Jam -
biya slipped fromher hand. Her eyes rolled back in their
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Hsi eh dropped her at a guard's feet. "G eatly unex-
pected. | amnost curious to see what we find in Lady
Feng' s chamber."

Ruha coul d not take her eyes off Wi Dao's unconsci ous
form During all her training with the Harpers, she had
never seen a worman nove with such deadly speed and
grace. Had she not seen the ease with which Hsieh dis-



abl ed her, the witch would not have believed anyone—
especially a one-eyed man of Hsieh's age—oul d nove
nmore swiftly.

"M nister Hsieh, | thank you for ny life," Ruha said.
"You are a man of nany hidden talents."

The mandarin smiled. "In Shou Lung, we |ong ago

| earn wi sdom of being better warriors than those who
guard us." He turned to Yu Po and gestured at Wi Dao.
"Bind princess well and take her to apartment. I|nspect
her chanbers to see that she is ... safe."

Yu Po bowed, then began issuing orders in Shou. As

Hsi eh's guards scurried into action, the nandarin

sel ected a hal f-dozen nen to acconpany him then | ed

the way up an i nmense staircase to the second story,
where he astonished the palace sentries by allow ng

Ruha to use her wind magic to open the door to the Third
Vi rtuous Concubi ne's apartment. The m nister scow ed

at the nacabre frescoes that decorated Lady Feng's

ant echanber, then followed the witch through the dress-
ing closet into the bedchanber.

Ruha went straight to the corner and pulled Lady

Feng's witing desk fromthe wall. \Wen she did not hear
any scratching or whining on the other side of the secret
door, she began to fear that Wi Dao had done sonething
with Chalk Ears. The witch took a deep breath and, won-
dering how Hsieh would react if it turned out she could
prove neither Lady Feng's indiscretion nor her abduction,
pushed open the hi dden panel

The secret chanber | ooked as though a whirlw nd had
erupted inside. The worktable in the center of the room
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had been swept clean of its caul drons and bal ances,

whi ch now sat upon the floor anm d a knee-deep junble of
books and broken gl ass. Heaps of severed bat wi ngs,

bl ackened fingernails, and sil k-w apped spi der eggs were
scattered everywhere, often coated by stripes ofrai nbow
hued dusts and powders. One of the cabinets had even
been pulled over and now |l ay broken into two splintered
pi eces.

Save for a sl eeping cushion, sandbox, and two silver
bowl s cont ai ni ng unt ouched supplies of food and water
there was no sign of Chalk Ears. Al though the jagged
shards of gl ass had been broken out of the w ndow

t hrough whi ch Ruha had escaped, the casenent itself
remai ned open and not repaired.

"I's this what you bring ne to see?" Hsieh asked.

"No. What | brought you to see is gone."



Ruha coul d al nost see what had happened. After she

junped through the wi ndow, Wi Dao, or some other

guards, had tried to capture Chal k Ears. The famliar

had pani cked, and the ensuing struggle had destroyed

Lady Feng's |l aboratory. In the end, the little creature had
escaped through the broken wi ndow, and the princess

had elected to leave it open in the hope that the beast

woul d return.

The witch picked her way across the room "I had

hoped to show you Lady Feng's fam liar." She picked up
the red sl eeping cushion. "But | fear Chal k Ears has
fled."

"Chal k Ears? Perhaps you nean Wnter Bl osson®?"

Ruha hel d her hands about a foot apart. "It was a little
creature that could have been a cross between a nonkey

and a raccoon. | found it here when I The witch stopped
short of admitting what she had been doing in Lady Feng's

chanbers. "It |ooked like it had not eaten for a week."

"He," Hsieh corrected. The nmandarin waded into the

room and kneel ed beside the famliar's lair. "Wnter Bl os-
somis male | enur—though | think Eye Biter is better
nane. "
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Ruha caught herself staring at Hsieh's silken eye
patch and | ooked away. "Wnter Blossomis nore than a
pet to Lady Feng. Had she departed the G nger Pal ace
willingly, |I doubt she would have |eft him behind."

Hsi eh sighed heavily. "But famliar is not here."

The mandarin waved his guards into the room and

Ruha's nmouth went dry. She gl anced out the enpty wi n-

dow pane, already summoning to m nd the sane w nd

spell she had used to escape Wi Dao, then swall owed her
fear and told herself not to panic. The guards arrived and
arrayed thensel ves around Hsieh, at the sane tine

bl ocking the witch's path through the w ndow.

Ruha squatted beside Wnter Blossonms silver bow s

and waved her hand over the contents. "The famliar
escaped after Lady Feng's departure, or these would not
be full. Wei Dao hopes to lure himback."

Hsi eh nmet Ruha's gaze. "I do not doubt what you say. If
Lady Feng takes Wnter Blossom she takes his bed." He

pi cked up the lenur's sl eeping cushion, then tossed it to
a guard. "So, where is Lady Feng, and why does she not
take famliar?"

"I told you—she was abducted."
"So you do, but | think you are lying. It is so nmuch bet-

ter if she takes lover." Hsieh shook his head in disap-
poi nt nent, then gave Ruha a stern glance. "Perhaps you



tell me what you are doing in G nger Pal ace—and no lies.
Today, | grow inpatient with lies."

When Ruha paused to consider how much she shoul d

say, the mandarin rose. "Please do not refuse." He

gl anced at two guards, who took Ruha by the arms and
jerked her to her feet. "Truth potions are nost damagi ng
to mi nd, and you cannot escape."

"It was not ny intention to try to escape—and |l et us

bot h hope that does not become necessary." Ruha fixed an
icy glare on Hsieh and remained silent. Wen he finally
waved his guards off, she began, "Not |ong ago, a staff of
some sentimental value was stolen fromthe Lady Yansel -
dara . "
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The witch told Hsieh of how someone was using the

staff to steal Yanseldara's spirit, and of Vaerana's beli ef
that Lady Feng was responsible, and of her own effort to
recover the staff fromthe G nger Palace, and, finally, of
her subsequent discovery of the Third Virtuous Concu-

bi ne' s abduction. The mandarin |listened patiently and
closely. He did not interrupt, even when she told hi m of
Tang's involvenent in the Cult of the Dragon and how

the prince had attenpted to conceal his mother's kidnap-

pi ng.

When Ruha finished, the mandarin contenpl ated her
account in silence for many nonments, then raised his
hand and held up three splayed fingers. "I have ques-
tions. Were is Prince Tang now?"

"He seens to have decided that the only way to redeem
hinself is to personally rescue his nother." Ruha did not
say in whose eyes the prince wished to redeem hinsel f.
The | ess Hsi eh knew about the prince's attraction to her
the better. "I believe he has taken a conpany of guards
and gone to attenpt that."

Hsi eh wi nced, but nodded and fol ded down one of his
fingers. "Second question. Theft of spirit takes no nore
than two or three days. Wiy has Lady Feng not fin-

i shed?"

"I amnot certain. But | do know Prince Tang was

awai ting the fresh ylang bl ossons aboard the G nger
Lady." Wien the mandarin furrowed his brow, Ruha has-
tened to add, "The kidnapper believes he is in love with
Yansel dara. Perhaps they are for a | ove potion?"

Hsi eh shook his head. "Then why does he steal spirit?
Only reason to use love potion on spirit is to bind it to
another spirit, for long journey through Ten Courts of
Afterlife.”

A feeling of nausea crept over Ruha. "The thief is ..
he is not living. He is one of the undead."



An expression of pity passed over Hsieh's face, and he
fol ded down his second finger. "Final question. Wio is
ki dnapper ?"
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This was the question Ruha had been dreadi ng. She

had omtted any nention of Cypress's identity, fearing
that the nmandarin woul d decide it was safer for Lady
Feng to cooperate with the dragon than to hel p Vaerana
save Yansel dara. Neverthel ess, the witch had no choice
except to hope she could persuade Hsieh to ally with her
for it was growing clearer all the time that she did not
under st and enough about Lady Feng's magic to save

Yansel dar a.

"Who take Lady Feng?" Hsieh demanded.
Ruha swal | owed, then said, "The sanme barbarian who

tried to assassinate you."

Hsieh frowned at her. "No one tries to kill nme."

Ruha nodded. "On the G nger Lady. The dragon.™

"You are greatly mstaken." Hsieh's rebuke was both
confident and gentle. "Dragon is after gold and jewel s—=

"And you," Ruha replied. "H's nane is Cypress, and he

is the |l eader of the Cult of the Dragon. He fears you have
cone to replace Tang and stop the palace's trade in poi-
sons, and so he tried to kill you."

"That is nost inpossible." Hsieh shook his head stub-

bornly. "I send nessenger with word of nmy visit only one
day before dragon attack. Because | travel with only |ight
bodyguard, | instruct Prince and Princess to tell no one of

nmy journey—dnless they tell Lady Feng?"

Ruha shook her head. "I overheard them say Lady
Feng was abducted before your nessage arrived."

"Then dragon cannot know | am coni ng. Wo tel

hi nP"
That was when Yu Po appeared at the door. "Esteened

M nister, | beg permssion to report."

Hsi eh frowned and started to hold himoff, but Ruha,
who needed time to think, said, "Yu Po is not interrupt-
ing. Let himspeak."

Hsi eh nodded to his adjutant, who quickly picked his

way across the debris and bowed. "Princess Wi Dao is

nost confortable in her apartnent,” Yu Po reported. "As

| was inspecting her chanbers to be certain of her safety,
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| find this."”

The adj utant opened his hand, revealing the exotic
Cal i nshan gold that Tonmbor had put into Ruha's coffer
to i npress Wi Dao.

Hsi eh studied the coin, then scow ed at his adjutant.
"Wei Dao is Princess, Yu Po. Do you expect to find no gold
in her chanber?"

"Not gold like this."

Yu Po pinched the edges of the coin with both hands
and pull ed. The coin cane apart, revealing a tiny com
partment where a small paper nessage m ght be con-
ceal ed.

Hsi eh took the two halves fromhis adjutant. "Mbst
i ngenious. Do you find what is inside?"

"No," Yu Po adm tted.

"But | know who sent it to her," Ruha said. "And if |
am correct, Esteened Mandarin, | al so know who told
Cypress you were aboard the G nger Lady."

"Wei Dao?" Hsieh asked.

"That coin was given to me by sonmeone who pronised
it would win the princess's hospitality," Ruha said. "It
did."

"How conme Yu Po finds it in her chamber?"

"I saw her sneak it frommy gold coffer. The person

who gave it to nme said the princess had a fondness for
foreign coins,"” Ruha explained. "Now | think it contained
a nmessage froma spy in Monstorm House, warning W

Dao of ny identity. The princess has been npst insistent
about wishing to kill me—+egardl ess of Prince Tang's
conmands to the contrary."

Hsi eh pushed the two hal ves of the coin together and
folded it into his palm then waved the witch toward the
door. "It seenms our nutual problemis solved, does it not,
Lady Ruha?"

Ruha did not nove. "No. How could it be?"

"If dragon ki dnaps Lady Feng, then kidnapper is no
threat."

The witch was confused by the mandarin's m sunder-
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standi ng—dntil she recalled that Hsi eh had seen her
destroy Cypress on the Dragonnere. She had said noth-

i ng about the dragon taking another body, and Ruha cer-
tainly saw no reason to broach the subject now

"Do you not understand, Lady Ruha?" Hsieh asked.
"W have only to locate dragon's lair; then we find both
Lady Feng and Yansel dara's stolen staff."

"Of course!" Ruha did her best to sound astonished.

"And if you will me tell nore about these ylang bl ossons,
per haps | know sonmeone who can be tricked into | eading
us to the lair."

El even

Tang's punt came to another fork in

t he sl ough. Hi s boat pushers jamed

their poles into the black water, the

butts angled forward to halt the little

dugout while he guessed at the way to

Cypress's lair. Behind himarose a

gentl e sloshing as his nen struggl ed

to stop their heavy log rafts. Save for

the unrem tting hum of nosquitos, no other sound broke
the silence of the swanp. The evening light |lay upon the
gl assy waters as sinuous and wi spy as snmoke, yielding no
hint of the sun's location. Al ong the banks of the chan-
nel s rose tangl ed webs of prop roots, supporting thickets
of vine-choked bog cane as inpenetrable to the eye as
wal | s of stone. Even the sky itself was hidden from view,
conceal ed behind a murky canopy of npss-draped boughs.
Sonmewher e nearby | oonmed the G ant's Run Mun-

tains, a chain of high peaks lying half a day's canter
sout heast of the G nger Pal ace, but Tang could not find
the way to their steep slopes. Though he had conmanded
his nen to remain confident, he could feel their trust
ebbing with every mnute he remained | ost, and even he
was losing faith in his abilities. The swanp was so smal |
that it had no name—ndeed, few outside the Cult of the
Dragon knew it existed at all—-and twi ce the prince had
cone to Lair here with fellow cult nmenbers. It seened

i npossible that its nmeager nmaze of waterways shoul d
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di sorient himor anyone el se, yet Tang had been trying to
| ocate Cypress's hole for nore than two hours.

The punt rocked beneath the prince's feet. He gl anced
back to see the commander of the pal ace garrison, Gen-
eral Fui D hang, stepping into the dugout from a wagon-
sized raft of |ashed | ogs. A squat, flat-cheeked man with



an unwavering scow and granite eyes, he wore a hel net
of silver-trinmmed brass and an oversi zed battle tunic
over | eather arnor. Mst of the nen behind himwere
dressed in a simlar manner, save their hel nmets were
steel with brass trim

The general bowed. "May it please the Prince to hear

ne.
As with all Fui said, the statenent was a conmmand,

not a request. Prince Tang nodded, but | ooked away to
enphasi ze that he would not allow the general to bully

hi m
"Night falls soon, and nen are uneasy at being | ost—

"Do | say we are lost?" Tang whirled on the general so
fast that, had his boatpushers not had their poles planted
on the bottom the punt woul d have capsized. "W are not

| ost. Dragon uses Invisible Art to confuse honorable sol-
diers. They may eat another |asal |eaf."

Fui did not turn to issue the command. "Since you are
not |ost, perhaps you guide us to dry land. It is better to
canp outside swanp."

"No. We must rescue Lady Feng tonight."

The general's eyes remained stony. "If we perish in
dar k—=

"Toni ght . "

Fui's Ups tightened. "Surely, Wse Prince knows it is
i nauspi cious to attack em nent dragon at all, but to
attack at night..."

"This dragon is different!" snapped Tang. "Cypress
does not have favor of Celestial Bureaucracy!"

"Perhaps Wse Prince explains why it takes so long to
reach dragon's pal ace?" Fui insisted. "This swanp is size
of peasant village. By now, we should find dragon's hone
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t hrough tenacity al one."

"It is question of patience, not 'finding!" " Prince Tang
turned away from General Fui, silently cursing the
absence of a wu-jen. Alittle magic would go far toward
hel ping himfind his goal. "Tell men to be ready. Not far
now "

Selecting a direction at random the prince pointed



down the fork on the right. General Fui barely had tine
to |l eap back to his own raft before Tang' s boat pushers
gui ded the punt into the channel. As they travel ed down
the curving slough, the nosquito hum becane a madden-

i ng drone. Though the Shou berry juice the prince had
rubbed into his flesh protected himfrombites, clouds of
the insects dragged across his skin like chiffon

Tang began to sense an enornous, dark presence

ahead. The canopy arched hi gher above the water, and
the swanmp grew steadily nurkier and nore forlorn. The
beards of nobss vani shed from the branches al ongsi de the
passage, replaced by the curtainlike webs of brilliantly
striped spiders with abdonens as large as a man's fist.
Ahead of the punt, dark chevrons appeared in the water
as startled snakes swam for cover. The ends of sub-
nmerged | ogs sprouted eyes and watched the flotilla pass.
A hal f-remenbered murmur echoed through the trees

from somewhere ahead: the purl of water trickling down
some steep sl ope.

Tang felt butterflies fluttering in his stomach and
beads of sweat sliding down his brow. He withdrew a
handful oflasal |eaves froma basket in the bottom of the
dugout and distributed them anong hi s boat pushers,

then placed two into his own nmouth and chewed. As the
protective fog arose inside his head, he began to regard
the inpending battle with increasing giddiness. Soon, he
woul d have vengeance on his enemy. After his nen
destroyed Cypress's new body, he himself would find and
smash the spirit gem Then, when Yen-Wang- Yeh's ser-
vants cane to drag Cypress's wayward spirit down to the
Ten Courts of the Afterlife, Tang would recount all the
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dragon's crines agai nst hinself and Shou Lung, thus
insuring a stern verdict that would condemm his foe to
ten thousand centuries of torment in the Ei ghteenth

Hel |

The rancid stench of rotting fish began to waft through
the air. The channel w dened into a broad basin of black
water strewn with mats of bog scum and studded by the
naked gray trunks of a bald cypress stand. On the far
side of the pool, a steep, green-blanketed scarp rose
abruptly fromthe nurky water and di sappeared above

t he swanmp's gl oony canopy. Down the face of this slope
snaked a tiny ribbon of silver water, the sane small
brook casting its purl throughout the slough. To the left
of the stream barely visible through the whirling clouds
of nmosquitos, was a huge, hal f-subnerged grotto, the
noss curtain that dangled over its nouth tattered and
frayed by the constant passage of sone huge body.

Tang ordered his boatpushers to stop. Though the area

had been darker and nore crowded on the two occasi ons

the prince had visited it before, he recognized it instantly.
Just outside the cavern lay a toppled cypress where the



dragon roosted during Lair, with the entire cult arrayed
bef ore hi mupon the same rafts now occupi ed by CGenera

Fui and his men. Rising fromthe waters around the

perch were heaps of large fish skeletons, some with bits

of gray, gritty hide still clinging to the thick bones, and
hanging in the linbs of nearby trees were hundreds of

| ong-t oot hed j aws.

Tang was nost distressed to see that Cypress had

al ready devoured so many sharks. From what the prince

had | earned during his brief association with the cult,
when a dracolich's body was destroyed, he lost the ability
to speak, cast magic spells, and use his terrible breath
weapon. Unfortunately, he could regain those capabilities
by consuning a nmere tenth of his previous body, which he
could always | ocate via a strange nystical bond—even if

t he corpse had been burned, shredded, or eaten. Judgi ng

by the nunber of skeletons lying in the water, Cypress
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could not be far froma full recovery.

Ceneral Fui's raft pulled al ongside the punt, and Tang
pointed at the cavern. "That is dragon's pal ace." The
prince allowed hinmself the pleasure of a touch of sarcasm
at the term'palace.' "Men ae ready?"

The general glanced at the four rafts behind his, each
bearing fifteen anxious warriors, and flashed a hand sig-
nal. A gentle clatter rustled over the pond as his nen
reached for their hal berds and pushed | asal |eaves into
their nouths. Fui watched a nonment, then slipped a |eaf
between his own |ips and nodded.

Tang drew his sword, then | ooked back to the cave and
waited for General Fui to |lead the soldiers forward
Thanks to his |asal -i nduced daze, the prince realized he
could actually see the nurk gathering over the swanp. It

| ooked like a thick, oily snmoke seeping fromthe fetid
depths of Cypress's lair, where the dragon rested upon
his bed of gold, dream ng of Yansel dara and filling the air
wi th the dank gl oom of his wi cked obsession.

The prince's thoughts turned to his nother, and he

found hinmsel f wondering what effect the unnatural nurk

woul d have on her. If the fumes darkened her fair skin,

she woul d never forgive—nost cursed |asal! That was

the trouble with it; the user found it difficult to keep his
m nd focused on the task at hand, and he sonetines

found his head filled with ridicul ous ideas.

Noting that Fui still had not given the order to
advance, Prince Tang | ooked to his general. "Wy do you
wai t?" He waved his sword at the cavern. "Co kil
dragon!"

Fui's head slowy turned toward Tang's punt. The gen-



eral's pupils were nearly as large as his irises, and a
bl ank, al nost mnuddl ed expression had fallen over his
normal ly resol ute face.

"You do not lead us into cavern, Brave Prince?"

"Me?" Tang | ooked at the sword in his hand and under -

stood the reason for the general's confusion. "I cannot
| ead way into danger. | am Prince!"
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"That is what | try to say in G nger Palace." Under the

| asal ' s influence, Fui spoke nore freely than he woul d
have otherwi se. "Do | not suggest it is foolish for you to
take field? Do | not hint that your inadequate prepara-
tions oblige nmen to take extra risks to protect you?"

The | asal haze inside Tang's m nd began to darken and
churn. "I amPrince! Soldiers die at ny will!"

"True, but Honorable Prince does not waste their
lives!" the general spat. "If you desire Lady Pong' s rescue,
you must stand aside and | et someone who knows—

A chorus of snickers filled the air behind Fui. The gen-
eral stopped speaking in mdsentence, and his w dening
eyes betrayed his astoni shnent at the words comni ng
fromhis nouth. He dropped to his knees and kowt owed

on the raft, pressing his forehead down so close to the
edge that his silver-trimred helnmet fell off and slipped
beneath the inky waters.

"M ghty Prince, I do not know these words! They are
not ny own!"

Tang hardly heard the apol ogy. The lasal clouds inside
his m nd had worked thenselves into a storm and he
could think of nothing but his fury.

"Wirds bel ong to hi mwho speaks them" Tang gl anced

at the rafts behind Fui, where nore than seventy sol -

di ers were studying the swanmp's gl oony canopy and bit-

ing their cheeks to keep from |l aughing. Bolts of Iightning
began to flash inside the prince's head. "Lasal | oosens
tongue. It cannot change secret thoughts of any man."

"Merciful Prince, | command garrison of G nger Pal ace
since it is built, and before that | hunbly serve in per-
sonal guard of Lady Feng. Please to allow ne honor of
dying in battle." Fui lifted his head and dared to neet
Tang's eyes. "Let nme lead soldiers into dragon's pal ace.™

"I nyself lead way into lair." Tang glared at his genera
until the last soldier no longer found it necessary to bite
hi s cheeks; then he pronounced Fui's sentence: "Shou
general must respect master with heart as well as

tongue, so that he does not forget hinself and nake nen
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| augh at Worthy Prince. To fail in this is treason.”

Fui's face went as stiff as a nask. He whispered a

prayer, beseeching his ancestors to find a place for himin
the Cel estial Bureaucracy, then touched his browto the
log. "I amready."

Tang | ooked past Fui to Yuan Ti, the moon-faced com
mander of the sentries who protected his lizard park
Since the young officer had already faced the dragon and
lived, Ceneral Fui had selected himas second in com
mand for this m ssion

Yuan swal | owed and reached for his sword, but his

hand began to trenble, and he did not draw t he weapon.
The youth clenched his teeth as though fighting a wave
of nausea, and tears welled in his eyes.

Tang scowl ed at the hesitation. "Why do you del ay?
Puni sh General Fui's insol ence!"

Yuan managed to pull his sword hal fway fromits

sheat h, then turned away sobbing. The youth's profile
accentuated his flat cheeks, and it was then Tang real -
ized the boy's identity. The fury faded fromthe | asal -
i nduced storminside the prince's head, and the tenpest
became instead a drizzle that clouded his thoughts wth
cold, sick regret. It was not unconmon for Shou generals
to make places for their sons in their own commands, but
how was Tang to know the youth's identity? A Shou

prince did not trouble hinmself with the domestic lives of
his inferiors. He could hardly be expected to know every
son that his officers brought to the G nger Pal ace.

Tang al |l owed CGeneral Fui's boy to weep, grateful for a
few nonents to struggle with this new dil enma. As

much as he disliked the idea of ordering a son to slay hi?
own father, he could hardly retract the conmmand now.

The nmen had already cone close to treason when they

| aughed at himearlier; to tolerate any further insubordi-
nati on would only convince themthat he was a weak and

i nept | eader. Yuan woul d have to obey the command. |If
there was another way to solve the problem the prince
could not see it through the | asal haze.
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In a gentle but |oud voice. Tang said, "You are a Shou
soldier. You nust do as | order."

The yout h choked back his sobs and turned to face
Tang. "Merciful Prince, the |asal |eaves—

General Fui raised his head. "Silence, Yuan!" H's voice
had assuned the hard edge of command. "Do not dis-
honor our ancestors by arguing with your Prince!"



The general pressed his browto the | ogs again. The

t hought fl ashed through Tang's nmind that there nust be

a way to show nmercy without showi ng weakness, but it

was chased into the |asal haze by a great cry from Yuan's
mouth. In a notion too fast to see, the youth unsheat hed
his sword and brought the blade down on his father's
neck. There was a wet crack, and Fui's head toppl ed of f
the raft into the swanp. The general's body shuddered
once, then went |inp and slipped out of its kow ow,
slowy stretching forward to push its headl ess shoul ders
into the dark pool

Fui's head rolled in the water, bringing his granite
eyes around to stare vacantly upward. Tang's stonach
began to feel queasy, but he clenched his teeth against
the feeling and forced hinself not to | ook away. The
whol e point of the punishnent had been to show his sol -
diers that he was a strong | eader, and he woul d not
acconplish that by allowi ng the gaze of a dead man to
intimdate him

Yuan ripped the front off his silken battle tunic and

used it to dab his father's blood off the blade. \Wen he
fini shed, he sheathed his sword, then carefully fol ded the
cloth and slipped it beneath his | eather corselet.

The adj utant bowed to Tang, his eyes now as hard as
his father's. "I obey your comand. My Prince."

Tang honored the youth by returning his bow "The

M ni ster of War shall—= The prince had to interrupt him
self to take a deep breath and regain control of his churn-
i ng stomach. "He shall hear of your dedication to duty."

Yuan's eyes showed no sign of softening, but they did
shift away fromthe prince's face toward the water, where
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a dozen shapes were rapidly drifting toward CGenera

Fui's body. At first. Tang took the forms for floating | ogs
Then he noticed the eyes and nostrils protrudi ng above

the bog scum and al so the powerful tails snaking back

and forth behind their bodies.

The first beast slid between the prince's dugout and

Yuan's raft. Silently, it took Fui's head into its jaws and
slid beneath the dark water, vani shing from sight al nost
before Tang realized he was | ooking at an alligator

Yuan reached down to pull the rest of his father's body
back onto the raft, then alnost |ost a hand as anot her of
the nonsters latched on to the corpse's shoul der. The
cadaver slid off the | ogs and di sappeared beneath the
surface in a quick swirl. A second creature, easily as long
as Tang's dugout, dove after the body-stealer, and the
water erupted into a bloody, churning froth as the two
animal s tore the cadaver to pieces.



Tang finally lost control of his rebellious stonach and
turned away while it purged itself—then nearly lost his
head as a pair of tooth-filled jaws rose fromthe water tr
snap at his face. He slashed at it ineffectually with the
sword in his hand, and his boatpushers stepped over to
hold the thing at bay while he finished retching. Behind
the prince sounded a startled scream followed by a | oud
splash and the brief gurgle of a man's voi ce.

An astoni shed nurmur rustled through the swanp;

then half the soldiers in the conpany cried out in fear
The rippling siffle of hal berds slashing water filled the
air. Several men fell into the pond and shrieked as they
wer e dragged beneath the surface.

When Tang's stomach finally finished with him he

wi ped his mouth on a boatpusher's sleeve, then turned to

see his entire conpany of soldiers besieged by alligators.
The nmen were standi ng back-to-back in the center of al

five rafts, thrusting the tips of their |ong hal berds at the
throng of circling alligators—several of which | ooked

| onger than the vessels thensel ves. Many of the | ogs

were smeared with bl ood, while the water was littered
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wi th broken hal berd shafts, ribbons of shredded silk, and
alligators withing in pain.

As Tang watched, a swinming alligator whipped its

body around, driving its head and forequarters onto a
raft. The attack was net by a flurry of driving hal berds,
nost of which pierced the beast's arnored hide and sank
to a depth of several inches. The nonster clutched at the
logs with the claws of its stubby forel egs and dragged
itself forward. The nmen braced thenselves, trying to
shove their blades deeper into their attacker's flesh

The creature ignored the assault and continued to

claw its way onto the raft. One warrior lost his footing
and slid across the raft, where another alligator seized
hi s ankl e and dragged him scream ng, into the scum
covered waters. Several others, finding their hal berds
danp shafts slipping backward through their grasp
dropped their polearnms to reach for their swords. Only
one man could drive his weapon deep enough to cause

t he behenoth any injury. The alligator sinply snapped
its head to one side and jerked the weapon out of the sol-
dier's hands, then retreated into the water

Tang peered over the side of his dugout and saw sev-

eral alligators floating al ongside, their ravenous gazes
searching for something to snatch. Fortunately, the

punt's sides were high enough to conceal his vul nerable

| egs, or one of the beasts would certainly have pulled him
into the swanp by now. As it was, he took the precaution
of raising his arms above his chest and ordering his boat -
pushers to do the sane, |est one of the creatures attenpt



to snatch a dangling hand and capsi ze the punt.
"Perhaps Wse Prince cares to give order?"

Yuan stood in the center of his own bl ood-streaked

raft, apparently oblivious to the screans of the |egless
man at his feet. The young officer was watchi ng Tang
with what could only be called a | ook of inpertinent

i npati ence, as though he understood exactly what

needed to be done and knew his commander for too nuch

of a fool to see it.
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Tang scow ed in thought, determned not to | ose an®

nore face by asking Yuan's advice. The prince could not
order an advance without forcing the nen to step within
reach of the alligators' snapping jaws, but neither did he
see any sense in remai ning where they were and al | ow

ing the nonsters to pluck themoff the rafts one-by-one.
What they needed was magic. A wu-jen could drive the
beasts away, so his soldiers could get on with the inpor-
tant business of finding and slaying the dragon

An angry light flared in Yuan's eyes. "Wen eneny
attacks, it is customary for commander to issue order."

"Alligators are not eneny!" Tang snapped, waving his
sword at the beasts between their vessels. "They are stu-
pid animals."

A loud thunmp sounded in the bottom of Tang' s dugout.
He | ooked down to see a scaly brown cord gathering itself

into a coil. Wether because of the lasal haze in his mind
or the shock of having the thing drop into his boat, the
prince did not recognize the withing tendril until it

showed the pink lining of its nouth. Tang cal my brought
his sword down, catching the snake behind the head.

The prince did not enjoy snakes as much as he did
l'izards, but he knew enough about the species to recog-
ni ze the white-nouthed viper as nore of a swinmrer than
atree clinber. He scow ed and | ooked up, then cried out
in surprise as three nore dark, writhing ropes dropped
out of the canopy overhead. One of the snakes spl ashed
into the water beside the dugout, where it was pronptly
snapped up by an alligator, but the other two pl opped
into the bottom of the punt.

Al most before he realized it, Tang's sword had | ashed

out to sever the head from one serpent. The other recov-
ered fromits fall quickly enough to bury its fangs into a
boat pusher's leg. Unlike the other two snakes, this one
was gray, with a black dianond pattern and rattles on its
tail. The victim screeched and reached for his dagger
Before the nman could draw his weapon, Tang grasped the

vi per behind its head and yanked it free. He tossed the
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serpent into the water, where a ravenous alligator
qui ckly avenged its attack on the prince's servant.

The snake bite bled profusely, instantly coating the
boat pusher's foot in sticky red syrup. The nman opened
bis mouth to thank Tang, then cried out and dropped into
the bottom of the punt. He clutched his | eg and began to
squirm causing the dugout to rock dangerously.

"Stop, fool!" Tang ordered. By the panicked cries echo-

i ng across the pond, the prince knew that his boatpusher
was not the only soldier to suffer a snake bite. "Do you
nmean to capsi ze us?"

The man | ooked up. "Wat does it matter? | die any-
way We all die!"

Tang sl apped the man. "Poi son makes bite bl eed and

hurt, but it does not kill—unless you spill us into swanp
with alligators!” Though he was not particularly fond of
serpents, the prince's poison trade had taught himnore
than a little about their venom "Now stand up and

return to duty."”

Tang gl anced up and saw anot her ropy form droppi ng

out of the gl oony boughs overhead. He caught this snake

on his sword and flicked it away, then quickly returned

his eyes to the canopy. Though it was difficult to see into
the nmurk above, it seenmed to himthat the branches were
alive with slinking, withing forms, all working their way
into positions over his small flotilla of rafts. The behavi or
seened nmost unnatural for snakes, which were usually

nore anxious to avoid trouble than start it.

Tang hazarded a gl ance at the rafts and was horrified

to see his soldiers in a panic. They were |ying prone on
the [ ogs, groaning over their bleeding bites and beggi ng
their ancestors for help, or they were dancing nadly
about on the | ogs, hacking at serpents and trying to stay
beyond the reach of the voracious alligators. Many had
failed already. The water was thick with severed |inbs
and shredded | eat her corselets, and some of the behe-
moths in the water were even beginning to drift away,
each clutching a drowned man in its crooked jaws.
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"This is dragon's doing!" Tang yelled. "He fears to show
hi msel f 1"

Anot her pair of snakes dropped into his dugout. He
di spat ched one, while the bitten boatpusher used his pole
to fling the other to the alligators.

"Take up poles and go to cavern!" the prince com
manded. "Do not fear snakes! If you are bitten, you can
still fight."



Incredibly, the soldiers ignored their attackers and
obeyed. The alligators continued to pull nmen into the
wat er, and the snakes continued to rain down on their
heads, but the rafts started to drift forward. Now that
t he conpany had orders, the entire troop was focused on
its goal, and it did not seemto matter how many ofthe>r
conrades fell. Thinking that perhaps he had a natur il
aptitude for nmilitary |leadership, Prince Tang flicki <1
anot her serpent into the water and conmanded his boc.'-
pushers forward, then turned to face the cavern

He found Cypress roosting on the toppled tree outs-He

the cavern. The dragon | ooked hal f-agam as |arge as he
had in the spicehouse, with scales so dark they seened

al nost shadows in the murky swanmp |ight. Perched

besi de Cypress were a pair of small wyverns that had

been fluttering about the swanp during the prince's ear-
lier visits. The creatures | ooked |ike huge iguanas, save
that their thick tails ended in needl e-sharp barbs and
they had wi ngs instead of forelegs.

Cypress's enpty eye sockets swung toward the prince
Am | to assume you don't have the ylang oil ?

Tang's knees nearly buckled. His grip grew so we A
that he dropped his sword into the bottom of the boat.

"I have cone for Lady Feng. Then we tal k about oil."

There is nothing to talk about. Wthout the oil, you wll
find only death.

"I prefer that fate to disgrace of |eaving venerable
nmot her with you."

Tang retrieved his weapon, quietly relieved that
Cypress had not yet recovered his voice. Wthout his
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breat h weapon and magic spells, the dragon woul d not
prove so difficult to defeat. The prince glanced over his
shoul der, and when he saw the remains of his small com
pany still behind him he raised his sword. H s hand was
trenbling so badly that the bl ade wobbled |ike the mast
of a tenpest-tossed caravel, but he did not let that stop
himfrompointing it at Cypress.

"There is eneny! Do not be frightened. He cannot
spray you with acid, and he cannot hurt you with magic!"

Tang's soldiers raised their spears and cheered bravely,
then allowed their rafts to drift to a stop and gl owered at
t he dracolich. Cypress opened his muzzle slightly, return-
ing the troop's glare with a nocking, yell owtoothed grin.
The two wyverns licked their chops, and the alligators
pulled two nore nen into the water.

The prince scowl ed at his men, unable to understand
why they had stopped advanci ng. "Attack!"



"I'n what manner, Honorable Prince?" The question
cane from Yuan, who stood on the raft closest to Tang's
dugout .

The order seened cl ear enough to the prince. "Attack
wi th swords and hal berds, of course!"

Yuan al | owed hinself the briefest shake of his head,
then turned to the troops. "Nunber One Raft, assault to
right. Nunber Two Raft to center. Nunber Three to left,
and others remain in reserve." \Wen the nmen began to
maneuver as ordered, the adjutant bowed to Tang. "Per-
haps Brave Prince wi shes to nove to safer position

behi nd reserves?"

Tang al nost said yes, then remenbered how his nen

had struggled to hide their laughter during General Fui's
u-nfortunate slip of tongue. "No. | lead attack, as | say
earlier.”

Tang ordered his punt forward and was surprised by
the strength of the fear that boiled up inside him It suf-

fused his entire being, filling himw th a hot, queasy sen-
sation as foul as bile. He felt flushed and di zzy and achy,
as though he were physically ill, and it seemed that his
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whol e body had suddenly gone weak. Cypress remmined

on his roost, flanked by his two wverns and calnly
awaiting the battle, his enpty eye sockets never straying
fromthe prince's dugout.

Tang chewed anot her |asal |eaf, hoping that the sick-
ening dread he felt was the result of a nmnd attack and
not his own weak constitution. The haze inside his nind
grew t hicker, but his fear did not subside.

Cypress allowed the prince's dugout to advance al nost

i nto hal berd-hurling range, then nudged the two
wyverns. The beasts folded their w ngs and tipped for-
ward, slipping into the swanp as quietly as alligators
They dove beneath the surface, then swamtoward Tang's
boat, the bristling crests along their spines slicing
t hrough the scunmy water |ike shark fins.

Tang dropped his sword and grabbed a boat pusher's

hal berd, then willed his heavy legs to carry himto the
front of the punt. He braced his feet against the walls
and tried to ignore the voice calling through the | asa
haze inside his head, urging himto renenber hinsel*

and take his proper place behind the reserves. The prince
rai sed his hal berd and wat ched the wyverns approach

They came nore or |ess straight on, their spine crests
cutting through the water to each side of the dugout. He
angl ed his weapon to the right and thrust the blade into
the water, aimng for the space between the creature's
shoul der bl ades.



The hal berd bit deep into the wvenis thick hide and
nearly junped from Tang' s hands. An unexpected scream

of wild, brutal exhilaration burst fromthe prince's |ips.
He cl anped down on the weapon's shaft and dropped into

a squat, both to drive the bl ade deeper and to keep from
bei ng jerked out of the dugout. The creature's head
erupted fromthe water, filling the swanp with a | oud
sizzling hiss.

Tang jerked his hal berd free and swng the bl ade, axe-
like, at the creature's head. The beast retracted its sinu-
ous neck. Instead of counterstriking, it hissed again,
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Tang had seen whiptail |izards wag their tongues at
prey often enough to know what was com ng next. He
dove into the bottom of the dugout and heard the
wyvern's barbed tail sw shing over his back. The sound
ended in a slurpy thud, then a boatpusher—+the snake-
bitten one, judging by his delirious voi ce—screaned.

Wth a trenbling hand, the prince grabbed his sword,
dropped it, grabbed it again, and came up swinging in
time to see the wvenis tail jerk his boatpusher fromthe
punt. The fellow | anded facedown and did not nove. So
deadly and qui ck was the wyvern's poison that the man

puf fed up before Tang's eyes. The flesh on his hands and
neck grew bl ack and slimy, while the red stain bl ossom
ing around the man's head suggested his nose was bl eed-

i ng profusely.

The wyvern flicked its victimoff its tail, then dove
back beneath the water and swam toward Nunber Three

Raft. Tang renmenbered the other beast and spun around,

hal f -expecting to feel a tail barb piercing his own flesh
He found only an enpty dugout, with a forsaken hal berd
and a pool of black sline to mark where the second boat -
pusher had been standing a nonent before.

Tang's earlier jubilation had vani shed |ike snmoke into
fog; now he felt hel pless and frightened. If a hal berd
could barely scratch a wvern, how would it pierce a
dragon's thick armor? He had been a fool to come into
this swanp without a wu-jen.

The nmen on Number Two and Nunmber Three Rafts

voi ced their battle cries and thrust their hal berds into

the swamp. A pair of tails |lashed out of the water al nost

as one, each driving a barb through a soldier's |eather
arnor. Tang saw scales rippling as the wverns punped

their victims full of poison, then a flurry of blades as his
sol di ers hacked at the beasts' sinuous tails.

In the next instant, the back end of Nunber Three
Raft rose on a wvern's back. The creature's w ngs beat
the swanmp as it struggled to raise the boat higher. Men
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tunmbled into the water, scream ng and slashing at alliga-
tors. Finally, when the raft had grown |ight enough, the
wyvern tw sted sideways and flipped it.

Number Two Raft suffered a simlar fate; then the two
creatures dove beneath the surface and swam toward the
rafts Yuan had held in reserve.

Tang grabbed a hal berd and used it to push his punt

after Number One Raft, which had nearly reached
Cypress's roost. It was difficult to say whether the
dragon was wat chi ng the approachi ng vessel or not. He
held his head turned to one side and slightly cocked, so
that one enpty eye socket was turned toward the dark

wat er and the other on the nurky canopy. H's scaly lips
were slightly curled, as though he found the cacophony of
how i ng voi ces a pl easant eveni ng serenade.

Nurmber One Raft scraped past a heap of shark skel e-

tons and stopped beside Cypress's roost, less than twenty
paces fromthe dragon. Several men quickly fornmed a

wal |l at the front of the craft while their conpani ons gat h-
ered behind them

Tang pushed harder, trying to catch up before they

| aunched their attack. The voice in his |asal-clouded head
kept urging himto turn back. The closer he cane to his
foe, the | ess he cared about the disrespect his men had
shown himearlier—er the shane he woul d bring upon

hinself by failing to rescue his nother. Neverthel ess, the
prince continued forward, not because he cared about his
men or was suddenly determ ned to prove that he was no
coward, but because he knew that the only way to | eave

the swanp alive was to kill his foe.

Tang had al nost caught Nunber One Raft when the

men in the front hurled their hal berds like spears. As the
shafts arced toward the dragon, half a dozen soldiers

| eaped onto the toppled tree and rushed forward to

attack. The boat pushers again started to nove their

clumsy vessel forward

Cypress calmy brought a wing around to shield him
self fromthe flying hal berds. The steel blades pierced the
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| eat hery scal es easily enough, but |acked the force to
drag the heavy shafts through the tough hide and pene-
trate the dragon's body. One weapon spl ashed into the

swanp, but nost sinply | odged thenselves in a wing and
dangl ed there like needl es in an oxhide.

Cypress lowered his wing and swept the line of charg-
ing warriors off the toppled tree, then hopped off his roost
and | anded in the mddle of the raft. The boat settled a



few i nches beneath the water, but did not sink, and its
occupants whirled on their foe in a flurry of flashing
steel. Gowing and hissing |like one of his wverns, the
dragon | ashed out with tail and wi ngs and sent bodies
splashing into the water on all sides.

Tang gave his punt another shove and stepped into the

bow, praying his weak knees woul d have enough strength

to hold himup when he | eaped onto Number One Raft.

Before he arrived, Cypress raked his black tal ons down
the length of the raft, severing the |lashings that held it
t oget her.

The logs rolled apart, plunging all who had been

standi ng upon theminto the swanp. Tang's punt contin-

ued to glide forward, and sonmehow—perhaps because he

was too frightened to nove—the prince found hinsel f
standing fast in the bow, with a clear flank shot and
Cypress | ooking the other way. The prince clanped his

arnms around his hal berd and gathered his rubbery |egs
beneath him determ ned that the dragon woul d not

shrug off this strike as easily as the wyvern had shrugged
off his first.

Tang was staring at the scale through which he

i ntended to drive his halberd, so he did not see Cypress's
Wi ng sweeping toward himon the backswi ng. He sinply

heard an earsplitting thunp, then found hinmself sailing
over the toppled tree trunk with his gold-trinmed hel net
flying in one direction and his weapon in another. He

spl ashed into the warm water, sank to the bottom and
nearly got tangled in a bed of fish skeletons before he
recovered his wits and ki cked free.
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H s head ringing and his body aching. Tang broke the
surface and peered over the | og. The bog scum had

erupted into a pink-tinged froth, with the dragon stand-

i ng wai st-deep in blood and shark skel etons, battering
his foes with wings and tail and calmy tearing their bod-
ies apart with gore-dripping talons. The prince's warriors
could do little to defend thensel ves. The | egs of nopst
wer e hopel essly tangl ed anong the fish bones, and the

rest could barely hold their chins above the water, rmnuch

| ess swing their heavy bl ades powerfully enough to pierce
Cypress's thick scal es.

The voi ce inside Tang's head shrieked through the

| asal haze, remi nding himthat he was a Shou prince and
shoul d have fled | ong ago. He managed to ignore it for a
short time, but when the alligators appeared at the
fringe of the battle and began to drag away the wounded,
t he voi ce began to sound wi se. Tang pushed away from

the log and, noving very slowy to avoid attracting alli -
gators, he slipped beneath the surface and swam t oward

t he nount ai n.



Twel ve

A sliver of pearly light split the md-

ni ght gl oom between the gate towers,

and Ruha realized the guards of Mon-

st orm House were openi ng the gates

for her. She |lashed her nount with the

ends ot her reins, urging the exhausted

Shou prancer into the ragged sem

bl ance of a gallop. The two packhorses

behi nd her snorted in protest, but had little trouble
adjusting to the new pace. They were both | arger than
the witch's nount and, |oaded with four sacks of ylang
bl ossonms each, far |ess heavily burdened.

From behi nd Ruha cane the clatter of firing cross-

bows, followed instantly by the ringing echoes of iron
bol t s ski ppi ng across cobbl estones. One of the packhorses
screamed, and the witch's prancer stunbled as the train

sl owed. She twi sted around and saw the | ast beast hob-
bling badly. Like the animal ahead of it, its chest was
covered in lather, and its eyes were bulging with fear and
exhausti on.

Thirty paces down the deserted street, two dozen of

Hsi eh's guards | ashed their mounts madly, meking a | ast
desperate effort to catch Ruha. As planned, they were
cl osing the distance and doi ng everything possible to
make it appear they truly wanted to succeed. The | ead
rider accepted a | oaded crossbow fromthe man at his
flank, then raised the weapon and fired. A dark streak
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fl ashed between him and the hobbling horse. The beast
screeched and woul d have fallen had the other aninals
not dragged it along, stunbling and staggering.

Cursing her pursuers for heartless killers, Ruha bl ew

a sharp breath in their direction and uttered a sinple

wi nd spell. A howing gust tore down the street, blasting
the first three riders half out of their saddles. As they
struggled to regain their bal ance, they were overtaken by
the gall oping throng at their backs; two nore soldiers
rai sed their crossbows. Hsieh had commanded his nmen to
make a convi nci ng show of the chase, and Shou were
nothing if not obedient.

A chorus of strunmm ng bowstrings sounded from at op

the gate towers. The | eading Shou riders sprouted arrows
in their chests and fell fromtheir wooden saddl es. The
rest of Hsieh's nen whipped their reins around, guiding
their horses into a sheltering alleyway.

Ruha's prancer clattered through the dark gateway of



Moonst or m House into a spaci ous, hexagonal courtyard

of ornanental trees and tw ni ng garden pat hways. The
witch reined in her mount, bringing the entire train to a
halt and drawing a relieved nicker fromthe wounded
packhorse. The enornous garden was encl osed by a

mlky wall, with slender, cone-roofed towers standing at
each of the six corners. The castle had no central keep
nor, as far as the witch could tell, any sort of inner

def ensework at all.

Despite the excitement of the phony chase, Ruha found
herself conpletely and utterly exhausted by the long ride
fromthe G nger Palace. This was her second night wth-

out sleep. She kept yawni ng behind her veil, and her eyes
were burning with the need to cl ose. She braced her

hands on her saddl e pomrel and fought to clear her

head; she could not allow herself to even think of resting,
not until she had laid her trap.

Captain Fow er rushed froma gate tower's narrow
doorway, followed closely by Vaerana Hawkl yn, Tonbor
the Jolly, and Pierstar Hall owhand. Though the hour was
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wel | past midnight, they were still dressed in jerkins,
tunics, and trousers. They had, no doubt, been up plan-
ning tomorrow s assault on the G nger Pal ace.

Fow er stopped beside Ruha and took her nount's

foam covered reins. "Are you well, Wtch?" The half-ore
scowl ed at the lather on his hand, then wiped it on his
pants. "And what have you done to this poor beast?"

"Gall oped himall the way fromthe G nger Pal ace, by

the I ooks of it," said Vaerana, joining them She turned to
Pierstar. "You'd better have soneone rouse John the far-
rier and his boys. These horses need sonme attention."

Pi erstar stopped beside the wounded beast and wi nced
at the two bolts lodged in its runp, then turned toward a
tower in the back of the castle.

"I"ll do it nyself," he said. "And 1'Il send a patrol of
Maces after those riders. | doubt we'll catch them but |
don't want themin the city. Those Shou can be sneaky."

Tonmbor the Jolly went to the first horse and stood on

his toes so he could reach the knots. "Perhaps we should
unl oad. Since Ruha risked her life to bring us this cargo,
| assune it is of sonme inmportance."

"It is." The witch glanced at the cleric just |ong enough
to nod, then stifled a yawn and di smounted. "It's the |ast
ingredient the Cult of the Dragon needs to steal Yansel -
dara's spirit—ylang bl ossons. They arrived on the G n-

ger Lady with Mnister Hsieh."

"Then you' ve saved Yansel dara!" Fow er's outburst was
as much question as exclamation, but that did not stop



himfromfolding Ruha into his arnms. "Maybe now you
can get ne ny gold."

"Not so fast." Vaerana went to help Tombor unl oad the
pack train. "As | understand things, stopping the cult's
not the sane as saving Yansel dara."

"That is correct. | have bought us nore tine, but
Yansel dara is still in danger until we recover the staff."

Vaer ana tossed a sack of ylang bl ossonms on the ground.
"I don't suppose you can tell us where it is?"

The witch shook her head. "I amsorry. Lady Feng's
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famliar was gone. It was all | could do to return with the

yl ang bl ossons. "

Vaer ana sighed wearily. "I guess I'lIl have to do this
nmysel f."

"I amsorry | failed you."
Vaer ana shrugged. "I'm sure you did your best."

The Lady Constable probably did not nean to be

i nsulting, but her patronizing tone vexed Ruha and nade
the witch burn to expose Tonbor's treachery. Unfortu-
nately, vindication would have to wait. Until the cleric
was gone, Ruha could not tell Vaerana about his treach-
ery, or about her plan to trick himinto |leading themto
Cypress's lair.

"What are you planning to do?" Ruha tried to sound
genuinely sorry for her failure. Once she sprang her trap
and exposed Tonmbor, it would be Vaerana's turn to apol o-
gi ze. "Perhaps | can hel p?"

Vaerana roll ed her eyes, but managed to make a civil
reply. "Wy don't you get some rest? You | ook |Iike you
need it, and this is better done alone."

"Then you'll try to snatch a nenber of the cult?" asked
Fow er.

Vaer ana nodded and reached across a horse to untie
anot her sack of ylang blossons. "I know a couple of likely
pl aces to find one."

Tombor shook his head. "Even if you're |ucky enough

to catch sonmeone who knows where the lair is, he won't
tell you. If you want to nake himtal k, take me along."
"Sorry, Tonmbor. We'll be noving fast tonight." Vaerana
patted the cleric's stomach. "I don't think you can keep

up. "



"You'll have to torture them"
Vaerana nodded grimy. "I won't enjoy it."

Sonehow, Ruha suspected the Lady Constabl e of being
| ess than honest.

"Vaer ana, before you go, we should talk." Ruha could
hardly explain why in front of Tombor, but the last thing
she wanted was for Vaerana to | eave Moonstorm House.
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"I should tell you of some other things | learned in the
G nger Pal ace. "

"Then tal k." Vaerana continued to hel p Tonbor unl oad.
"I don't have all night."

Ruha forced herself not to |look in Tonbor's direction
"First, Cypress is back."

Vaerana's jaw fell, and she let a sack of blossons slip
from her grasp.

"I saw himin the spicehouse,” Ruha expl ai ned. "He

was snaller than the first tine | saw him He coul d not
speak or use his magic, but it was definitely Cypress. By
ki dnappi ng his cult menbers, you may be drawing his
attention to you."

Vaerana turned back to the pack train. "Better to face
himin Elversult than in his lair." There was not mnuch
conviction in her voice. "Wat el se?"

"Cypress is not stealing Yanseldara's spirit so his cult
can control Elversult." Ruha was frantically trying to

t hi nk of sonmething that woul d keep the Lady Constable

i nsi de Mbonstorm House w thout arousing Tonbor's sus-

pi cions. "The dragon wants her spirit for hinmself."

"For hinsel f?" Vaerana echoed.

Ruha nodded. "I think Cypress is in love with Yansel -
dara, or believes he is."

Tombor raised his brow "You seemto have | earned
quite a lot during your visit!"

Behi nd her veil, Ruha bit her lip and wondered if she

had said too nuch. Her mnd was as weary as her body,

and she found it difficult to be subtle when her thoughts
were so sl uggi sh.

"I overheard a conversation between the prince and
t he dragon." Then, doing her best to sound indignant,
Ruha said, "I amnot entirely inept."

"No one said you were—er, at least not lately." Vaerana



noti oned Fow er over to hold the wounded packhorse.
"But Cypress doesn't have any reason to | ove Yansel dara.
She's the one that killed him™"

"You don't know much about nen, do you Lady Con-

210

The Harpers

st abl e?" Fow er gave her a roguish, yellowfanged grin.
"There's a fine half-elf tavern wench over in Saerl oon
who sl anms an al e tankard agai nst ny head every tine |
see her, and | keep com ng back for nore. \Wat's that

tell you?"

"That you let your orcish blood get the best of you,"
Vaerana grow ed. "You ought to know when to quit."

Fow er shrugged, trying not to | ook hurt. "Maybe, but

what I"'msaying is that | don't quit. | keep wanting what
will never be nine. Seems like that's what Cypress is
doi ng. Yanseldara killed hi mraaybe Sharee' |l kill ne

wi th that tankard someday—and now he's trying to steal
her, just as he stole all that treasure that belonged to
someone el se. He wants what he can't have. It's part of
being male."

Vaerana pulled the last of the ylang bl ossons off the
wounded horse. "Fair enough. Let's say | don't under-
stand nen—not that |1'd want to—what does it nmatter?"
The Lady Constabl e dropped the sack on the ground. "It
doesn't change anything |I've got to do tonight."

Vaerana turned to wal k toward one of the towers, and
Ruha, desperate to keep her from |l eaving, caught her by
the arm

The Lady Constable frowned at the witch's hand.
"What now?"

"Do you have an oil press?" Ruha asked.

"I'n the kitchens," Tonbor answered. "Why?"

The witch hesitated. She had already baited the trap
and she worried that in her exhaustion, she would
explain too nuch and alert Tonbor to her trap. On the
other hand, if she did not explain, Vaerana would not
stay to see the traitor take the bait.

"The menbers of the Cult of the Dragon are not the

only ones who need the ylang oil. After we recover the
staff, we must pour the ylang oil over Yanseldara to draw
her spirit back into her body." Ruha continued to hold
Vaerana's arm "But if the oil is poured over a vessel con-
taining the spirits of both Yansel dara and Cypress, the
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two will be joined together forever. That is why | believe
the dragon is in love with Yansel dara."

"And how did you learn so nuch about the uses of
yl ang oi |l ?" Tonbor asked.

"I ama witch," Ruha replied, trying to dodge the ques-
tion with a cryptic reply. "So is Lady Feng."

In fact, Mnister Hsieh had expl ained how to use the
ylang oil. He had al so provided Ruha with another Shou
poti on, one with which she was to send a nmessage

t hrough Yansel dara to Lady Feng.

Vaer ana studi ed Ruha for several npments, then

asked, "So, you're saying we need to press the oil our-
sel ves—and be dammed sure the cult doesn't steal it
back?"

"Yes." Actually, this was only what Ruha wanted Tom

bor to believe. The blossons in the sacks were the old,
unsui tabl e ones; the fresh ylang was still in the G nger
Pal ace, being pressed in the spicehouse refinery. "That is
what |'m saying."

"Fine." Vaerana | ooked to Tombor. "See to it that the
bl ossonms are pressed and well guarded.”

If there had been any lingering doubts in Ruha's nind

t hat Tombor was the spy, they vani shed when she saw

the delighted twinkle in his eye. "The oil wll be ready
when you get back."

Vaerana turned back to Ruha. "If you're satisfied, now
|I'"ve got to go."

Wth that, Vaerana pulled her armout of Ruha's grasp
and started across the courtyard. The witch stared after
her in bew | derment, then scurried to catch up

"Wait, Vaerana! There is one nore thing."

The Lady Constabl e stopped beneath the dark
branches of a fragrant sweetbay tree. "Wat is it?"

Before the witch could explain, Tombor called, "There's
no need to delay Vaerana. |If you need sonething, |I'm
sure | can help."

Ruha gl anced over her shoul der and saw Tonbor com
ing after them his jolly face bent into a nmask of solicitous
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concern. The witch cursed under her breath and turned
her back on him

"Before you | eave, you nust visit ne in ny chanber,"



she whi spered to Vaerana, "al one!"

Vaer ana shook her head. "I don't have tine—=
Ruha took her armagain. "You nust! Prom se ne."
Vaer ana gl anced down at the witch's hand. "Then w Il

you let nme go?"

Ruha nodded and renoved her hand. "It is inportant."”
"If you say so." Vaerana | ooked past Ruha's shoulder to

Tombor, who was al ready upon them "Lodge the witch in

Pear| Tower.

"Pear| Tower?" Tombor echoed, clearly surprised.
"Pear| Tower." Vaerana turned to |leave. "Are you hav-
ing trouble with your ears?"

The cleric took Ruha's arm gripping it nore tightly
than was necessary. "I'll show you to a chanber as soon
as we've seen to the bl ossons.”

"Perhaps we could go to the tower first," Ruha sug-
gested, worried she would not be there when Vaerana
cane to see her. "I have not slept in two days."

Tombor shook his head. "You said yourself we can't |et

these bl ossons fall into the hands of the Cult of the
Dragon. Besides, the kitchen is on the way to Pearl

Tower. It'll take only a few minutes to stop and set up the
press.”

Ruha acconpani ed the cleric back to the horses. She
renoved a small satchel of supplies fromher saddle, then
hel ped Fow er and Tonmbor gather up the bul ky sacks of

yl ang bl ossons. Leaving the beasts with a guard, they

wal ked down a chai n of meandering pat hways to a

t hat ch-roof ed shed agai nst the back wall of the fortress.
The place snelled of animal grease, smoke, and fresh
Heart| and spi ces.

Tombor stopped at the entrance and banged on the
wooden door. "Up with you, Silavia! |'ve business in your
ki tchen!"

"The cook bars the door when she sl eeps," explai ned
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Fow er. "Otherwi se, the night guards pilfer her breakfast
tarts."”

They had to wait several mnutes before a sleepy voice
sounded on the other side of the door. "Go away, Tonbor. |

won't have you calling in the nmddle of the night. You
only want something to eat."



Tombor | ooked slightly enbarrassed. "I've—dh—
guests with ne, Silavia. W need the oil press. It's for
Lady Yansel dara."

Silavia hesitated a monment, then asked, "Truly?"

"Truly," replied Ruha. "The matter is urgent, | assure
you. "
"Very well." Silavia sounded nore put-upon than curi -

ous. "Let ne throw on an apron."

Frominside the buil ding cane several nonents of
bustling and whi spering, which elicited a resentful scow
from Tonmbor. Wien a nuffled thunp finally announced

the withdrawal of the bar, the cleric pushed the door
open and stepped inside, where a stout, tousle-haired
worman stood in a nightshirt and crisp white apron. The
flickering taper in her hand illum nated an ashen, noon-
shaped face with a bottle nose and plunp-1ipped frown.

Tonmbor dropped his sacks inside the door, then

snatched the candle fromthe cook and went to |ight sev-
eral others. A flickering yellow glow soon filled the room
revealing a neatly kept chanber filled with cutting

tabl es, kneadi ng troughs, and spice barrels. The enbers

of several spent fires glowed in three different fireplaces,
one with a roasting spit over the hearth, one with soup
cauldrons sitting in the firebox, and one built beneath a
brick oven. Silavia's sleeping pallet |ay behind a dough
bench, where a burly, bl ack-bearded man stood | ooking

down at a hal f-eaten honeycake and two enpty nead

pi t chers.

Tombor glared at the enbarrassed man for a nonent,

then grow ed, "You'd better get yourself to the gate, John
There's a wounded horse there, and Pierstar's |ooking for
you. "
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"My thanks for telling ne so, Tombor." The farrier
| ooki ng happy for any excuse to | eave, started toward the
door.

Tombor watched the man | eave, then turned to Silavia
"What was he doi ng here?"

"I't's none of your concern who | give my honeycakes
to!" Silavia retorted. "Not that there wouldn't be sone fo
you, if you ever cane around at a decent hour."

"It's this trouble with Yanseldara's catal epsy!" the
cleric protested. "I've been busy."

"So have |," Silavia snorted. She led the way to a small
storage pantry and unl ocked the door with a key from



her apron. "The oil press is in here, if you want it. Don't
expect ne to help you with it."

Tombor notioned to Fow er, who dropped his yl ang

bl ossons beside the cleric's and followed himinto the
little room Ruha put her own sacks on the floor and tried
not to yawmn as Silavia glared at her.

Tou a friend of Tonmbor or Tuskface?" the cook asked.

"I amcloser to Fower. | do not know Tombor very wel |
Is he an inportant person in Elversult?"

"You could say that,"” Silavia replied proudly. Tonbor's
t he one who saved Vaerana when the assassins first got
after her. He's done the sane twi ce since—at the risk of
his own life, | mght add."

The witch smiled, anticipating the apol ogy she woul d
be due when she exposed Tonbor's heroismas a cull ploy
"I had not realized he is so well thought of."

Fow er energed fromthe storage pantry, carrying a

small oil press in his arns. The device was a nere frac-
tion the size of the screw press in the spicehouse at the
G nger Pal ace, being small enough so that a single cook
could nmove it wi thout help. Tombor foll owed a nonent
later, holding a small, enpty cask beneath one arm The
two nmen set their burdens on a vacant table, then the
cleric notioned Silavia to his side.

"How do | work this thing?"
Silavia fetched a large bowl froma shelf, then set it
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beneat h the drai nage spout. "It's sinple enough. First
you put the raw goods in here."

She pull ed the handl e, raising the platen and di spl ay-
ing a small wooden box. The bed had a grid of channels
cut into the bottom and it was tilted so that the oil would
run into a collection trough at one end.

"Then you lower the top plate, and it squeezes the oi
out." Silavia denmonstrated, then stepped aside. "And
when you're done, you clean up after yourself."

Tonmbor cast a wary eye at the eight bags of ylang bl os-
soms, then | ooked to Ruha. "How rmuch oil do we need?"

"Enough to cover Yanseldara fromhead to foot," she
replied. "I suggest you press all of the blossons."

Silavia smled at the cleric. "It looks like you' re going
to be here a while. Maybe | can find sone honeycakes for

you.



Tombor's eyes lit up. "That would make our task nore

enj oyabl e."

"I'f I may be excused, | shall leave it to you to press the
oil." Ruha did not bother to stifle the yawn that cane
over her. "I amvery tired. Perhaps Captain Fow er can

show nme to Pearl Tower."

Silavia raised her brow "Pearl Tower? | think not.
Jarvis isn't likely to let a pair of strangers in there."

"No, but you can take her, Silavia." Tonbor tried to
renove a gold ring fromhis chubby finger, but had to

noi sten the knuckle with saliva before he could tug it off.
"Show this to Jarvis, and hell know you speak for ne."

Scow ing at the inmposition, Silavia accepted the ring
and threw a cl oak over her shoul ders. Ruha retrieved the
smal | satchel she had taken from her horse, then waved
at Fow er to cone along and followed her guide into the
gl oony courtyard. They passed several dark sheds sini-
lar to the kitchen before turning onto a serpentine path
of white crushed rock

The witch paused there and allowed Silavia to march a
dozen paces ahead, then whispered to Fow er, "You nust
return to the kitchens and hel p Tonbor with the bl ossons. ™"
216

The Harpers

The half-ore frowned. "You couldn't tell nme that before
we |eft?"

"I could not. Tonmbor is a cult spy."

"What ?"

"I lack the time to explain, but I amcertain. He and
Wi Dao were working together." Ruha pushed the half-
ore back toward the kitchen. "Now, return to the kitchen
When he opens the | ast sack of blossonms, conme get ne."

Fow er did not move. "Why?"

"So we can follow himto Yanseldara's staff, of course,”
Ruha whi spered. "Go!"

"We?" he grunbled, starting back toward the kitchen
"Collecting the gold you owe ne's getting to be as nuch
work as stealing Storm Sprite in the first place.”

"You stol e your ship?" Ruha gasped.

Fow er frowned. "Aye—you don't think | could' ve
bought a ship Iike her, do you?"

"Truthfully, | had not given the matter nuch thought."



Ruha turned to find Silavia waiting fifteen paces up
t he path, hands on hips.

"Are you coming or not? | thought you were tired."

"I amtired—extrenely tired." Ruha scurried to catch
up. "That nust be why it did not occur to me to | eave
Captain Fow er with Tonmbor. |'msure his work will go
faster with an assistant."”

"Not much," snorted the cook. "You can squeeze oil only
so fast."

Ruha followed Silavia down the path, past severa
intersections to a slender tower faced with gl eam ng

abal one shell. To reach the building's entrance, they had
to clinb a detached stairway to the second story, then
cross a small drawbridge to an open portcullis. A pair of
Maces stood beside the entrance, fully arnored in scale-
mai | and equi pped with nore weapons than they could

have used with six hands. As the witch and her guide
approached, the guards continued to stare straight

ahead.

The largest, a swarthy giant of a man with brown eyes
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and dark straight hair, spoke in an officious voice. "By
t he order of Vaerana Hawkl yn, household staff is no

| onger permitted in Pearl Tower."

The two guards crossed their |ances before the door-
way; then the speaker scowl ed at the cook

"You know that, Silavia—and especially at this time of
ni ght."

"Don't get haughty with me, Jarvis!" The cook pro-
duced Tombor's ring and shoved it under Jarvis's nose.
"Take a | ook at that and do as | say."

Jarvis pulled back so he could inspect the ring, then
snapped his lance back to his side and returned to atten-
tion. The smaller man foll owed suit.

"You have a command fromthe Jolly One?" asked
Jarvi s.

Silavia smled as though she were thinking of telling
the huge guard to junp off the drawbridge, but she only
st epped back and waved a hand at Ruha. "Tonbor wants
this woman shown to— Silavia stopped in m dsentence
and scowl ed at the witch. "Not to his chanber?"

Ruha shook her head quickly. "No, and it was Vaerana
who asked Tombor to see that | was | odged here.™



If Jarvis was inpressed, he did not showit. He sinply
waved Ruha into the tower, then picked up a candl e and
it it fromone burning in a wall sconce. Shielding the
flame with his free hand, he led the witch up a spiraling
staircase. The passage was so narrow that his mail-cl ad
shoul ders rasped agai nst both walls at once.

Once they were safely out of Silavia's earshot, Ruha

said, "l am expecting a— she yawned, "—a visit from
Vaer ana. "
Jarvis mssed a step and nearly fell, filling the stair-

well with a ringing clanmor as he thrust a hand out to
catch hinself.

"I's somet hing wong?" Ruha found the guard's conster-
nati on puzzling. "Has she been here already?"

Jarvi s shook his head and snoothed his tabard. "I
haven't seen the Lady Constable, but that doesn't nean
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she hasn't been here. She mght cone through the pas-
sage from Moon Tower, and | woul d never knowit."

Ruha considered this worrisone possibility, then
rejected it as quickly as it entered her m nd. Had Vaer-
ana al ready cone and gone, she would certainly have |eft
a nessage with the guards.

Jarvis stopped at a | anding and opened a doorway into

the main part of the tower, where a short corridor led to a
vaul ted al cove that served as one of the fortress's exterior
arrow | oops. He escorted Ruha past three doors, two with

| oud runbling snores reverberating through the wood,

then opened a fourth. The chamber inside was as | avishly
furnished as it was small, with wool tapestries on the

wal s, a true wooden bed, a small table with a pitcher

and basin, and a stone bench built into the al cove of

anot her arrow | oop.

Jarvis lit a tallow pot hanging inside the door, then
stepped aside to let Ruha enter. "I'll tell Vaerana which
roomyou're in."

"That is very kind. And do you know Captain Fow er?"
Jarvis's eyes widened slightly. "The hal f-ore?"

"Yes. If he asks for nme, please fetch nme at ence."

The guard nodded, then backed into the hall and

pul | ed the door shut. Ruha sat on the stone bench and
peered out the arrow | oop at the side of a wooded hill.
She | eaned her head back against the wall and felt her
heavy eyelids beginning to descend. She did not have the
strength to raise them

*kk k%



Tang |l ay facedown on the dark mountai nside, his toes

ki cked deep into the slippery mud to keep fromsliding

t hrough the ferns down into the swanp. Though he had

his pal ms pressed tightly over his ears, he could not shut
out the voices of the dead. The spirits of his soldiers kept
wailing at him Their words were incoherent, but he

knew what they wanted. He could feel their craving, deep
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down in his abdomen where his own shrunken spirit cow

ered like that of a frightened peasant. They needed him

to look at them to acknow edge the futility of their sacri-
fice, to intercede with Yen-Wang-Yeh and tell the G eat
Judge that they had died bravely and well and that their

m ssion had failed through no fault of their own.

Tang could not bring hinmself to utter the prayer. To
concede their valor was to adnmit he had suffered defeat
at the hands of a barbarian; worse, it was to adnit defeat
at his own hands. Wen his soldiers |laughed at him he
had l et his enbarrassnent dictate General Fui's death.
The price for that arrogance had been the failure of his
assault, and the prince did not care to admt—+o hinself
or his ancestors—that he been had such a fool. If that
made hima coward, so be it; Shou princes were taught to
be cowards, and forgetting that |esson had been the
cause of his ignoble defeat.

Tang's resol ve only nade the voices echo | ouder inside
his head. He rolled onto his back and sat up. M dni ght
gloomfilled the swanp below I i ke a funeral pyre's black
snoke, spreading an oily, clinging ink over everything it
touched. The darkness was broken only by a faint fox fire
glow that illumnated the floating corpses of the scream
i ng dead sol di ers.

"Silence, | comuand!" Tang hi ssed. "Present your-
selves at Ten Courts and | eave ne in peace!"

A gentl e sl oshing sounded bel ow. Sonet hi ng broke the
surface of the black water, sending a crazy pattern of rip-
pling, ghost-faint Iights bouncing off invisible cypress
trunks. Tang froze, praying the disturbance had been
caused by a restless alligator.

It was inpossible to say how long the prince stared

into the darkness. He was not conscious of breathing

until long after the air had grown heavy with sil ence and
the pond had returned to its glassy stillness. It occurred
to himthat the voices of his dead soldiers had fallen

qui et; then he sensed a pair of long reptilian necks rising
fromthe black water. He did not see the creatures so
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much as feel a pair of lighter, warner presences anong



the cypress trees bel ow, but he knew w t hout doubt that
hi s craven out burst of whispering had drawn the atten-
tion of Cypress's wyverns.

Tang had not expected the two reptiles to emerge fron
the cave that night. They had both suffered a substanti al
battering during the destruction of the Shou assault
party, so the prince had assuned they would lie up for
the night and lick their wounds. Still, with a ready sup-
ply of fresh neat floating outside their door, it was not
surprising they had cone out to feed. Tang was gl ad he
had deci ded not to hazard noving at night. If the crea-
tures had been outside when he started rustling through
the brush, they would surely have killed him

No sooner had Tang fini shed congratul ati ng hinsel f on

his wi sdomthan the ground trenbl ed beneath his | egs

He stifled a cry and, thinking one of the reptil es had

| anded nearby, reached for his only weapon, a pitifully

i nadequat e dagger. Instead of feeling the sharp sting of a
wyvern's tail barb, however, he heard a series of faint,
muf f1 ed knell s—such as a distant bell or gong m ght

make.

The tolling had hardly begun to fade before a | oud purl
rolled fromthe nouth of the grotto bel ow. Cypress's
form-a huge, shadowy darkness far blacker than the
surroundi ng swanp—energed fromthe lair and seened

to pause outside the cavern

The wyverns hissed in frustration and swam rather

noi sily, back into the cavern. A loud, basal throb rever-
berated t hrough the swanp as Cypress's mghty w ngs

beat the air. Visions of the dragon swoopi ng down out of
the darkness filled the prince's mnd, at least until he
realized the pul sing was growi ng softer and nore dis-
tant. The dragon was flying away.

Tang sighed in relief, then kicked his heels deep into
the mud and felt something slithering across his leg. The
prince remai ned notionless until he | ocated the crea-
ture's head, then calmy grabbed it behind the jaws and
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flung the withing thing down the hill. He had nothing to
fear from snakes—perhaps fromthe spirits of his dead
sol di ers, whose voices were again filling his ears—but

not from snakes.

se * * * *

Ruha sl ept wi thout dream ng and awoke somnetine

later, lying on the soft bed with the heavy woolen quilt
pul | ed high beneath her chin. Her first thought was not
that she usually took off her aba before sleeping, or that
she never pulled the blanket up to her chin, but that she
had sl ept the night away. She threw the cover off and
rushed to the al cove, where, to her relief, she saw the
treetops still dancing in silver noonlight. Only then did



she notice that soneone had renoved her veil and real-
ized that the tallow | anp had been extingui shed—she
could not have been asleep | ong enough for it to burn
itself out!—and it occurred to her Vaerana had al ready
cone and gone.

Ruha funbl ed around in the darkness until she found

her veil on the stone bench, then felt her way out the
door, into the hallway, and down the spiraling staircase
Jarvis and his partner were | eaning on their |ances out-
side the portcullis.

The witch paused to put on her veil, then denanded,
"How | ong have | been asl eep?”

Startled by Ruha's question, they whirled around with

[ ance tips | owered. When she cautiously stepped into the
flickering light of their candle, both nen sighed and
shapped to attention

"How | ong ago did Vaerana put me in ny bed?" Ruha
demanded.

The two guards gl anced nervously at each other, then
Jarvis said, "Actually, | laid you in the bed."

Ruha raised a hand to her face. "You renmoved ny
veil?"

Jarvis |ooked first confused, then enbarrassed. "The
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Lady Constabl e commanded ne to—er, she said that you
deserved your rest—=

"Vaerana said that?" Ruha could hardly inmagi ne those
words com ng fromthe Lady Constable's I|ips.

"Yes, about three hours ago. She rushed up the stairs
and right back down again." Jarvis glanced at his com
pani on, then added, "She ordered nme to see that you
rested confortably, and to tell you she would I ook in on
you when she returned."

"Kozah take her for an inpatient she-canel!"

Jarvis scow ed at that outburst. "There's no need for
calling nanes. She was only trying to be considerate—
and that's a rare thing for Vaerana Hawklyn."

"I't would have been considerate to wake ne!" Ruha
retorted. "She was taking advantage of ny fatigue. How
soon will she return?"

Jarvis shrugged. "She was dressed for battle.™

Ruha cursed again, this time under her breath. "And



what of Captain Fower? | told you to fetch me if he
asked. "

"He has not asked," Jarvis replied stiffly.

Ruha sighed in relief. If Fow er had not conme for her
she could still spring her trap. "I want one of you to cone
with me, so you can show Vaerana where | am hiding."

"Hi di ng?"

"It is for the good of Yansel dara. That is all you need to
know, Jarvis."

Ruha started across the drawbridge without waiting

for the guard to agree. Before she reached the other side,
Jarvis's heavy steps were boom ng across the thick

pl anks behi nd her.

"We're not supposed to | eave our posts,” he conpl ai ned.
"And Vaerana was supposed to speak with me before
she I eft. Because she did not, we must now inprovise."

They descended the stairs and retraced the nmeander -

ing path to Silavia's kitchen. Wth the door and shutters
all closed, the place | ooked as dark and silent as the

ot her sheds built along this section of the wall. Wnder-

The Veil ed Dragon 223

i ng how those inside could tolerate the cloying snmell of
vl ang oil w thout opening the wi ndows, Ruha slipped
beneath an unruly wax myrtle. She settled into a hiding
ol ace so deliberately unconfortable that she woul d not
fall asleep, then sent Jarvis back to Pearl Tower.

A long, bone-aching tine |ater, Ruha began to debate

the wi sdom of going to check on Tonmbor's progress. She
had expected it to take himquite sonme time to press al
ei ght sacks of ylang bl ossonms, but the first gray hint of
fal se dawn had al ready appeared in the eastern sky.
Househol d servants were beginning to trudge about their
nmorni ng tasks, and it would not be | ong before sone
passi ng groom or maid discovered the witch lurking in

t he bushes.

Ruha heard the crunch of heavy boots com ng down

the path. She backed out from beneath the wax nyrtle

and saw Jarvi s and Vaerana approaching. Al thoughts of
chiding the Lady Constabl e about |ast night's departure
qui ckly vani shed from Ruha's nind. Vaerana was |i np-

ing badly, with one arm hangi ng sl ack at her side and the
side of her face so swollen it |ooked as if she had been
ki cked by a horse. Wat remained of her tattered jerkin
was black with hal f-dried bl ood, and even her boots

| ooked as though soneone had tried to cut themoff her
feet.



"What happened to you?"

Vaer ana squatted beside Ruha. "Anmbush." The word
cane out nmushy and difficult to understand. "They were
wai ting."

"And | know who told them you were com ng." Ruha
resisted the tenptation to point out that Vaerana could
have avoi ded the beating by awakeni ng her |ast night.
"The Cult of the Dragon has a spy inside Monstorm
House. "

A murderous glint flared in Vaerana's eyes. "Wo?"

Ruha pointed toward the kitchen, where a pair of
scul l ery wenches were just entering the door. "The spy

will reveal hinself soon enough."
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Vaerana's hand drifted toward the bl ood-sneared hilt
of her sword. "Wat's the sense in waiting? Let's get him
now. "

Ruha laid a restraining hand on the Lady Constable's
arm "WAit. He is going to lead us to the dragon's lair
That's what | was trying to tell you last night."

Vaerana scow ed. "Then why didn't you?"

"Because | would have ruined the trap,"” Ruha
expl ai ned. "The traitor was—

The witch was interrupted by a nuffled shriek from

i nside the kitchen. The door burst open and both scullery
wenches came rushing outside. One woman hel d her

hands over her nouth, while the other waved her arns

at the door and yelled incoherently. Wth a sinking stom
ach, Ruha leapt up and raced toward the shed behind
Vaerana and Jarvis. Vaerana pulled the crying wench out
of the way and | ed Jarvis and Ruha into the kitchen.

The roomwas as dark as pitch, for all of the candles
and tallow | anps had been extingui shed. The cl oying
perfunme ofylang bl ossons lingered in the air, though not
heavily enough to disguise a coppery, nore famliar
scent: blood. A few steps inside the door, the Lady Con-
stabl e suddenly stopped and squatted on her haunches.

"Fetch a light."

As Jarvis left to do his nmistress's bidding, Ruha knelt

cl ose to Vaerana and ran her hands over the floor. It did
not take long to find Silavia's plunp, cool body lying face-
down on the wooden pl anks. There was a soft, sticky

mess where the back other head shoul d have been

"Who did this?" Vaerana denmanded



"Acult spy." Ruha no longer felt any joy in her coning
vindi cation, in |arge part because they were going to find
anot her body in the kitchen and she knew who it would

be. "This is ny fault. Had | not fallen asleep—

"This is no time for blam ng yoursel f!" Vaerana
snapped. "Just tell ne about this spy."

"There were only two people in the kitchen with
Silavia: Tombor and Fow er."
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"You think Tusks did this?" Vaerana scoffed. "And
was beginning to think you m ght not be such a bungler!"

Ruha bit her tongue. A sharp retort would do nothing

to bring Fow er back, and even |l ess to convince Vaerana
of Tonbor's betrayal. The Lady Constable would realize
the truth for herself soon enough

Jarvis returned with a lit candle, which he pronptly

used to find and light several tallow lanps. As the flick-
ering light illum nated the room it became apparent

that Silavia had been struck down as she fled, for she

had left a short trail of bloody footsteps behind her. The
rest of the kitchen | ooked normal enough; there were no
tabl es overturned, the roomwas not strewn with uten-

sils, and the walls were nercifully unspattered with

bl ood.

Ruha took Jarvis's candle and | ed the way toward the
pantry. The oil press was not on the table where it should
have been, but she quickly forgot about that as she

st epped around the corner of the table and saw Fow er's
stout body sprawl ed on the floor. The captain was |ying

am dst a pool of dark blood, with the handle of a |ong

but cher knife protruding fromthe mddle of his back. H's
neck was turned at an inpossible angle, and his aston-

i shed gray eyes were staring straight ahead.

Vaer ana slipped past Ruha and crouched down besi de
Fow er. "So much for your spy."

"I did not say that Fow er was the spy." Ruha's tone
was sharper than she intended, for she was boiling over
with anger and guilt. "I was speaking of your friend,
Tombor the Jolly."

Vaerana's jaw dropped. "You think Tonbor . . . ?"
Ruha nodded. "He was the only one in the room"

The Lady Constabl e rose, shaking her head. "Not Tom
bor. He saved—=

"I know, he saved you fromthe cult's assassins, nore
than once." Ruha paused, giving Vaerana tine to draw
her own concl usi ons. Wen the witch saw no sudden



gl eam of understanding in the Lady Constable's eyes, she
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said, "The attacks weren't real. They were a trick to win
your confidence."

A look of humiliation flashed across Vaerana's face,
but it vanished as abruptly as it had appeared. "You don t
know t hat . "

"Don't |?" Ruha waved her hand around the kitchen
"Where are the ylang bl ossons?"

Vaerana's gaze roanmed across the chanber, her com

pl exion turning as white as al abaster when she did not
find the eight bul ky sacks. Finally, the Lady Constable
whirl ed on Ruha.

"You knew he woul d steal the bl ossoms—and you | et
hi n?" Vaerana | ooked al nost relieved to have sonmeone
upon whomto vent her anger. "You let himkill Fow er?"

"I did not let himkill anyone!" the witch snapped
Vaerana's words hurt nore than they shoul d have, per-
haps because Ruha feared there was nore truth to them
than she would have liked. "I had hoped we could foll ow
himto Yanseldara's staff—which we nm ght have done,

had you bothered to awaken ne and hear my plan!"

Jarvis interposed his arnored bul k between the two

worren. " Tonbor was gone by then. | doubt he stayed
much | onger than it took himto kill the half-ore and
Silavia."

Ruha turned to the enpty table and, seeing no ness
upon the surface, nodded. "He was in a hurry to get out of
here. He took the oil press with him"

"The press maybe, but not even Tombor coul d sneak

ei ght sacks of ylang bl ossonms out the gate," said Vaerana,
"The sentries would ask too many questions. They saw

what you went through to bring those sacks to us."
"Perhaps he took them out sonme ot her way,"
gest ed.

Ruha sug-

"Yes, and | think | see how," said Jarvis. The burly
guard took Ruha's candle and went to the back wall
where a mass of roofing straw |l ay scattered around a
but cheri ng bench. He clinbed onto the table and stuck
his head up between the rafters, then raised the candl e
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through a hole mthe roof. "He clinbed onto the roof and
threw the sacks over the wall."



"Fow er's tnck!" Ruha gasped.

A long, heartsick groan slipped from Vaerana's |ips.
She hung her head and braced her hands on the table
edge. "I failed her."

"Not yet." Ruha went to the Lady Constable's side and,
rather uncertainly, laid a hand on her shoul der. "Tonbor
t ook the wong bl ossons. "

Vaer ana rai sed her brow. "The wong bl ossons?"

Ruha nodded. "The ones Tonbor took were only bait.

They were picked in the evening, and they are not potent
enough to serve the dragon's w shes. Cypress needs bl os-
soms picked in the norning, and those remain at the

G nger Pal ace. "

Vaerana stood up straight. "Then what are we waiting

for?" She turned to Jarvis. "Find Pierstar and tell himto

call out the Maces! W've got a palace to storm "™

Ruha caught Jarvis's arm "That won't be necessary.
M ni ster Hsieh has pronmi sed to give us the blossons, in
exchange for returning Lady Feng to hi munharned."

"How are we going to do that?" Vaerana demanded
"Isn't she with Yanseldara's staff in Cypress's lair?"

Ruha nodded. "When we recover one, we rescue the
other. It costs us no extra effort."”

Vaer ana considered this for a nonent, then scow ed.
"That' d be fine—+f we knew where to find the lair. And
since you were trying to trick Tonmbor into |eading us
there..."

Ruha rai sed a hand to silence Vaerana. "There may be
another way. In my room | have a potion. If we can get
Yansel dara to drink it, we can contact Lady Feng and
per haps di scover the |ocation of Cypress's lair."

Vaer ana studi ed Ruha out of one swollen eye. "Were
did you get this potion?"

"From M ni ster Hsieh," Ruha answered. "Now that he
i s hel ping us—=
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"Hel pi ng us!" Vaerana thundered. "It's Shou mag
that's done this to Yansel dara!"

"Yes, but—

The Lady Constabl e shook her head. "How do you
know this won't hurt her?"



"l do not," Ruha adnmitted. "M nister Hsieh said that if

t he connecti on between Yansel dara's body and spirit is
too weak, we could sever it entirely—but that is unlikely
as long as she remai ns strong enough—

"No!" Vaerana shook her head vehenently, then
stepped away fromthe table and started toward the doo
"When will you learn? You can't trust a Shou—ever."

"What ot her choice do we have?" Ruha started after
Vaerana, who did not even acknow edge the question
"Wait! \Where are you goi ng?"

The Lady Constable did not even sl ow down as shf
st epped through the door. "Where do you think? To have
Pi erstar wake his trackers!"

Thirteen

Tang saw the serpent dart beneath

ati plant and hopped across the

streamafter it. He stirred the spear-

shaped | eaves until the viper struck at

his snake stick, then flipped the Y-

shaped head around and pinned the

creature's neck to the ground. He

kneel ed beside his captive and grabbed

it behind the head. This snake was the |argest yet, so
great in dianeter that he could not close his hand around
its slinme-scaled throat. There would be plenty of venom

The prince twined the serpent's withing body around

the shaft of his stick and, picking his footing very care-
fully, carried the heavy thing across the streamto his

wor kbench. Atop the flat rock lay two sacks of supple

| eather cut fromthe collars of a pair of boots. Wth sharp-
ened sticks protruding fromthemat all angles, the bags

| ooked |i ke mnel on-sized cockl eburs. They were stuffed

with wads of silk ripped fromthe battle tunics of dead
sol di ers, whose voices Tang still heard screeching above

t he drone of the nosquitos.

"Be patient, nmy troops. Soon | intercede for you." If
Tang could find the strength to see his plan through, his
ancestors would be so overjoyed that he would no | onger
need to hide his failure fromthem "Soon | pray to Yen-
Wang- Yeh; | testify to your bravery, and he renders hon-
orabl e verdict."
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The spirits took no confort in the prince's pronise.
They continued to screech



Tang sighed and set his snake stick aside. He took the
sack by the long, unsharpened stake that served as a

handl e—+t was not wise to touch the bl adder with bare
hands—and held it close to his captive's face. The fright-
ened viper struck instantly, sinking its fangs through the
suppl e leather and into the wad of cloth inside. The prince
shook the serpent to encourage the rel ease of nore

venom then repeated the process several nore tines.

Wien he had nilked the last of the creature's toxins, he
flung it down the hill and stooped over to inspect his
handi wor k. Both sacks were so full of poison that cloudy
beads of venom were seeping back through the fang hol es.

Tang carried the poison-filled bladders down to the
swanp, where the cadavers of his dead soldiers |ay scat-
tered across the pond as thick as lily pads. Mst of the
corpses had been savagely mangled by alligators or bit-
ten cleanly in two by the wyverns, but a few were bl ack-
ened and bl oated from dozens of snake bites, often to
such an extent that runnels of thick black fluid spilled
fromsplits in the skin. These had been nol ested by nei -
ther alligator nor wvern, and it was the observation of
this fact that had kindled again the prince's hopes of
redeem ng hi nsel f.

After retrieving his dugout and making a carefu

search along the edge of the swanp, Tang had | ocat ed
two relatively whol e bodies that were not bloated with
snake poi son. One man had managed to swimto dry |and
after being eviscerated, while the other had either
drowned or died of fright—the prince had found him
caught beneath a cypress root with no obvi ous wounds.

Tang stuffed one of his poison bladders into the

abdonen of the eviscerated soldier, then used his dagger

to create a place for the second ball in the other man's
stomach. He cl osed the wounds with snmall wooden pins

and dressed the pair in the cleanest, least-tattered battle
tunics he had been able to find. If the men's spirits
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objected to having their bodies used as bait, the prince
could not tell over the din of voices already assailing his
ears. He | oaded the cadavers into the dugout, |eaning one
man over the bow and propping the other in the stern

Into the bottom of the punt, he placed a hal berd and

some supplies he had gathered fromhis dead troops,

i ncluding a rope, torches, oil, and a waterskin.

After peering through gray nosquito haze to make cer-
tain no alligators |urked nearby—npst had retreated to
their dens to gorge thenselves on last night's catch—
Tang slipped into the bog scum As the water rose above
his wai st, the stench of decaying plants and rotten fish
grew i mensely nore powerful. He gagged and nearly
enptied his stonach, then sl apped a hand over his nose
and forced hinmself to breathe through his nouth until he



grew accustoned to the reek. He pushed the dugout

toward Cypress's cavern, noving so slowy that even he
could not see the water rippling. A famliar, cold weak-
ness crept over his linbs, and his heart began to pound

so loudly it drowned out the wails of the dead soldiers. In
response, they raised their voices until it seened the
entire swanp reverberated with their how s.

"Wirthy ancestors, please to silence spirits," the prince
begged. "It is difficult to be brave with such din."

If anything, the spirits wailed nore |oudly, yet not

| oudly enough to drown out the small, whispering voice
that kept telling Tang he was a fool to face the wyverns
alone. It was not the place of Shou princes to wade

t hrough swanps filled with the choking stench of death
and rot, or to brave black waters infested with | eeches
and alligators.

The bottom vani shed beneath Tang's feet. He forced

his legs and arnms into service and swam toward the cave.
The cl oser he canme to the npbss-draped maw, the weaker

his linmbs felt. He doubted he would have the strength to
enter the grotto, but that was not required. All he had to
do was push the dugout into view of the wyverns, and

they woul d do the rest.
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As the prince consoled hinself with these thoughts, it
occurred to himthere was a weakness in his plan. How
woul d he know when—er even if—the wyverns took his
bait? The poi son woul d be both pai nful and qui ck. Once
t he stakes punctured the lining of their stomachs, the
great reptiles would thrash about and screech madly for
a short time, but Tang would not hear them The dead
soldiers were wailing too loudly; the prince would not
have heard it if Cypress hinself roared in his ear

Tang al |l owed the dugout to drift to a stop, then hung
fromits stern. He had two choices: go into the cave with
the corpses, or make his report to Yen-Wang-Yeh so the
sol diers woul d be silent.

O sneak out of the swanp while Cypress was away,
added the insidious voice inside his head.

"I do not go back!"

Feel ing proud for avoiding the obvious choice of a cow
ard, Tang took the second nobst cowardly course and
swam t he dugout toward the yawning cavern. It seened
entirely possible the wverns would kill him but that
was preferable to disgracing his ancestors by admitting
that he had turned out to be a fool

The punt nosed in front of the cavern mouth. Wen the
wyverns did not inmmediately cone swooping out of the



dar kness, Tang took a deep breath, then slipped beneath
the water and pushed the dugout around the corner. The
din of his dead soldiers faded to a watery roar, and the
cowardly voice in his head stopped urging himto flee.
The prince continued to ease forward, hoping his feet did
not break the surface when he kicked, struggling to keep
his hand from slipping on the boat's sliny bottom Hi s

l ungs were already burning for air, but he knew it was
only the coward in himlooking for an excuse to flee.

Tang continued to kick, praying he would feel the
wyverns' strike rock the dugout before his craven |ips
opened and sucked a mouthful of fetid water into his
lungs. It occurred to himthat the wyverns m ght be
gorged already. But they had to be ravenous after | ast
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night's burst of fighting, and the two |izards had not yet
fini shed feeding when Cypress sent theminside to guard

the lair. Unless the prince had msinterpreted | ast night's
events, they woul d be voraci ous enough to devour the

punt as well as its contents.

So why hadn't they attacked?

Tang's yearning for air grew so overwhel mi ng that he
nearly opened his nouth. Instead, he blew his breath out
t hrough his nostrils and continued to swim

At this point, he expected the coward inside to rem nd
himthat it was treason to risk the life of a Shou prince,
to urge himto swimfor the swanp. The whi spering voice
remai ned nmercifully silent, perhaps because it knew

Tang had cone too far. The punt was his only canou-

flage. If he was not behind its sheltering bul k when he
pushed his head above water, the wyverns woul d swoop

down to bite himin two, just as they had bitten apart

t hose bodies in the swanp outside.

A bl ack fog gathered at the edges of Tang's percep-
tions, and he realized he could no | onger deny his |ungs.
He rolled onto his back and pushed his head up al ongsi de
the slimy hull. When his face broke the surface, he
opened his nmouth and quietly filled his chest wth dank
nmol dy air.

The cavern ceiling hung thrice a nman's hei ght above

hie head. It was a dark vault of broken stalactites and
shadowy hollows, dimy illumnated by the swanp's
enerald light. Here and there were bl ocky hol es where
some huge chunk of stone had |Iong ago fallen into the
wat er, shaken | oose by an earthquake, or perhaps sone
anci ent out pouring of Cypress's anger.

Tang al |l owed his gaze to follow the curve of the ceiling
down to the wall, then farther down to a rock | edge | oom
i ng above the water. Hangi ng above this stony bench

were two pairs of huge orange eyes with slit pupils and
gl eam ng, voracious gazes. The prince's heart skipped a



beat or several, and he stopped hinmself from crying out
only by pulling his head beneath the water.
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The wyverns struck the next instant, taking Tang's

bait so hard that they slamed the bottom of the dugout
into his chest. The inpact drove the air fromhis |ungs,
and he found hinself choking on fetid brown swanp

water. H's head broke the surface of its own accord and

vi ol ent coughs began to rack the prince's body. He

grabbed the side of the punt and tried to regain control of
hi s convul si ng chest.

A pair of severed | egs splashed down on the other side

of the dugout. Tang | ooked up and saw four reeling w ngs
sil houetted against the cavern's far wall. Still coughing,
he grabbed for his hal berd, nearly capsizing the punt as
he reached inside. The wyverns turned toward him

Their orange eyes glowed bright as fire, and strings of

fl esh dangl ed between their needle-sharp teeth. In the
dimlight, the prince could barely make out a prickly

| eather ball |odged in the corner of one creature's nouth.
He could not see the second poison sack, but the other
reptile kept whipping its narrow head from side to side
and thrusting out its forked tongue, as though sonething
were caught in its throat.

The wyverns swooped | ow over the water. Tang found

the heft of his weapon and saw his attackers raise their
tails to strike. He forgot about the hal berd and pulled
hard on the side of the dugout, flipping it over on top of
him The polearmi s shaft fell across his shoulder; then a
pair of loud, sharp thuds cleaved the din of his dead sol -
diers' voices. The bitter smell of wyvern poison filled the
air. The prince grabbed the hal berd and slipped beneath

the surface.

A muffled crack reverberated through the water, fol-

| owed quickly by a great gurgling sound as a | arge nass
spl ashed into the pool. Tang kicked away fromthe
spreading slick of wyvern poi son—he did not want the
stuff seeping into his scratches—and cane up for air.

At the base of the stony | edge |ay one of the wyverns,
t hrashing about in the water and hurling shards of splin-
tered dugout in every direction. A puffy black bul ge had
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formed hal fway down its sinuous neck, where the snake
venom was eating away the delicate tissues of the throat
lining. As the ring of swollen flesh began to restrict the
flow of blood and air, the creature's nostrils flared, and
its eyes bulged. It swng around and, when it tried to rip
the obstruction fromits own throat, cane away wth
not hi ng but a mout hful of black nush. It flung the putrid
fl esh across the cavern, then suffered a wave of uncon-



trol I abl e convul sions and col | apsed into the water

A long, nournful hiss sounded from atop the | edge,

where the second wvem | ay above its mate. One side of

t he beast's head had bl oated into a shapel ess mass of

dark flesh. The reptile itself |ooked listless and sick, but
there were no trenors or spasms to suggest the venom

would ultimately prove fatal, and the venom ball was
hangi ng precariously at the corner of its mouth.

If the wvemwas to die, Tang realized, he would have

to kill it. He swamtoward the back of the cavern, angling
toward a | arge bl ock of stone that rose out of the water

and | eaned against his foe's rocky perch. The great rep-
tile raised its neck, turning its head to track his progress.
As the prince neared his goal, the wvemlifted its w ngs

as though to take flight, then abruptly let themfall and
reluctantly gathered its | egs beneath its bul k.

If he turned back now, the wyvern would be too weak

to follow him but Tang had no desire to flee. He wanted
to rescue his nother, and to do that he had to slay this
beast. He reached the boul der and cl anbered out of the
water, then started up the slippery |linestone. The
wyvem peered over the top, then turned sideways and

whi pped its poison-tipped tail toward his chest.

Tang brought his hal berd around, slapping the poison-
dripping barb aside with the flat of the blade. In the
same instant, he continued the notion, circling it over
the top of the wvern's tail and bringing the head up on
the inside. Had he been fighting a man with a | ance or
spear, the maneuver woul d have sent his foe's weapon
flying away. In this case, it twined his polearminto the
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power ful appendage. The prince cl anmped the shaft
beneath his arnms and held on tight.

The reptile pulled its tail back to strike again, jerking
Tang up the boul der and swi ngi ng hi macross the stony

| edge. He slanmed into the cavern wall and nearly

bl acked out as the breath expl oded from his body. The
wyvern started to whip its tail back toward the boul der
nearly ripping the hal berd from Tang's grasp, then real -
ized it was draggi ng something and stopped. The m s-
shapen head swung around and fixed an angry orange

eye on the prince, who began to wi sh he had not been so
rash when he had had the chance to flee.

Tang |l eapt over the tail, thereby freeing his hal berd,

and brought the blade around in a quick arc. The sharp
edge sl ashed through the scaly tendril and sent the tail's
poi sonous barb skittering across the stones.

Even had he not felt the wyvenmi s hot breath washing
over his back, Tang woul d have known what was coni ng



next. He instantly pulled back, pushing the hal berd butt
into the air behind him and snmoothly switched stances so
that he was facing the opposite direction. He found the
wyvem s fang-filled jaws descending toward his head. The
prince stepped forward to neet the attack, at the sane
time thrusting the butt of his weapon into the | eathery
ball lodged in the corner of the reptile's gaping maw.

The poi son sack came | oose and rolled deep into the
wyvem s throat; then the beast's jaws snapped shut and
severed the hal berd shaft a hairbreadth above the

prince's fingers. Tang started to shuffle backward, then
saw a flash of motion in the corner of his eye and turned
to dive off" the stony bench. The | eathery w ng caught him
squarely in the back, launching himw th such force that
he sailed across the cavern and slamred into the far

wall. His body erupted in pain; then he plunged into the

bl ack water.

Tang floated for a long time, too sore to breathe even if
he had not been lying facedown in a pool of fetid swanp
water. He ached fromthe tips of his fingers to the ends of
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his toes, which was probably a good thing, since it neant
the wyvern's bl ow had not broken his back. He tried to
take stock of other possible injuries, but everything hurt
too much to tell if any particular bone was broken or out
of joint. Wen the need to breathe finally grew suffi-
ciently urgent, he tried to roll onto his back and di scov-
ered the water was only knee-deep. He gathered his |egs
beneath himand rose out of the water.

At first, Tang did not recognize the strange grow ing

sound he heard and thought perhaps the wyvern was

com ng after him Then he recognized it as his own voice,
groaning in pain, and realized with a start that the

voi ces of his dead soldiers had fallen silent. In the dim
light, he could barely make out the figure of the great
reptile across the cavern, lying on the ledge with its barb-
less tail and one | eathery w ng dangling notionless over
the side. There was a | arge bl ack bul ge near the top of its
scal y neck, and the anorphous mass that had once been

its head was so swollen that the flesh had split open

"Two wyverns!" the prince whispered. "Perhaps | am
fool, but no |Ionger am| coward!"

Even as he spoke them Tang realized the words were

not altogether true. There were nmany forns of cowardice,
some nore inportant than others, and he could not
redeem hinsel f through a single act of bravery. He
turned toward the entrance of the cavern and bowed in
deep respect.

"Listen, 0 Yen-Wang-Yeh, G eat Judge and Ki ng of

Ei ghteen Hells." Tang spoke loudly and clearly, so that his
ancestors night hear his words as well. "Listen and hear
testimony of foolish Shou prince who squanders |ives of



General Fui D hang and many dutiful soldiers ..

In the anber dawn |ight, even Ruha could see that the
cart tracks led up the hill straight to the gloony ruins of
what had once been a many-spired fortress of hanging
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barti zans and dark hoardi ngs. Tonbor had driven

through a griny streamat the edge of the small wood
wher e Vaerana had stopped the colum, and the wagon
wheel s had left a pair of dark lines in the center of the
dusty road.

"I shoul d have guessed," Vaerana grow ed. "The Ni ght
Castle."

"The Night Castle?" Ruha asked.

"We've chased cult assassins in there before," Vaeranp
expl ai ned. "Whenever we do, the place fills wth dark-
ness. It'll be a hard thing to find Yansel dara's staff in

that murk—especially if Cypress is there defending it."

Ruha gl anced toward the eastern horizon, where the

shrines of Tenple H Il were silhouetted against At'ar's
bl azi ng golden orb. "The sun is rising; in a few m nutes,
my fire spells will be powerful enough to dispel even the

t hi ckest dar kness."

"That won't do us any good, |'mafraid." Pierstar Hal-
| owhand rode up to join Ruha and Vaerana. Behind him
foll omed one of his gray-cloaked trackers and a bedrag-
gl ed, |ong-bearded man who | ooked as frightened of his
mount as he did the conmpany of Maces gathered on the
road. "If the staff was there, it's gone now "

"How can you know that?" Vaerana denanded

"Longnose found a shepherd grazing his herd south of
here." Pierstar notioned his scout to bring the bedrag-
gled fell ow forward, then nodded to the man. "Tell the
Lady Constabl e what you saw | ast night."

The fell ow snatched his grinmy cap fromhis head and

began to wing it in his hands, then stared at the ground
beneath Vaerana's stirrups. "It was well past high night,
ma' am " he began. "I was waked by me dogs how ing, an'

| heard a bell ringing, only it was real deep."

The man paused, which pronpted Vaerana's gaze to
snap toward Pierstar. "I don't see what—=

"Let himfinish," Pierstar said. Then, to the man, he
ordered, "Go on, and be quick about it. Vaerana Hawk-
lyn's not known for her patience.”
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Looki ng nore frightened than ever, the man blurted,
"It was maybe an hour later. My dogs went nmad, an'

| ooked up and saw a dragon flying over. | thought 1'd | ost
me herd an' nme life too, but it just flew by." He pointed
toward the Night Castle. "It landed in there. I'Il tell you,
ma'am | rolled ne blanket quick and started the herd for

t hese woods, but the dragon was back in the air before I
made a hundred paces—an' he was carryin' sonething
real careful-like in his claws."

"What ?" Vaerana denanded. "An oak staff with a big
t opaz pommel ?"

It was Ruha who answered. "No. Cypress woul d not

trust anyone else with that staff. It had to be the ylang
bl ossons. "

"I don't know about your blossons or your staff," said
the man. "All | saw was a real fat cleric holding a big
wooden cask, an' he | ooked about as scared as ne."

"Then we've lost the trail." Vaerana did not curse or
cry out; her shoulders sinply slunped forward. "Even if
we knew where the lair was, we can't ride as fast as
Cypress can fly."

"We have lost the trail, but not the battle," said Ruha.
"Mnister Hsieh is pressing the real oil for us at the G n-
ger Pal ace. Perhaps we should go and retrieve it; when
Cypress returns hone and discovers that he has been
deceived, he will cone to us."

*kk k%

Tang hurled the torch against the gray |inmestone, then
sat upon a fallen stalactite to contenplate the back wall
of the cavern. He had expl ored every nook, cranny and
fissure without finding Cypress's lair. Not a single pas-
sage | arge enough for a man, mnmuch | ess a dragon, |ed
deeper into the mountain. The prince had even scaled a

gi ant - hi gh dropbl ock to peer into the ceiling s shadowy
recesses, and he had seen nothing. It was as if Cypress
vani shed when he entered the cavern
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G ven that the dragon was nore dead than alive, that
seened entirely possible. Still, Tang had not yet searched
one pl ace, perhaps because if he found the passage there,
he stood every chance of dying in it.

The prince retrieved his guttering torch and cli nbed

down to the pool. On the far bank, the cavern did not end
inatrue wall. The ceiling sinply angled down and di sap-
peared into the water, which was so fetid and brown wth
decay it was inpossible to see a hand's span beneath the
surface. The passage, if the cavern had one, could only be



hi dden t here.

Tang returned to the small pile of equipnment he had

sal vaged from his dugout and prepared for his dive. He

folded his tinderbox into its oilcloth and knotted the ends
toget her so they would not |eak. He pushed the stopper

well down into his oil flask and used a bootlace to fix it to
his sword belt. He enptied his waterskin into the pool

then refilled it with several breaths of air and slung it
around his neck. Finally, the prince uncoiled his rope,

tying one end to his sword belt and the other to a snall

boul der at the edge of the pond.

Tang waded into the pool until it becanme chest-deep

t hen doused his torch and wedged it into his enpty

sword scabbard. In the dimswanp light filtering in from
the cavern mouth, he could barely see the ceiling of the
grotto, sloping down |ike the roof of sone huge nouth.

He swam over to it and dove. The water turned instantly
as thick and dark as plumw ne. The prince rolled onto
hi s back so he could use his hands and feet to push him
sel f along the roof of the passage.

Tang's heart began to pound in his ears and his throat

grew tight, but he gave no thought to turning back. It

was not that he felt no fear; on the contrary, he was filled
with a cold, queasy dread that made his hands shake and

his bowel s churn. The thought occurred to himthat the
passage ni ght have nore than one branch. He could eas-

ily be swinmming into an underwater |abyrinth; in such

suf focating darkness, he would never know it.
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Draggi ng hinself through the passage was hard work,

and Tang's breath did not last long. He turned over, then
enptied his lungs into the black water. The prince pulled
hi s buoyant waterskin beneath his body and allowed it to
press himagainst the ceiling, then placed his |ips over
the mouth. Biting the stopper between his teeth, he care-
fully opened the skin and allowed a streamof stale air to
seep into his chest. Cosing the sack was nmore difficult.
He had to use his fingers to push the stopper back into
pl ace, |osing several precious bubbles when he slipped
the digits into the corner of his nouth.

Tang continued forward, if not growing |ess afraid,

then at |east growi ng nore accustoned to fear. Though

he had |l ost all sense of direction, he no |l onger worried
about beconing lost. No matter how conplicated the

| abyrinth, he could always follow the rope back. He filled
his lungs fromhis air sack two nore tinmes, each tine

all owing a few cherished bubbles to slip along his cheek
as he pushed the stopper back into place. Even that |oss
did not trouble him If he ran out of air, it would be nuch
easier to pull hinmself back to the pond than to craw
forward as he was doing. Then he would sinply find a
coupl e of extra waterskins and resune his explorations.

A flicker of orange-yellow |light caught Tang's eye, and



he began to hope it would not be necessary to turn

around. He dragged hinself forward. When the flicker
became a diffuse gold-red gl eam pushing its way through
the murky water, he realized he had to be nearing
Cypress's lair. The glow was the color of flane, and fires
do not burn underwater. More inportantly, where there

was |ight, Lady Feng was al so bound to be. The prince
pul l ed hinself forward with renewed vigor—enly to cone

to an abrupt stop as he reached the end of the rope.

Tang did not even consider going back for another

I ength of rope. Instead, he sucked the last dregs of air
fromhis waterskin, then untied hinself and swam

toward the light. He began to count heartbeats, not
because he feared he would drown before he reached the
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end of the passage, but to give himsonme idea of how far

it was back to the rope. The gol den gl ow bri ght ened

slowy. His count had reached thirty by the time it was ab
large as a head. At fifty, his lungs began to ache for air,
and the light was no larger than a harvest nmoon. Wen

t he count reached seventy, his |linbs grew so heavy and
weak that he could hardly nove them Yell ow orange

radi ance filled the whol e passage ahead, and still the
ceiling held Tang beneath the water.

The prince blew out the last of his breath and swam

anot her dozen strokes. Hi s count reached a hundred and

ten, and the orange gl ow was so bright that he could see
hi s hands sil houetted against it. His heart began to beat
faster, pounding inside his chest like a forge's trip ham
mer, and a trickle of sweet-tasting water seeped between
his lips. At the count of a hundred and thirty, the gol den
light began to sparkle and shimrer, and the prince real -

i zed he had nade a terrible mistake. Whatever it was,

this radi ance was too strong, too brilliant to be firelight.
Perhaps his testinmony to the Chief Judge had come too

| ate; perhaps the spirits of his dead soldiers, angry at his
hesitation, had created the |uninescence to trick him

One hundred and sixty .

The ceiling lifted off of Tang's back, and his head sud-
denly popped out of the water. Wth a great, racking
groan, he sucked in the musty cave air, continuing unti

it seemed his lungs would burst. An orchestra of blissfu
purling echoed all around the prince, giving himthe feel-
ing that he had died and, despite his many faults, sur-
faced in the Land of Extreme Felicity. He exhal ed and
drew in even nore air, as though he were trying to drain
the cavern of its last wisp of dank atnosphere.

The chanber itself only added to Tang's i npression

that he had surfaced in a place of eternal paradise. The
ceiling and walls were draped with jewelry both ancient
and new. thunb-sized dianonds set into gold rings,

bl ood-red rubies strung end-to-end in | ong chains, emer-



alds as large as cat eyes dangling fromear clips of pure
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pl ati num From dozens of ancillary passages poured

streans |large and small, all passing over beds of pearl

and opal before they fell into a sparkling |ake that filled

the | ower half of the cavern.

Unli ke the brown soup at the other end of the passage,

the waters here were as clear as glass, and the bottom of
the entire pool was covered by nminted coins of every

i magi nabl e size and ki ngdom A short swi maway, the

coins rose up to formthe glistening beach of an island
made entirely of precious ingots—and nore gold than sil -
ver. In the center of the isle stood a single oaken staff—
no doubt Yansel dara's—with three gnarled branches

rising at the top to grasp a huge orange topaz. Fromthe

depths of this gemburned the fiery light that illum nated
the entire chanber, glinmrering so brilliantly that the
prince could hardly make out the formof the tall, wllow

worman st andi ng beside it.

"Lady Feng!" Tang swamto the island, then stopped on
the shore and bowed to his nmother. "WII| Third Virtuous
Concubi ne honor her hunbl e son wi th audi ence?"

The wonman stepped away fromthe staff and peered

down the slope at her son. Unlike nbst Shou women, she
showed every day of her age—and then sone. She wore

her gray hair pulled into a tight bun that did little to
| essen its unruly appearance, and her skin was as ashen
and flaky as lizard scales. The crow s-feet at the corners
of her eyes fanned out |ike spiderwebs to veil her entire
face, while the curious way that she cocked her head only
enphasi zed the contrast between the pop-eye through

whi ch she saw the outer world and the squinty white orb
that was usually turned inward to watch the spirit world.

"Tang!" she said at last. "Wat do you do here?"

"I come to rescue you, Lady Feng." The prince held his
bow. It was not unusual to have an entire conversation
with the Third Virtuous Concubine w thout receiving
perm ssion to rise. It was a good thing she was not a
gueen; he would have had to kowow. "I also cone to
destroy Cypress's spirit gem"
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"No. You nustn't!" She began to pick her way down the
i ngot slope. "Cypress would know "

"It does not matter. He already tries to kill me for res-
cuing you."

"You risk life?" Lady Feng sl apped Tang on the back of
t he head. "You are Shou prince!"



"Rescuing you is only way to redeem honor of G nger
Pal ace. "

"Do | ask to be rescued?" Lady Feng grabbed Tang's
chin and pulled his head up, then waved her arm around
the glittering chanber. "Here is nore wealth than al

I mperial treasuries!”

Tang scow ed at this, for his nother had al ways been
too wise to value weal th above freedom "What good are
t hese riches? Whol e room of gold and di anmonds is worth
I ess than nothing if it nakes prisoner of you."

Lady Feng's squinty eye rolled in its socket, perhaps in
dimrecognition of the wi sdom she herself had inparted
to the prince. Her pop-eye, however, darted around the
room from baubl e to baubl e, as though checking to be cer-
tain that each one remained in its place.

"Do not argue!" she ordered. "Walth shown is wealth
lost to thieves."

Tang shook his head sadly. "You have dragon sickness."
He started up the ingot slope. "Show nme where Cypress
hi des spirit gem then we |eave."

"Go no farther, Tang."

Tang stopped in his tracks. Wen Lady Feng assuned

that tone, she was not a woman to be trifled with., His
not her was capable of killing a man with the mnerest

wi sp of an incantation. Though he believed she | oved him
as any nother |oved her child, she was a Schol ar of Yen-
Wang- Yeh, and to scholars of the Geat Judge, life and
death were nerely aspects of one existence; even a son
could not be sure his nother would care which state he
happened to occupy.

After a nonment's consideration, Tang realized howto
solve his dilemma. He faced his cronish mother. "I only
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try to protect your treasure, Lady Feng. Cypress thinks it
bel ongs to him W nust destroy him™

Lady Feng's pop-eye flashed in anger, but the squinty

one rolled around to study him It was horribly bl oodshot,
with a mlky iris and a black pupil that seemed as deep
as the Wll of Eighteen Hells itself, and Tang had not
seen it since he was a little boy.

"Tang, you try to trick ne?"

For the first tine since his battle with the wyverns,
Tang felt like a coward. He let his gaze drop and nodded.
"But only to protect you from Cypress. Whether you
understand or not, dragon sickness has made you his

pri soner nore than chains."



The squinty eye trenbled as though froma pal sy, but
continued to linger on Tang's face for a long tine. At |ast,
Lady Feng said, "Tunnel is long. If we destroy spirit gem
how do we escape?"
"We carry extra air." To denonstrate, Tang opened his
water skin and filled it with breath. "Then | pull us
t hrough passage on rope | leave tied to other end.”

Lady Feng eyed the air sack for a long tine, then
reluctantly nodded. "But we do not smash gemuntil we
are outside.” The squinty eye rolled back into her head,
and she added, "Then we destroy Cypress and come back
to cave of wealth!"

"OfF course—f that is truly wish of Third Virtuous Con-
cubine." Tang ran a troubled eye over the glittering
chanber; a nonth ago, his nother would have | ooked on

the vast treasure with the nocking disdain of one who
recogni zed such things as a worldly illusion. Now, it was
all too easy to imagine Lady Feng returning to |live out
her life anong these lonely riches. "Perhaps we even
buil d pal ace for you."

A pithy smle crept across the gray lips of the Third
Vi rtuous Concubi ne. "Most excellent idea. You know
where to find spirit gen®"

"Cypress wishes to be with |l ove. Gemcan be only one

pl ace."” Tang | ooked at the glowing gemin Yanseldara's
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staff. "I get staff. You gather your things."

As the prince turned to clinb the ingots, a gentle wave
rolled up the beach, stirring the precious coins and soak-
ing his feet to the ankles. Tang scow ed at the rising
water, trying to imagi ne what m ght have caused the

sur ge.

Lady Feng grabbed his arm and shoved himinto the
water. "You must hide! Cypress returns!”

Fourt een

At the far end of the G nger Pal ace's

| ong audi ence hall, the new chamnber-

lain drew aside two silk draperies and

opened a pair of teak doors. A double

col um of M nister Hsieh's yellow

cl oaked guards marched into the room

and split, one line filing to each side of

Ruha and Vaerana. Behind the war-

riors followed a parade of servants bearing a triangul ar
table, three teak chairs, and a tray with a steamn ng
teapot and a trio of tiny, deep bow s.



As Hsieh's nen took their positions, Vaerana scow ed

and | eaned close to Ruha. "I don't know why | listen to
you. This is going to be worse than Voonl ar. They nean to
take us prisoner."

"You are too suspicious, Vaerana. They intend nothing
of the kind."

"Then why so nany guards?"

"They are only for cerenony." Ruha shook her head at

t he Lady Constable's suspicions, renmenbering how easily
M ni ster Hsieh had disabled Wi Dao. "The mandarin is
qui te capabl e of defending hinself."

Vaer ana sneered doubtfully, but fell silent as the ser-
vants arrived with the furniture. They put the table on
t he chamber's exquisite floor nosaic, carefully arranging
it so the point of the triangle stood over the head of the
flame-tailed bird and the base faced Ruha and the Lady
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Constabl e. They placed two chairs on the wonen's side
and positioned the third one before the tip of the table.
The man bearing the tea tray stepped to one side, then
stood at attention while Mnister Hsieh, with Yu Po fol -
| owi ng cl ose behind, entered the room

The mandarin glided across the floor to the point of the
table, then bowed to his guests. Ruha returned the ges-
ture, making certain to bend | ower than her host, but
Vaer ana barely nodded. Yu Po pulled the mandarin's

chair out. A pair of servants stepped forward to do like-
wi se for the witch and Lady Constable.

Vaer ana astoni shed the servant by taking her own

chair and placing it opposite the tea bearer. She dropped
heavily into the seat, then braced her el bows on the table
and faced Hsi eh.

"The witch tells me you have sone ylang oil."

Yu Po's face turned instantly scarlet. He slipped
around Hsieh's chair. "You are ill-bred daughter of =

"Yu Po!" Hsieh waited for his adjutant to stop, then
waved at the tea tray. "You nay serve."

Yu Po's jaw dropped, as did that of the tea bearer and
the other servants; then the adjutant bowed to his mas-
ter and stepped to obey.

Hsieh smiled at Vaerana. "Yes, ylang oil is ready." He



| ooked to Ruha. "Were is Lady Feng?"

The witch found it difficult to nmeet the mandarin's

gaze. "I amafraid we do not know " She saw Hsieh's lips
tighten and had the cold, sinking feeling that she was
doonmed to appear a failure to everyone she nmet. "W

were not able to follow the spy when he fled to the lair."

The handl e of the teapot nearly slipped fromYu Po's
grasp, and the lid clinked |oudly.

The mandarin frowned at his adjutant's clunsiness,
t hen asked, "Then Lady Feng cannot tell you where to
find lair?"

"Vaerana is ... reluctant... to use your potion on
Yansel dara." Ruha cast an unconfortable glance at the
Lady Constabl e, who set her jaw and showed no sign of
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amsorry."

Yu Po finished pouring and set the teapot back on the
tray, then picked up one of the tiny bows and | ooked
uncertain as to where he should place it. Mnister Hsieh
graciously gestured to Ruha, and the adjutant placed the
vessel on the table before her. Wien he started to set the
next cup before Vaerana, however, the mandarin scow ed
harshly and cleared his throat. The young man pal ed and
nearly sloshed tea on the table as he swung his hand
toward his naster.

If the snub troubled Vaerana, she showed no sign. "I
don't want to strain Yansel dara. She's not strong enough."

Hsieh waited for Yu Po to set a bow before the Lady
Const abl e, then picked up his own tea. Ruha slipped her
cup beneath her veil and al so sipped her drink, but Vaer-
ana pretended not to see the steam ng vessel before her

The mandarin returned his bowl to the table. "Whether
Lady Yansel dara drinks potion is for Mbonstorm House

to decide, of course." Hsieh turned back to Ruha. "But if
you do not know where to find lair, why do you need
ylang oil ?"

"Per haps you have caught Wnter Bl osson?" Ruha

asked. "We do know the general direction to the lair. If
we carry the famliar close enough, he will lead us to
Lady Feng."

M ni ster Hsieh shook his head. "The |enur eludes us.

fear he goes to hunt for his mstress." He | ooked back to
Vaerana. "It appears we have only one way to find Lady
Feng—er Lady Yanseldara's missing staff."

"I"'mnot going to pour your cricket juice down Yansel -



dara's throat," Vaerana declared. "It was Shou magi c that
put her into catalepsy in the first place."

"And it is only Shou magic that can cure her," Hsieh
rem nded her. "Conpared to need to reunite body with
spirit, risk to Lady Yanseldara is small."

"l said no."

Hsi eh nodded politely. "Very well. Lady Feng is in no
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danger, but until you find staff—-and Third Virtuous Con-
cubi ne—you have no need of ylang oil."

Vaerana's eyes flashed silver. "You're threatening nme?"
"I state fact." Hsieh sipped his tea, then said, "Unti
you find Lady Yanseldara's spirit and free it fromstaff,
ylang oil does no good. There is no reason to give it to
you. "

"No reason?" Vaerana stood, knocking her chair over
"Il give you reason!"

"Vaerana, sit down!" Ruha urged. "It would be foolish
to—

The witch's warning was too |ate. Vaerana reached for
Hsi eh's col |l ar.

The mandarin flung hot tea into the Lady Constable's
eyes and bent toward the floor, ducking her grab easily.
Wthout putting his tea bow aside, he cupped his free
hand behi nd her heel and pulled her foot off the ground.
Vaerana | ost her bal ance and fell over backward, |anding
on her chair and smashing it into pieces. The tips of a
dozen | ong-bl aded Shou hal berds instantly touched her
throat. A dozen nore encircled Ruha.

Slow y, Ruha placed both her hands on the table and

gl anced down at Vaerana. A red mask had formed around
the Lady Constable's eyes where the tea had scal ded her
but the way she was blinking suggested she was nore
ast oni shed than injured.

"Vaerana, if you value your life—er at |east Yansel-
dara' s—do not nove," Ruha advised. "Allow ne to explain
the situation to Mnister Hsieh, and I'mcertain he—=

"You don't have to explain anything," Vaerana snarl ed.
"All Mnister Hsieh needs to knowis that Pierstar's wait-
ing outside with a hundred Maces. If | don't join him
with a cask of ylang oil in the next twenty m nutes,
there' |l soon be another two thousand—and they won't be
in a patient nood."

Hsi eh rose, very slowy.



Ruha said, "Mnister, let nme explain—=
The mandarin waved her silent, a conmand that was
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instantly enforced as his guards touched their hal berd
tips to her throat. Hsieh stepped over to Vaerana and
peered down at her supine form

"Since you know not hing but threat, we converse in

manner you understand. First threat: If you try to touch
me again, | snap offending arm Second threat: If we do
not find Lady Feng, you do not receive ylang oil, and
Lady Yanseldara dies. Final threat: If Maces do not wth-
draw from grounds of G nger Pal ace i mediately, ny
guards slay themall. Then they slay your famly, your
servants, and everyone inside Monstorm House."

Vaerana met the mandarin's icy glare with one of her
own. "No one threatens Yansel dara or Monstorm House.
One way or—=

"Vaerana, you have the manners of a jackal!" Ruha
barked. "If you say another word, | swear by the nane of
my father that | shall let the Shou cut your throat, and
save Yansel dara w t hout you!"

The Lady Constabl e | ooked at Ruha with the stunned
expression of a shei kh being dressed down by the tribe
beggar. Before Vaerana could recover from her shock, the
witch turned her attention to the angry mandarin.

"And M ni ster Hsieh, your guards will not slay anyone

i nsi de Moonstorm House—er Elversult." Several hal-

berds pricked Ruha's skin menacingly, but she ignored
them "There is no tinme for a battle—at [east not now |If
you wi sh to see Lady Feng or Yansel dara alive again, you
must work together."

"I have no need to work with this woman," Hsieh
snarled. "Lady Feng is in no danger."

"I amsorry to tell you she is—and al so everyone inside
the G nger Pal ace." Wen Hsieh scow ed, Ruha hast ened

to add, "I do not speak of Vaerana's Maces. | am speaking
of Cypress. W nust take the ylang oil and flee before the
dragon di scovers his spy's m stake."

"Do not lie to ne," Hsieh said. "I see you destroy
dragon. "

"You saw nme destroy his body, not his spirit,"” Ruha
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said. "Do you not renenber that he was undead? He has
taken a new body."



Hsieh glared at the witch. "How |l ong do you know
this?"

"That does not matter." Ruha saw no use in lying; the
mandarin had al ready guessed the truth. "Wat is
important is that we | eave before Cypress comes. If you
allow himto have the oil now, you will never see Lady
Feng again."

It was Yu Po who posed the question Ruha had been
anticipating since they left the Night Castle. "Forgive ne
for speaking, Esteemed Mandarin, but perhaps we make
bargain with dragon for return of Lady Feng?"

Ruha was spared the necessity of pointing out the sug-
gestion's folly when Hsieh shot the adjutant an inpatient
glower. "Only fool bargains with angry dragon."

Yu Po's face reddened with enbarrassnment, but he was
determ ned to redeem hinself. He puffed out his chest. "I
amnot afraid, Wirthy Mnister. Wien |I explain how

wi tch deceives us—

"If Cypress promses to return Lady Feng, who will

cast the spell?" Ruha interrupted. "And after you give
himthe ylang oil, why would he return such a val uabl e
host age—and one who may well have the power to undo
what he has worked so hard to do?"

Yu Po scow ed at the witch and started to reply, but

Hsi eh raised a hand to silence him "Say no nore, Yu Po.
Per haps Lady Ruha neglects to tell us about dragon's
new body, but that does not make her wong now. Go now,
and prepare ny guards to ridel"

*kk k%

Tang stopped well back in the cranped passage, where

it branched into three smaller tunnels. The linestone felt

al nost sliny beneath his sodden boots, and the trill of the
tiny stream echoed surprisingly loud in his ears. Stooping

over so he would not hit his head on the low ceiling, he
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turned around and kneel ed, his legs straddling the
rivulet. The nouth of his hiding place was w de enough
that he could see npbst of the ingot island, where Lady
Feng stood beside Yanseldara's staff, calny awaiting
Cypress's arrival. Though the prince judged no nman coul d
see himhiding so far back in the passage, he had no idea
whet her the darkness woul d al so conceal himfromthe
enpty-eyed dragon. He would find out soon enough, for it
seened unlikely the beast woul d waste much tinme before
searching out the slayer of his pet wyverns.

A trenendous sl oshing sounded fromthe treasure
chanber; then Cypress's head rose into view beyond the
i sl and. The dragon appeared |larger than even the night



before, with horns as long as | ances and a snout the size
of a horse. He spread his wi ngs, concealing the entire far
wal | of the cavern, and water poured down the dull scales
in cataracts. He waded forward, rising high above the

i sland as he clinbed the beach of tinkling coins. Tang
could see that Cypress carried a brown-cl oaked figure in
the tal ons of one hand.

The dragon paused beside the island and | owered his
claw to the summit of the ingot heap. A plunp, wi de-eyed
man clutching a small wooden cask crawl ed of f, then col -
| apsed to his knees and stared gaped-nmouthed at the
sparkling chanber around him Cypress turned his
vacant - eyed gaze on Lady Feng and dropped Tang's rope

at her feet.

"I see sone of your son's nen survived." The dragon's
boom ng words echoed off the stony walls Iike drum
nmusi c. "Where are they? | would repay them for the pain
t hey caused ny pets."

When he heard Cypress assune it had taken a whol e

party to kill the wyverns, Tang's heart swelled with
pride. Then it occurred to the prince that his nother's
captor had spoken al oud, and the air inside his inflated
chest turned cold and sickening. If the dragon could talk
agai n, he could speak spell incantations and, no doubt,
breathe acid. The prince felt as if he had chased a
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chanel eon into the brush and found a crocodile waiting
i nst ead.

The Third Virtuous Concubi ne studied the rope at her
feet, then craned her neck to fix her outward-Iooking eye
on the dragon. "I know nothing of Prince Tang's nen."

Cypress snorted wisps of black fume into the air, then
dropped his head and hel d one gapi ng eye socket over
Lady Feng's head. "Wy are you |lying? Perhaps you

thi nk these nen can steal ny treasure for you?"

Lady Feng's bul ging eye | ooked as though it m ght pop
fromthe socket. She slipped away fromthe dragon and
started toward the man with the cask, clearly anxious to
change the subject.

"Who is this fool? I do not ask for company."

The tactic seened to work, for a crooked grin inched
up the length of Cypress's snout. "He is not conpany; he

is ny spy."

The plunmp man rose and bowed to Lady Feng. "Tonbor
the Jolly at your service. Virtuous Concubine."

Lady Feng's squinty eye swing outward to gaze the



man up and down, then rolled back to its original posi-
tion. "I have no need of your service; you worship god of
masks and betrayal. But | warn you, sentence of Numnber
Six Court is sure to be harsh. Do not die before redeem
i ng yoursel f."

Tombor's florid face pal ed, and he | ooked quickly away

fromLady Feng. "I was only offering a greeting, but I
shal I remenber your advice." He snatched up the cask he
had brought and held it before him "I have here the

ylang oil you need."

Lady Feng | ooked at the keg, then slowy turned to
face Cypress, who still wore the sanme crooked grin upon
his |l ong snout. "Now?"

"OfF course now" Cypress's grunbling voice spread
across the water in dancing ripples. "I have been ready
for weeks."

Lady Feng let her shoul ders slunmp. "As you wi sh,
then. ™
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She crooked a finger at Tonbor, then turned toward a
smal | cof fer of polished nahogany sitting on the near
side of the island. The Third Virtuous Concubi ne kneel ed
on a small ingot terrace before the chest, then had Tom
bor place the cask he had brought beside it. She opened
the chest and renoved several bundles carefully wapped
in waxed silk.

A painful lump formed in the pit of Tang' s stomach.

The Third Virtuous Concubi ne had al ready prepared the
other ingredients; it would take her only a few nonents
to mx the potion and cast the enchantment that woul d
forever unite Yanseldara's spirit with Cypress. The
prince crawl ed forward, struggling to think of some way
short of matricide to stop his nother fromfinishing her

spel | .

Cypress clinbed onto the far shore and stretched his
neck over the sunmit of the little island, cocking his
hi deous head so that one enpty eye socket hung directly
above the Third Virtuous Concubi ne. Lady Feng had

Tombor renove the top of the oil cask; then she suddenly
drew back and winkl ed her nose.

"I's somet hing wong?" Cypress denanded.
"Only horrible smell." Lady Feng took a deep breath,
then | eaned forward to peer into the cask

Tang stopped a pace short of the nouth of the passage.

He could go no farther w thout exposing hinmself to the
dragon's view—+f he had not already—and still he did not
know how to stop his nother. He was surprised to realize
that failure mattered to himgreatly, and not only because



he wanted to i npress Lady Ruha by savi ng Yansel dar a.
To a great extent, his weakness was responsible for the
peril of both the Ruling Lady and his nother; unless he
set matters right, he would al ways be the sane cowardly,
foolish prince he had been before entering the swanp.

Lady Feng pulled back fromthe cask and carefully

unw apped one ot her silken bundles. Tang saw that he

had a clear angle to the little keg. He wi shed for a cross-
bow so he could pierce the side—and at |ast one desperate
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i dea occurred to him The prince retreated into the pas-

sage and found a smooth, fist-sized rock. He tore the | ape
off his fighting tunic, then fit the stone into the m ddl e of
it and stepped into the nouth of the tunnel. The passage

was too small for a circular w ndup, so he sinply cocked

hi s arm back and hoped a sinpl e whi p-stroke woul d be

power ful enough to span the distance.

Cypress's head instantly swiveled in Tang's direction
and the prince knew he did not have tinme to wait for his

nmot her to nove away fromthe ylang oil. He fixed his
aimon the plunp figure of Tonbor the Jolly, who was
standing on the hill above the cask, and snapped his

arm forward

The rock arced over the | ake as fast as a shooting star.
The shot was not a particularly difficult one, and it
appeared the stone would strike its target square in the
chest —ot enough to kill the husky man, but certain to
knock himfromhis feet and send himtunbling down the
slope to spill the ylang oil.

Then, as the rock reached the shore of the ingot island,
Cypress |l owered his head. The stone bounced off the
dragon's skull and splashed into the water. Lady Feng
spun around, her gaze instantly rising to the passage
where Tang now stood trenbling, not so much in fear as
in frustration. The dragon turned his head slightly and
brought both eye sockets to bear on the prince.

"It seens your son has found his courage, Lady Feng."

"He finds courage, but he is still foolish boy." The Third
Vi rtuous Concubi ne waved her fingers at Tang, urging
himto retreat deeper into his passage. "M ghty dragon

has nothing to fear fromhim"

"He killed nmy wyverns." Cypress started to circle the
island. "And he was trying to spill the ylang oil."

Tang backed deeper into the passage, nore because his

nmot her had urged himto than because he imagined it

woul d save himfromthe dragon. There was no hope now

of stopping the spell, and he felt like a hopeless failure.
He still feared death, of course, but only marginally nore
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than he feared thinking of hinmself as a bunbling fool for
the rest of his life.

By the time Cypress rounded the island, Tang coul d

see little nore than the dragon's dull scal es grow ng

| arger and darker as they neared the tunnel mouth. He
reached the triple fork where he had stopped before and
gl anced up each branch. Two of the passages vani shed

i nto inky bl ackness, but one, the smallest, curved back
toward the | ake. There was a pale yell ow glow at the far
end, suggesting it actually connected with the vast trea-
sure chanber.

"Cypress, stop!" Lady Feng's voice was so nuffled Tang
could barely hear it. "If you |l ove Yansel dara, you spare
boy's life."

The dragon pivoted to | ook down at the island, allow

ing Tang a clear view of his nother. Lady Feng had

grabbed the lip of the open oil cask and tipped it forward.
The contents were dangerously close to spilling.

"Pour it out, Wse Mther!" Tang yelled. "Life and
death are sane; | fear only dishonor!"

The Third Virtuous Concubine frowned in the direc-

tion of Tang's voice. "Then you are fool, Inpertinent Son
You know nothing of life and death. If you do not under-
stand that, you understand nothing at all!"

"What ?" Tang gasped. If there was one thing his
not her believed, it was that life and death were the
sane.

Lady Feng tipped the cask forward until the contents
began to trickle down the side. Tonbor the Jolly stooped
over to reach for the other side of the cask, then found
hinsel f staring at a scorpion knife the Third Virtuous
Concubi ne had produced from her sleeve pocket. The
cleric withdrew his hand, and Lady Feng fi xed her gaze
on Cypress.

"Do you wi sh to have Yansel dara?" She tipped the cask
forward even farther, and the trickle of oil becane a
steady stream "O not?"

"Very well. | amin a generous nood." Cypress waved
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Tombor away from the cask, then stepped away from
Tgng's passage. "l absolve the prince of his transgres-
sions."

Tang did not believe the dragon for a noment, and
knew that his nother would not either. Like any tyrant,



Cypress could not forgive a rebellion against his author-
ity. Once Lady Feng cast her spell, he would take his ven-
geance. So why was the Third Virtuous Concubi ne
pretending to believe hin? And why had she called the
prince ignorant for quoting her?

She had tipped the cask. The Third Virtuous Concu-
bine was trying to tell himsonething about the oil

When Cypress turned his attention back to Lady

Feng's preparations. Tang began to collect the |argest
stones he could find, piling theminside the small pas-
sage that curved back toward the | ake. As soon as the
prince judged he had enough to suit his purpose, he
renmoved his clothes. He laid his battle tunic on the far
side of the tunnel, arranging it over a boulder so that it
woul d I ook as if he were crouching on the floor, with his
back to the treasure chanber.

Lady Feng cl osed her mahogany coffer, and Tang knew

she was getting ready to cast the spell. He laid down on
his belly and craw ed backward into the small est pas-

sage, dragging his undertunic, trousers, and sword belt
after him The tunnel was so low that he could feel his
back touching the ceiling. The prince began to stack the
stones he gat hered, scraping his el bows raw as he strug-
gled to move in the cranped confines. The little bit of dim
light vanished entirely, and he had to work in the dark
trying to feel the shapes of the rocks so he could fit them
into the avail abl e spaces as tightly as possible.

H s wall had nearly reached the ceiling when Tang

heard his nother's nuffled voice munbling a conmand
Though he coul d not understand her words, he suspected
she was calling for Yanseldara's staff. In his nind s eye,
the prince saw her accept the pole from Tonbor—aoul d

the traitor's hands be trembling at the magnitude of his
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As though on cue, the Third Virtuous Concubine's

voi ce began muttering the indiscernible syllables of her
spell. Tang fed his undertunic through the narrow gap at
the top of his little wall, stopping when he judged the tai
woul d be touching the floor. He worked carefully, for he
had plenty of tinme. It would take a few nonents for the
potion to work its magic, and, even then. Cypress would

be in no hurry. The dragon would want to rejoice in his
triunph and be certain the enchantnent had worked

bef ore betraying his word.

Hol di ng hi s undertunic against the ceiling with one

hand and struggling to nove stones with the other. Tang

laid the last row of his wall. He folded the top of his shirt
over his side of the barrier, using the extra rocks to

anchor it in place. That done, he tore his trousers into
strips and used themto plug the small gaps around the

edges. The barricade would not stop the dragon's breath



entirely, but it would absorb the brunt of the attack and,
with a little luck, send the acid cloud boiling down tun-
nels that offered | ess resistance.

Tang | ocated his sword belt and craw ed backward

down the tiny passage. He felt the stone around him
shudder as Cypress runbled in astoni shnment, and the
prince knew his nother had conpl eted her spell. \Wat

had she been trying to tell himabout the oil? Tang coul d
think of only one thing: somehow, Tonbor had pressed

t he wrong bl ossons.

The prince felt the wall disappear beside his |left foot
and realized he had reached another fork. The side pas-
sage was not |arge enough for himto craw into, but he
was able to cramhis legs in far enough to turn around
and slither down the tunnel headfirst. The glow fromthe
treasure chanber ahead had changed from bright yell ow

to a brilliant ruby red, and he could hear Cypress speak-
ing in his deep dragon voice.

"Why is her spirit so—so pai ned? The spell coul dn't
have wor ked!"
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"I do not promise |ove feels good," Lady Feng coun-

tered. "You share what Yanseldara's spirit feels, and she
shares what you feel. If she suffers, that is your fault, not
m ne."

The ingot island appeared in the nouth of the passage,
and Tang stopped crawl i ng. Cypress sat on the beach of
coins, bending forward over Lady Feng and Tonbor, who
were standing near the summit of the isle. The dragon

was hol ding Yanseldara's staff in the palmof his wth-
ered hand, his bony snout al nost touching the fiery topaz
set in the ponmel

"Then | have her?" Cypress closed the staff inside his
claw. "Yanseldara is entirely nine?"

Lady Feng nodded. "Until potion wears off, yes. After
t hat, what happens is between your spirit and hers."

"Until it wears off?" Cypress's roar was so |oud that
several pieces of jewelry fell into the |ake. H s enpty
claw fl ashed down and plucked up Lady Feng. "You told

me the spell would | ast forever!"

"Your spy does not bring correct oil." Lady Pong's voice
betrayed no hint of fear, and she stared into Cypress's
eye voids w thout wavering. "He brings oil made from

bl ossonms picked at night. They are not as potent as bl os-
sonms picked in norning."

"Ruha!" Tonbor gasped. "That hag!"



Cypress's nuzzle swng toward his spy, whose eye?
suddenly grew as round as his face. The cleric began to
stunbl e down the sl ope away fromthe dragon, and Tang
felt like a new nman.

"The Harper witch s-s-said they were the bl ossons
Hsi eh b-brought," Tonmbor stammered. "She tricked ne!"

"How unfortunate."

Tombor cl asped his hands in supplication and craned

his neck to |l ook up at the dragon. "Please, 1-let nme go
back! 1'Il k-kill the Harper! | can get the b-blossons you
need!"

"If that is true, why did you not bring themin the first
pl ace?" A white glinmer flashed deep within Cypress' fr
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enpty eye sockets; then he said, "Perhaps you knew you
had the wong oil, hmmin? Perhaps you were hungry

for ny gol d?"

Tombor dropped to his knees and tugged at the silver
chain around his neck, pulling a gray velvet nmask from
i nside his cloak. He pressed the disguise over his eyes,
t hen began, "Unseen Mask, Great Lord of Shadows and
Master of Deceit, hear the prayer of your nost devoted

servant —

"Why do you pray to the King of Betrayal ?" Cypress
lowered his claw and, with a single black talon, flicked
the gray mask away from Tonmbor's face. "Do you think he
will give you your reward?"

Tonbor threw his arns over his face and tried to turn
away, but the dragon was already inside his mnd. Ater-
rified how echoed off the cavern walls; then the plunp
traitor began to pack gold ingots inside his clothes, his
stiff and jerky arms obviously noving against his will.
Once his robe was | oaded, he filled his arnms and waddl ed
down to the | ake's edge, then threw hinself into the clear
waters. He sank |ike a stone.

The cleric held his breath for a long time, and Tang
could see himstill clutching his arm oad of gold ingots.
At last, a long stream of bubbles streamed from his nos-
trils; then he opened his nmouth and filled his lungs wth
wat er .

Cypress turned away fromthe traitor and rai sed Lady
Feng to his face. "Now, what shall | do about you? You
knew when you opened the cask that it was the wong oil."

"I't makes no difference—+f you have confidence in your
own spirit," Lady Feng said. "After potion wears off, you
can subdue Yansel dara's spirit and make her your slave."



It astonished Tang to hear Lady Feng toying so boldly

wi th the dragon. She knew Cypress | oved Yansel dara

only because no one el se had ever bested himin battle.
Considering that the first conbat had cost himhis life, it
seened unlikely he would wel cone another fight for an

even greater prize
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W sps of black fune curled from Cypress's nostrils, but
when he spoke, he sounded nore apprehensive than

angry. "l do not want to make a slave of Yanseldara." He
| owered the Third Virtuous Concubine to the ingot heap
and allowed her to step off his hand. "I want her to |ove
ne, as | love her."

"You want to absorb her," Lady Feng scoffed. "She is
stronger than you, and you want to make her part of
yoursel f."

"Yes, to make her mine. Is that not what |ove is?" The
dragon gl anced toward the cavern where Tang had first
taken refuge. "lI'mcertain your son woul d agree—though
I"'mafraid I can't allow himthat chance."

"You | eave son al one!" Lady Feng warned. "If you harm
hi m—=

Cypress whirled on the Third Virtuous Concubi ne so
fiercely that Tang feared he woul d rmurder her

"I will kill him and you will do nothing!" the dragon
roared. "I have allowed you both to grow defiant, and
now | must teach you to obey."

Lady Feng dropped to her knees, then surprised Tang
by kowtowi ng to the dragon—di shonoring both herself
and the enperor. "Please. He is only son. Punish me—

"I need you."

Cypress drew hinself to his full height, then turned
Yansel dara's staff upside down and wedged the butt into
a ceiling fissure. The dragon waded into the | ake. Tang
retreated deep into his worm hol e, beseeching his ances-
tors to make his foe see only the cowardly prince he had
been before entering the swanp.

As Cypress neared the cavern wall, his great bul k

bl ocked the red Iight fromthe treasure chanber, plung-
ing the prince into darkness so thick he could not see the
stone beneath his nose. The cavern shuddered around his
body, and the dragon's voice runbl ed through the very

r ock.

not changed after all, have you, Prince?"



There was a nuffl ed whi sper as the dragon infl ated
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his chest, then a sharp hiss as he enptied it into the next
tunnel . The exhal ati on seened to continue forever, and
soon a chorus of soft, eerie trills arose fromthe treasure
chanmber as the breath whistled through the network of
passages and found its way back toward the | ake. From

deep within Tang's worm hole cane a muffled clatter of
stones, followed by the sputter and sizzle of dissolving

i mestone. The prince snmelled the caustic stench of acid
and expected to feel a stinging wind tear over his body,
but the wall had not collapsed entirely. He felt only the
light nettling of a faint mst. He cramed forward as far
as he dared, and at last the eerie whistle died away.

Cypress stepped away fromthe cavern wall and turned
toward the ingot island. Lady Feng threw herself into the
water, wailing in notherly grief. The show was so con-
vincing that, had Tang not been raised in the pal ace of
the Third Virtuous Concubine, he would have believed

her angui sh to be genui ne.

Cypress waded across the lake in tw strides and

pl ucked Lady Feng fromthe water. "Be quiet! That cow
ard is not worth tears. He was groveling in the corner
like a frightened child."

The report only drew |l ouder wails fromthe Third Vir-
tuous Concubi ne.

The dragon placed her atop the ingot heap, then cir-

cled to the far side of the island. "I will fetch the proper
oil. When | return, have your ingredients ready to cast

anot her spel | —+he pernanent one."

Lady Feng rai sed her head. "Never! | let Yansel dara
make sl ave of you!"

Cypress's claw swept down so swiftly that Tang did not
see it move. It sinply appeared beside Lady Feng's body,
trenbling with the dragon's fury, and the prince did not
even realize it had touched her until he saw the bl ood
seepi ng through her shredded cheosong.

"We shall see, shall we?"

The dragon dove into the | ake and vani shed from
sight. Both Tang and his nother remained notionl ess
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and did not speak for several mnutes. When it becane
apparent that Cypress would not return, Lady Feng

turned toward the prince's hiding place.

"Are you there, Tang? | know you are fool, but honored



ancestors claimyou are no coward."

Tang pushed his head out of his wormhole. "I am here
| see you kowtow to Cypress!"”

Lady Feng shrugged. "I must convince himof grief

Besi des, shame is rempoved after you destroy him" She
craned her neck to look at the staff [odged in the ceiling,
thirty feet above her head. "Now, Courageous Prince,

pl ease to honor hunble nmother by clinbing up to retrieve
spirit gem™

****«

Ruha urged her horse forward, once again nudging it

bet ween the nmounts of M nister Hsieh and the Lady Con-
stabl e. Vaerana had been on her best behavior since
departing the G nger Pal ace, but with the wooded hills of
El versult rising ahead and the pl anni ng session entering
a cruci al phase, the witch thought it wise to put herself
bet ween the two stubborn personalities.

"Very well. W hide Lady Yanseldara and ylang o 1
beneath city prison while we search for lair," Hsieh said
"But who stays to guard then®"

"It's the Maces' barracks," Vaerana answered sinply.

"Hunmbl e M nister begs to disagree." Hsieh's tone was
anyt hi ng but hunble. "Maces know nearby | ands. Per-
haps they search for lair while Shou guard oil."

Vaerana | eaned in front of Ruha, her face already turn-
ing the color of blood. "If you think I'mgoing to | eave
El versult in the hands of a bunch of slanty—-*

Ruha pushed the Lady Constabl e back toward her own

horse. "The minister's suggestion has nerit, Vaerana
Perhaps it would be best to | eave a nixed garrison at the
barracks, and | end himsome guides to help his nen

search for the lair."
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Vaer ana cl anped her nouth shut and took severa
deep breaths, then nodded curtly. "W can do that."

Hsi eh | ooked strai ght ahead. "As can we—for nutua
benefit of all."

Ruha's sigh of relief was cut short by a chorus of

alarmed cries. She turned in her saddle and | ooked down
the Iong colum to see riders of both races staring over
their shoul ders. They were tugging at armor buckl es and
tightening chin straps and generally readying them

selves for battle. For a noment, the witch could not imag-
i ne what was troubling them but then she sawit: a pair
of distant black wi ngs hanging low in the afternoon sky,
steadily flapping and growi ng larger with every stroke.



"Mbst wetched dragon!™”
"Elversult's just over the hill," Vaerana said. "W'l
skirt the edge and make a run for Monstonn House!"

"We secure ylang oil first—then fetch Yansel dara!"

"This is nmy city. | know what's—=
"You are both wong." Ruha kept her eyes fixed on
Cypress, who had al ready covered so much di stance she
coul d make out the lines of his broken horns. "W cannot
hope to outrun the dragon, so we must outwit him™"

Vaer ana and Hsieh both studied the witch for a
nmonent, then nodded their agreenent. "Wat do you
have in mnd, Wtch?"

"We should feign a stand in the forest. \Wen the

dragon attacks, we will split. Vaerana will take the
Maces toward Monstonn House. Mnister Hsieh and the
Shou will stay behind to act as a rear guard."

Hsi eh | ocked gazes with Vaerana, then nodded. He
turned to Yu Po, who had two waterskins filled with
ylang oil hanging fromhis saddle. Al though the new

bl ossoms had yi el ded nore, the minister had assured
themthis was nore than sufficient to save Yansel dara.
The rest had been burned at the G nger Pal ace.

Hsieh took the first skin off his adjutant's saddle to
pass it to Vaerana.

"That is not what | neant," Ruha said. Cypress was so

The Harpers

cl ose now that she could see his |l egs and arns dangling
beneath his body. "Vaerana is the bait. The dragon wil |
follow her, and we will take the oil to the barracks."

Hsi eh shook his head. "That is not—

"The witch is right. Mnister. Cypress knows who the
desperate ones are. He'll follow us." Vaerana turned to
Pierstar. "Do it."

"You hol d one skin, Lady Ruha." Hsieh passed an oi

sack to the witch, then hung the other on his own saddle
and nodded to Yu Po. "You hear plan. Prepare line at
edge of wood."

As the two adjutants passed the orders al ong, Vaerana

| ed Ruha and Hsieh off the road. "Once you hit town, you
can see Tenple H Il frompractically anywhere. El versult
Hall is straight across the market square fromthere, and
the Jail gates—that's the city prison—+s a block north of
the hall." She | ooked at Hsieh. "And try not to kill any of
nmy Maces when they chall enge you. They don't know

what's going on, and we don't care much for foreign



arm es running through our city streets.”
"Not one man falls to Shou bl ade," Hsieh prom sed.

Vaer ana accepted the reassurance with a grimsnile
"Then I'1l see you in the barracks, Helmwlling." She
turned away and spurred her horse after Pierstar and
the rest of the Maces, who were just disappearing into
the wood. "May your steel bite deep!"

Hsi eh' s Shou foll owed cl ose behind the Maces, then
stopped at the forest edge and di snounted. They quickly
formed a long wall bristling with hal berds and cross-
bows. Ruha and the ninister slipped through the line

and guided their mounts past the rein holders, taking up
a sheltered position fromwhich they could flee in any
direction.

There was no tinme to grow nervous or contenplate the
com ng battle. The last few men were still settling in
when a deep, steady throbbing began to pound the air.
The dragon appeared an instant later, flying | ow and
fast, then wheeled toward the hill. Ruha raised a hand
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toward the sun. Before she could utter an incantation
Hsi eh pushed her arm down.

"They are soldiers. It is their duty to die." He gestured
at the skins hanging fromtheir saddl e horns. "W nust

not draw attention to ourselves. What we carry is too

i mportant."

As Cypress neared the trees, he suddenly turned and
swooped al ong the edge of the wood. "G ve ne the oil!" he
roared. "The oil and your gold!"

"Kozah save us!" Ruha gasped. "He speaks!"

The cl acking of a hundred crossbows reverberat ed

t hrough the wood, and a wall of iron darts rose to answer
t he dragon's demands. Cypress roared and wheeled into

the trees, and the battle did not begin so rmuch as erupt.
The forest shook with the crack of splintering treetops
and steel blades glancing off bony scales and nmen scream
ing in fury and angui sh. Ruha saw a huge, dark shape
danci ng across the broken oak trunks, his head sw veling
this way and that as he bit attackers in two and searched
for the precious ylang oil. Shou soldiers rushed himfrom
all directions, flinging halberds and firing crossbows and
hurling thensel ves against his flanks. Shattered scal es
and runnel s of dark, snoking ichor began to fall fromthe
dragon's body, and for one monent, the witch thought
Hsieh's warriors nmight bring their foe down through

sheer wei ght of nunbers.

Sonmewhere up the hill, Pierstar Hall owhand cri ed,
"Ri de!"



The ground trenbled with the distant thunder of

poundi ng hooves. Cypress's slender head rose out of the
nel ee and turned toward the sound. He tried to raise his
wi ngs so he could pursue the fleeing horsemen, but even
he | acked the strength to fling off the hundred Shou
hacking at his flanks. He opened his mouth, and the

| eaves in the trees began to rustle.

Instinctively, Ruha's hand dropped toward her pocket.
"He's going to breathe!"

Hsi eh reached over and grasped the witch's arm "W
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must et him"

The dragon swung his head in an arc around hinself,
spraying a boiling black vapor fromhis maw. The caustic
fog billowed through the treetops and began to settle
groundward, filling the wood with a trenendous sound of
sizzling and popping. Qut of the dark cloud fluttered a
del uge of |eaves and sticks, disintegrating as they fell.
Then came a cascade of heavy branches that crashed

down upon the heads of the Shou and turned the forest
floor into an inpassible tangle of snoking, acid-drenched
wood.

Hsieh's nen cried out in fear and confusion, and their
attack faltered. Alow, bitter growl runbled from
Cypress's throat. He beat the air with his tattered wi ngs,
then rose above the carnage and, dripping runnels of acid
fromhis dull scales, flew after the Maces.

Sone of the Shou dove beneath the junbled tree |inbs

to seek shelter, while others clanbered across the

tangl ed branches in a desperate effort to escape the bl ack
shroud descendi ng upon their heads. Hsieh gl anced

toward the hilltop to be certain that Cypress was gone,
then rel eased Ruha's arm so she could help his nen.

It was too |ate. The burning fumes had al ready reached

t he ground, and a hundred Shou warriors were raising

their voices in a single wail of agony. Mercifully, the very
dar kness of the fog spared Ruha the sight of the dragon's
acid eating the flesh fromtheir bones.

Fifteen

As Ruha and her conpani ons gal -

| oped into the shadow of Tenple Hill—

a barren, stone-flanked tor towering

hi gh above the city's cl ose-packed

heart—they net a wall of jabbering,

frightened townsnmen. It was the first

sign of dragon-spawned fear they had

encountered. Until now, the people of

El versult had | eapt into nearby doorways and hurl ed



insults at the battered foreigners chargi ng up Snake
Road. This nob barely seened to hear the clattering

hooves.

Ruha rei ned her nount to a wal k, slow ng the whole

col um. Counting Hsieh, there were thirteen riders
behind her. It seened likely that nore Shou had survived
the battle with Cypress, but neither the witch nor the
mandarin had thought it wise to spend tine regrouping.
They had sinply turned their horses toward the heart of
the city and urged theminto a gallop, trusting that any
warriors who could would foll ow.

The nob began to swirl around the colum of riders.
Ruha saw no bl ood or horrible acid burns, and the crowd
appeared nore determ ned than pani cked. The witch

st opped her horse and caught a swarthy nman by the

shoul der of his enbroidered nerchant's robes. He cried
out and whirled around, glaring at the witch as though
she had tried to rob him
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"Sir, please tell ne what is happening."
"Haven't you heard? They say a dragon's com ng!"
"Where?" Ruha asked. "Is he ahead?"

The nerchant shrugged. "Don't know. No one's seen
him and the Maces don't mean us to.. They' ve ordered
everyone out of town."

"How rmuch farther is ..

The man turned away and vani shed into the crowd

bef ore Ruha could finish the question. She urged her
horse forward. The nob reluctantly parted ahead of her
alternately shouting warni ngs and curses. The w tch

i gnored both and cast thoughtful glances down the enpty
al | eyways that occasionally separated one wattl e-and-
daub tenenment fromthe adjacent one. She was tenpted

to search for a faster route to the Jail gates, but she had
seen the back streets of enough Heartlands cities to
know nost were confusing | abyrinths of filth and dead
ends.

Hsi eh edged his horse al ongsi de Ruha's, draw ng sev-
eral vehement curses fromthe river of people conming in
t he opposite direction. The mandarin | eaned over and
grabbed the rope holding the witch's skin ofylang oil
then deftly looped it an extra tine around her saddle
hor n.



"Someone follows us." He did not point or turn his
head, but his eyes flickered toward his far shoul der. "I
think they are not Vaerana's nen."

Ruha turned as though speaking to the m nister and

gl anced down the avenue. It did not take long to discover
their stalkers. There were at least five of them pressed
close to the buildings and scurrying al ong agai nst the
crowmd. They wore plain cloaks that did a poor job of con-
cealing the breastplates beneath, and they carried

swords and axes on their belts. Though they were not
wearing the black caps Ruha had seen in Pros, she felt
sure they were cult nenbers; their faces all had the
dark, gluttonous | ook of pillagers and nurderers.

"Have you seen nore on the other side of the street?"
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"Many nore."
Ruha | ooked forward again. "Cypress has called out

his mlitia."
"Then he di scovers trick. Soon he conmes for us."

Ruha filled her lungs, and then spoke the incantation
of the same wind spell she had used to attract the G nger
Lady's attention on the Dragonnere.

"Stand aside!" Ruha's horse reared at the thunder of
her voice. She maintained a secure grip on the reins and
spoke again, "Cear the road!"

The command bl asted a dozen nearby people off their

feet. Many nore covered their ears and cast terrified

gl ances skyward, confident that such a thunderous sound
could only have cone fromthe heavens. The | argest part
of the nob froze in their tracks and stared at each other
wi t h dunmbstruck expressions.

"Stand aside, | say!"

A few people drifted toward the sides of the street, but
nost of crowd renained too stunned to nove. Ruha

gl anced back and saw that the cult menbers were draw
ing their weapons.

"Make threat." Hsieh, who was hol ding his hands over
his own ears, shouted the suggestion. "Fear noves what
ki nd words cannot."

"Move, or | shall nove you!" Ruha commanded. "You
have to the count of three. One . . ."

By the time she reached two, even the peopl e who had

been knocked to the ground were scranbling out of the

way. A brief clash of steel sounded behind her as the cult
stal kers rushed to attack. The witch dug her heels into
her mount's flanks. The trenbling beast sprang forward,



| eapi ng four people who had not been quick enough to
gat her thensel ves up

Ruha continued to yell. The nmob split before her, creat-
ing a narrow canyon down the center of Snake Road.
Trusting her nmount to pick its own path, she gl anced

back and was relieved to see the tail of her horse sl ap-
ping the nose of Hsieh's. The rest of the Shou were cl ose
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behi nd, several hol ding bl ood-stained swords in their free
hands. The witch turned her attention forward again,

doi ng her best to search the crowd ahead for any sign of
an attack.

Ruha rounded a gentle bend and saw nore peopl e

pouring onto Snake Road froma | arge side street ahead.
In the intersection stood a small party of stern-faced
Maces, bl ocking the narrow pathway created by the
witch's boomi ng threats. Their weapons were drawn, and
behi nd them stood a bl ue-robed man with the inpatient
scow of a sorcerer who had better things to do than dea
wi th dragon pani cs and col ums of carel ess horsenen.
Beyond t he roadbl ock, the avenue continued only two
hundred paces before it passed out of Tenple Hll's
shadow and opened into a vast, sunlit market plaza.

Ruha sl owed her nount, bringing the colum to a stop
before the gl owering Maces. A grimfaced man with a
ruddy conpl exi on stepped forward and poi nted his nace
at the wtch.

"See here, Stranger. Even in the best of times, we don't
i ke—=

"Vaer ana Hawkl yn woul d be nost appreciative if you

will lead us to the Jailgates." Although Ruha whi spered
the words, the | eader and his fell ow Maces cringed at the
strength of her voice. She urged her horse forward, |ean-
ing dowmn to offer the man a hand up. "The Cult of the
Dragon is close behind, and it won't be |long before the
dragon hi nsel f comes for us."

The | eader arched an eyebrow and | owered his weapon,
but made no nove to clinb up behind Ruha. "What's
goi ng on?"

"We lack tinme to explain matter, but it is of great
urgency for safety of Lady Yanseldara," said Hsieh. "Now,
pl ease to get on horse or stand aside.”

The | eader jamed his mace into his belt and reached
for the witch's hand. "This had better not be sonme kind of
trick."

As Ruha cl asped the man's steel glove, the crowd
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began to churn and cl ose. Soneone cl anped a hand over
the old sorcerer's mouth; then a dagger tip erupted from
bis chest. Hand axes and short swords appeared from
under cl oaks and cl eaved three Elversian skulls before
the Maces realized they were being assaulted. The sur-
vivors turned to find thensel ves facing hal f-a-dozen
attackers each.

" Arbush! "

The angry | eader clanped his mailed fingers around
Ruha's wist and jerked, nearly pulling her from her
nmount .

Suddenly, he cried out in anguish and threw hinsel f

agai nst the flanks of the witch's horse. She glinpsed the
butt of a crossbow bolt sticking through the arnor

bet ween his shoul ders, then felt hands tugging at her
saddl e straps.

"Cet away from ne!" she bel | owed.

Her horse reared at her thunderous conmmand, and the
graspi ng hands fell away from her saddle. Hsieh cane up
besi de her, at once tranpling the Maces' fallen | eader
and burying his square-tipped sword in an axe-man's
skulI. Ruha urged her own mount forward, then led the
col um across the intersection, scattering anbushers
and bystanders alike with the m ght of her boon ng

Voi ce.

They had barely crossed before a pair of gloom

shrouded figures appeared at the end of the street, bl ock-
ing the route into the sunlit market plaza. The man was
tall and broad-shoul dered. He wore steel plate as black
as jet and carried not a sword, but a sliver of darkness
shaped like a sword. It was inpossible to say what the
worran | ooked |ike; she was a nmere sil houette, a night
phant om obtrudi ng on the Iight of day.

Ruha dropped her reins and rai sed one hand toward

t he sky. She pointed the other at the phantom woman

and shook the lane with the runbling incantation of her
sun spell. Five streaks of golden flame shot fromher fin-
gers and arced down the street, tw ning thensel ves
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together into a crackling cord as thick as a man's | eg.

The spell took I ess than three heartbeats to streak the

I ength of the street, and in that time Ruha's gall oping
horse had carried her hal fway to the marketpl ace. The
fiery rope arced down to strike the shadow sorceress. The
bl ack-arnored kni ght stepped in front of his mstress,
raising the tip of his dark sword as though he nmeant to



split the fire.

I nstead of dividing down the center, the blazing cord
entered the dark bl ade and drained fromsight. A black
flash shone t hrough the wi ndow of a street-front tene-
ment; then the entire building erupted into golden flane
The confl agration engul fed a dozen bystanders and

seared many nore. The crowd erupted into hysteria,

some how ing in anguish and others wailing in terror
Those near the buil dings, fearing nore such expl osions,
pushed toward the center of the street, while those
nearer the charging horses pressed toward the buil dings
The witch rode into a cloud of greasy snoke, and the hor
rid stench of charred flesh filled her nose. She found her
self struggling to keep her gorge down, sickened nore by
t he know edge that her nmagi c had hel ped cause the

awful snell than by the odor itself.

The colum had nearly reached the end of the street

Ruha felt a horse flank brush against her |eg and | ooked
over to see a Shou warrior moving up beside her, sword
drawn and eyes wild with battle lust. On her other flank
rode Hsieh hinself. The nandarin's face was al nost rap-
turous in its placidity, his square-tipped bl ade held

| oosely in his hand.

The dark knight raised his black sword and rushed
forward to neet Hsieh. At the sane time, the shadowy
sorceress drew her hands up before her body, raising an
i npenetrabl e curtain of darkness around the battle-
ground.

There was no tine to rein in. Praying they would
energe in the marketplace with at | east one sack of
ylang oil intact, Ruha pulled herjanbiya and gall oped
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into the darkness. From Hsieh's side canme the crackle of
br eaki ng bones, followed by the scream of a horse and
the crash and clanmor of arnored and unarnored bodies
tunmbl i ng al ong t he cobbl est ones. Ruha heard the man-
darin give a short angry yell; then a hand caught hold of
her saddle, and she |ost track other conpanions.

The witch | ashed down into the black murk, and her
dagger sliced harmessly through air. The cinch strap
around her horse's belly popped loudly; then her saddle
cane | oose. Ruha felt herself slipping down her nount's

flank and grabbed for the ylang oil. The cobbl est ones
slamed into her shoul der, and her body went rigid with
pai n. She bounced head over heels, feet still caught in

her stirrups, and cane to a rest, her head spinning.

The darkness around her expl oded with cl apping

hooves and confused voi ces, both Shou and El versian. A
pair of steel horseshoes grazed Ruha's leg; then a horse
screamed and crashed to the street. The witch found her
saddl e horn. She untied the oil sack and kicked free of
her stirrups. A sharp point tangled briefly in the thick



cloth other aba, then pushed through and bit deep into
her si de.

For a monent, Ruha was too confused to realize what

had happened. Then she felt a fiery sting and warm wet
bl ood spilling down her stomach. She screanmed and

roll ed away, |ashing out wth heTJanbiya.

The bl ade dragged. Something hot and sticky poured

over her hand, and a rich, coppery snell filled her nos-
trils. The witch flipped her wist and brought her weapon
back to inflict the famus T-shaped wound that nade the
curved daggers so dangerous, but her foe had al ready

vani shed into the darkness.

Ruha pulled the ylang oil closer and clutched it to her
breast. A clanorous clash of steel rang out behind her as
the Shou turned to nmeet their cult pursuers. The witch
weaved her dagger through the darkness in a blind

defense pattern, but a stinging angui sh was spreadi ng
outward from her wound, and her arm woul d not nove
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swiftly. The oil sack felt warmand sticky agai nst her
breast, but she knew by its snell that the fluid was onl.;

her own bl ood. Had any ylang oil spilled, she would
surely have been nauseated by its sick-sweet snell.

"Ruha?" Hsieh's voice sounded shaky and weak

"Here, Mnister." Ruha heard soneone step to her side,
then a small Shou hand t ook her beneath her dagger

arm Wen it began to pull her up, she asked, "They did
not steal your oil sack, did they?"

The hand suddenly | oosened its grasp, and Hsieh's
voi ce hissed, "I thought you had the oil."

Ruha did not hesitate; she swung her arm up back-

ward and drove the tip of her janbiya deep into the

i npostor's torso. The hand opened entirely and a haggi ,'i
screamfilled the witch's ear. She scranbled to her fe "«
and stunbl ed away as fast as she could, clutching tt
ylang oil to her breast and sl ashing her dagger blind.

t hrough darkness. After a few steps, the witch sniffed
fam liar scent. The odor was fresher and not quite - -i
cloying as the ylang oil she had snelled in Prince Tang's
spice refinery, but there could be no doubting it. She
turned slightly off her course and followed the fragrance
toward its source

A moment | ater, the witch stepped into the sunlight

and found herself staring at Hsieh's bl ood-spattered
back. The mandarin reeked of ylang oil and still carri? e
his burst sack over his shoulder, and in his hand he he

t he dark knight's black sword. Ahead of him the shan



owy sorceress was groaning feebly and staggerii”®
t hrough the deserted market plaza toward a | ooni ng
bl ack-wi nged shape.

After a hundred tries, Tang managed a fl awl ess hurl

Fl yi ng si deways, the gol den necklace hit Yanseldara's

staff, and the heavy anmul et at the end whi pped around

and swung over its own chain. The choker slid down the
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shaft and stopped at the red-gl ow ng pomrel, which

hung over Tang and his nother's heads |ike a strange,
uby-fl amed chandelier. The prince carefully pulled his
rope taut, then wal ked around the ingot island to tw ne
the Iine nore securely about the shaft.

"This no time to stretch legs, Brave Prince." Lady Feng
positioned herself directly beneath the staff. "Pull!"

Tang clinmbed to the center of the island and haul ed on

the rope. The staff popped free and pl unmreted straight
toward the head of the Third Virtuous Concubine, who

st epped aside and plucked it fromthe air w thout allow
ing the topaz to strike the ingots. Before the prince could
conment on her catch, she slipped the rope off the shaft,
then took a small bundl e from her mahogany chest and
started down the sl ope.

Tang gathered up his rope and enpty waterskin and
foll owed. "The passage is |ong one, Esteened Mdther. It
woul d be better if you also had air."

"Cypress does not provide prisoners with sacks for air."
She opened her bundl e and sat at the edge of the water
"But not to worry. Wth you doing work, | do not need
breath. "

Lady Feng began to breathe quick and shallow, forcing
her body to absorb as much extra air as possible.

Tang sat at her feet and tied her ankles together.
"What of your spell book?"

"Even small anmpunt of water ruins it."
"Your chest is waterproof."

Lady Feng glowered at him "You already pull too

much. Spel |l book is safe enough here, with nmy other trea-
sure." She snatched the rope fromhis hand, then untied
the jewelry he had used to weight the end. She tossed the
neckl ace on the ingot pile. "Wth all ny treasure."

Tang sighed, resigning hinself to a return trip after

Lady Feng recovered her senses and wanted her spell-

book. He snatched his rope back, finished binding his

not her's ankles, and fastened the other end of the line to
his waist. The prince filled his waterskin with air and
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tied it around his neck, then helped the Third Virtuous
Concubi ne seal her mouth with a gag of waxed sil k. She

pi cked up Yanseldara's staff, and soon they were in the
wat er. Tang hel ped her out into the | ake and swam over

to where the treasure vault's ceiling sloped down to neet
the water.

"Are you ready. Esteened Mot her?"

Lady Feng took a few nore breaths through her nose,
t hen nodded and rmunbl ed sonet hing that m ght have
been, "No dawdling."

She plugged her nostrils, and Tang dove beneath the
surface, dragging the Third Virtuous Concubi ne behind
him The light fromthe glowing spirit gemin Yansel -
dara's staff illumnated the watery cavern in shimering
scarlet light, revealing a huge, w nding passage that was
not so nmuch a single corridor as a confluence of smaller
tunnels arriving fromall directions. Despite the

| abyrint hi ne appearance, there was no doubt about

whi ch passage Cypress used; even if the other tunnels
had been | arge enough to hold him his stony scal es had
scoured hundreds of shallow furrows al ong the proper
route.

Al t hough Tang could not be certain, the trip out of the
treasure chanber seened to go nuch faster than it had
coming in. Aslight current carried himforward even

when he did nothing, while the light fromthe spirit gem
made it nmuch easier to find handhol ds. The prince drew

hi nsel f yards at a pull, and he had just drawn his second
breath fromthe air skin when the first brown hints of
bog rot began to cloud the water. The rope grew slack as
Lady Feng drifted toward him

Tang gl anced back and saw his nother's pop-eyed

stare | ocked on his kicking heels. Her waxed gag and nos-
tril plugs remained in place, but her cheeks were puffed-
out and her face was crinson with the desire for breath
She scowl ed and waved him forward, then clanmped her

free hand over her nouth and nose.

The prince | ooked ahead and pull ed through the pas-
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sage with renewed vigor. To his dismay, the water did not
grow any nurkier. The gentle current that had been
pushing them forward died away. He started to worry

t hat he had sonehow | ost his way, but that could not be.
They had passed no side tunnels |large enough to hold
Cypress, and the walls in this passage still showed the
deep scouring marks left by the dragon's scal es.



Tang began to sense a dark presence ahead. For a

monent, he feared it was their foe swi mming up the pas-
sage; then he saw a curtain of gray stone at the end of
the tunnel: Cypress had bl ocked the exit. The prince did
not waste any of his precious breath |anmenting the
dragon's foresight. He sinmply pulled hinself to the boul -
der, then turned to take Yanseldara's staff fromhis

not her so he coul d search for gaps around the edges.

Lady Feng's pop-eye was fluttering in its socket. Her

cheeks were no | onger puffed out and her face had turned
nore purple than crinmson. Though she still held her free
hand cl anped over her mouth, a snmall stream of bubbl es

was rising frombetween her fingers. Tang knew she had
pul | ed her gag aside to expel her breath and was strug-
gling not to fill her lungs with water. Only one gulp of air
remained in the air skin. The prince's own | ungs were
burning with the desire for another breath, but he

pushed the sack toward his nother's nouth.

Lady Feng caught his arm Her squinty eye rolled for-
ward and | ooked Tang up and down, and the Third Virtu-
ous Concubi ne sm | ed. She shook her head and pushed

the air skin back toward the prince's nmouth, then pointed
fromhis lips to hers.

Tang nodded and expelled his breath, then sucked the

|ast of the air fromthe skin. He held it in his lungs only a
nmonent before placing his mouth over his nmother's and

blowing a long gasp into her lungs. It was the third tine

the air had been used, and he did not know how nuch

good it would do her, but he hoped that it would at |east
reduce the tenptation to open her nouth.

Lady Feng accepted the gift, then pushed Yanseldara's
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staff into his hand and pulled his dagger fromhis belt,
Tang scow ed in confusion. Before he realized what she
was doing, the Third Virtuous Concubi ne grabbed his

free armand drew the bl ade across his enpty palm As

bl ood cl ouded around his fingers, she opened her nouth
and spoke. Water rushed into her lungs, and her body
began to convul se instantly as it instinctively tried to
cough. Horrified at the sight of what he took to be his
not her' s fast-approachi ng death, the prince reached out
to draw her close.

Lady Feng pushed hi m away and pointed at the bl oody
cloud in the water beside them To Tang's surprise, it was
coal escing into the shape of a man's head.

Suddenly, the Third Virtuous Concubi ne threw her

arnms around the prince's neck. A series of powerful con-
vul si ons racked her chest; then her body went |inmp and
her lips fell open. Tang cl anped his hand over her nouth
and tried not to think of the terrible burning in his own
chest.



When the prince turned back to the crinmson head, he
was amazed to see the famliar grimface of General Fui
D hang floating in the water beside him

Fui's head tipped forward, as though bow ng, and

floated toward a small side passage. Tang jamed

Yansel dara's staff into his belt, then grabbed a handhol d
and pulled hinmself after the | oyal general

* ||| * * *

Cypress stood in the heart of the sunlit plaza, towering
hi gh above a sea of tent-roofed stalls. H s enpty eye sock-
ets turned in the direction of Ruha and Hsieh. The

dozens of lances and arrows hanging fromhis thick

scales hinted at the fight Vaerana's Maces had put up

bef or e—bef ore what? The witch had no way to guess

whet her the dragon had killed the Lady Constabl e and

all her men, or had sinply discovered the ruse and fl own
away.
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Save for the groaning shadow sorceress and the mneat

ani mal s clucking and snorting inside their cages, the
mar ket was silent and deserted, with bolts of cloth
strewn through the narrow | anes and dried | egumes
spilling onto the ground from open sacks. Ox wagons and
pushcarts sat abandoned upon the road that circum
scribed the plaza, and all the buildings that fronted it
had their w ndows shuttered and barred agai nst the

i npending acid storm On the far side of the bazaar

al nost directly behind the dragon, |oomed a handsone
buil ding of marble pillars and arched entranceways that
could only be Elversult Hall

The clang of steel against steel still rang fromthe
darkness at Ruha's back, but it seenmed wi ser to risk that
battle than to venture into the open with the dragon. The
wi tch reached for Hsieh's shoul der, then groaned sharply
as her bl eeding wound protested with | ances of pain. She
settled for the mandarin's armand pulled himinto the

bl ackness after her.

They took no nore than two steps before Cypress's
deep-voi ced incantation runbl ed across the marketpl ace.
The sunlight burned the magi cal darkness into ash

which fell to the ground and spread a griny |ayer of soot
over the many corpses—sShou, cult, and horse—pil ed

atop the cobbl estones. Five bl ood-covered Shou were
bounci ng between three and four attackers each, striking
as often with a driving el bow or flying foot as with
whirling blades. The street beyond was clear as far as the
i ntersection, but beyond that it remained thickly choked
wi th refugees.

The cobbl estones trenbled with the heavy thud of the
dragon's step. Seenmingly oblivious to his wounds, Hsieh
| eapt a mangl ed horse and charged toward his out num
bered nen.



"Stay close. Lady Ruha!"

The witch clenched her teeth against the pain in her
side and circled the dead beast, shuddering with fear
each tine she felt the ground trenble with Cypress's
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heavy step. Hsieh reached the battle and swung his

sword at the nearest cult menber. The man raised a

| ong- handl ed axe to parry. The minister's dark bl ade
passed t hrough both weapon and arnmor with no nore

ef fect than a shadow. The instant the black sliver touched
the fellow s skin, however, it grew as solid as steel and
cl eaved hi m down the center

After that, Hsieh w elded his weapon as though it

were black lightning, felling one, then two, three, and
four nore enenmies in as many eye blinks. The renaining
Shou qui ckly seized the advantage and began to sl ay
their attackers.

Ruha was begi nning to have visions of turning the

remar kabl e weapon agai nst Cypress when the last cult
menber fell. The witch stepped over a Shou corpse and
rushed to follow Hsieh toward the intersection; then she
heard the dragon's voice runbling with another magic

i nvocati on. She scooped a handful of bl oody pebbl es off
the street and turned, hurling themat her foe and utter-
ing her briefest stone spell.

The rocks streaked straight into Cypress's enpty eyes,
striking with a loud, sharp crackle. The dragon's head
snapped back; then a spray of bone shards and shattered
scal es erupted fromthe back of his skull. He roared,
spraying a fine black mst into the air, and then began to
shake hi s head.

Ruha turned to foll ow Hsieh. She was not disap-

pointed; it would take a hundred such attacks to destroy
Cypress, but at |east she had interrupted the dragon's
spel | —er so she thought, until a corpse's | ukewarm hand
caught her by the ankle.

Ruha twisted to avoid | anding on the ylang oil and

cane down on her wounded side. The inpact drove

spi kes of pain deep into her body. The witch found herself
struggling for breath, and she knew she was dangerously
close to blacking out. The corpse grabbed hold with its
second hand and dragged itself forward. She | ooked down
and saw that her attacker was the dead Shou over which

The Veil ed Dragon 283

she had stepped earlier. She tried to kick free, but it felt
no pain fromher blows and would not |et go.

Hsi eh appeared at Ruha's side and brought his sword
down across the corpse's shoulders. The dark bl ade



passed over the zonbie's body Iike a shadow, causing no
harm at all. The mandarin's narrow eyes grew as round
as saucers; then the arns of a dead cultist grabbed him
from behind and hurled himto the ground.

The cobbl est ones shuddered as Cypress resuned wal k-

i ng. Ruha craned her neck and saw that she and Hsieh
were not the only ones in dire circunstances. The dragon
had animated all the corpses in the street. Though the
zonbi es were slow and clunmsy, they were pressing the
Shou survivors by virtue of their nunbers al one.

Ruha's attacker grabbed hold other belt, then slanmed

its free fist into the pit other stomach. She tried to
screamin pain, but the blow had driven her breath away,

and she could do no nore than grunt. The zonbi e raised

its fist to strike again. She released the oil sack and

defl ected the punch with her forearm In the sane

notion, the witch drove the heel other free hand into the
side of her attacker's head and heard the tenple snap

A Pushing with all the strength in her legs, she rolled onto
"- her side and threw the dead Shou off.

oA Ruha grabbed the oil sack and | eapt up. As she turned
to flee, the dragon's huge shadow fell over her body. She
sprinted for the intersection. The pain in her side was
excruci ating, but she managed to ignore it and rush for-
ward at a pace that woul d have made a hare-hound

proud. She kept expecting Cypress to say sonething, to

iw command her to stop or at least to taunt her, but he held
his tongue. Ruha found the silence even nore al arning

than the hiss of his lungs filling to spray acid. The

dragon was thinking of only one thing: killing her. To
comment on his intentions would have been a neani ng-

| ess waste of breath.

The street trenbled again, and Ruha knew she had no
hope of outrunni ng her pursuer. She sunmoned a w nd
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spell to mnd and darted toward the street side, then
heard the whoosh of the dragon's huge tal ons slicing

t hrough the air behind her. The witch forced herself not
to |l ook toward her pursuer's face; the last tinme she net
hi s gaze, he had nearly taken over her mind

Ruha angl ed toward the entrance to the nearest tene-

ment. In the corner other eye, she glinpsed Cypress's

ot her huge cl aw sweepi ng down to pluck her up. She

sl ammed her feet against the street and managed to sl ow
hersel f, allowi ng the black hand to sweep past w thout
catching her. Then, feeling like a spiny iguana dodging a
hungry Bedi ne boy, she darted forward again.

The tenenment was barely three paces away. Ruha took

a deep breath, then uttered her wind spell and exhal ed.

A ferocious gust of air howed fromher lips, blasting the
heavy oaken door into splinters. The witch rushed

blindly into the building s deep-shadowed interior. Three



paces inside, she stunbled over a step and sl amed face
first into a wooden staircase

Ruha gat hered hersel f together and spun around, then
barely leapt aside in tine to prevent Hsieh's dark sword
from piercing her heart. The mandarin stunbl ed over the
same stair as the witch, but managed to recover nore
gracefully by picking up his feet and | anding two steps
up the stairwell. Behind himcanme two of his nmen, who
al so displayed their incredible agility by managing to
catch each other when they also tripped over the step
The witch did not know how any of them had escaped the
zonbi es—+n a manner simlar to how she had, she sup-
posed—but she was gl ad for the conpany.

"\Where now?" Hsieh squinted at Ruha with his uncov-
ered eye.

"l do not know. "

Ruha stepped around the stairwell and ran down a

broad, dirty corridor toward the back of the building. As
Hsi eh and his nen noved to follow Cypress's hand burst

t hrough the doorway and caught the last one in line. The
warrior howed in pain, and Hsieh raised his sword to
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charge the doorway.

Ruha caught himby the shoulder. "If that blade did

not affect the corpses, it will not harm Cypress. He is al so
undead. "
"Thank you. | would feel nost foolish." The mandarin

gestured down the corridor. "Please to nake nost of sol-
dier's sacrifice."

Ruha turned down the hall and tried a dozen barred
doors before the captured nman finally stopped screaning

There was a brief silence; then the warrior behind
Hsi eh said, "Dead nen foll ow us."

"Cypress fears to destroy oil sack," Hsieh observed.
"Qt herwi se, he sprays us with acid."

"True, but | doubt he is willing to let us escape."” Ruha
started down the corridor again, judging they had I ess
than forty paces before it ended in a w ndow ess stone
wall. "And we will soon run out of room | fear the back of
this building stands agai nst Tenple Hill."

Hsi eh caught Ruha by the shoul der. "You stop dead
men. W find way out."

Ruha gl anced down the corridor at the long line of
zonbi es. The cl osest was only ten paces away, but was
sl ow and shanbl i ng. She nodded. As Hsieh's warrior
began hacking at a door, the witch picked up a small



stone |ying anong the refuse against the wall. She used

it to scrape a line up both walls to within a few inches of
the ceiling. She connected themw th another |ine on the
floor, then laid the rock upon it. The | eadi ng corpse was
only two steps away.

A muffl ed cl anor sounded sonmewhere in the structure

far above, presumably Cypress tearing the roof away. As
much as Ruha wanted to glance at the ceiling, there was no
ti me. She spoke the incantation other stone spell. The rock
on the fl oor disappeared, then a shimering gray wall
formed between the three lines the witch had traced on the
floor. The first corpse, a dark-haired cult nenber with an
ugly skull wound, arrived at the barrier. He managed to
push his head and one armthrough before the magi c wal l
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turned as solid as granite. The zonbi e remained there,
reaching for the witch's oil sack and noaning in the plain-
tive, incoherent voice of a tornented spirit.

Anot her crash reverberated down from above, this
time followed by the clatter of falling rubble.

"He is digging his way down through the building!"
Ruha cried, spinning toward Hsieh

She conpleted the turn in time to see an iron bolt

shoot through the breach Hsieh's man had hacked in the
door. The dart buried its head in the opposite wall, and
the nuffled clatter of a bow crank sounded frominside

t he chanmber. The warrior reached through the hol e and
lifted the crossbar off its supports.

"Cet on with you!" cried the man on the other side of
the door. H s voice sounded both fearful and old. "The
next one won't mss!"”

Hsi eh's sol di er shoved the door open and storned
inside, yelling, 'You dare to attack Shou mandarin!"

A heavy thud shook the building; then the ceiling

began to crack and groan beneath a great weight. Ruha
and Hsieh followed the warrior into a small, w ndow ess
shop filled with the cluttered shelves of an apothecary.
The sol di er was | eaning over a chest-high counter, hold-
ing his sword to the throat of a nmousy, squint-eyed man.
On the counter lay an enpty crossbow and a crucible
heating over the flame of an al cohol |anp.

As soon as she saw the lanp's blue flane, Ruha's heart

ski pped a beat. If she could use such a hot fire to cast her
nost powerful sun spell, even Cypress woul d be hel pl ess

to defend hinself. She stepped toward the apothecary,

but Hsi eh spoke before she could ask the old man if he

had any bri nst one.

"Where is Nunber Two Exit?" Hsieh demanded, his
gaze darting fromone cranped corner to the next.



"Isn't one."

"What is this material ?" Hsieh stepped to the outside
wal |l and ran his fingers over the snooth, white-washed
sur f ace.
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When the mandarin did not seemto understand, Ruha
said, "A sort of mud plaster."”

The pl anks above their heads creaked, then began to

pop and crack. The chandelier above the apothecary's
counter started to swing, and Ruha | ooked up to see the
exposed joist logs bowing directly over their heads. The
dragon knew exactly where they were, and it took the
witch only an instant to guess how If the snell ofylang
oil had led her to Hsieh earlier, then certainly the
dragon, with his much larger nose, could track them by
the sane scent.

A trenmendous splintering filled the roomas five huge
talons pierced the ceiling. The apothecary wail ed and
dropped to his knees behind the counter, and Hsieh
shoved his warrior toward the outside wall

"Kick hole."

The claws began to rip through planks of thick wood as
if they were nade of paper. Hsieh's soldier sheathed his
sword and stepped back to get a running start, and Ruha
| eaned over the counter to | ook at the cowering apothe-
cary.

"Have you brinmstone?" Wen the man only | ooked at
her with terrified eyes, she yelled, "Brimnmstone powder—
now "

The dragon's fist closed around a joist |og and started
to tug. The beam a rough-hewn pine trunk as thick as an
ogre's leg, groaned and bowed, but it would not break—at
| east not easily. Hsieh's man charged across the room

t hen picked up both feet and attacked with a flying, two-
| egged stonp kick. The daub cracked beneath his heels,
and he crashed through the wall to di sappear outside.

The apot hecary shoved an open bottle of yell ow powder

onto the counter and ducked out of sight again. Ruha
grabbed the |l anp from beneath the crucible and pulled

the wick stopper. The cloth was still saturated with al co-
hol, so the flame continued to burn as she poured the fue
into the brinmstone bottle.
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A deep, runbling grunt shook the shop. The joist |og
snapped with a mghty crack, and the ceiling sagged



beneat h Cypress's weight. The dragon tore a handful of
wood away, creating a hole twice the size of a door

Hsi eh stepped to Ruha's side. "You nust come now "
"In a moment." Holding the saturated brinstone in one
hand and the flickering lanp wick in the other, Ruha
turned to face Cypress. "First | nust stop the dragon."

"That will not be so easy as you think!" Cypress's voice
boomed t hrough the enpty hole as |oud as thunder. J
have | earned to be wary of you

The dragon's second sentence tolled through Ruha's

head |ike a striking bell, shattering her concentration
She tried to sunmon the incantation of her npbst power-
ful sun spell, but could not.

Did you think | had to see your eyes to attack your

m nd? The words echoed back and forth through Ruha's
head, building on each other, grow ng | ouder and shar per
with every reverberation. Any contact wll do.

Ruha tried to bring the flickering wick to the brim
stone bottle, but her body did not seemto hear her

wi shes. Her hands remmined a foot apart, shaking with
the nmenory of what she had intended, yet unable to obey.
The wick in her hand sputtered and snoked darkly as it
ran out of al cohol and began to consune itself instead.

"Why do you wait?" Hsieh demanded. "Cast spell!"

The sound of cracking wood filled the chanber once

again, and the ceiling sagged alnpost to their heads as the
dragon lay on the fl oor above. Wen Ruha did not nove,

Hsi eh apparently realized what was wong. He pulled a

| asal leaf fromhis pocket and slipped it between her I|ips.
The witch allowed it to fall fromher nmouth; if they were
to have any chance of escaping the dragon, she could not
allow a | asal haze to cloud her mind

Hsi eh watched the leaf flutter to the floor, then pulled
his dagger fromits sheath.

"So sorry, Lady Wtch." He cut the rope hangi ng over
her shoul der and took the sack of oil. "Mist not |et
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The dragon's w thered hand came through the hole
and snaked toward the witch. The mandarin quickly
st epped away, then turned and threw hinmsel f through
the opening in the wall.

Cypress's talons stopped a foot short of Ruha, and the
din assailing her head quieted to a dull roar. The | anp
wi ck hissed and flickered and began to shrink. The witch
considered trying to resist the dragon's mnd attack, but



he was too powerful to defeat. Instead, she let all her
def enses down, envisioning her mind as the great hall of
an enpty Heartl ands castle, where even the slightest
sound reverberated |ike a drum

What is happening to you? Cypress demanded. Where
is the oil?

Ruha made no reply, allow ng the dragon's words to
crash through her mind with such force they shattered
the walls of the hall she had envisioned.

The ruse worked. Cypress's hand suddenly pulled

away, and the cacophony in Ruha's mnd quieted as he
sniffed out the ylang oil. Her hand obeyed when she tried
to nove it; even the dragon could not focus his attention
intw different places at once. She pushed the bottom of
the wick into the mxture of brinstone and al cohol. The
flame quickly returned to its steady blue gleam but the
witch forced herself not to think about her sun spell. The
dragon was still inside her head, and he would feel the
effort of summoning the incantation from her nenory.

Ruha had to wait only an instant before Cypress's

head shot through the hole, his nostrils flaring as he
tried to sniff out the fading scent of Hsieh's oil-soaked
body. The witch hurled her bottle at an eye socket. The
dragon flinched away, and the gl ass shattered agai nst

the side of his head. The burning w ck instantly touched
of f the mi xture of alcohol and sulfur, filling the chanber
with a searing blue-yellow flash.

Cypress bellowed in shock and pulled his burning
face out of the chamber. Ruha stepped over to the hol e,
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sumoni ng her incantation as she went. She saw the
dragon's head nore than two stories above, shaking

madly fromside to side, trailing long tails of sapphire
and anber flanme. The witch thrust her hand toward the
fire and spoke her incantation

The bl aze erupted into a blistering orb of white-hot

flame, as brilliant as the sun in the sky and tw ce as

| arge. The dragon wail ed in angui sh. When he raised his
claws to his face, they caught fire and started to burn
with a flickering yellow flame. He started to dance about,
and Ruha heard a trenendous crash in the next room as

one of his heavy feet came through the ceiling. Burning
scal es began to flutter off his head and touch off fires on
the floors above. Cypress raised his wings, then roared in
fury and | aunched hinself into the air.

The witch turned away fromthe conflagration and saw

t he astoni shed apot hecary standi ng behind his counter

his rheuny eyes fixed on the fiery hole over his head. She
pul I ed himfrom behind the counter

"Come along. W& had better |eave this place," she said



dragging the old man toward the hole in the wall. "Per-
haps you woul d be kind enough to guide me to the Jail -
gat es?"

Si xt een

Deep in the Jail gates' thick founda-

tions, Ruha caught herself staring at

Yansel dara's catal eptic face. The Lady

Lord lay in an infirmary bed, a honey-

hai red beauty with the slender face

and sharply delicate features of a half-

N elf. Save for the amethyst circles

/ beneath her eyes, her skin was as pale

as pearl. Her cheeks were hollow fromthe | ack of eating,
her lips as gray as ash, her brow lined by the strain of a
wi cked and endl ess nightmare. She could easily | ack the
strength to carry a nessage to Lady Feng, even if Vaer-
ana would agree to try Hsieh's potion

Ruha turned to the Lady Constabl e who, despite hav-

i ng been knocked through a nud-brick wall by Cypress's
tail, sat in a chair next to Yanseldara's bed. A priest had
al ready examnmi ned and strai ghtened the swollen purple

mass that had once been Vaerana's knee, but M nister

Hsi eh had volunteered to sew up her many deep cuts. He

was sitting beside her now, smling contentedly each tine
he pushed the needle into a | ong gash along her jaw i ne.

Ruha said, "Vaerana, | amsorry to interrupt while you
are being attended to, but we have sonething to discuss."

"Please to wait until | finish here," said Hsieh. "O scar
will be nost unflattering."

The mandarin's voice was hoarse and raspy, no doubt
from breat hing the dusky snmoke that pervaded even the
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fortress's underground chanmbers. El versult was burn-

i ng—a good part of it at |east—and there was no escap-
ing the acrid murk. The funes hung over the city as
heavy as a fog, creeping past shuttered wi ndows and
seepi ng under barred doors to fill every roomin every
buil ding with a choking gray cl oud.

Per haps that was a bl essing, given the battle stench

upon whi ch Ruha woul d surely have been gagging if her
nose had not been so clogged by bitter soot. Wth wounded
Maces sprawl ed on the floor as thick as rats or hol ding
each ot her upright on wooden benches, the chanber

| ooked less like an infirmary than a crowded tavern after
a vicious and bl oody brawl. Through the snoke haze, the
wi tch saw bandaged stunps where there shoul d have

been linbs, nelted flesh bubbling up between the Iinks of
scorched chainnmail, and a hundred nore wounds too ter-



rible to | ook upon for long. Many of the warriors had suf-
fered their injuries when they rode with Vaerana to lure
Cypress away from Ruha and Hsieh, but many nore had

been hurt in cult anmbushes. Even now, with Elversult's

loyal citizens struggling to fight the fires Cypress had set
in his flam ng panic, nmore than a dozen patrols of Mces
continued to battle the maraudi ng bands.

Gven the nild severity other own wound, Ruha woul d

have felt guilty for the healer's attention she had received
the nmonent she wal ked in the door—save that her battle

was far fromover. Her sun spell had driven Cypress into

one of the city's many | akes, but it had not destroyed

him Until the dragon was finally, utterly annihil ated,

the witch knew better than to think either she or Yansel-
dara woul d ever be safe.

M ni ster Hsieh | ooped his needl e through the | ast

stitch on Vaerana's jaw, then cut the suture. "You may
speak now." He stood and began to cut the hair away
froma long slash in her scalp. "But | advise you not to
nove head."

Vaerana scow ed at the cascade of bl ood-matted
tresses tunmbling past her shoulder. "Are you going to cut
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Ruha gl anced toward Yansel dara's slunbering form

then reached into her aba and renoved the potion Hsieh

had given her earlier. "If we are to finish this battle, we
must contact Lady Feng."

Vaer ana shook her head, then hissed sharply as

Hsi eh' s needl e dragged across her wound. "You can see
for yourself she's in no condition to be carrying nes-
sages." She gestured at the bed beside her. "Besides,

we' ve got Cypress well in hand, thanks to you—though I
wi sh you hadn't hel ped hi mburn down a quarter of

El versult."

"One does not destroy great evil wthout great sacri-
fice," Hsieh renarked.

"W have not destroyed anything," Ruha corrected.
"Surroundi ng Cypress while he hides in Hillshadow Lake

is not having him'in hand.' It is offering up Pierstar Hal -
| owhand and his nen to appease the dragon's rage."

Vaerana frowned at the witch. "Didn't you listen to the

| ast report. Wtch? Cypress lost his wings, along with his
hands—and under neath that baby sun you made, who

knows what's happening to his head? Pierstar has ballis-
tae and wi zards waiting on every shore. As soon as the
dragon shows hinself above water, they'll blast himto

pi eces.” She glowered at the witch, then added, "And they
won't burn down the city."



"I't would not matter if they did," Ruha replied. "You
gain nothing if Pierstar destroys the dragon's body.
Cypress will sinply take another; then we will not know
where he is until he returns as he did before. To truly
def eat our eneny, we nust allow M nister Hsieh to con-
tact Lady Feng and ask her to smash the dracolich's
spirit gem™

Vaerana set her jaw. "Yanseldara's too weak. |'m not
going to risk her life. And even if we only destroy
Cypress's body, at least we're buying tinme to find his lair."

"But what of Lady Feng? Perhaps she has no tine."
Hsi eh stopped sewi ng and gl anced at the bed next to
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them "Perhaps Lady Yansel dara has even less. |f Lady
Feng uses oil from eveni ng-pi cked bl ossoms, |ove potion
does not last long. Wien it wears off, her spirit nust do
battle with the dragon's."

Vaerana craned her neck to |l ook up at Mnister Hsieh
then swore as the nmovenent jerked the needle fromhis
hands. "Don't you give me any Shou doubl e-tal k! You're
only trying to worry ne."

"Vaerana, what he says sounds very true. Wiy are you
bei ng so stubborn?"

No sooner had the witch asked the question than she
realized the answer. The Lady Constable felt responsible
for Yanseldara's condition—she had told Ruha as nuc .
shortly after their first meeting. On sone |level, at |east,
Vaerana wanted to redeem hersel f by becom ng the Lady
Lord's rescuer.

Vaerana gl owered at both Hsieh and Ruha for a

nmonent, then folded her arnms across her chest. "I'm not
bei ng stubborn.” She | eaned back to | et Hsieh finish
stitching her scalp shut. "I'm being careful."

"Yes, it is good to be careful." Ruha nodded thought -
fully, then stepped over to Yansel dara's bed. "She does
| ook very weak, does she not. M nister?"

"It does not matter. Danger is from choking on potion
Even weak bond can carry nessage between body and
spirit.”

"But Yansel dara needs extra strength to battle

Cypress, does she not?" Ruha all owed her eyes to pivot
toward Vaerana, then raised the potion in her hand. "O
did I msunderstand you when you gave me this?"

If Hsieh perceived Ruha's intentions, his face showed
no sign of it. He frowned slightly, then said, "I think you
do mi sunderstand, Lady Ruha. | say not to worry about



Cypress, because we give Lady Yansel dara strength.”

Ruha breathed a silent sigh of relief. "Yes, that is right
| had forgotten."

"What are you two tal king about?" Though Hsi eh had
stopped sew ng, Vaerana remained surprisingly still. "Is
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"Mre safe," Hsieh said. "But small risk always
remai ns. "

Ruha saw the interest fading from Vaerana's eyes.

"The greatest risk, of course, would be to you," Ruha
added quickly "If Cypress caught on—

"I don't care about the risk to nel" Vaerana tw sted
around to | ook at Hsieh, who deftly released the needle to
keep fromtearing her wound. "What will it nean to
Yansel dar a?"

"She draws strength fromyour spirit," Hsieh said,
expoundi ng on Ruha's fabrication. "Mich better for her."

"If there is trouble, you are certain to perish," Ruha
added, trying to make the ruse | ook as dangerous as pos-
sible. "WIIl you take the chance?"

Vaerana did not even hesitate. "OF course!"”

Ruha handed the nessage potion to Hsieh. "If you will
see to matters here, | nust |eave i mediately."

"Leave?" Vaerana asked. "Where are you goi ng?"

"To Hi || shadow Lake, of course,"” Ruha answered.
"When Lady Feng smashes Cypress's spirit gem | sus-
pect Pierstar will have need of ny nmagic."

Hsi eh produced the | ast of the lasal from his pocket.
"Perhaps you need these." He gave Ruha several of the
sl ender | eaves, but saved three for Vaerana. "Now, Lady
Const abl e, please to chew and prepare yourself."

The water tickled Tang's toes, and he knew it was rising.
The prince lay beside his resting nmother, his bare feet
dangli ng over the edge of a sloping |linmestone | edge. The
ceiling hung so | ow above his back that he could not rise
to his knees, and the wall ahead stood so close to his face
that each stale breath curled back into his eyes. Yansel -
dara's staff lay at his side, and the ghostly head of Gen-
eral Fui hovered an armis |l ength away. The only sound

that broke the cranped silence was the erratic gasping of
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the Third Virtuous Concubi ne.

After punping the fluid fromLady Feng's |ungs, Tang

had col | apsed beside her and |listened to the drops trick-
ling off his feet into the dark pool fromwhich they had
cone. The steady spl ashing had ceased not |ong ago, and
now he felt a cool tide creeping up his toes. The water
was definitely rising, no doubt because Cypress had

bl ocked the cavern's only outfl ow.

Tang rolled onto his back, then picked up Yansel dara's
staff and held the gl owi ng pormel over the pool. An alli-
gator could hardly have squeezed between the surface of
the black waters and ceiling. Wiile lying on his back, it
was difficult for the prince to see into all the shadowy
corners of the cranped vault, but he discerned no hint of
an exit above water.

As though to confirmwhat Tang al ready feared, Ge:i
eral Fui drifted to the mddle of the dark pool, then se*
tied beneath the water and stopped to wait.

Lady Feng stirred and rolled onto her back. "Wat is
happeni ng, Brave Prince?"

"The water rises. W nust go."

Lady Feng grimaced and shook her head. "W |ose our
way. "

Tang | owered Yansel dara's staff toward the ghostly
head waiting in the dark pool. "General Fui guides—

"Lady Feng?" The staff's glowing spirit gem di med
slightly as a dulcet voice filled the cranped vault. "Do
you hear ne?"

The words were Shou, but Tang, who had net El ver-

suit's Lady Lord on several cerenonial occasions, recog-
ni zed the voice as Yanseldara's. "W is this?" he
demanded. "You are not Lady Lord!"

"Nor are you, but | hear you in Lady Yanseldara's
voi ce. Are you Third Virtuous Concubi ne?"

Tang | ooked to his nother, who appeared only slightly

| ess puzzled than he. She shook her head to indicate she
did not wish to speak, then notioned for himto continue
"This is Prince Kao Chou Tang."
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"I am nost pleased to hear your voice, Young Prince,"

cane the reply. "When | give you leave to fetch Third Vir-

tuous Concubine, | do not expect you to be gone so |long."

"Mnister Hsieh!" Only the cranped quarters kept



Tang from kowowing to the spirit gem "Please to—

"We di scuss your disobedi ence soon enough,” the nan-
darin replied. "I presune you find Yansel dara's staff, or
we coul d not speak. Do you al so find Sagaci ous Mot her ?"

Bef ore Tang answered, a terrible thought occurred to
him "Esteemed M nister, Cypress shares gemwth
Yansel dara. Perhaps he hears us!"

There was a short silence; then Hsieh said, "It does not
matter. Wtch has al nost destroyed him™

This drew a snile fromLady Feng, who said, "I am
here.”

"Good. | bear greetings and nessage from Mdst Hi gh
Emperor, but first—=

A sudden burst of darkness flared inside the spirit
gem "Tang! You are alive!" runbled Cypress's deep voice.
"Well, no matter. I amnot so hurt as those fools imagine."

Tang was so startled that he let the staff slip fromhis
hands, then barely caught it before it rolled down the
sloping shelf into the dark water. Once again, the great
topaz in the pommel glowed with the steady, brilliant
scarlet light that it had assuned when the two spirits
inside it united—though the prince fancied that he could
now see glimrers of silver and black whirling deep
within the gem

"M ni ster Hsieh?"

Tang's only answer was a faint purl as the dark waters
seeped onto the | edge where he and his nother |ay.

* Sll * * *

Cypress lay at the bottom of Hi || shadow Lake. Save for
the golden ball still burning at the end of his sinuous
neck, he was a huge bl ack shape barely visible through
the curtains of steamrising off the green waters. He
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hardly noved, and he nade no sound; if not for his black
tail occasionally rising to the surface, Ruha woul d not
have known whether he still abided in his dark body.

"How I ong will your fire keep burning, Lady Ruha?"

Pi erstar gestured vaguely toward the hal o of yellow boil-
ing waters in the center of the |ake. "W've been waiting
for it to die out since he went under!"”

"The spell draws its fire fromthe sun." The witch could
hardly bear to take her eyes off Cypress. It would not be
| ong before Lady Feng smashed his spirit gem and then
Ruha would truly earn the right to be called a Harper
"The magic will fade when the sun sets—er when | cance



the spell."

"Then you may call it off when you wi sh," Pierstar
said. "We are ready to fight when you are.”

Along with a small conpany of officers and runners,

Ruha and the commander were standing behind the

par apets of Bal dagar Manor. The villa was the | owest of
four keeplike mansi ons grouped together on the western
shore of Hillshadow Lake. It offered the best view of the
dragon, and it was also well placed to serve as a com
mand post.

The lake itself lay at the foot of Tenmple Hill, with
beachfront streets encircling one end and magnificent
villas the other. Fully fifteen hundred Maces stood al ong
the shores, either arrayed al ong the cobbl estone roads or
crowded together atop the roofs of the great mansions. In
lieu of their customary nmaces and horse | ances, the nen
were armed with harpoon-firing ballistae or net-flinging
catapults. Should they be fortunate enough to actually
bring Cypress down, groups of horse-nounted battle w z-
ards waited in strategic locations to reinforce them

Ruha nodded. "Your preparations are beyond reproach
Pi erstar, but—-how can | put this w thout seen ng rude?"

"Rude?" the commander snorted. "Wy woul d you
worry about being rude when you' ve net Vaerana Hawk-
[ yn?"

Ruha snmiled. "Then I will speak bluntly. Wile it is
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clear that even the dragon cannot slay all of the nen

gat hered here, | fear you nmay not stop himfrom escap-
ing. Cypress is no fool. Wien he | eaves the | ake, he will
not do the predictable thing."

"Of course not. But how can we predict the unpre-
di ct abl e?" Pierstar asked. "W are not gods."

"No, but we can control sone things," Ruha replied.
"By using those to our advantage, we can gui de our foe's
actions,"

Pi erstar raised a bushy eyebrow "Wat are you think-
i ng?"

The witch described her plan, and by the tinme she fin-
i shed, Pierstar |ooked both hopeful and concerned.

"You're taking a big risk on Elversult's behal f, Lady
Wtch," he said. "Are you sure you want to?"

Ruha nodded. "I am sure. After Lady Feng smashes
Cypress's spirit gem we will have only one chance to
destroy hi m—and the best way to be certain we do is to
use his rage against him"



"Then El versult thanks you, and so do |." Pierstar laid
a hand on her shoulder. "I'Il give the orders."

Bef ore the commander could | eave, a breathl ess nes-
senger stormed out of the stairwell. He raised a hand in
salute to Pierstar, then rushed over to Ruha. "M nister
Hsi eh sends word that he has spoken to Lady Feng—and

her son, Prince Tang."

"And?" Pi erstar asked.

"He reports that they have Yanseldara's staff, but
Cypress interfered before he could tell themto crush the
gem"

Ruha's stomach turned queasy and cold, and she grew
acutely aware of the dull ache of the wound she had suf-
fered earlier. She did not realize she was swayi ng, how
ever, until Pierstar reached out to brace her

"Lady Wtch?"

"W're only fighting for time." Ruha's voice was so | ow
t hat even she could barely hear it. "Unless the gemis
smashed, we cannot win."
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"The Shou are a smart people." Pierstar's confidence
sounded forced. "They will understand what their man-
darin wanted."

Ruha took a deep breath, then nodded. "Yes, that is

what we nust hope. W have no other choice." CGently,

she freed herself fromPierstar's supporting hand. "Per-
haps you shoul d i ssue your orders. There is no telling
what Cypress will do now "

The commander nodded and went to speak with his
of ficers.

When the nessenger did not |eave, Ruha asked, "Is
there nore?"

"The mnister is reluctant to mx the ylang potion," the
nmessenger reported. "He said the spirit battle between
Cypress and Yansel dara has begun. Unl ess Prince Tang
destroys the gem it will only distract the Lady Lord and
make her weaker."

Ruha t hought for a noment, renmenbering the fury in

Tang' s eyes when he vowed to prove hinmself a man and
stornmed out of the spicehouse. She had expected his

words to cone to nothing, of course, but if he had actually
reached Lady Feng, perhaps his prom se had not been an
enpty one.



"Tell Hsieh to give her the potion."

"Then you think the prince will smash the gen?" The
nmessenger's voi ce was hopef ul

Ruha spread her hands. "Not the prince | know-but

the prince | know woul d not have had the courage to go
into a dragon's lair after his nother. W can only hope
this new prince is someone nore worthy of the title."

"Il tell the mnister what you said. Is there anything
el se?"

Ruha shook her head, and the nessenger departed.
Pierstar returned a short time later.

"Qur wizards are on the way," the comuander reported.
"I"ve also taken the liberty of taking a few other prepara-
tions."

Pi erstar gestured at the mansions flanking Bal dagar
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Manor, where several ballista crews were sighting their
weapons through the open shutters of the highest w n-
dows. On the roofs of the two buildings, the catapult
crews were al so moving their war engines into the cor-
ners cl osest to the command post. Although the nmen kept
t he weapons directed toward the | ake, they were careful
to |l eave roomto swing around at the | ast nonent.

"You have thought of everything, Pierstar,” Ruha com
mented. "And now, there is no reason for you and your

nen—
"We're staying." Pierstar picked up a long, steel-
shanked pi ke and stepped to the parapets. "If you | ook
like bait, this plan won't work."

Tang filled the waterskin with air, then pushed the
stopper into place and | ooked over at his nother. She had
seal ed her nostrils with wax and was breathi ng shal |l ow
and fast in preparation for their dive. The water was
creeping up the | edge; already, the prince could feel its
cool ness lapping at his hips. He pulled his dagger and
slipped the tip between the spirit gemand its nounting.

"Tang, what do you do?" gasped Lady Feng.
"M ni ster Hsieh says Lady Ruha al nost destroys
Cypress." The prince began to work his dagger back and

forth. "He contacts us to smash spirit gem™

Lady Feng laid a restraining hand on his arm "Wiit
until we escape cave."

"Perhaps we do not escape cave." Tang continued to
pry at the glow ng topaz. "Perhaps we drown first."



"Stop! | comrand you!"

Tang obeyed, surprised by his nother's frightened
tone. "Wat is wong, Lady Feng? You always say life and
death are sane!"”

"They are, but it is great insult for hunble scholar to
usurp authority of Great Judge by throwing life away."
She did not take her hand fromhis arm "And if you
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destroy gem how do we find way out?"

The prince waved the butt of the staff toward the dark
pool, where the glowing figure of General Fui's head
waited to guide themto safety. "General Fui |eads us."

"Ceneral Fui is no |longer bound to you by duty. Brave

Prince. |I call himearlier because | sense change in you

that, perhaps, earns his respect. But it is difficult for him
to be with us. Even nost faithful of servants cannot stay-

I ong, and in past you have done little to win his loyalty."

Tang let his head drop onto the hard stones and stared
at the gray ceiling hanging like a tonb's |id above his
face. He heard again the wet crack as the general was
beheaded by his own son. That Fui had answered Lady
Feng"s sumons at all was a wonder, and that he contin-
ued to wait in the dark pool was an even greater marvel

"Fui D hang was nost | oyal soldier. Not to follow him

now is great insult." Tang raised his head, then gave his
not her a crooked smile. "Besides, we nust smash spirit

gem If we die in cavern, it is only way to protect treasure
from Cypress.”

Lady Feng's pop eye | ooked as though it might fal
fromits socket; then she released her son's arm "Il get
rock."

The prince twi sted his dagger, then caught the gl ow ng
topaz as it popped free of its nounting. He placed it on
the | edge beside himand took the | arge rock his nother
thrust into his palm Tang lifted the heavy stone to the
ceiling, a breath's length above his face, and positioned it
over the gem

"W cked dragon, when you present yourself before the
Ten Courts of Yen-Wang-Yeh, know that Prince Tang
sends you there—and may the G eat Judge sentence you
to an eternity in all Eighteen Hells!"

Tang brought his hand down. He felt the topaz shatter
beneath the stone, then heard his nmother cry out as a
power ful concussion hurl ed them both agai nst the cham
ber walls. There was an ear-splitting wail and a deafen-



ing roar; then two fl
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ashing lights whirled through the
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room one as silver as the noon and the other as bl ack
as obsidian. The prince's head felt as though it would
split, and he found hinself struggling for breath agai nst

a tremendous wei ght.

He cl osed his eyes and beseeched

his ancestors to make ready for himin the Cel esti al

Bur eaucr acy.

The prayer went unanswered. Al nost as soon as they
had begun, the wailing and the roaring died. The flash-

ing lights vani shed,

and the terrible weight was lifted

from Tang's chest. He found hinself |ying on his back
gasping for breath and staring at the low ceiling, still lit
by the crinson glow of General Fui's spirit.

"Tang?"

The prince turned his head and saw his nother |ying
besi de him She | ooked even pal er and ol der than usual

"Yes, Lady Feng?"
"Now may we go?"
4: " it

Toget her, Ruha and P

o/ /. *

erstar | ooked out over H Il -

shadow Lake's steam ng waters, waiting for the dark fig-

ure at the bottomto

rise and attack. The war w zards

had begun to arrive and take their positions, both on
Bal dagar Manor and the adjacent mansions. The witch

was rubbing a round,
wondering if she had

fist-sized stone between her pal s,
m sj udged Tang and desperately

hopi ng she had not. She could lure Cypress fromthe
water at any time, but the ensuing battle would nean
nothing if the prince had not smashed the spirit gem

The stone grew warm i
to rub her hands over

n Ruha's hands. She conti nued
it, more to calmher nerves than to

i ncrease the effectiveness of her magic. She woul d have
time to hurl only one spell at Cypress, but she did not
want it to be so powerful it drove himaway. Her job was
to draw the dragon onto the roof of Bal dagar Manor. Pier-
star and his Maces would do the rest.

The ballista crews hi
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ding in the adjacent buildings

closed their wi ndow shutters. The | ast of the war w zards

arrived and took the

r places, and still the dragon did not

nove. Ruha's heart sank, and she reluctantly turned to

face Pierstar.

"I fear Prince Tang has not changed. Perhaps I..."

A dreadful sputter br

oke over the parapets, and Ruha



| et her sentence trail off. She | ooked toward the | ake and
saw huge geysers of steamrising fromits heart. Just
beneath the roiling green surface, the anber gl obe of her
sun spell was rapidly growing larger, with the nurky fig-
ure of Cypress's body rising beneath it like a swelling

bl ack cl oud.

"Prepare yourselves!" yelled Pierstar
An anxious clatter rattled across the roof as the Maces
and their war w zards steel ed thensel ves for battle.

Cypress erupted fromthe |lake with the roar of a vol -
cano, flinging a spray of boiling water and hissing steam
in all directions. Though the golden fire had burned the
scaly hide conpletely off his wings, that did not prevent
themfromlifting himinto the air as the charred bones
curled and undul ated Iike so many clattering fingers. It
was i npossible to see through the blazing gl obe at the
end of his neck, but the rest of his body, aside froma
broad scattering of nelted scales and the scorched
stunps at the ends of his arns, |ooked remarkably

intact.

Ruha set her stone on the parapet, then tucked two of
Hsieh's |l asal |eaves into the sl eeve other aba, where she
woul d be able to reach them qui ckly.

A chain of cracks and | oud bangs echoed over the

water, the arnms of the war engines slanm ng agai nst

their stops. Mdst of the m ssiles and nets splashed harm
lessly into the water, but three harpoons | odged deep in
Cypress's flanks, and one net tangled in the spindly
bones of his wings. The nen who had hit quickly | ooped
their lines around stakes driven deep into the ground,
whil e those who had mni ssed rewound their skeins.

Cypress roared. He whipped his fire-shrouded head
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around his body, and the instant the gol den fl anmes

touched the harpoon lines and the net, they flashed and

di ssol ved. The dragon's wings siffled through the air, and

he began to rise again.

"Shut your eyes, Maces!" Pierstar ordered. "Now,

Ruha! "

The witch uttered her counterspell. At the end of
Cypress's neck, the fiery globe burst apart with a white
flash so brilliant she saw it even through her eyelids.

Sunmoni ng her stone spell to mind, she grabbed her
rock and | ooked toward the dragon

Cypress hung over the | ake al nost notionless, the tips
of his skeletal wings fluttering as though that tiny
noti on were enough to hold his hul king mass al oft. At
the end of his neck hung a snoking lunmp of nelted bone
that vaguely resenbled a head. d owi ng nasses of cinder



filled his enpty eye sockets, and his |ong snout had fused
into a stubby, tangled mass of fangs and jaw. Only his
ebony horns had emerged fromthe confl agration

unscat hed, and even they made the air shimrer with

heat .

Ruha hi ssed her spell and hurled the stone. The rock

di sappeared with a thunderous crack. It reappeared in
the sane instant, shattering Cypress's tenple. The
dragon's wing tips stopped waving. H's gruesone chin
dropped as he watched the splinters of scorched bone
flutter into the water bel ow. He brought his head up and
| ooked toward Bal dagar Manor

You!

Ruha barely managed to stuff the lasal |eaves into her
mout h before a fiery yell ow sun burst inside her head.
She heard Pierstar and his men cry out in astonishment,
then felt herself sailing backward across the roof.

Chew the | eaves, she told herself.

Even as the words reverberated through her skull, she
sl ammed down and went tunbling across the roof. If the
fall caused her any injury, the witch did not know it; she
could feel only the anguish inside her mnd, a fiery agony
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such as she had never felt. Swinming in boiling tar

woul d have hurt less, or falling naked upon At'ar's blaz-
ing face. She glinpsed Cypress's nmurky figure swooping
down toward Bal dagar Manor; then she rolled one nore
tinme and cane to rest on her face.

A lasal haze filled Ruha's head, but the dragon's fury

was so great that the fog nerely diffused the fire and did
not drive it fromher mnd. The gol den bl aze becane a
choking yellow mist, not nearly as hot, but as thick as
syrup. She heard screaming and realized it was her own

voi ce.

That is but a portion of ny pain. The buil di ng shook
beneath Cypress's weight, and the voices of screaning
Maces joined with that of the witch. Soon, you shall bear
it all.

"Not all." Ruha found the strength to raise her head

and saw the dragon standing in the mddle of the roof, a
cloud of dark acid billow ng around his nmangl ed snout.
"You cannot nake Yansel dara | ove you, and that pain

will never bear!"”

Then | will nake you bear another kind of agony.

Cypress's tail thrashed in anger, smashing through the
parapets and sweepi ng hal f a dozen nen over the side.

He stooped over, reaching out as though he had forgotten \
he had only stubs where once he had claws; then a win-



dow shutter slamed open

Ruha's world detonated: the sky went silver with |ight-
ni ng, meteor showers and ice stornms chased each ot her
down fromthe heavens, tongues of flane crackl ed
through the air, crinson bolts and sapphire rays raced
fromevery direction. The dragon's stunp disintegrated
bef ore her eyes; a deep, runbling grow reverberated

t hrough her bones, and the roof of Bal dagar Manor began
to come apart. She leapt up to run for the parapets and
felt the fl oor vani shing beneath her feet.

The witch | anded am dst a shower of snapped pl anks
and beans, her body erupting into pain despite the
cushioning of the soft furniture favored by El versult
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nmerchants. She lay a long time w thout nmoving, half-
expecting Cypress's scorched skull to appear above her

at any nonment. Instead, the yellow glow and fiery pain
faded fromher mnd and, nuch to her surprise, so did

the | asal haze—-no doubt burned off by the ferocity of the
dragon's attack. At length, the terrible aching in her
body al so faded, and she began to realize that, other
than the dull throbbing of a few new brui ses, she had

survived the fall wuninjured.

Ruha cl anbered out of the debris and found herself
standi ng ami dst the ruins of the mansion's top story,
where the famly's servants and young children had once
kept their chambers. She picked her way toward the

front of the building, too dazed to think about what she
was doi ng, and discovered that this floor of Bal dagar
Manor now hel d not hing but the shattered remants of

t he i nhabitants' bel ongi ngs, two dozen groani ng Maces,
and the snoking, mangled corpse of a ten-foot river

noni tor.
As the witch's ears stopped ringing, she grew aware of

a loud, chugging roar conmng fromthe direction of the
wat er. She rushed forward, then clinbed over a coll apsed
wal | onto what had once been a private bal cony overl ook-
ing Hillshadow Lake. In the center of the |ake, a murky
green wat erspout was stretching skyward, as though try-
ing to grasp a small whirlwind with flashing ri bbons of

silver and bl ack | um nescence.
Ruha heard sonmeone clattering over the coll apsed wal l
behi nd her. She turned to see Pierstar Hall owhand' s bat -

tered formlinping toward her, his eyes fixed on the
wat erspout in the center of the |ake.



"What's that?" he croaked.

"That ?" The witch whi spered an incantation and

rai sed her hand, then started to spin her finger in the
direction opposite the whirlwi nd. The vortex began to

| ose speed, and the two ribbons canme apart. The silver
light circled the shoreline once, then streaked away
toward the Jail gates and vani shed from si ght. The bl ack

308
The Harpers

one was caught by the waterspout and dragged into

H | | shadow Lake, where it darkened the water only
briefly before sinking into the nuddy bottom "That was
not hi ng—a fool for love, | fear."

Epi | ogue

Even the Shou did not have a table

wi th enough sides for all those at the

Great Banquet of Apol ogy, so the ser-

vants had set the platters of candied

duck and ginger hart upon a round

tabl e and arranged seven chairs

around it in evenly spaced intervals.

Prince Tang hi nsel f wel coned each

guest at the door, and when Yansel dara entered the
room he produced a | ong oaken staff with three gnarled
fingers gripping the finest ruby fromhis personal trea-
sury. He held it before himand bowed very | ow

"I find this in dragon's lair, Lady Yanseldara," he said.

"I amsorry that | must smash original topaz."

Yansel dara accepted the staff with a sincere snile
"The topaz was ruined by Cypress's touch, and | thank

you for crushing it. | accept this nmagnificent ruby as a
token of the new friendship between the G nger Pal ace
and Elversult. |I shall treasure it always."

Vaerana roll ed her eyes, then | eaned close to Ruha
and, in a voice much too |oud, whispered, "I'll treasure it
nore if they really stop selling poison!"

The servants gasped, and Lady Feng shot an indi gnant
scow in the Lady Constable's direction. Hsieh quickly
st epped forward and snmoothed matters over by person-
ally taking Vaerana's arm

"If we are all here, perhaps we sit down." The proces-
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sion filed somewhat unconfortably to the table, where
the mandarin scow ed and turned to Prince Tang. "I see
seven chairs, but only six guests.”

The prince pointed to a chair with no goblet or flat-
ware. "This is for Lady Ruha's friend. Captain Fower. It
is most unfortunate he cannot join us." '

The expl anation only drew a deeper scow from Hsieh
"It is not for Princess Wi Dao?"

Tang's jaw fell. "She dishonors G nger Pal ace! | do not
set place in her nmenory!"

Hsi eh' s uncovered eye narrowed in what Ruha now

recogni zed as a well-practiced expression of displeasure.
"Wei Dao is Shou princess. Trouble she cause in Elver-
suit is of no consequence to Enperor, so it is appropriate
to treat her as well as you treat guests."

Before the stupefied prince could respond, the nan-

darin spun to face Lady Feng, who was hol ding Wnter

Bl ossom on her shoul der and casting covetous gl ances at

t he gol den serving platters. According to runor, she had
devel oped a distressing habit of sneaking off to Cypress's
swanp with the G nger Palace's finest tableware

"I must offer condol ences, Lady Feng," Hsieh said.
"Mbst Hi gh Enperor sends nme to invite you to Tai Tung,
but your son's bad manners do not make that possible."

Prince Tang | ooked first insulted, then relieved. He
forced a grave expression and bowed to the mandarin.
"Pl ease to pardon, but | never honor Wi Dao at ny
table."”

"Then you never return to Shou Lung."

Tang coul d not keep fromsniling. He turned to Ruha

and asked, "Perhaps you sit next to nme? | never return to
Enperor's court, so perhaps you consider becom ng ny
Princess?"

"I -uh—Brave Prince, | don't know what to say," Ruha
stamered. Since his return fromthe dragon's lair, Tang
had shown hinself to be a gracious and gallant man, but
the witch was not in love with him "I will be pleased to
sit with you, but perhaps we should discuss the rest at
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anot her tinme."

Hsi eh frowned, al nbst angrily, and stepped toward the
witch. "Surely you accept. It is great honor to be Shou
princess!"

Ruha's heart sank. Nornmally, the Harpers woul d not

dictate the person she nmarried, but these were hardly
normal circumstances; Storm Silverhand woul d | ook very



unfavorably on starting trouble with the Shou. The witch
gl anced around the room and saw Vaer ana wat chi ng her

i carefully, as though she expected Ruha to start a war at

any nonent .

It was Yansel dara who broke the silence. "Before Ruha
deci des, perhaps you should give her that nessage, Vaer-
ana."

The Lady Constable rolled her eyes, then turned to

Ruha. "I alnobst forgot, Wtch," she said, a roguish grin
upon her lips. "Stormsent for you this norning. Sone
giants up in OCak Dale stole a duke's daughter, and she
doesn't think anyone el se can bring the girl back alive."
Ruha did not know whether to hit Vaerana or hug her

"When did you plan to tell me? After ny weddi ng?"

"I don't think Stormcan wait that |ong." Vaerana
chuckl ed, then took something from her pocket and
pressed it into the witch's hand. It was the Harper pin
Ruha had given to Captain Fow er. "I suppose you'll be
needing this."

"I suppose | will." Ruha pinned the signet inside her
aba, then turned to Tang, who | ooked al nost as anused
as he did disappointed. "lI'msorry, Brave Prince, but |
cannot stay. You know | am a Harper, and Harpers go
where they are needed."



