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Chapter 1

Shafts of golden light pierced the green twilight, penetrating the waving fronds of the forest to leave pools
of light on the ground. The path to the Great Palace, paved with pearl shdll, unraveled along the sand; a
broad ribbon of iridescence, suddenly burning into apatch of blinding white when one of those shafts
touched it. On either Sde of the path, at charmingly irregular intervas, stands of long, waving kelp, beds
of colorful anemones, and cord “bushes’ were being carefully tended by asmall horde of tiny sea
Crestures.

No one ever actudly set foot on the path, or truly even needed to useit. Thiswas, after dl, the bottom of
the sea. People swvam. Even the few two-legged people, like the Sea King' s children, swam.

Nevertheless there was a path, winding through a*“forest,” though the forest was kelp, the “birds’ were
fish, and even the “hawks’ had an analogue in the form of sharks and other predators.
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There were |l these things because the path went to a palace. The Tradition said that all palaces should
have winding paths traveling through mysterious forestsfilled with enchanting wildlife.

So this Palace, dthough underwater, had such a path.

In many ways, it was agood thing that no one ever actually walked on the path. Pearl shell, while pretty,
had very sharp edges, and no one down here wore shoes.

And that, Ekaterina, the youngest daughter of the SeaKing, reflected, as she swam in a deceptively
languid manner toward the paace, was a pity.

Katyaloved shoes. Dainty, embroidered silk dippers. Thigh-high leather boots. Strange wooden things
that were like walking with tiny tables strapped to one' s feet. Dancing shoes, red-hedled shoes, shoes
that were hardly more than thin little straps, shoes that were substantial enough to pound anail with. She
loved them .

Infact, sheloved clothing. She adored clothing. It didn’t matter what the style, the fashion was, sheloved
clothing the way she loved shoes.

Sad, really, since no one wore clothing, or at least much that was like clothing, down here.

Asawarrior in her father’ s Persona Guard, she wore her fish-scale armor of course. In fact, she was
wearing it now, since she had been summoned for official business. It was as pretty as she could
engineer, despite being firgt, and foremost, very functiond. The fish scales glittered in the errant beams of
sunlight filtering down through the kelp branches. It was the same pearly white as the shells benegth her,
and gleamed with the same iridescence. The scales of the formfitting tunic were about the Size of her
thumbnail, while those on the deeves of the tunic and the equally formfitting leggings were much, much
gmadler, about the Sze of the nall of ababy’slittlest finger.

Her sharkskin boots were a dead white, matching the shark-skin belt and gloves. The belt held nothing at
the moment. No sword, no knives. But Ekaterina didn’t need a weapon. Ekaterina was aweapon.

Her hair had been bound up into a severe knot. . .another pity. She had lovely hair, as pearl-white asthe
shell dso, and the fact that living under the sea allowed only two basic hair-styles—severe knot, or
floating free—was another source of private regret for her.

Small wonder she welcomed her father’ s regular summons.

Hopefully thiswould be another trip to Dry Land! Even better if it wasto anew bit of Dry Land, aplace
she had never been before! That would be glorious!

The nearer she came to the Palace of the Sea King, the more peopl e she encountered, though most of
them were dolphins and the smaller whales, who served as her father’ s Palace Guard. Y ou could always
tell a Guard creature from the fluke studs denoting rank; small gold or silver rounds much like earrings,
and put in the same way. She alwayswinced at afluke-piercing, though the cetaceans were quite proud
of enduring the pain. She supposed it must be likeidanders' tattoos. They, too, made a point of
experiencing the pain of their decorations.

There were afew mer-folk aswell; acouple of the mermaids of her mother’ s Court, Sitting, gossiping,
and combing their hair. Mermaids did that agreat dedl. Part of it was because when your hair was long
and floating free in the water and you didn’t have two dozen little cleaner-shrimp to keep it disentangled
and sorted the way the Queen did, it got knotsvery eadly.

But part of it was The Tradition, which said very clearly that mermaids spent alot of time combing their



hair, Stting on rocks and singing, or both. Her father had managed to put an end to the part of The
Tradition that had once made them sit on rocks and sing sailorsto their doom—now they only enchanted
the poor lads so that they forgot their One True Loves, at least until the One True Loves managed to
break the spell. Her father was clever that way. He hadn’t wanted sailors with their ears stopped up with
wax or clay daughtering his subjects, so back when he' d been the Sea Prince, he' d gotten hold of half a
dozen very good bards and paid them generoudy to write songs on the new theme. It had taken severa
years of concentrated effort, spreading the songs, singing them in contests, even introducing very eegant
versonsinto severad nearby Roya Courts, but the effort had paid off handsomely. Now the only sea
creaturesthat lured sailorsto their doom were the Sirens, and they didn’t acknowledge her father’s
authority, claiming to be descended from gods. So the Sirens could handle the odd clever hero with
murderous intent on their own.

Katyareflected that her father really was one of the cleverest SeaKings of hisline. Hewasn't the only
King of the Seg, of course; for one thing, the seawas twice as big asthe Dry Land, and it would be
absurd to think that one person could govern dl of it. But he was certainly one of the cleverest of those
currently ruling. Asayoung Prince he had quickly come to understand how The Tradition shaped the
lives of everything, and had determined that it would no longer be The Tradition that controlled the lives
of hisfamily and his people, but the other way around. To that end he had studied as much about it as he
could, certainly as much as many Godmothers, and had educated his subjectsin how it worked aswell.
But when you were amagica creature, asthe peoples of the seagenerdly were, The Tradition had a
tendency to shove you about more ruthlessy than any mortal.

Unlessyou knew how to do alittle preemptive shoving of your own.

AsKatya swam past the coral garden, she caught sight of her sister Tashawith her noseburiedin a
book, her back cradled by an enormous sea fan. There were no Godmothersfor the sea creatures,
evidently only mortals got the services of such cleverly manipulative creatures—but the Sea King was
doing the next best thing to getting one.

Hewastraining his very own Sorceress.

Now, dl of the SeaKing's children—and he had quite afew—had positions of real authority or
meaningful jobs. He had told Ekaterina once that this was the way to make sure none of his offspring
“went to the bad.” “ Everyone needs to have responsibility,” he had told her. “ The cleverer you are, the
more respons bility you need. Nothing breeds discontent like idleness”

Tashawas one of the cleverest of his daughters, and she had aredl aptitude for magic. Not that Katya
envied her the specid tutors, the tower of her own, and al the special considerations. Not onceit had
become obvious that Tasha was never going to |eave the Palace grounds again.

Not that Tasha cared. That was the genius of the Sea King; his children were al considered and studied
as carefully as any sculptor would study ablock of stone, and then positions were created for them that
suited not only their talents, but their aptitudes, and not only their aptitudes, but their desires.

Katya had enough wanderlust for twenty sailors. She was never happier than when shewas degping in
strange beds, eating strange foods, and wearing strange clothing.

Oh yes. Especidly wearing strange clothing.

Tashadid not even notice as her sister swam past. But then, it would take the eruption of avolcano
beneath her feet to get Tasha out of abook of magica theory once she was deeply engrossed. Such
ability to concentrate was invauable to a Sorceress, whose life might well depend on being ableto carry
out every step of acomplicated ritua while an Evil Mage was throwing everything he had in the way of



an attack at her head.

Now, Mischa, the Crown Prince, would not dare to allow his mind to be so focused. A King—or a
Princein linefor the throne—needed to be able to divide his attention among a dozen or more things at
once, and change from task to task on an ingtant, exactly like ajuggler keeping acomplicated number of
balsintheair a once.

Mischawas superbly suited for such athing, to the extent that the people were aready caling him
“Prince Mikad the Clever.”

That was atdent he shared with Ekaterina, though the throne was absol utely the last thing she wanted.
Ever. Not adl the lovely dressesin the world and the ability to wear them underwater could have bribed
her to take the throne.

The kelp forest abruptly gave way to open sand, and the Palace rose up before her in dl its splendor. A
dazzling ray of sun pierced through the surface of the ocean far above, and bathed the intricate spires and
ddicate towersin green-tinted glory. It looked for all the world asif nature had conspired to put that
ghaft of sunlight right there—

And of course, Katya knew very well that it had.

Here again was the hand of The Tradition at work. The Tradition decreed that the first sight of the Sea
King' s Palace should be of it bathed in ashaft of sunlight piercing the depths.

S0, of course, it was. All thetime—well, dl the daylight time at any rate. By night, aslong astherewasa
moon of any strength, it was bathed in moonlight. Asachild, Ekaterina had taken particular and mildly
mischievous ddlight in dragging visitors through the kel p forest on wretched and stormy daysjust to see
that shaft of sunlight break through the cloudsin timeto perform its magic.

The walswere made of pink cord, carved and polished to a soft glow. Beautiful patterns had been inlaid
around each window in mother-of-pearl, black and red coral.

Unlike the fortress-palaces of Rus, this place could not possibly withstand a siege, or even the attack of a
child with ading and astone. There looked to be two dozen spird spires, like the long and ddlicately
pointed seashells or anarwha’ shorn, and haf again as many filigree towers. In fact there were
twenty-one spires and nine towers, each of them the private domain of someonein the Roya Family. Not
just the King and Queen and their brood, but the Dowager Queen, and severa assorted Aunts and
Uncles. Whenever another family member turned up, if there were no vacant places available for them,
another was crested.

Thiswasn't just whim or fancy. Thiswas, after dl, the sea, and such an arrangement made it possible for
the Roya s to come and go asthey liked without having to pass through the rest of the Palace. When you
lived at the bottom of the seg, an exit was as easy as swimming out your window, and the towers gave
discreet points from which to do so. No doubt many Royalsin the past had taken such exitsto have
adventures—or even to meet with a paramour they had rather their spouses didn’t know about.

To Katya simmediate right, the parade grounds, which just now were empty, but often as not held her
brother Mischa as he drilled histroops. For the most part, the Sea King' stroops wereranged in
“battles’ that had very little to do with war. There were monstersin the sea, enormous behemoths that
came with ravening appetites for which awha e was nothing more than amorsd to whet the appetite.
When they appeared, they had to either be killed or driven away, and it took strong creatures armed to
the teeth to do so. Mischathrived on combat, hence his position as the Commander of al of the Sea
King'sforces.



And though the army was asmdll one, it was formidable, for Mischa employed magicians aongside the
armsmen, training the two to work together as a seamless whole. To Ekaterind s certain—and it was
very certain—knowledge, no one elsein the sea kingdoms did such athing. Asaconsequence, it was
vanishingly unlikely that any attempt to take this kingdom by force would succeed.

Today Mischawas out there done, drilling. The resistance of the water to fast movement made
sword-work impractical, so the most common wegpons beneath the seawere extremely powerful bows
and arrows, trident, spear, and knife. Today he was working with knives, battling a seaweed-stuffed
dummy thet dready waslodng its suffing.

She swam abit fagter; this close to the Pd ace there was always the chance of being ambushed by a
would-be suitor, some acquaintance trying to find away to the King more direct than waiting histurn for
an audience, or one of the young women at the court hoping for one of Katya s brothers to happen

aong.

Katyawas of the mind that her brothers were perfectly capable of deciding for themselveswho they
would and would not court, she was not about to play the stooge for yet another sycophant, and asfor
would-be suitorsfor herslf...

Those, she could do well enough without. So far there had not been a single young man she had ever met
that could keep up with her. To be brutaly frank...they bored her silly.

All they ever thought about was the Court. Who was advancing, who was declining, who was alied with
whom, and what that meant for thetiny, tiny circle of “thosein the know.” They never looked past the
boundaries of the magical barrier around the Palace grounds to the greater and far more dangerous world
of the open sea, much lessto the Dry Land. Mot of them didn’t even know the names of the countries
that bordered this Kingdom, if they weren't dso Sea Kingdoms.

They didn’t think twice about the very powerful and, at the sametime, very delicate magic that kept the
water warm, those without gills breathing, and predators peaceful. Thiswasthe only placein the
Kingdom where ased could swim with an orca and the orcawouldn’'t even think of harming it.

Sea Kings many generations ago had bargained for that spell. Up above the surface, sscorms might rage
and winter snow might pepper the waves, here it was pleasant enough that tropical fish and other
creatures of warmer climes played among corals.

And it was the day that Katya caught one of her would-be suitors trying to use some unauthorized magic
here—magic that might well upseat that findy tuned balance—that she redlized that the young men of her
father’s Court were either empty-headed idiots or one of Mischa swarriors. There just was no middle
ground.

Perhaps that was because any young man even remotely useful to his parents was either sent to the Royal
Guard or kept at home to manage the business or estates. But when you had an ornamental dunce sitting
around doing nothing but making idle trouble, your only rea solution for what to do with him wasto send
him to court and hope he could make a good marriage aliance. If he could snare a Princess, dl the
better.

If there was one thing the various peoples of the Seawere, it was pralific. The Roya family was by no
means the only one with an entire shoa of offspring. The Seawas dangerous; outside the protections of
the Palace there were killing storms, giant octopi and squid, and an entire bestiary of monsters. There
were undersea quakes, volcanoes, whirlpools, and landdides. And then there were the wars between
Kingdoms, and the inevitable appearances of SeaHags and other evil magicians whenever things
threatened to remain peaceful for awhile. The Tradition might not rule beneath the waves with quite so



firmahand asit did on Dry Land, but it was powerful enough to stir up trouble, and plenty of it.

Now, the North Sea Kingdom had been peaceful since Katya' s father—who, according to her sources,
people were starting to cdl “Vladidav the Merry”—had fought hisway to the throne over the bodies of
severa would-be rulerswho'd tried to keep him from taking it. VIadidav wanted to keep things that way.
Although he was an awe-ingpiring fighter, he hated conflict—but he was very, very good at handling
people, a politics, and at history.

The result wasthat hisreign so far had been so peaceful that the various Noble families had seen a grest
many sons survive, who would in previous reigns have made fatal errors of judgment.

That was what, in this generation, had been sent off to Court.

When Katya had reasoned dl that out, she had vowed that she was not going to even think about
courtship unless the young man in question was at least as skilled and clever asshe. He didn't haveto be
skilled in the same ways—she d be perfectly happy with ahighly intelligent scholar, for instance—but he
had to be amatch for her.

Sofar, the crop of young fellows swarming her had failed miserably in producing someone of that order.

She had the sense that her sisters, and perhaps her brothers, too, felt the same way. Certainly Tashawas
not showing any signs of welcome to the few who dared approach her. In alot of ways, Katya envied
her. She might not look intimidating, but the fact that she was a sorceress-in-training scared the sca es off
most of those poor fish.

Wheresas the essence of what made Katya just as dangerous was by necessity cloaked in secrecy. She
couldn’t be her father’ s hidden weapon if everyone in Court knew what she was and where she went.

She wound her way through the halls of mother-of-pearl and cord, of abal one and amber, checking the
usud placeswhere Vladidav might be. And finaly she found him.

The King wasin his counting house, but he was not the one doing the counting of the money. Four
earnest, clerkly Tritons were tallying up the contents of what must have been atreasure ship. Gold and
slver barsdready lay nestly stacked, awaiting transfer to the vaults. At the moment, it was the contents
of severd cheststhat occupied their attention.

Katya s eyes gleamed alittle as she surveyed the wedlth. From the fact that the styles and gems of
severd different lands were jumbled together in the one she was nearest to, she suspected that the vessel
that had sunk must have been apirate raider. If so, good riddance. The Sea People were always being
blamed for the depredations of pirates, and many awar had been started between Dry Land and Sea
because the Drylanders were certain that the Sea People had been plundering their ships.

“Ah, now, savethisout,” the King said, pulling out adelicate tunic woven of tiny gold and silver links.
“Thisshould bein Gaya swardrobe.”

In her arsend, you mean, Father, Katya thought with amusement. Gayawas the most beautiful of his
daughters, the one that displayed the Siren blood they dl had from their materna grandmother most
clearly, and she was, next to Katya, the most subtle wegpon he had to deploy.

Not subtlein and of hersdlf; her seductive lure was more like abludgeon to the head. But subtle in how
Vladidav used her.

Any time he wanted to read aman, or deflect his questioning, or confuse him, or make him forget al
about caution, dl he had to do was bring Galyain for some pretext or other. Katyahadn’t seen aman



yet who didn’t end up with his eyesriveted on Galya s magnificent bosoms—or, rarely, some other part
of her—within the first few heartbeats. And it was certain that as he stared, he was not thinking of how
best to negotiate with Viadidav.

This ddicate tunic would dlow Gaya s body to shine through while giving theilluson of modesty. It was
exactly the sort of thing that delighted her.

It would also be cursed heavy. For al that the garment was awork of art, Katya did not envy her the
wearing of it.

“And what of you, belochka?’ he asked. “Do you see anything here your heart craves?’

His eyesflickered from her to the chest and back again and she read the wordless message clearly.
There must be rumors about her again. Possibly only that she was too serious, too unfeminine, but those
were rumors easly quashed with amoment of girlish vanity.

Fortunately there were some thingsin that chest that she would like. With asqued of glee, she pulled out
six elaborate hair sticks of the sort the people of Qin wore. One pair was done in the likeness of
cascading fuchsia blossoms, the blossoms and leaves being formed of delicately carved, whisper-thin
semiprecious sone. One pair featured the Phoenyx-bird and the Dragon, wrought in gold and silver,
every feather and scale perfectly represented. And from thefind pair, chains of tiny golden bells
descended, so that the wearer would be surrounded by gentle chiming as she moved.

Of course, the fact that these * hair sticks’™ were absolutely |ethal weapons was something best kept
between the two of them. How these ornaments had come into the hands of pirates she had no clue, but
they were one of the many weapons used by acertain class of courtesan-assassins, who would insert
themsalvesinto a Qin-lord’ s concubines and wait, sometimes for years, before striking.

It was a good tactic. One Katya did not have the patience for, but a good tactic nonetheless.

“Come, my daughter. My business hereisfinished, and these young men can complete the tally without
me. Tell meof your day.” Vladidav smiled a his daughter. He was possibly one of the most gorgeous
Kingsof hislineto date, and that was not just her admittedly biased opinion. The Siren blood that made
Gaya so sunningly beautiful was expressed in him as powerful masculine charisma. Hetruly wasa
“golden king;” blond, clean-shaven, he had dl the physica perfection of a statue of agod. Square-jawed,
with startling blue eyes, amusical voice, and aready wit, it was small wonder that he was dso known as
“Vladidav the Handsome”

But thiswas his cueto her. It wastimefor them to find aplacein private to tak.

Her heart legped with excitement. This could only mean he had atask for her that she must carry out in
secret.

And that dmost certainly meant a spying trip to Dry Land.

Chapter 2

“Sasha Feliks Pavel Pieterovich, Prince of Led Belarus, you areafool.” King Pieter Ivan Alexandrovitch
glared at hisyoungest son, who looked back at him with awinsome smile.

“Thank you, Father,” hereplied. “It isniceto know | am doing my job.”

Both men burst into laughter, quickly joined by the other four of King Pieter’ ssons. The six of them were



gathered beside the biggest fireplace in the private quarters of the King' sfamily. Thiswasasmdler stcone
fortification ingde astonefortification, an actud building separate from the rest of the granite crag that
was the Palace of Led Bdlarus.

Nevertheless, despite that this place |ooked like a prison from the outsde—since it had began asa
fortress, there was no gentle, winding path to it—on the inside it was warm and welcoming. Thiswas
thanksin no smdl part to the fact that some long-ago King had decided he wasfed up with livingina
cave, and had crested entirdly new insde walls, floors, and cellings of warm, light-colored wood. The
floor was polished and shining, the wallslooked surprisingly festive with their ancient weapons and
hunting trophies; bright embroidered cloths covered every flat surface, and benches with cushions
beckoned an invitation to come and sit. Even the cellings were cheerful, with every inch of every beam
carved and fancifully painted.

Sashagrinned. King Pieter looked like a bear, sounded like abear, and people tended to dismisshim as
one of those fellowswho had become King only because his father had been King.

But Pieter was as shrewd as they came, as hisfather and grandfather before him had been. And being the
Fool was, indeed, Sasha s“job.”

Sasha plopped himself down on the hearthstone, put on asimpleton’ s expression, and grinned up a his
father and brothers.

Led Belaruswas a Kingdom that had no Godmother, nor aWizard or Sorcerer, but King Pieter's
grandfather, the then-Prince Rurik, had surveyed this Situation, pondered it when his own father had il
been dive, and had decided to do something abouit it.

He d lured a Godmother into teaching him.

It hadn’t been easy. First he' d had to get some dragon blood so he could understand the speech of the
beasts and birds. Fortunately, he had been able to make abargain with a Great Wyrm laired up in the
nearby Cassan Mountains. That bargain ill held, in fact. Therewasaherd of very fine cattlethat, in
effect, belonged to the Wyrm L ukasha now, but was tended by the Royal Herdsmen. Every other day,

L ukasha hel ped himsdlf to one; when the herd grew too thin, another lot was driven up to replaceit. In
return, Lukasha came to a secret meeting place three times a year to be bled. Dragon’s Blood was
potent stuff, with many magical uses, and the Kings of Led Belarus were able to barter many favors from
those magiciansthey trusted for asmall vid of it. This more than made up for the cost of afew hundred
head of cattle ayesr.

But of course, having aready supply on hand meant that from then on, the entire Roya Family of Led
Belarus could speak and understand the beasts of the field and the birds of the air.

Now to be honest, the gift was something of anuisance, so far as Sasha was concerned. For the most
part, the beasts of the field and the birds of the air didn’t have agreat dedl to say. Y ou had to learn how
to ignore them, like the background chatter of old gossips, when he' d first drunk the Dragon’s Blood,
he' d spend the whole day listening to dogs barking, “Hey! Hey! Hey hey hey hey hey!” Only when the
beast was, itsdlf, intelligent—either because of apell cast onit, or because The Tradition deemed it
appropriate—did the Gift redlly comeinto play.

Although...hiselder brother Kostenkadid claim it was useful to listen to what the crows, ravens, and
jackdaws were saying when he was hunting.

Wi, once Prince Rurik had made his bargain and gotten the Gift, his next task had been to catch the
Mare of the Night Wind, and get from her the boon of the services of three sonsin return for her



freedom. But the horses followed the Tradition. There was beauty, intelligence, and magica ability and
most creatures only got two out of the three. Thefirgt two stallions were stunning, fleet, and utterly
worthless to him except as the bride-price for the Princess he eventually determined to wed. And that
wasonly later. Thethird, however, wasthe Little Humpback Horse...wise, clever, ugly, and very, very

megica.

But he had not wanted the services of the Humpback Horse for himsdlf. Thelittle fellow could fly, travel
asfast ashismother, and offer the best of advice. And after acareful negotiation with the beast, he had
found a Godmother willing to teach him as atrade for the Humpback Horse' said.

And so Prince Rurik had learned al about The Tradition, that insensate force that guided dl lifein the
Five Hundred Kingdoms. He' d learned how it worked, what droveit, and how it could be manipulated
towork inyour favor. And he, in histurn, had taught dl thisto his children and his grandchildren.

He had made it very clear to them that there must always be a Scholar of The Tradition among the
King's offspring. Magic was not a gift in the lineage, so none of them could ever aspire to becomea
Wizard or Godmother—which was rather too bad. But at least the Kings of Led Belarus would aways
be able to have someone who could predict what The Tradition might force on them and the Kingdom,
and act accordingly.

Right now, that Adviser was Sasha s Uncle Zhenechka; dways scholarly by nature, he found following
the twists and turns that The Tradition made fascinating to puzzle out. Zhenechka s successor would be
Sasha s brother Y asha, dedicated with al his earnest heart to keeping the people of Led Belarus safe
from dl the possible evilsthat might befal them.

And here was how very, very clever Rurik and the current Advisers were with regardsto the Roya
Family.

The Tradition in Led Belarus had agreat dedl to say about how the young Princes would turn out, based
on how many of them there were. The Traditiond rolefor the eldest and heir wasthat of the Arrogant
Bully, who nevertheess could be redeemed by insulting some magician or spirit and performing itstasks
until he learned humility. Prince Adrik had walked through that particular |esson before he was thirteen.

The Tradition for the second born was as his brother the King' s right-hand man, the leader of histroops.
It had been no problem for Prince Anatolii to fit into that role.

Thethird, fourth, fifth, and sixth born were the luckiest in away. They were ableto choosetherr lot in life.
Y asha had happily apprenticed himsdlf to Zhenechka as Adviser-in-waiting, and the rest had found
themsealves niches here and there as Zhenechka advised them.

But Sasha, the seventh born...

He had comelatein his mother’ slife, and been entirdly unexpected. And The Tradition had alot to say
about the seventh born. Though not usualy magical by nature, although there were exceptions,
nevertheless, Traditional Magic was destined to circle strongly about him. And his role would be—the
Wise or Fortunate Fool.

Now, the Wise Fool was afesaturein so many tales and legends that Sasha had long since lost count of
them. That made it a pattern that The Tradition was going to be working very hard to force himinto. But
the Wise Fool was not redly afool assuch....

No, he was adreamer, a planner. Not awarrior. Very often apoet. And there was one thing that he did
for his country that could not be Traditionaly duplicated in any other fashion.



He brought them al Luck.

Traditionally, there was no particular way in which the Wise Fool needed to bring the Luck, aslong ashe
did something that could be linked into the magic of The Tradition itsdf.

Now asit happened, there could not possibly have been a better match, temperamentdly, for the role of
the Wise Fool than Sasha.

Hewas musical, and music was a potent link for The Tradition. He was not much like his older brothers,
being smaller and lighter than they. Not that he was bad at combat, but not the sort that they were good

at. If it ever cameto awar, and he had to fight, he would be darting in and out with light armor and long

knives while they laid waste to their foes with ax, mace, and heavy broadsword. Prince Adrik caled him
“Ferret”—mockingly in public, jestingly in private.

Hewas athinker, ascholar, and studied The Tradition and anything €l se he could get hishandson
aongside hisbrother Prince Yasha. In private, Yashacaled him “Little Owl.” In public, Y asha berated
him and cdled him “Little Foal.”

For that, too, was an aspect of the Wise Fool. So far asthe rest of the world was concerned, Sasha's
family despised him. That was how The Tradition wanted it.

But from the very beginning, the tiny boy with the too-wise eyeshad gotten it dl very carefully explained
to him. We must shout at you before other people, but it isal agame. Weloveyou. You are our
treasure, our blood, our Fortune. And he had been precocious enough to at least understand the
difference between what was said and done in public, and what was said and done in private. Before too
very long, hewas clearly enjoying the“game’ aspect, the way hisentire family fooled therest of the
Court and indeed the whole kingdom. His greatest joy had been when he had acted particularly stupid,
been threatened with a thrashing, chased into the family’ s private quarters, then picked up, swung around
and praised for hisinventiveness.

Not that, asachild, he hadn’t gotten into some trouble for taking advantage of his position. He' d been
soundly thrashed, and more than once, for exceeding the bounds of what was permitted in his mischief
and foolery. He was not as a child, and was not now, any kind of an angd.

“Y ou skirted very near the pale today, my son,” hisfather growled, an expression of mixed pride and
irritation on his bearlike, bearded face. “ That business with the boyars—one more prank and | would
have been forced to thrash you in public.”

“That businesswith the boyars’ had involved Sasha getting tangled up with their huge fur cloaks, tumbling
among them, tripping them up and destroying their dignity and tempers, dl the while easily dodging the
blowsthey’d amed at him.

“Y es, but you got to soothe their tempers with vodka, and got them to sympathize with you. Y ou had
them eating out of your hand, Father.” Sashahad known what he was doing—they had entered the
doors of the Palace hating one another and determined to do nothing to cooperate. He had forced them
together, and given them something elseto vent their ire on.

Wéll, dl right, the truth was that they were alot of pompous windbags and he had wanted to see them
deflated. He' d counted on vodka and his father to smooth things over again.

King Pieter aimed amock blow at his head. He ducked. “Now | am going to have to chase you out to
give credenceto thetaethat | am angry with you,” hisfather said. “Don’t do that again, or it will be more
than pretense. These men are touchy, and I’m negotiating for abride for your brother. | don’t want that



to fall because of your mischief.”

Instantly, Sashawas abashed. “1 didn’t know, Father,” he said gpologetically. “1 wouldn't have been so
irritating if | had.”

“Hmph,” hisfather grunted. “Keep in mind that | don’t tell you everything. Nor should |. Now—wait, let
me find something | can throw &t you without harm.” Hiseye it on an old boot one of the Wolfhounds
had dragged to the fire to chew on, and picked it up. “All right, out you go.”

Sashakicked the door open and tumbled out it, looking from outside as if he had been thrown at the
door and it had sprung open under the blow. Herolled to hisfeet and ran off, aams and legsflailing, while
hisfather flung the boot at him.

“Seepinthepigay!” the King shouted. “It'sdl you'refit for!”

He had landed out in the main courtyard, beside the stables, and dl the boyars were there, mounting their
horsesto go to the guesthouse outside the Palace walls. There were no guest quartersin the Paace itsdlf;
there was only the inner building for the family, and the barracks built into the fortifying wals that
surrounded it. In less gracious times, guests would have been housed in the Greet Hall, deegping on the
benches and under the tablesthere. But for at least four generations now, life had been agood deal more
gracious than that. There were guesthouses enough to hold up to a hundred important folk, with their
servants and guards, and nothing could possibly be wanted from the accommodations. There was even a
steam bath attached to each, and from the stink that had come off some of those rancid old men, they
could well useit.

The boyars hooted and tossed insults after him. He was laughing as he ran; he used Beast-Speech to call
the Wolf-houndsto him, so that it looked asif he were being pursued by the pack, when in fact, they
were running with him.

He hoped that hisfather would get the bride that he wanted. But if he didn’t—it would not be because of
Sasha; it would be because The Tradition didn’t want that girl married into thisfamily at thistime.

In order to keep up the pretense, he had to flail hisway past the guesthouses, then through the village,
inviting further insults from the peasants. Thiswaswhy he had caled the pack; they would protect him
from anything like an actua attack. “Prince Borzoi,” the peasants called him, after the hounds he so often
ran with. He d even been known to deep with them asachild, in summer, al of them tumbled together in
ahegp inthe kennd. He didn’t do that now, of course. ...

Though in away, he missed it. The hounds were just about the only creatures on the Palace grounds that
he didn’'t have to keep up some form of pretense with.

Once out of Sght of the village, he dismissed most of the pack and sent them home. He kept hisfavorite,
his particular pet, astunted fellow he cdled Ivan. Thiswas no Wise Beast out of The Tradition, but he
was afaithful old fellow, and good company, and quick to warn him if someone was approaching o he
could put on his Fool face.

The two of them ambled down a path they both knew well, to a spot deep in the forest that long ago had
earned itsdlf the designation of the “Heart of Led Belarus.” As Sasha understood these things, it was not
so much the physical center of the Kingdom, and it certainly wasn't the cartographic center, but
something about the place ensured that anything done there would have resonance with the whole of the
country.

And now that he had been insulted, derided, and thrown out of the Palace, Sashatook hisbrimming



Luck into the Heart of hisland to be spilled out over it dl.

The path wandered, twisted, and turned like asnake trying to tieitself into five different kinds of knots.
Thetreesherewere old, old, old, very tdl, broad of trunk and spreading of branch. Sunlight penetrated
only here and there, piercing the gloom with shafts of danting light; hisfeet made no sound on apath
layered years-deep in evergreen needles. In fact, the only sounds were the trickling of water from one of
the many little streamsthat cut through here, and the calls of birds high up inthe trees,

He understood those calls perfectly, of course. Nesting season was over, babies fledged, so mostly the
cdlsweredl “I’'mhere! I'm herel” Not even “Get out of my space! Interlopers beware!” nor “Where
are you, gorgeous creature, whoever you are?’

But there was one, far off in the distance, a heartfelt outpouring of “I'm happy!”
Oh, how he envied that bird.

Occasondly the dog would dart off after something scuttling in the underbrush, but he alway's returned
without having caught anything. Thiswas not agood place for adog of his sort to hunt. Wolfhounds
needed space and plenty of it; they were coursing dogs, and needed room to run. There was nothing like
that here.

Stll, it didn’t keep lvan from trying.

Thiswas, initsway, avery sacred place. The air was thick with the scent of cedar and age, the woods
weighed down with years.

Then, in the distance, ashaft of golden light as broad as a courtyard and bright enough, in the gloom
beneath the branches, to dazzle the eye lanced down through the trees, illuminating a very specid place
indeed.

He hurried his steps, beginning to fed the press of magic around him. He couldn’t see, taste, or smell it
asared magician might, but he got the sense of it closing in on him. He needed to discharge it before it
found some other outlet. The last thing he needed right now was for The Tradition to decideto “reward”
his persecution in its own way. He could just imagine what sort of “way” that would be. With hisluck, his
brother’ sintended bride would come wandering in here to pick berries, discover him, and fal inlove.

And if that happened, he thought with ironic amusement, Father would have every reason to be quite
angry. And rightfully so. After dl, it was aso hisjob to know The Tradition well enough to keep things
like that from happening.

He stepped out of darkness and into the light. The sun poured down on him like warm honey as he stood
beside the spring-fed pool of clear water that was the Heart of Led Belarus.

Thispool of water never froze over, not even in the depth of winter. It was as pure and sweet as water
could be, which was hardly asurprise since unicornsdrank at it twice aday. And in generd—

“Oh! Itistheprince!” The voice was not familiar, but it didn’'t need to be. He knew what it was, if not
who.

The words carried an overtone of whinnying, and Sasha braced himsdf. In amoment, hewas
overwhelmed by five doe-eyed, adoring female unicorns.

“Prince Sasha, would you comb my mane?’



“Prince Sasha, | havethis dreadful itch behind my ears.”

“Oh, Prince, could you please—"

They pressed in around him, nosgtrils quivering, horns glowing with magic, al trying to touch him at once.
Predictably, getting in the way of what he actually needed to do.

“Ladies, please!” he said, after amoment of being softly jostled and inundated with pleading. “I need to
let somemagic free! If | don't, something might happen that you wouldn't like!”

They giggled, but backed up. Trotting around to the opposite side of the pool, they lined up, watching
him expectantly. He didn’t know what male unicorns were like, but the femal e ones seemed to have the
sameintelligence and good sense as any empty-headed young human in the presence of hisor her first
love. Which wasto say, noneat dl. Infact, he' d seen toddlers with more sense than the unicorns.

And it made him wonder, how on earth did they reproduce if they were besotted with humans and not
their own kind?

Maybe they didn’t. Maybe new unicorns were spontaneoudy generated out of something. Nectar and
dandelion floss. Honey and milkweed seeds. Spiderwebs and |eftover magic. Or maybe the forest spirits
created them; some of them were quite mischievous enough to do so.

Now that he was free of attention, he pulled hisflute out of the front of histunic, made surethat it hadn’t
been damaged in hisfdls, and put it to hislips. Music was how he caled on the magic that The Tradition
packed around him, And while he couldn’t say that he controlled it, he certainly guided it.

He sensed the magic flowing from the first note. Using him as a conduit, and the music asdirection, it
poured out over this place that was somehow integra to al of his Kingdom.

Bring us Luck, he urged the magic. Give usthe reddest cherries, the juiciest apples, the sweetest berries.
Make all the nuts sound and savory. Let the cattle and sheep, the goats and the horses, the donkeys and
swine and fowl of al sorts bring forth their young in ease and health and abundance. L et the land flow
with milk and honey. Let dl thingsflourish...yes, even unicorns....

He amost heard the magic reply in agreement. It was asif there were something just on the edge of
hearing that said, But of course! The Fool isthe Luck of the Land!

And the magic stopped looming over him like awave about to break, and flowed off to make dl thingsin
Led Bdarusasbucoalic asan illumination in amanuscript.

Meanwhile the unicorns sighed and gazed at him with undisguised longing, their eyes growing moist and
soulful as he played. He suppressed a chuckle; it didn’t do to laugh when you were playing aflute. It
would have been niceif he could have turned their passions toward a more appropriate species, but he
knew better than to charge the magic with that task. He was no mage, and anything subtle would almost
certainly backfire on him.

Now there was one more thing he had to do. With the last of the magic waiting to be released, the tone
of hissong grew dark. The unicorns shivered, and even the golden sunlight dimmed alittle.

In hisway, hewas not only the Luck of the Land, he wasits protector.

Demons, and mongters, and night-waking vampires, al things that would harm my land and my people,
hear now my music and flee from this Kingdom—



Agan, the smplest of commands, and one with no ambiguity. Whatever was evil was ordered to run to
the other side of the borders. When he was not riding about the Kingdom to apply the Luck and the
magic to specific problems, he did this as often as twice aweek, never going more than amonth before
having to cometo this pooal to discharge built-up magic. He d been doing this roughly since hewas
twelve. No one had taught him, it had just dl felt right. He really wished with dl his heart he could have
had some more guidance on this but the truth was, magicians never came here since he' d begun
discharging the built-up power on hisown.

Sometimes he wondered if maybe he was driving al magicians away, not just the oneswith bad
intentions.

Ahwell, that was unlikely, sncethisactudly didn’t drive dl evil things away, just the weekes, the easest
to influence. For others...well, others needed to be dedlt with directly.

He sensed the last of the power go; it waslike being clutched in afist and suddenly sensing thefist relax.
He ended the tune, and the unicorns sighed in unison.

Then surged back around him. *Prince Sasha, Prince Sasha, would you—" Nudging and cgjoling, they
begged for his attention. And soft-hearted as he was, he just couldn’t tell them no.

Well, hewouldn’t be leaving here any time soon. With arueful sigh, he pushed one of them asde and
made hisway to atiny hut built just outsde that circle of golden light, ahut so artfully hidden that even he,
who had built it, had a hard time spotting it.

Hewent inside and came out with apair of currying brushes and a comb, and as soon asthey saw these
implements, the unicorns gasped with happiness. Whether they were familiar to this spot or strangers,
they all seemed to understand, by somekind of arcane migration of thought, what lengths he would go to
in order to make them happy.

He spent the rest of the afternoon brushing and combing them, carefully saving out the mane and tall
hairs. Unicorn hair wasn't quite as valuable as dragon’ s blood, but it was potent, and therewas a
demand for it.

The unicornsthemsaveswere in ecstasy.

“Stay with us!” they pleaded, when he was done. “We scarcely see you anymore,” added the one that
seemed to be the leader thistime. “Y ou used to be here much more often than you are now.”

Hedidn't bother telling her that he was herein their glade far more in the past several months than they
thought. Unicornsweren't good at counting. Or at telling time, either. And their memoriesweren't very
reliable, sadly enough. Now that he cameto think of it, they were rather like dogs—good-natured, overly
affectionate, not very bright dogs. The ones whose conversation mostly consisted of “Hey! Hey! Hey!”

“I'll stay, but only if one of you go fetch my provisons,” he said. Why not? He didn’t have anywhere he
needed to be this evening. Whenever he was thrown out of the house, a basket of food and other needed
things would have been | eft at the head of the path by one of this brothers. Thiswas good, sound sense.
If someone wereto see him, they would never think to question what one of the Princes were doing with
extrafood. A Prince could do what he pleased, when he pleased, and had to answer to no one. A
servant, on the other hand, might well be stopped and questioned.

“I'll go,” said the smdllest of the five, and, rearing dightly and pivoting on her hind feet, she shot off likea
slver arrow through the shadows under the trees.



Shewas back in short order with the basket dangling from her horn.

Hetook it from her with thanks, and lifted the napkin to see what his brothers thought was appropriate to
keep him from gtarving.

Bread, soft cheeseto spread onit, dill and onions, and smoked sturgeon. A bone for the dog and honey
cakefor the unicorns. No, hisbrothers hadn’t packed this. This could only have come from his mother.

He smiled, and felt warmth spreading over him. He gave the dog the bone, and set the rest inside the hut.

“All right, ladies” he said, getting out hisflute again. *'Y ou have me for the night. What would you like to
heer?’

Chapter 3

“Well, my Cunning Little Vixen,” said the SeaKing, asan errant current sent alittle clown fish to threed
through his hair, thinking it was an anemone. It redized its mistake amoment later, and darted off to swim
down to the garden again. “I have ared chalengefor you. | know that something isamiss, but | do not
know what itis”

Katyaran her hand along the polished edge of the pink cora parapet on which she sat. Thiswasjust
about the only thing that she missed badly when she went onto the Drylands. Here in the Sea Kingdoms,
shewas essentidly “flighted,” since everyone swam in three dimensons. Once on dry land, shewas
restricted to her own two feet. She was not donein this. The King hated that so much that he could
scarcely bring himsdlf to poke his head above the surface.

Thetwo of them rested atop one of the many towers of the Palace, which, besideshaving aview asfar
asthe obscuring nature of the water would allow, meant that no one could possibly eavesdrop on them.
Thiswas awise precaution considering what it was that Katya actualy did for her father.

It was not dways easy being the youngest of fourteen children, but there were great advantagesto the
position if you were of an observant nature, and Katyawas. Y ou watched how people with bonds of
affection acted toward one another. Y ou saw how other people would try to use or intrude on those
bonds. When your family was important, you saw every possible manner of exploiter turn up and attempt
to usethem.

Y ou watched your siblingsfall for some gambits, make mistakes, have to repair them. Y ou saw your
parentsforced to fix the ones that your sblings themselves could not save.

Y ou were achild, consdered insgnificant, safe to ignore by those outside the family. And by the timeyou
were old enough to be significant, to be used yoursdlf, you knew dl of thetricks.

The SeaKing's brood was enormous, even by Drylander standards. Seven sons and seven daughters,
onefor every year, until both the King and Queen had decided that any more would stress the capacity
of the Palaceitsdf, not to mention the ingenuity of their father in finding places for them. Eventudly, for
the mgor positions, he had decided to mirror his off-spring; smilar duties, different titles. And being a
cregture of the Fey, of the Sea, and not nearly as bound in these things by The Tradition asmortas, he
elected to mirror the boys againgt the girls. Each of the daughters was being trained, groomed, and
nurtured toward the same sorts of lives asthe sons. Take Raisa, the edest. Like Mischa, shewasa
warrior. Unlike Mischa, shewas not apt at tactical thinking, but her combat skills were exquisite. Fighting
in the Seawas not nearly so driven by power and bulk asit was by finesse and quickness. So shewas
training asthe King's Champion, a Traditiond role with alot of the same Traditiona magic behind it asa
Godmother’s Champion, and she in turn handled the combat training of exceptiona individua fighters.



Tashawastraining as a Sorceress, Tanyaas her father’ s Seneschal, and Galyaashis. .. digtraction.
Among the brothers, middle son Y erik was the male counterpart to Tasha; Vitenka hard at work aready
as the Steward—at the moment, sisters Svetlana and Innawere not sure what they wanted to do, but
given their bent for diplomacy, Katya foresaw both of them happily making aliance marriages, so that
they could go exert their influence in another of the Sea Kingdoms. Which was adso what Leonide might
do. The highly amusing analog to Galyawas the other sort of distraction, theirritating kind—seventh son
Fabi had virtudly legped into his Traditiona role of the Wise Fool. Fortunately for Fabi, the Tradition of
the Wise Fool was not so strong nor demanding in the tales beneath the waves asit was on Dry Land. It
alowed him the luxury of being the artistic sort of Fool, the dreamy kind, whose wit was admired as well
asjust barbed enough to serve as a correction. Fabi was a poet, and agood one. He was, Katya
thought, entirely in love with words. In away, she pitied the girlswho yearned after him; they could
never, ever compete with poetry to claim his heart.

There was no ana ogous position to Wise Fool for a seventh daughter, for which Katyawas very
grateful. Liketherest of her shlingswho were not “destined” for aparticular life, she had been ableto
choose, with her father’ s guidance, what it was that she wanted to do.

It had not been the most obvious choice and, in fact, had she not been blessed with avery particular sort
of magicd ability, it probably would not have been possible.

“Your magicisdgtll asstrong asever?’ the King asked his daughter. “Y ou sill have no difficulty?’

“Stronger and easier to wield, Father,” she said with confidence. There were, of course, ways doubts
when onefirst cameinto amagic. It could leave, or change, or fade instead of strengthening. But once
one passed the magicaly sgnificant milestone of the twenty-first birthday, as Katyafindly had, it was
generdly stabilized for good and dll.

Thiswasimportant, snce Katya sform of water-magic, though not nearly as powerful asher
Sorceress-sgter’ sand virtualy identical toit in such thingsas* caling water” or forcing water cresturesto
obey her at need, did one thing that none of the rest could do.

She could walk on the Drylands without precautions or a second thought. That was the gift that touch of
Siren’ sblood gave to her. Beneath the waves, she breathed the water, while above it, she breathed the
ar. Trangtions were effortless and instantaneous.

That, combined with her appearance—tiny, white-blond, like an exquisite and fragile doll—made her the
ideal secret agent for the SeaKing in the Drylands aswell aswithin hisown Court.

He had been the first to suggest such athing, when she’ d brought some of her uncannily accurate
observations to him when she was only nine, though he had not proposed anything of the sort at the time.
“Keep watching, my cunning little vixen,” he had said. “Keep watching and come to me and we will talk
about what you have seen.” She had nodded, pleased that she had pleased him. On her thirteenth
birthday, he had told her what she was actudly doing. On her sixteenth, he asked if she wanted to
continue. On her seventeenth, he' d had sent her to the Drylands for the first time. No one else had
known what she was doing. Not even her mother. She had returned with the information that wreckers
were taking ships and blaming the Sea King. With that, her father had stopped awar before it started.

Now she had passed the last hurdle. Now that they both knew that she could go anywhere, any time, the
King would be free to send her anywhere he needed her.

“Well this should beinteresting for you,” the SeaKing said, nodding with satisfaction. “ The seabirdstell
me that something dreadful isarisng on theidand Kingdom of Nippon.”



Katyafdt her eyebrowsrising, as she looked into her father’ s handsome face. “1 have never beento
Nippon.” Thiswas definitely promising! Shetried to recal what she knew about that Kingdom. Nothing
redly. It wasachain of many smal idands and one very large one; she could not redly think of anything
else. Thisidand Kingdom was as far from the Paace asit was possible to be and till be touching their
borders.

“Nor I, actudly. | know only what isin thelibrary. But if the seabirds are noticing something bad, it is
likely to be very bad indeed.” He grimaced. “ Since normally al one ever hears out of aseabird is‘Mine!
Mine! Mine! Mine!” this does not bode well. | tend to leave Nippon aone, asthey are very touchy,
M_’)

“They are an idand and touch the Sea.on al sdes, and anything arising there will have to crossthe Seato
go dsewhere” Katyanodded. “Lord King my father, | will vigt the library to acquaint mysdf with al that
we have, and then | will be on my way.”

Hislook of pridefilled her with confidence, even though thiswasthefirst time he had set her atask ina
place where neither of them had any redl previous experience. If he believed in her, and believed she was
ready—then she wasready! “I depend upon your eyes and ears and cleverness, my daughter. | know
you will not fail me, nor your Kingdom.”

He returned to his counting-house, and she swam down to the repository of knowledge they al referred
toasa“library” athough it hadn’t asingle book init. It couldn’'t have real books, of course; paper would
rapidly disintegrate here. All the magical books that Tasharead were especidly created just for her, the
lettersincised into paper-thin meta pages, the bindings al of metal-covered wood. But to preserve a
library full of rea bookswould mean the casting of many spellsto protect them, moreto alow themto be
handled and read. Again, the question of the delicate balance of magicsinsde the protective shield
around the Palace arose, and the answer was the same as always. It was not worth the risk.

But the “library” had been hereforever. It had been here since there had been a SeaKing in this
Kingdom. The magic around the Palace had been put there when it had aready been in place for
centuries. It wasvery likely, infact, that the Palace had been erected herein the first place primarily
because the library was dready here.

She swam through a cord garden, the most popular garden surrounding the Palace, full of secluded,
blue-lit grottos, great staghorn branches of black and red corals surrounding soft pockets of sand, sea
fans providing endless places for children or adultsto play hide-and-seek. But in the center of the coral
garden was her god, hidden within a seacave, and illuminated by the glow of aset of strange,
luminescent coras she had never seen anywheredse.

She swam indde, waited for her eyesto adjust to the dimmer light, then approached thelibrary.

In the center of the cave was adab of stone; something trand ucent and white. She thought it might be
quartz, but no one knew for sure, because no one wanted to upset the magic here, and it would probably
take magic to find out. It was precisely cut into the shape of atriangle. By whom? No one knew.

On thetop of the sonelay ashdll.

Not an ordinary shell, mind. In the shape of a conch shdll, this one was made of the same trand ucent
white Stuff asthetable. It must have been carved, athough every detail was precisely identicd to ared
conch, including afew little irregularities and places whereit looked asif barnacles had tried to attach.

This, infact, wasthelibrary.



And unlikeared library, it was not portable. Y ou could not move the stone dab; it was somehow rooted
to therock beneath it. Y ou could not take the shell, either. The moment you left the grotto, it would
vanish from your hand and reappear back on top of the dab. Whatever magic had created it dso
appeared to protect it. Y ou could smash both shell and dab with hammers, and both would heal

themsdl ves within moments.

She picked the shell up. “I need to know as much as possible about the Kingdom of Nippon,” she said
carefully. Then she drifted up onto the white stone triangle and settled down on it. When shewas
comfortable, she put the shell to her ear and closed her eyes.

Atfirg, she heard only what you would hear up on the Drylandsif you put ashell to your ear; something
like the sound of the sea. It was like the sound of the sea, dthough it was not the actual sound of the sea
of course; you could not fool someone from the Sea Kingdoms into thinking it was. But under that sound
came asoft murmuring, and she listened deeply to that murmur, dlowing it to lull her, asthe voice
became clearer and clearer. She never exactly went to deep; thiswas more like a state of trance, though
that was something she never achieved except when listening to the library. For avery, very long time she
remained thisway. Somehow her arm never became fatigued, nor her legs cramped from sitting in one
position for so very long without moving.

Sheliterdly could not tell how long it wasthat she sat there. The grotto was atimeless place, and there
was no light leeking in from the outside.

It was dark when she emerged from the sea cave, with everything the collective scholars of this Sea
Kingdom knew about Nippon stowed away in her mind. Alasthat it was not agreat deal. She knew
nothing, for example, of what the people wore, though she did know what they looked like. They were
small, but not blond; though another aspect of the magic she got from the Sirens—the ability to look like
anyone she cared to—would come into play here, she would not know how to dress. She would haveto
rely on The Tradition to help her. Tricky, that. It would do so only if the story needed her intervention, or
if her story needed itsintervention. Still. It had helped her before, and it would likely do so again, and it
was dwaysworth trying.

Her eyes were drawn inexorably to her home. Now that it was night, the Palace glowed againgt the dark
water likeagiant lantern, al pale pink, and if possble, looking even more like a crestion out of adream.
The lights from within glowed through the cord walls; except when the Palace settled down to deep, no
room was ever left unlit, so the effect was never spoiled by dark patches. Even then, there were dways
small lights|eft burning, so that there was dways afaint glow to the place. Down in the gardens, the night
fish had come out; luminescent, they sported patterns or lures of glowing green or pale blue dong their
flanks. Some of the little squid and octopods that lived in the garden aso glowed. Some of the patterns
moved, or flashed on and off. Some of the anemones glowed aswell. The glowing Palace was
surrounded by a garden full of tiny, moving lights. And on the surface above and just alittle below it, the
glow-drift gleamed, thin scarves of palelight that were redlly made up of millionsand millionsof tiny sea
creatures dmost too small to be seen. This served as stars for the Sea Kingdoms, though no one who
had ever seen the actual stars ever found the glow-drift as satisfying.

Armed with her information, and aready wearing her fish-scale armor, Katyawas ready to go.

Now, it was a curious thing with her father; he hated goodbyes. He liked theillusion that if heturned a
corner, hejust might come across the person that he knew very well was somewherefar, far avay.
Maybe it had something to do with the fact that as ayoung child, most of the people he had actudly said
goodbye to had never returned. That had been aturbulent time, when war raged between this Kingdom
and the Drylanders of the south, and she could hardly fault her father for having such areaction.



And athough the rest of the family waswell aware of how she served King and Kingdom, aswere his
advisers and other specia agents, he had made it very clear that the family was not to know when and
where she had gone when she took on atask for him. It could be dangerousfor her, for even as cautious
asthey were, it was possible for something to fal in conversation whereit could be overheard. Asfor the
Court—well, since more than afew of those tasks she' d been set when she was younger had been about
uncovering the true motives of one Court member or another...it was not wise to inform them, either.

Asamatter of principle, she alowed hersdf to trust no onein the Court. Not even when her father
trusted them.

So she never said goodbye to anyone. Ever. She just went.
That was what she did now; she swam to the stables to find hersdlf aride.

Stables was amisnomer, redly. It wasreally an enclosure, with walls of net strung between pylons
formed of old ship masts, where various small whales and dol phinswho were visiting the Palace could
gtay. The net kept them from drifting off when they dozed, and mullet was served to the visitors severd
timesaday. That madeit agood spot for them to relax and hang about; some to gossip with each other,
someto get fed without effort, some just because they were willing to lend afluke now and again to some
task like Katya's. Normally Katyawould select adolphin, porpoise, or apilot whaeto carry her where
she needed to go, but thistime, the journey would be along one, and she needed strength, speed, and
stamina. With the smdler cetaceans, you could have any combination of two, but not al three.

So she was going to have to choose something very different from her old friends, and no little bit
dangerous.

She needed an orca.

When she entered the enclosure, there were three orcas there, al habitués of the Palace. Two of them
were old, seasoned veterans, one with hisflank scarred by the marks of squid suckers, the second with a
lopped-off dorsal fin where ashark had bitten it off. The youngest was the one she was most interested
in; he was known to be afast swimmer, not because he had ever taken arider before, but because he
had won severd interpod races. He was handsome, but not unscarred; there were the marks of combat
on hisflukes, aclear impression of teeth.

He was awake, too, which was good, as the other two were aready dozing. Orcas tended to be testy if
you woke them.

Likedl the Roya Family, Katya had tasted Dragon’ s Blood, that of an ancient SeaDrakethat livedina
sea cave beneath the Palaceitself, and woke only once every hundred years or so. She had never seen it
awake, though her father had. She envied him.

She and the last four of her siblings had dl tasted the blood at once. The Drake was impossibly beautiful,
like an enormous cross between a Sea Serpent and aLionfish. In deep, it lay coiled around astone in the
center of its cave that had been worn smooth by its movements asit dept. It had an enormous frill of
black-and-white striped spines, and aridge of smilar spines down its back. Both were folded flat, but
moved alittle as the King took aknife, nicked the membrane between two toes and collected athick
drop of blood. She had moved forward very carefully and with the others, tasted it from the point of the
knife beforeit could wash away.

And then.. .then she had understood the language of the Beasts. Interestingly enough, it had aso given
her the Gift for understanding the various spoken and written languages of every race she had ever
encountered, though it had not done so for her siblings. She had spoken first to adolphin, and her life had



seemed changed forever.

The Dragon’ s Blood had unlocked the speech of every cetacean, of course. So it was no difficulty at dl
for her to bow to the orcaand say toit, “Eagle of the Sea, | wonder if | might trouble you for amoment,”
and be perfectly understood.

The orcaregarded her with itsright eye, round and shrewd. “ The Sea King' s youngest daughter comes
to have words with me, dthough we have never met. Presumably, you want something.”

Orcas were odd beasts. They absolutely required formdity and deference from those who initialy
approached them, then tested them with rudeness, or sometimes even threats. It was probably because
that was the way they treated each other. Big predators were always testing each other.

So shelaughed. “But of course! Doesn't everyone? This offers chalenge though. An epic swim, if you
will, and perhaps at the end of it, something interesting to see. Have you ever been to the place the
Drylanderscdl Nippon?’

Herolled so that he looked at her with his other eye. “Hmm. | have not. It would be anew placeto see.
An epic swim, you say?’ He blasted her with ajolt of sound that jarred her insdes for amoment. She
didn't even flinch; definitdly another test. “ Such athing would make me aitractive to thefemaes. | am
looking to start a pod soon. A strong swimmer, agood hunter. Hmm.” He rolled back to the other side.
“Andyou...you areawarior.”

“Of sorts,” she agreed.

“Y ou do not show fear, only proper deference.” He blew ablast of bubbles. “Y ou would be agood
companion. Wewill go.”

“My thanks. May | know your name?’ she asked, going over to the Sde of the enclosure, which redly
served only to keep the visitors from drifting off on the currents asthey dept, and as a place to hang the
various sizes of traveling harness and the weapons one needed when traveling.

“Sharptooth. Y ou would be the one cdled Tsunami.”

That pulled her up sharply. She had never heard her Orcan name before. “ Tsunami? Why am | cdled
that?’ she asked, as shefitted the harness over hisnose.

He blew agtring of laugh bubbles. “Because nothing at al of you shows on the surface, and only at the
last moment do you reved yourself. And those who see you are swept away.”

She had to admit, that was afairly good encapsulation of her style. “I trust you approve and agree with
suchaname,” shesad dryly, dowly working the traveling harness over histdl dorsa fin.

He blew another string of laugh bubbles. “I am of the People. Y ou need to ask?’

Orcas were the fagtest svimmersin the sea. Sharptooth was probably one of the fastest orcasin the
Kingdom. Katya held to his harness, flattened hersalf down along his back to reduce resistance, and let
him go. Asfor giving him directions—this was an orca. He had accessto the best guidesin theworld.
Other orcas, and the only great whaesthat could rival an orcafor fierce nature, the sperm whaes. He
samply set out in the right generd direction and began caling out his destination. Soon, someone replied.
“Thisway.” He oriented himsdlf on the call without dackening his pace.



Once out of the shelter of the magic around the Palace, the water had turned cold and the magic that
allowed anyone to breathe water vanished asthey crossed theinvisible barrier, and her body had reacted
by changing, just asthe Srens' bodies did. There was one moment of icy cold, and amoment when it felt
asif shewas choking.

Then she was warm again, and she could breathe.

They paused to chase down, catch, and eat some salmon. She spread a purse net vertically in the water;
he chased the school toward it. The school hit the net and she pulled the cord that turned it into abag,
catching enough for him with one left over for her medl.

As she diced raw bits off and ate them, he eyed her. “ There were sedls,” he offered. “I did not chase
them.”

She eyed him back. “If it isachoice between sed and starving...”

He blew bubbles. “Good, you are practical. | doubt you would let me take porpoise under any
circumgtancesthough....”

“I’d rather you didn’'t et my alies.” She suspected, from the tone of hisvoice, that he wasteasing her.
“It makesfor bad fedingsdl around if you egt dlies”

“True. And we should be gone.”

“Sowe should.” She diced off thefillets and stowed them in afish-skin pouch on the harness. Shewas
st for food now; al they had to worry about was keeping him fed. She secured herself to his harness,
tucked hersdlf down again, and they were off.

A journey like this had a curious timelessness about it. They stopped to rest when they weretired,
hanging together in the featureless, empty blue that was the mid-ocean far from any shore. When hewas
hungry, he would query the surrounding water until he got an answer about where the food was, and they
would make adight detour. The sun rose and set above the water; once they waited asit touched the
horizon to seeif they could catch the “green flash” that supposedly came asit passed beneath the waves,
but neither of them saw anything. So they moved on.

Findly, there were gullsin the sky, bits of greenery on the waves, and they knew they were nearing some
kind of land.

Thenthey saw it.

Journey’ s end, but the mere beginning for Katya; though Sharptooth would be a part of thisfor abit
longer. Firgt, Katya had to find the right part of what wasredlly avery largeidand.

For that, they needed to listen to the seabirds.

At their firgt landfall, the birds were acting perfectly normally. Nothing much to complain of, it seemed,
other than that someone was aways steding food. And there wasthe usud gull chorus. “Mine! Mine!
Mine! Mine!” They turned their faces southward aong the coastline and plunged on, pausing long enough
to give the hungry orcaamea of good mullet.

The second time, half aday later, was equaly fruitless. It was afull moon, though, so they eected to
cover more leaguesin the search.

But the third time—as sunrise flooded the sky with light, and the seabirds rose to mest it.



“Death! Death! Degth!” cried one.
“Despair! Despair!” cried a second.

Katyaturned to look at the round, bright eye of her companion. “I think we have found the right place,”

Chapter 4

Sharptooth had l€ft, after giving the unusua pledge that if she needed him, she must summon him through
the Sperm Whales or the Orca pods. She stepped out of the water and shook herself off, waiting while
her body shivered in the shock of change, her lungstook in the first gasping breeth of air, and shefelt
things subtly shift indde her.

Then, she spread her arms wide, spun out athread of magic, and sent it questing after The Tradition. Not
that The Tradition was anything like an entity, except...

Except that sometimesit acted asif it was.

Well, no matter. She knew when her magic touched it, and she promptly insnuated her will into it,
cgoling. | need tofitin here, shetold it; if there was one thing that The Tradition “liked,” it wasfor
everything and everyoneto follow down its favored and predetermined paths. Thiswasaland full of
smdll black-haired people who looked a certain way. She didn’t ook that way, and wanted to. She
sensed itsinterest, then its power. Quickly, beforeit could €ect to do something annoying, and seized on
that image of fitting in, and decided to make her fit in as abeggar, she needed to take control when the
power wasthere.

| need tofitin here, shetold it.

And the moment when it decided that it needed to help her do that, she invoked exactly how she wanted
tofit in. Asahigh-ranking noblewoman—with whatever was the most beautiful clothing that was
availablel

Because, after dl, it was no fun being a peasant.

She had her eyes closed in order to concentrate; the magic wasthick, very thick around here. No
wonder the seabirds were crying doom; whatever was happening was powerful and The Tradition had
taken note quite strongly.

But she was a bit taken aback when it suddenly felt asif someone had draped her in a hundred bolts of
fabricdl a once.

Legs muffled, arms enveloped, head bowed forward—her eyesflew open and she looked down at
hersdlf in shock.

It not only felt asif someone had draped her in ahundred bolts of fabric—it looked that way, too.
She must have been wearing six layers of clothing.

Inform, the main article she was enveloped in was a heavily embroidered blue silk robe, but the
rectangular, lined deeves siwept down to and aong the sand, the robeitself trailed along behind her by
thelength of her arm, and it was bound around her by abroad, stiff, embroidered silk sash with an
elaborate bow or knot that she could fed at the small of her back. Benesth this robe was another;
beneath that till another—there must have been six or seven of these robes, each carefully layered so as
to show adliver of colored silk at the neckline. Her hair had been bound up and hidden beneath awig



made in atiff mounded style with hair sticks thrust through it, and on her feet were wooden sandas so
tall she was afraid to take a step in them. Not that she could have even if she had wanted to. She
couldn’'t move.

Theclothing was beautiful but—
Thiswas utterly ridiculous.

Would The Tradition give her another chance? She closed her eyes and tested the potential magic about
her.

There was nothing there. She’ d had her chance. Now she had to find some other way of getting the job
done.

Drat.

With asigh, she began divesting hersdlf of al of the many garments. She would just have to do thisthe
hard way.

By dusk, she was quietly moving through the underbrush at the sde of aroad, following her ingtinctsinto
the north. She had found a peasant farmer’ s house with commoner’ s clothing drying on bushes outside it.
Figuring that one of those sk robes was probably worth more than ahundred outfits, sheleft dl seven of
the robes nestly folded beneath the bush, with the wig on top. She kept the jeweled hair sticks, the jade
ornaments attached to the sash, and the handful of trinkets she found tucked inside deeves, in the sash.
She might not need them, but you never knew.

How do women manage to do anything in this place? she thought crosdly, dipping from shadow to
shadow. Thisdid not bode well for accomplishing her father’ stask quickly. If women were so confined
by their clothing, what other fetters did thisland put on them?

What a confounded nuisance.

The Templewasin shambles.

Katyaknew it had to be a Temple; religious structuresin nearly every land she had ever been in were
generdly very smilar, though thiswas very small and rather humble. Perhgpsit was a Shrinerather than a
Temple? This place had avery large front gate, all of wood, which stood open, and a broad avenue lined
with stone lanterns leading directly to the front doors, aso standing open. Therewasalarge bell and
hammer to one Side of the door, athough one sde of the bell frame was splintered and broken. The
once-manicured grounds were overgrown with weeds, and the gravel paths had bits of grass sprouting in
them. Katya climbed the steps |eading to a porch around the entire structure, then stepped quietly
through the open doors and peered around in the gloom. The exterior walswere dl of wood, and the
place appeared to be just one big room with awooden floor. There was an dtar with the statue of aman
seated in across-legged pose on it. The serenity of the man’s expression was marred by the hole gouged
in the statue’ sforehead.

Violation of asacred space. Thisisnot good.

The destruction was not new; in fact, it looked very much asif it had happened many months ago, and
yet there had been no attempt to repair it. The Temple looked abandoned.

She prowled around the edges of the room. It was curioudly barren, but the walls behind the altar



seemed to be composed of nothing but paper stretched in frames. Odd. Very odd. There were no doors,
and yet there seemed to be further space beyond the paper walls.

She examined the wallsfurther, and her curiosity increased. It gppeared that the center section of each
wall moved. She gave the one nearest her an experimental push.

It moved sdeways with afaint sound, and she stared at the room beyond. ..
...and the old man gitting disconsolately in the corner. He looked up at her.

Helooked like amore ancient version of the Qin sailorsthat she had seen, very rarely, among the crews
of saillorsfrom other lands on trading ships. He was quite smdl, no tdler than she, and hisskinwaslike
parchment, his eyes narrow and danted. He looked—broken. “1t'sno use,” he said dully. “If you have
come on her behdf, you might aswell know that she has dready taken the only vauable thing we had. If
you have come for solace, there is noneto be had here. | have tried my best, but | am old and hurt, and
the othersare al dead.”

“What others, Grandfather?’ she asked, coming over to help him up as hetried to stand. “1 am a stranger
here—"

“I can offer you shelter for the night, but little else,” the old man said, asif he had not heard her. “My
brother monks are dead, and no one comes from the village anymore. | think they may be dead, too. |
have not had the strength to look.”

She helped him to hisfeet and at hisdirection, into alittle building behind the shrine, which proved to be
an open room with akitchen a one end. Therewasasmdl fire burning in abrazier, with akettle of water
over it. “| havetea—" he began.

“Grandfather, you will sit, and you will let metend to things,” she said firmly. Princess she might be, but
shewas also not a stranger to every sort of work. That, too, had been part of her training, so that she
could counterfeit virtually anyone of any station. Before long, she had the old man comfortable beside a
much larger fire, cradling acup of hot tea. At hisdirection, she had started a pot of some sort of grain
cooking, then went out to survey the rest of the Temple and its grounds.

It had been pretty much ransacked, and the more she saw, the angrier she became. A great ded of the
destruction was purely wanton damage. There was no reason to it if, asthe old man had said, there was
only one object of value here. It gppeared that five or Sx others had lived here with the old man in lives
of quiet smplicity, which had in one day been shattered by an outside force. She did manageto find
some bedding that was not too torn up, and the palet the old man himself must have been using, and
some of the same short robes and loose trews of plain dark cloth that both of them were wearing, which
had been stored in acloset. That would give both of them achange of clothing.

She returned to the old man laden with her gleanings to find he had gotten enough energy to tend to the
food. He looked up at her entrance, his face much more dert thistime. “Little daughter, you are too
kind.”

“Grandfather, it ismy duty,” shereplied. “Can you tel me what happened here?’

He bowed hishead. “ It was awitch,” he said sadly, “and we were not prepared to combat her. But we
did not know. How were we to know?’

Sowly, asthe grain cooked, as she made up bedsfor both of them near the warmth of thefire, asthey
ate, she pieced together the story. Thiswas not an important shrine, but it was regularly visited by the



folk of anearby village, and the old man and hisfive fellow priests tended the shrine and the grounds, and
the spiritual needs of the village, faithfully. The statue—she could not make out from his sometimes
rambling speech whether it was of agod, or of agreat priest of that god—had been unearthed
accidentally severa decades ago by afarmer plowing hisfields, and the shrine built to houseit, priests
found to tend the shrine once it was completed. No one had thought that the statue was of any particular
importance; the dark stone embedded in its forehead had seemed nothing more than asimple bit of
ornamentation.

This old man had been one of thefirst group of six prieststo be sent here; as old age had thinned their
ranks, others had been sent to replace them. Katya gathered, as she ate the boiled grains and listened
closdly, that although there were branches of prieststhat were martia in nature and trained in combative
techniques, these were not of that order, being dtrictly contemplative. “Thiswasjust aforest shring,” he
repested, over and over, his bewilderment evoking her pity. “What did we have that anyone would
want?’

Then, two months ago, She had turned up at the door.

She hadn’t been subtle, either. The way the old man described it, she hadn’t even issued achdlenge. The
first they had known of her arrival was when the doors had blown open, and awhite-clad, white-haired
woman surrounded by awhirlwind of grimacing demons strode into the sanctuary.

“A witch,” the old man caled her. Katyawould have called her a sorceress, but whatever you cdled her,
it was pretty clear that she was very powerful. It was aso quite clear that she was both ruthless and evil.

The old man himsalf had been the first to bar her way, with amulets binding both wrists and a blessed
saff to protect him, he had interposed himself between the witch and the others.

Amulets and blessed gtaff had been utterly usdless. With asmple gesture, she had flung him through the
ar a the bdl framejust outside. And that was literaly the last thing he knew until he/ d woken up again, in
terrible pain, lying at the foot of the bell shrine with abroken arm and cracked ribs.

He had staggered into the sanctuary to find hisfellow priests dead, lying where they too had been
thrown, and the stone wrenched out of the statue.

“It must have been important, some sort of amulet or talisman,” the old man said brokenly. “ But we were
smple priests. We never had any magic of our own, only magic in things we were given and the power of
our faith. How were we to know?’

“You couldn’t,” she soothed him, as she helped him into bed. “Y ou could not have known.”
It was clear that the attack had broken his spirit aswell as his body.

The old man had cremated his fellow priests by the smple expedient of dragging their poor bodiesto an
unused shed, drenching them with oil, and setting fire to the place. He had then waited for someone from
the village to come to send word of what had happened to his superiors.

But no one ever came, and he was too wesk to make the walk himsalf. And by now, he had lost faith
thet they il lived.

“Beeasy, Grandfather,” she said into the darkness. “ Tomorrow thiswill be dedlt with. | am young and
grong. If thereishelp to be found for you nearby, | will find it. If thereisnone, | will take you to where
hdpis”

As so0n as he was adegp, she got up again, and stole out.



She needed very little deep, and right now she needed information far more than deep. Thanksto the old
man, she knew where the village should be, and the first piece of information she needed was whether or
not there was anyone il divethere.

Under the cover of darkness, she sprinted down the road and before the moon was very high, she had
cometo the village. She had feared that what she uncovered would be “what waseft” of the village, and
to her intenserdief found it il standing.

Easy enough to seefrom adistance, it was like a collection of toy housesal lit up. She caught ahint of
the steep thatched roofsin the moonlight, but most of the light came from lanterns outside the doors and
being carried by people milling about. The houses dl seemed to be like the shrine; substantid insize,
raised off the ground, and sometimes going to two or three ories.

Evidently, there was ameeting of some sort going on in what looked like avillage square. Katya dowed
to awak, and then, after pausing for amoment in the shadows, worked her way toward the ones that
seemed to be doing the most talking.

She listened silently, on the outskirts of the crowd, keeping hersdf in shadows. She had the notion that if
she stayed very quiet, since she was afemale, the men might not notice her. And she wasright. There
were other women and children hovering half in the shadows, listening, but none of them said aword.

She examined these villagers aswell aslistening to them; for the most part, they wore the same kind of
loose trews and wrapped tunic that she had purloined. The men were quite muscular. The women looked
quite strong, too, leading Katya to think that, asin the Sea Kingdom the women of thisland were not
inclined to hide behind their menfolk, even if they did defer to them.

The“meeting” consisted of agreat dedl of quarreling, not to the point of shouting, but very near. A
minority of the men, mostly young, wanted to find out what had happened at the shrine. The mgjority
were dtill too frightened to go, and kept reminding the othersthat “ she’ had said it was none of their
business, and to Stay away.

Well, after the priest’ s story, Katya had agood ideawho “she’” was. The witch had given some sort of
demondtration of her powers and managed to thoroughly cow the leaders.

Katyaheard the fear there, fear and even some panic that made the voices of most of those spesking a
bit shrill. The facesin the lantern light were strained, and severd of the speakers kept looking back over
their shoulders asif they were afraid they were going to be overheard.

But to Katya, the interesting thing was that thiswitch had threatened the villagers rather than actualy
doing anything to them.

She must have made some display of power, or they wouldn’t be so frightened, but it didn’t look asif the
display of power included much actual harm. Not like what had happened to the monks. Katya doubted
that thiswas out of the kindness of her heart, or adisnclination to daughter an entire village full of people.
Ohmy, no.

It had to have been because she couldn’t do anything to them.

As she listened to the arguments go back and forth, she wondered what the difference was between the
villagers and the monks. Because the witch hadn’t hesitated a moment before going al out againgt the
drine

What was in the shrine, besides the talisman?



Perhapsthe answer lay, not in what but in who.

Six unarmed priests, none of whom weretrained in fighting, most of whom were probably old or elderly?
| suspect that may be the answer. They were not achdlenge. But avillage full of working men and
women, with wesapons or wegpon-like objects...

Whatever it isthat the talisman does...might have very little to do with combet.

She might have demons, but evidently not enough of them. Not enough that she could take on avillage.
Or d<e...her demons couldn’t cope with something that the villagers could use against them.

She began casting glances around at the homes and workshops. There were carvings and written
symbols everywhere; they could be nothing, or they could be guardians and runes of protection. But the
shrine presumably would have had the same sort of protections. That couldn’t beit.

Something common, so common asto be easily overlooked.

Theiron of their farming implements? The bird-frightenersin the fields? The presence of ancestrd spirits
about the village? The presence of children in the village? Without having the sort of concentrated and
focused magic that area magician or sorceress had, rather than the bits and bobs that she had asthe
daughter of the Sea King, there was just no way for her to work it out.

Katya circled the group, looking for clues, hoping for idees. At least at the moment, it appeared that the
witch was not al that powerful—certainly not so powerful that she could not be overcome by someone
who actualy had strong magic. But Katya knew better than to trust appearances. She wanted to see this
creature with her own eyes, to judge for hersdf just how dangerous shewas.

And then there were the seabirds. They would never be crying doom if the danger wasn't redl. So just
because thiswitch wasn't strong enough to take on agroup of smple villagers at the time of the
confrontation—

She might be very strong now. She had her stone, and asfar as she knew, al the priestswere dead. The
threats had served their purpose; the villagers had stayed away from the shrine long enough for her trail to
have gone cold. That may have been exactly what the witch wanted.

Wéll, thiswould not be the only cold trail that Katya had pursued. Meanwhile, she also needed to get
help for the old priest. It was avery good thing that she knew exactly how to get that help.

On the outskirts of the crowd were the adolescents, huddled in aknat, listening intently and doing no
small amount of grumbling. Katya went to eavesdrop.

“Who isthisforeign witch to tell uswe are not to visit our own shrine?” hissed one of the boys, keeping
his voice down. Katya smiled.

“That'sright!” One of Katyd slittle magics was the ability to make her words seem to come from anyone
other than hersdlf. Right now it seemed to be coming from agroup of four, each of whom would swear
one of the others had spoken just now. “Besides, those priests aren't fighters! What if something
happened to them?’

“I’'m sure something did,” replied thefirst boy, grimly. “ Someone should have been sent as soon as that
witch was out of sght.”

“I never thought | would ever feel ashamed of my father.” That was another of Katya slittle prods. It
struck home with more than one of the youngsters.



“If the old men won't act, we should,” growled the first boy, and within moments, with alittle more
prodding on Katya s part, the young men had withdrawn to where they wouldn't be overheard by their
elders. Katyafollowed them just long enough to be sure that they were of one mind on going to the shrine
in defiance of the witch’s orders. But once she was sure—once she had actually seen them marching out
onthelir way—

Shefdt alittle badly about it; she’d manipulated them shameesdy and now they thought of their own
parents and grandparents as cowards. On the other hand...

There was an old man, sick and hurt, who had been trying to take care of himsdlf for far too long now. It
was more than time that someone helped him.

Assheleft thevillage, dipping slently through the shadows with the cool, damp scent of water strongin
her nose, they were on the road back to the shrine. And their eders were still arguing whether or not
anyone ought to seeif the old priestswere dl right.

Once she got out of earshot, and down to the banks of the stream she had smelled, she put it dl out of
her mind. She had far more pressing thingsto think about.

Now if | wereawitch, and | wasn't planning on fighting my way to power, wherewould | go?

Chapter 5

At sometime near midnight she stopped.

Before her, silver with the moon etching a path across the mirror-smooth waters, stretched atruly
beautiful lake.

There was not even abreath of breeze to ripple the glassy surface, and Katya stared at the pure, clean
water longingly. It would be cold, of course, but for the Sea King's children—

Wéll, they swam through, and fought in the waters of the Arctic. This lake was not that cold. And there
would be so very many advantagesto being in her proper form, not the least of which wasthat shewould
be able to interrogate every water sirit there was hereabouts.

She stared at the moon path for along time, then sighed. Shefdlt sticky and dirty. It was onething to be
ableto disguise one' s salf asa person of rank, comfort, and privilege. It was quite another to experience
life asaDrylander as a peasant. Not that she hadn’t done that before but...it made the task less of a
pleasure and far more like work.

It didn’t take agreat dedl of thought to convince hersdlf; after athorough check to make sure she was
not being observed, she reverted and dipped under the water.

Quickly, she swam down to concedl hersdlf in akelp forest and sent out the silent call. Asher father's
daughter and a princess of the Royal Blood, she could summon and direct any creature of the water,
whether it be natura or magicd in nature. Some, she could even coerce, though sherarely did so.
Although they were by no meansasmobile asar spirits, thelittle crestures of the water did go many
places unseen and unheard, and if the witch was anywhere about, they would probably know something
about the cregture. Her movements at least, if not her motives.

She expected some information. She did not expect to be virtually mobbed by the little water creatures of
thisKingdom.



The moonbeams piercing through the surface of the lake illuminated a horde of crestureslarge and small,
in abewildering variety of forms, which homed in on her asif she were aloadstone and they were bits of
iron. Some were actud fish, frogs, and turtles. Others were pure spirits of the water, tiny water-fairiesin
the form of impossible fish-like creatures, wildly colored and with avast variety of fins, pines, and
crests. Others were strangely transparent snakes, or miniature dragons.

Some were ghosts—which rather startled her, asin the lands where she was accustomed to walk, ghosts
were ararity. Some of the ghosts were true haunts, spiritsthat, for whatever reason, were unable or
unwilling to pass on—those were generdly the spirits of people who had met with an untimely and
water-related end. Some were guardiansto their families of fisher folk. Some....their motives were
unclear to her, and shewasn't at dl sure she wanted to probe any further to find out.

All of them were desperate to tell her about the witch. And very, very quickly indeed, she got the sense
that the seabirds had not been crying doom frivoloudy.

Gradually, as she listened to them, she got a sense of what the witch was up to. It was adiabolically
clever scheme, for it was dways more difficult to remove someone who was the power behind the throne
rather than the power onit.

Despite her acquisition of the stone, she still wasn't al that powerful, not by the stlandards of a great
Wizard or Sorceress. But she was certainly powerful enough to cause aripple acrosstheland. And it
was entirely possible that thistalisman, this artifact, was not one that granted overt power, but rather one
that granted something more subtle.

That was going to make Katya sjob infinitely more difficult.
Asfor what thewitch wasdoing...

“She appeared at thelord sgatein her litter,” fretted a childlike ghost with hair that pooled on the ground
a her feet. “The litter-bearerswere al demons, of course. She said she had been sent, asa gift, and one
look at her and the lord was under her spell.”

That seemed to be her pattern. She appeared on the very doorstep of powerful lords. She said she had
been sent as a gift; Katya could only assume she was posing as a courtesan of some note. The moment
that the lord saw her, he was under her spell, dismissing other concubines, sending hiswife away, and

generaly acting besotted. She would consolidate her hold over him, then move on to the next conquest.

And then....nothing. One would think she would then urge her conquest to some conflict with his
neighbors but. . .not.

Infact, it seemed she actively discouraged any such thing. She merely consolidated her position, then
moved on to the next lord.

Katyapondered dl of thisand frowned, as agitated water pirits circled her. Others might view this
differently, but she saw a pattern.

Once she had dl thewarlordsin this place following her will, she could choose one to become the
figurehead, and take the Kingdom. Since this Kingdom had no Godmother, it might be avery long time
before she found hersdf chalenged. And if this Kingdom possessed some powerful magica artifacts
besides the one she dready had—she could challenge the SeaKing.

That...would be bad.

Asit happened, sincethislake was very large indeed, the witch was not far by astraight swim. Katya



pushed off from the kel p bed, invoked the webbing between her fingers and toes, and set off at a pace
that left most of the water dwellers behind.

And before she was hadfway to her god, it became obvious that thistime, the witch was not going to
haveit al her own way—for flashes of magical power were lighting up the night sky.

Katya put on an extra burst of speed.

She legped out of the water, but did not bother to change to amore human form. Looming above the
water was a Palace—for that was dl that such ahuge and ornate building could be—and it was from
within this structure that the signs of amagic struggle in progress were coming.

As Katya sprinted up the path to the Palace itsdlf, it became very obvious that the witch was taking no
chances on unexpected friends or dlies showing up and weighing in on the Side opposing her. The path
was strewn with the apparently lifeless bodies of the Pdace guards....

Katya stopped dead in her tracks beside the first one and frantically felt for apulse. To her intense rdlief,
the man was dill dive. So it wasthe usud trick of shutting the inhabitants of an entire areain deep.

She wouldn't be able to wake them until the witch was defeated, but at least they were il dive.

And there was this much. At least they wouldn't be either at the command of the witch, or able to spring
to their mistress sdefense,

Katya hoped not, anyway.

Up aflight of gairsto astunningly beautiful wooden porch, she ran. The porch was strewn with flat,
square pillows, and she guessed that it was afavorite place for the warlord and hisfamily to spend time.
Nothing in sight that she could use as aweapon, though, not even achair or astoal.

The doors were wide open, and she charged inside.

Katyagot only the vaguest of impressions of the place—that it was huge, that it was as barren of furniture
asthe porch—when her attention was riveted by the two combatants and their hostage.

He had to be ahostage. The combatants wouldn't have left him standing there unattended otherwise.

His eyes were glazed over and he swayed abit where he stood, which was off to the side of the room.
Hewasin no danger yet, but it was possible that once the witch saw anew element enter the affray, she
would cut her losses, kill the warlord, and vanish.

So as her first act, Katya legped across the room as she drew her sword out of the ether, and interposed
hersalf between the warlord and danger. At the moment, she couldn’t tell who was who, except that the
warlord wasthe only “innocent” here.

Only then did she stop to really ook at the two mages.

Both were female. Both were stunningly beautiful. Both were clothed in more practical versons of the
robes Katya had conjured when she' d first arrived; the brocades and embroideries were just as
elaborate but deeves, sash, and hemlines were nowhere near as exaggerated. Onewas al in blue; one
wasall inred. The onein blue had white hair, the onein red had red hair, and by now Katya knew
enough to know that on a young woman, white hair was not an auspicious color, and for the uniformly
black-haired people of Nippon, red hair on anyone was the sign of a something not of thisworld.



It was entirely possible that not one, but two inhuman women had their sghts on this particular warlord.
That would makethings...interesting.

But it was dso possible that the motives of one of these two were, if not pure, at least benign.
When you don’'t know, you wait.

There were no other entities visible right now, and the witch, at least, had been reported as being served
by demons. That could mean that the witch was withholding her demonsfor alater strike, or that they
had al been defeated. It was possible that the witch had dready lost that part of thisbattle. But in case
they were in hiding somewhere, Katya needed to be dert for apossible attack.

Meanwhile, dthough this might not have been one of the most spectacular mage battles that Katya had
ever seen, some of which had involved the wholesae destruction of entire fortresses and villages, it was
definitely one of the more colorful. Thewoman in red was using afan to direct her powers. AsKatya
stood guard over the rigid and unresponsive warlord, the woman in red made an attack. A backhanded
flip of her unfurled fan sent awave of daggers of white light Snging toward her opponent. Thewomanin
blue hastily scrawled aglowing glyph in the air with both index fingersthat deflected the daggersto ether
sde, where they struck the wooden walls and vanished. The woman in blue cast something invisible at
the onein red, and amoment later, agigantic, transparent serpent formed out of the air itself, materidizing
in aloose coil around the feet of the woman in red. It reared up until its head was higher than hers, and
stared down at her out of cool, tranducent eyes. Then it wrapped itsalf around the onein red and began
to squeeze. With a contemptuous sniff, the onein red bent her head down and blew on the coils, along,
foggy breeth that sparkled with frost crystals. The serpent stiffened, and athin rime of ice and frost
spread across its body with unbelievable swiftness. The serpent stiffened further, then stopped moving
atogether. Thewoman in red stamped her foot, and with the sound of breaking glass, the serpent
shattered, the pieces of it raining down around the woman in red, then vanishing. The woman in red was
aready making the next move. A forward flip of the fan created awash of fire that raced toward the
woman in blue and engulfed her. She was hidden from view by the flamesfor amoment, then with a
thunderous crash that shook the floor, the flames were extinguished by ablast of wind. She retdiated
with an overhand throwing motion; halfway between hersalf and the woman in red, a hundred spears
manifested. The woman in red spun, literaly like atop, and the spears splintered as they touched her.
She spun to ahdlt, then fluttered the fan to and fro faster than abird’ swingsin flight, asif shewastrying
hard to cool her opponent off. But that action created awhirlwind that, even as Katya watched, blew her
opponent nearly off her feet. The blue woman braced herself againgt it, afrown on her face, then her eyes
flickered toward the warlord.

She opened her mouth. The sound that came out of it was like nothing Katya had ever heard before. The
word scream did not even begin to describe the mind-breaking, ear-shattering howl that emerged from
thislovey white-haired woman’ sthroat.

The sound was enough to send Katyato her knees with her hands clamped over her ears, her sword
dropping to thefloor. But itsfall somehow shattered the howl.

The woman's mouth snapped shut, leaving an echoing silence as Katya and the woman in red both shook
their heads, trying to clear their minds. Then, in the next moment, the woman in blue made that same
“throwing” gesture, and athousand spears flew toward Katya and her charge.

With acry of horror, thewoman in red flung hersalf between both of them and the spears, soreading her
armswide and making ashield of her own body.

“Nyet!” Katya cried, and dashed her hand down. Water burst up out of the floor just in front of the



woman in red, in ageyser that deflected most of the spears up and to either side. Only one got through,
pinning one of the woman' slong deevesto apillar.

Widl, now she knew which of the two women the witch was. The witch would not have interposed
herself, but would have taken the attack on the warlord as an unexpected opening for an attack of her
own.

Asthewoman in red yanked the spear from her deeve and cast it asde with asnarl, Katyamade afist
and jerked down, and water poured straight down on the witch from the ceiling, exactly asif shewere
gtanding under a powerful waterfall.

It knocked the witch off her fet, giving the woman in red time to make a dashing movement with her fan.
A line of force it the air between them, sending the witch tumbling. Katya closed off the torrent as her
aly made a second dashing mation, thistime upward, which sent the witch againgt thewall.

But the witch recovered faster than Katya would have thought possible. She whirled, her face contorted
with rage, and made a clawing gesture with one hand. It looked as if she was seizing something with that
hand, and with the other, she snatched open the neck of her robes. A strange, blue-black gem, oblong,
and strung roughly on a cord, gleamed for amoment at her neck before she clutched it and hid it. And
now she summoned her demons, with a single screeched word.

They werelike no demons Katya had ever seen before.

They were nothing but heads. Horrible heads that flew through the air, laughing and howling and spitting
CUrses.

They had horns, as many asthree, curling horns like aram, nubbins like a young goeat, long spikes,
ridged, ringed, and spirding. Some of them had worms for tongues, or snakes, or no tongue at dl. Their
eyes bulged, red eyes or yellow. Some were fanged, others had the teeth of wolves or sharks. The heads
dove at them, and Katyawas thefirst to react.

She swung at thefirst head to dive at them, with theflat of her sword, for shewasnot at dl certain she
could cut them, but she knew she could certainly hit them. She connected with asolid thud, and with a
wall, the head careened into the wall, where it smashed, and vanished.

And now the woman in red unwrapped her sash. Her robes did from her shoulders and dropped to the
ground, leaving her wearing the same sort of thin, white silk trews and wrapped shirt that Katya had
found underneath all the robes she' d been in. She kept the sash though, and passed it around behind her
back, wrapping each trailing end around her arm three times, leaving a puddle of scarlet, rust, cream, and
burgundy silk on the floor below both wrists. And then...

Then she began to dance.
But what adance!

She moved like nothing Katya had ever seen before, except, perhaps, her brother and sister in full battle
fever. She spun, shekicked, sheflipped. She tumbled in midair and on the ground. She ran up the wall
and cartwhedled off it. She did moves that Katya had never seen anyone do before, and every time she
moved, one end of the sash lashed out. When it did, it generaly connected with a head. Where the sash
struck, it left ableeding gash. Or took out an eye. Or diced off ahorn, or smashed in teeth.

Soon there was not asingle one of the demons that were unmarked. They wailed in protest, voices shrill
and unearthly, and a glance at the witch proved that she was having difficulty controlling them. Her hands



moved intheair in siff, frantic gestures, and her brow was beaded with swest. Her hair lifted, asif being
pulled by invisible hands, and when K atya squinted her eyes—in between devadtatingly effective swats
with theflat of her sword at the demon heads—she thought she could make out more of the heads, so
transparent asto be just thisside of invisble, with strands of her hair in their mouths. They werellifting it,
tugging at it. Katyawondered why.

The sash lashed out again, and for one moment, Katya thought it was one of the red-haired woman's
rare misses.

But...no...
The end of the sash licked across the witch's forehead.

The witch shrieked at the top of her lungs, a blood-curdling sound that made Katya' s hair stand on end.
The witch's hands were ablur of motion, the demon heads were clearly fighting her control, none of them
were coming anywhere near Katya now, and the strange stone burned atterrible blue at thewitch's
throat.

And now Katya saw what the demon heads were doing. They were holding her, keeping her from
running. Did they know that if she got the chance, now that she waslosing, she would run and leave them
to face the red-haired woman alone?

But this was providing something e se. Something that Katya had been hoping for since thisfight had
begun.

She turned her concentration to the red-haired woman’ s dance, tracking the rhythm, the moves. She was
gtill being swarmed by demon heads, and some of them were getting through to her. Thewhite silk of her
garments was spotted with red, and not &l of it was from the demons.

But that shot to the forehead was not the only mark that the red-haired woman had put on the witch. So
if Katyacould timethisjust right...

The opening she was hoping for came. The creatures tangling themselvesin the witch’s hair gave apull
back. The red-haired woman scored a cut to the witch's cheek. The witch screamed again and winced
back, her eyes closing involuntarily.

And Katya dropped her sword and pulled her short dagger—
She dashed in, seized the onein her left hand, and lifted her dagger in the right—
Andwith asingle, swift dash, Katyacut the stone from the witch’ s neck.

A scream literdly split the air, joined amoment later by adisharmony of howlsfrom every part of the
room. Thewitch made asnaich at her, hands outstretched, turning into claws, into talons, eongating in a
way that made Katya gag even as she spun away.

Shefdl back rather than trying to run, tumbling over and turning thefdl into aroll, with the stone tightly
clutched againgt her chest. She had been afraid that it was some kind of talisman of evil and would hurt
her when she touched it, but it wasn't, and hadn’t. In fact, it felt warm and smooth in her hand, asif it
welcomed her “rescue,” as she used the momentum of her roll to spring to her feet and whirl to face the
witch again.

What she saw, though, was nothing like the elegant, beautiful courtesan who had stood there. The face,
skull-like and a cadaverous white, had baleful yellow eyesthat glared at her with hate that had alife of its



own. In place of the elegant robes, she was swathed in garments the color of dried blood, and the body
insde those garments promised not pleasure, but the grave.

The only part of her that was the same was the long, long white hair, hair that, unbound as it was now,
was easly twice aslong as shewastdl. Like aspider stuck in the middie of its own web, she was
trapped in her hair, trapped by the now-visible demon headsthat held the hair tight, while she screamed
out unintelligible syllables and her claws—not hands anymore, but nasty, scabrous things of bone and
talon—moved to form shapes that made Katya s somach churn. Even though she had no ideawhat the
witch was invoking, no knowledge of her magic, those sketched shapes somehow twisted the space
around the witch into something utterly wrong.

The demon heads continued to howl, and swarmed the red-haired woman. Katyamoved in, swatting
furioudy with her sword in one hand, the sonein the other. With alook of intense concentration on her
face, the red-haired woman suddenly unwound the sash from her arms, whipped one end of it over her
headinacircle, and let fly.

The sash flew across the distance between her and the witch as surely as any arrow from the bow of
Katya ssder.

Theingtant it touched the witch, it twisted in midair asif obeying acommand, and asif being manipulated
by unseen hands. One end whipped around and around the witch’s hands, binding them, mummifying
them. The other dung around her neck, then continued to wrap around and around her head, sedling her
mouth, until al that could be seen of that wreck of aface werethe glaring, hate-filled eyes.

And the moment the woman in blue had been rendered immobile—the demon heads turned on her.
They swarmed her.

Like sharks converging on one of their number, wounded and bleeding, they moved in on her, teeth
clattering angrily. Like sharks, they began tearing at her—the witch struggled and staggered backward,
struggling with her bonds, flailing at the heads with her bound hands. Blood spattered the wooden floor
asthe demonic teeth found their marks.

The red-haired woman shouted a single word, and clapped her hands, and awhirling hole opened in the
ar above the witch, like awhirlpool in reverse, except that in the heart of this creation was aglow of
ominous green. The red-haired woman bent to the pile of her garments and snatched up her fan, holding
it closed, and painting it a the witch. For the last time she flicked it open and made acomplicated
twisting motion with it, the hole became awhirlwind that surrounded the witch and al her hideouslittle
helpers, and in the time it took to gasp, sucked them into itself—

Thenit spunitsaf closed.
And winked out of existence, taking the witch and dl withiit.
Katya sat down abruptly, the stone till glowing softly in her hand.

Silencefilled the wide wooden room, as the splotches of blood faded from the floor, leaving no sign that
astruggle had taken place except for the condition of the two that remained. The red-haired woman
dropped the fan on her clothing again, and pushed her hair back from her face with both hands.

Only then did Katya notice the furry, pointed ears poking up from her dly’ s hair....and the bushy,
red-furred, white-tipped tail that had been half-concealed by the long fal of the red hair down her back.

Before she could wonder if she had merely exchanged one demon for another, the fox-woman knelt on



the floor, rummaged through her clothing, and came up with an elaborately carved box. With shaking
hands, she pried it open and shook something small out. Stumbling to the side of the warlord, who ill
stood like astatue, she pressed the object—a small, glowing stone, much like the larger one that Katya
gl held—to hisforehead. Katyahit back an exclamation asthe sonein her hand suddenly cameto life,
flaring with light and power that turned it from blue-black to whitein an ingtant. Therewas a brief flash,
and then the warlord blinked.

With asob of relief, the fox-woman flung herself into hisarms. “ She amost had you!” she sobbed. “She
amogt took your spirit! It wasin the stone!”

“Shh, my brave one, my dancing warrior,” he soothed, stroking her hair, then her ears. “Itisover. You
saved me. Y ou and—"

Then he looked over the fox-woman's head and seemed to see Katyafor thefirst time.
“Tamiko-san,” hesad carefully. “Who isthisforeign devil sitting on the floor of my house?’

Katyacleared her throat. “Y ou might not believe this, most honorable Prince,” she said carefully. “But |
am the seventh daughter of the King of the Sea....”

Tamiko resumed her garments, the garb of the courtesan of a prince, and with them theillusion that made
her seem like any other morta. Her hair changed from red to black aswell; the warlord watched al this
with acam that told Katya he had seen this particular transformation not once, but many times before.
Katyafound this reassuring, sSince it seemed to her that this meant there were no secrets between the
warlord and his nonhuman companion. For her part, Katyaresumed her own illusion, then Tamiko
fetched robesto clothe her. Only then were servants summoned, food and tea brought, and full
explanations on Katya s part made. She was content to wait to hear just what it was that Tamiko was,
how she had come to be with the shogun, and why she had defended him.

Through it dl, the warlord listened, silently, courteoudy, only asking an occasiond question. Findly, when
Katyawas done, he nodded.

“I believeyou, Princess,” he said gravely. “| would have believed you anyway, even had you not aided
Tamiko in saving my life.” He chuckled. “My family is proneto atracting the attention of the Spirit
Realms. My gregt-grandfather was rewarded with this very palace and our lands and titles as areward
for hisdemon-daying. My father was notable for laying ghoststo rest. All but one, thet is. That one he
returned to her dumbering body, broke the spell that held her, and wedded her. And me—" He smiled at
Tamiko. “1 seem to have won the heart of akitsune.”

Tamiko blushed, and politely hid her smile behind her hand. It was hard to believe that this shy and
ddicate creature had been the dancing warrior not so long ago. “I came to make mischief in the house of
the son of aghost,” she murmured. “1 stayed because instead of mischief, | found my love.”

“So | believe you, Sea Princess,” the shogun continued. “ Tamiko has said that without your aid, she
would not have been able to overcome the witch. For that...there are no words adequate to express my
thanks.”

“What was she doing, thiswitch? Katyaasked. “All that | know is shewasleaving astring of men who
were her puppets behind her.”

Tamiko sighed. “ She was stedling their spirits, putting one of her tame demonsin its place, and putting the



soulsin that stone.” She pointed to the glowing stone on the floor mat between them. “From those souls,
she gained magic power. From the demons doing her bidding in place of men, she gained tempora
power. Thereisno telling, now that sheisgone, but | believe that she intended to make herself Empress
here eventually. Perhaps even set hersdf up astheriva to the Good Goddess.” Tamiko shrugged. “If
your words are true, and the seabirds were crying ‘doom,” | can well believe that. If the Good Goddess
abandoned us...”

She and her warlord exchanged a somber 1ook.

“But it didn’t happen,” Katya pointed out. “My father takes adim view of that sort of thing going on at
the border of hisocean. If | had failed, he would have come himself, with dlies.” She raised an eyebrow.
“With Godmothers, and more than oneif he could. Even awould-be goddess should beware of
Godmothers.”

That made them both laugh. “Then perhaps,” suggested Tamiko, “1 might spesk to the Twelve-tailed
Kitsune, the head of our clan, and she might find away to keep your father better informed on the
matters within Nippon than relying on the gossip of sesbirds.”

“That,” Katya said with satisfaction, “would be excdlent. My father isaways glad of dlies, anditisone
of the reasons he sends me out to be his eyes and ears, and sometimes his hands. But what about the
spiritsthat are il inthis stone?’

“Ah,” the shogun said with araised brow. “| think thisiswhere | comein. | have arranged for al of usto
take ajourney on the morrow.”

And soit was. The next day, three litters and an entourage embarked from the shogun’ s palace. Runners
went out beforehand, looking for men of rank and influence who had suddenly collgpsed in the night. This
had happened, of course, as the demons controlling them had been ripped from their bodies at the defeat
of the witch. Each time one was found, the shogun offered to resolve the tragedy. Asthe son of the
famous Ghost-hunter Prince, he was welcomed warmly by desperate and frightened families.

Oncein the presence of those families, the shogun soothed their fears while the kitsune went to work,
taking the stone from Katya—for it seemed to be most “comfortable’ in her presence—and releasing the
spirit held within it back into its proper vessd.

After anight of hospitdity, they would move on. With every soul released, the stone grew dimmer,
quieter.

Finally there was only oneleft. And thiswas where they made adight detour. The shogun diverted them
al down a path through the forest, a path so overgrown that Katya wondered how he could find it. And
yet, when they came to the end of the path, there, in the midst of forest that seemed to have never felt
that presence of man—

TherewasaTemple. And not merely a Temple, but an entire complex that included living spaces, smdler
shrines, teaching rooms, hallsfor meditation, and severa spacesfor thetraining of martid arts. Thiswasa
place full dmost to bursting with priests and monks.

But before they could step onto the grounds of the Temple, a priest gppeared before them, holding up his
hand.

“It devagtates me to demand this of you, honorable viditors,” he said, “but only you, Prince, may go
forward. | beg your companionsto remain here.”



The kitsune looked startled, the Prince frowned, and Katyafdt asif she had been dapped.

“Why?’ Katyaasked, making no effort to hide the fact that shefdt insulted by this. The trek through the
forest had been long and tiring and she had been along time from open water....

“Itisnot because you are femae, valiant foreign devil,” the Priest said, with a smile that softened the
unflattering term. “Nor isit because you are aforeign devil. It is because you are both creatures of magic,
and your presence will disturb some delicate magical workings, | fear. That stone you bear, weakened
thoughit is, certainly will affect thoseworkings, and | doubt that you would careto leaveit in another’s

custody.”

Katyablinked. “Oh,” she said, as Tamiko, who had been looking a bit irritated herself, relaxed. “I
understand that completdly. In that case—"

“And inthat case, perhaps you will honor us by accepting our hospitdity here,” the Priest replied. And
before they could blink, aswarm of young monks had assembled a pavilion, brought tea, and a delightful
old scholar had come to ask them about their adventure.

When they left, they did not go empty-handed. With them came six monks of amartial and magica
order, and amagica craftsman.

And within three more days, it was all over. Thelast spirit was restored to his body, the craftsman had
replaced the stone in the statue where it belonged, and the six monkswereingdled in the shrine to guard
it from any more thieves. The old man wasretrieved from the village, and set up asthe chief of the new
order here.

The shogun remained at the shrine while Tamiko escorted Katya to the sea coast, for the two women
had become quite fond of each other over the past severa days. They both had apassion for lovely
thingsto wear that had left the poor Prince looking a them with bewilderment from timeto time. And
Katyawas determined to learn as much about Nippon as possible. The next time she came here, she
would be better prepared.

“Now you must go, | suppose,” Tamiko sighed, as they both stood on the rocks above the water. Katya
had aready removed the lovely robes she had just about gotten used to wearing, and given them over to
Tamiko' s servants. “Y ou have done more than you expected, | think. My lord hasthe gratitude and
loyalty of dl of those you rescued. He had not before given any thought to power within the Emperor’s
Court, but now...”

She shrugged.

“Oh, dear,” Katyasaid, feding alittle guilty now. “I didn’t mean to—" Sheflushed. “I know that you
would rather live quietly with him.”

“Itisno matter,” Tamiko said dismissvely. “It may bethat he was fated to become more of a power, and
thiswas merely one of many ways it might have come to be. Whatever happens, heand | will do what
we must for the good of our people. But | have something for you.” The kitsune reached into her sash
and brought out alittle red paper bird.

Now, since being in the company of Tamiko and the shogun, Katya had seen the kitsune fold squares of
paper into dozens, if not hundreds, of shapes. It seemed to be a common pastime for the people of this
place. Katyahad even learned to fold afew hersdlf.

But she sensed that thislittle bird was something very different.



“This,” said Tamiko, “isno ordinary origami bird. | have had it enchanted with aspell that will last aslong
asthe bird itself does. Y ou have told me that your father sends you to perilous places done. This bird will
serve as your messenger when no helpis near. Unfold it and write your message, then fold it up and send
it onitsway by saying ‘Do my bidding, bear my word, then come you back my paper bird.” 1t will fly to
the one you want, unfold itsdlf, then when the message isread, fold itself up again and fly back to you. It
will also wait for an answer to be written on it before flying back.”

Katya seyeswent wide. Thiswas no trivial magic!

The kitsune smiled. “Thereisabit more,” she said. “Y ou need not send it to a specific person, for that
person may take too long to arrive. Y ou can imagine what kind of person or being you need—the
nearest good magician, for instance, or the nearest of the Godmothers—the nearest bear-man or
fox-woman. So long asyou keep firmly in your heart the sort of help you need, the bird will find it. But
you should keep it very safe and away from water. It isonly paper, after dl.”

“Of course,” Katya agreed, then impulsively hugged her new friend. “Thisisagift beyond price,” she
whispered, asthe kitsune returned her embrace. “1 can never thank you enough.”

“Nor |, you,” Tamiko countered. “ After al, you saved my beloved. And do not try to tell me | could
have done so mysdlf! Did not the seabirds cry ‘ doom’ ? Without you—" She shook her head, and pulled
away. “1 brought thisaswell,” she said, offering alittle jar into which the bird could be dipped, and a
stopper and wax to sedl it with. “Until you find a better container, thiswill do.”

“Clever aswdl asbrave and beautiful!” Katya exclaimed, with awink that made Tamiko blush and
giggle. The two of them sedled up the bird, “And now—"

“Now itistimefor usboth to go.” Tamiko held her hands for amoment. “ Sayonara. For we will meet
agan. | ansureof it.”

“Dosvedanya,” Katya agreed. Then, securing the jar to her belt, she turned and plunged into the sea. She
could hardly wait to be home again, and see what new problem her father had for her.

Chapter 6

“Timefor the songbird to awaken, little brother!” As Sasha blinked in the cozy darkness of his
bed-cupboard, Prince Y asha grabbed Sasha s foot and shook it. “ The kingdom will descend into
darknessif you don't sng it into happiness!”

Sasha gtretched and yawned. “Good thing | like mornings, brother, or there would be amischief played
on you today.”

Hethrew back his blanket and swung his legs over the side of the bed-cupboard, letting them dangle
while he scratched his head. The shuttersthat kept out the light—and in the winter, kept in the
hest—were folded back. Morning light never bothered him, and in thisweather, it wasfolly to close
yoursdlf in when you could wake to afresh breeze and birdsong.

Hewriggled histoes at Y asha, who laughed. “If anyone was ever to doubt your parentage, or mine for
that matter, they would only need to see us awake and cheerful asthe sun startsto rise. Father has been
up for ages”

“Bah! He beat me awake? What kind of adug am | thismorning? A good thing you cameto get me.”
Sashajumped out of the bed-cupboard and snatched up the clothing that the servants had laid out for
him. “Y ou go do whatever it isyou do, brother mine, and leave meto my foolery.”



Y ashalaughed again, and gave Sashaa mocking bow before leaving.

Sasha had the smallest bedroom of any of the Princes. Even o, by the standards of the boyars, who
dept two and four to abed when they came on State vigts, thiswas luxury. Because the room was o
smdll, the bed-cupboard was a necessity or he’ d not have had room to move.

But al hislife, Sashahad loved his bed-cupboard. It had been aretreat, a sanctuary in the timeswhen he
had migudged the acceptable level of foolery and been punished for it. It was anest when winter winds
howled around the Palace and there was scarcely any daylight. He' d had some changes madeto it over
the years, and now it was akind of miniature room within aroom, with ahanging lamp for reading and a
st of shelvesfor the books and anything el se he wanted to tuck in there.

Such as hisinstruments.

He went over them in hismind as he pulled on afresh tunic and set of trousers. It was about time to sing
prosperity again, and check for thingsthat didn’t heed hiswarning to stay away. Especialy with
negotiations going forward for abride for the Crown Prince. Timeto burnish up an dready shiny little
Kingdom to speed things aong.

Hetook the badaika out of its orage shelf and unwrapped it from the layers of silk surrounding it.
Slinging it over his back, he went hunting in the kitchens for some breskfast and awash-up.

Then fed, clean, and ready to go to work, he strode out to face the day.

The sun was barely adiver above the horizon when he made hisfirst sop. Magic and The Tradition
being what they were, it was often just as effective to use a symbol for something asthething itself. And
inthis case, the Royd cattle herd stood for al the cattle in the kingdom.

It was, and had always been, possible to steer The Tradition through songs and stories. It was only that it
was ahit tricky and took alot of planning to successtully pull it off.

And you had to start with good materid; in the case of asong, it had to be—well—singable. Memorable.
Something that people liked to sing themselves of awinter night in atavern.

Sashahad atadent for creating just that sort of song out of the most unlikely of subject matter, such asthe
hedlth of cattle.

He gtationed himslf right inside the fence surrounding their pasture, made sure hisinstrument wasin tune,
and began the song he cdled “My Little Brown Cow.”

It was an absurd little piece, redly. It was sung in the persona of a herdsman, boasting about his prize
milch-cow, and claiming more and wilder abilitiesfor her with each verse, then turning it al around ina
chorus that admitted that the claims might be stretching the truth a bit but that there was no doubt that this
cow, and every cow in the Kingdom of Led Belarus for that matter, was the hedlthiest, happiest, most
perfect specimen of itskind in al of the Five Hundred Kingdoms.

The cattle listened with bovine interest; the herdsmen sang along on the chorus. And once again, The
Tradition was thwarted. Or at leas, it was convinced to ensure that the cattle of Led Belaruswere
plump, fertile, and tractable.

From the cattle pasture to the sheep enclosure he went, with a variant on the cattle song. On the way
there, he sang what he thought of asthe “Perfect Day” ditty, in which he extolled the weather in Led
Bearus, with the chorus suggesting that every day was a perfect day here with enough sun, enough rain,
fal not coming too early, spring not arriving too late.



He had a song for every sort of livestock, actualy, and he sang them as often as he could. He had found
that each sort of herdsman was, in generd, very proprietary about the animals he or she cared for, and
they liked having songs about their charges. From the goose-girl to the breeder of fine horses, he had
created a song for each of them and it was afair bet that over the course of aday, a person who was
paying atention would hear severd, if not dl of them.

And dl of them created Traditional paths that ensured that Led Belarus wasliving up to the songs.

He d taken the precaution of filling awallet with food, but asit happened, he didn’t need to est what
he' d brought, for around about noon, he ran into awedding.

Now thiswas the best possible encounter for his purpose. Everyone knew Sashathe Fool, and when
people knew they would not be the butt of hisfoolery, they welcomed him. When he was walking about
with instrument in hand, he could go just about anywhere and be wel comed.

Especidly at awedding.

Hiswanderings had taken him down to the little village of Chersk down below the Palace, and he
encountered the wedding party coming out of the church. They swept him up in their wake and the next
thing he knew, he was being plied aternately with food and drink and requeststo sing.

He embarrassed the bride, of course—it was expected that he Sing at least one song about al thefat,
happy babies she was going to produce, with some gy innuendos that no one was going to be very strict
in counting the number of months between the wedding and the first of them. People would have been
disappointed if he hadn’t made the bride blush. He aso managed to work in some songs about weddings
in genera that he hoped would shove The Tradition in the direction of anice bride for hisbrother.
Someone pretty, and pleasant, who was prepared to make friends with her husband. Just because this
was going to be amarriage of State, it didn’t follow that husband and wife needed to make each other
miserable,

The wedding feast was “ peasant fare,” but Sasha had learned long ago never to ask what wasin his
sausage. He ate and drank and sang with awill, and heard no complaints from anyone. He played afew
harmless pranks, things guaranteed to make sober and nervous people comfortable.

Then, asthe afternoon passed into evening, he returned to the Palace long enough to pack a saddlebag
and get hishorse. It wastime to make his rounds of the Kingdom and for that he would need severa
days. Hetold Y ashawhere he was going; that was enough warning. It wasn't asif anyone at the Palace
needed him specificaly.

Whenever he decided to make around of the Kingdom, it was dways like this—on impulse.

By the time he finished packing and carried his bags out to the stable, his horse was waiting, saddled and
bridled. Thiswas a solid, calm beast of the North Wind get; the gelding had none of the North Wind
horses good looks, but a great dedl of sense and an unflappable nature. Sashaneeded that...just in
case.

Because hewasn't just Singing prosperity into the land. As soon asthe sun went down, Sasha went
hunting when he made his rounds.

The signsthat evil wastrying to makeitsway into Led Belarus were obvious. And they should be, as
Sasha had specified in his songs exactly what evil-doers said and did the moment they entered his
Kingdom and started on their own nefarious plans. They might think they were acting on their own, but
The Tradition, directed by Sasha, was making them givetelltale sgns. All Sashahad to do was ook for



them....

And on histhird day out, he found them, too.

Thereit was. A gtretch dong the border where the woods suddenly turned. .. dark. Haunted. Wherethe
trees |ooked asif they might actualy snatch you up and use you asfertilizer, and where every path
seemed to close in on you the moment you set foot onit.

Sasha amiled to seeit. Thiswas precisely as he wanted it.

He turned back on the road to the village he had just passed through. And he knew without even asking
that the villagerswould tell him not to go there. So he didn't trouble them with what he was going to do.
After dl, he knew what he was doing; he d written the song.

Sashall€eft his horse a the inn and walked about the village, making afew inquiries about that placein the
forest that the locals were starting to avoid. The answers he got gave him somerdief. It wasn't bad yet.
No children had gone missing. No travelers had vanished, or at least, none that anyone was aware of.
But horses didn’t want to go in there, mulesflatly refused to, the birds avoided it except for ravens—

All those things were the Sgns that something nasty was trying to get established in Led Belarus by
Sedth.

Ha. Y ou do not know who you are dedling with, whatever you are.

Hewould neither say nor think, “Y ou’ rewelcometo try,” because whatever it was, it most assuredly
was not welcome in his Kingdom, but when athing was attempting to get in, thusfar, he had been ableto
seizeit by the metaphorical ear and throw it out again.

Hewent on foot to the “troubled place’ asthe localswere cdling it, waiting until they were dl at their
dinners so that no one would notice where he was going. Very often localstook adim view of someone
meddling with such places, and wisdly, too. Meddling could stir up things best eft alone, when said
meddling was done by someone who had no ideawhat he was doing.

But Sasha had written the song.

With hisbaaaikadung on his back, he made hisway afoot. The road moved into the forest itsdlf, trees
arching over it, making agreen tunnd that was very pleasant to walk insgde. Thiswasthe part of the job
he relished, the parts where everything was lovely and normal, but where he knew he was about to face
an unknown foe of unknown strength, which made dl the peace that much swester.

Sometimes the trangition from “normal forest” to * possessed forest” was subtle. Thistime, it was not.

On one sde of the path, the last light of early evening lingered pleasantly on the land, sending mellow
beams of light danting down through the leaves. The forest floor was cushioned by lesf litter agedto a
warm gold. Birds were coming in to roost, twittering softly to each other asthey settled infor the night. In
thefar distance, he caught a glimpse of astag dipping warily between the trees.

On the other side of the path—

Thelast light of early evening was swalowed by shadows that were just alittle too dark, just atrifle too
cold. Theair wasdamp and chill, and fdt likethe air of thelast days of dying autumn. The forest floor
was covered in the blackened skeletons of leaves, scabrous grey and charcod, that shattered like ancient



bones when walked on. There were no birds, no animasin sight, and the air smelled of rot and mildew.
So the battle lines were drawn.
Sasha pulled his baaaika around to the front and began to strumiit.

Thefirgt song he sang wasfor his own benefit; it was ariddlie-song that was designed to tell him exactly
what sort of creature it wasthat he faced. Wasit some evil thing out of legend, wasit ademon, or wasit
avery powerful ghost? He sang the riddles and read the answer in the rattle of the dry branches, the
sghing of thewind, and aglimpse here and there through the trees of something moving.

Rusalka came the answer, and he sighed. Thiswould be both easy and hard. Easy, because the Rusakas
were quite sSingle-minded and at the same time, not very tenacious. Hard, because the Rusalkas, whether
they were ghosts or water-spirits, by and large were born of the anger and despair of young women who
had drowned themselves, usualy over ayoung man. And he, of course, was ayoung man. The Rusalka
would try to seduce him in order to do him the same favor, and when she could not...

Widl, now, thiswas where he had to be clever, persuasive, and if need be, ruthless.
But first he had to find her pond. Because a Rusdkaaways lived in abody of gill water.

To do that, however, he would first have to get through the forest. The forest knew what he was, even if
the Rusalka was not aware that he was here.

Thiscould be very tricky.

Sasha stood on the bank of the Rusalka’ s pond, picking twigs out of his hair. The forest had not wanted
him to get through. It hadn’t been strong enough to actualy prevent his passage, but it had made it as
difficult as possible, trying to protect its progenitor.

But of course, it wasn't dl that intelligent, and couldn’t know that it was actudly telling him the way.
When it yielded, Sashaknew he was going in the wrong direction. When it blocked him, he knew he was
on theright path. The moreit tried to prevent his passage, the closer he knew hewas.

There was no doubt that thiswas hisgoal. The pond and its surroundings were a curious mixture of
ethereal beauty and shadowy menace. The pond itsalf was bathed in moonlight. Or at least, what
appeared to be moonlight. The only trouble with that was that the moon wasn't up. The water was
crystaline clear, so clear that it was easy to see the gracefully waving streamers of water plants and the
tiny slver fish that darted among them. Of course, the moment anyone entered the water, those
harmless-looking plants would wrap themsdalves around the victim and pull him under, and thelittleslver
fish would strip him down to the bone.

Everything here told him that she was here, and thought she was hereto Say.

Now what Sasha did to her was going to depend entirely on what she was. If shewas aghost, and there
was any vestige of humanity left in her, he would try and touch it, to awaken her conscience and maybe,
just maybe, persuade her to leave on her own.

If, however, she was nothing but hate. ..

Widl, inalot of ways, that would be easer. Harder, in terms of afight, but easier in terms of reducing the
problem to a situation of pure black and white. She would be evil, he would be good, and he would have



no compunction about singing her into oblivion if he had to.

“Who are you, who lingers at the water’ s edge?’ came a voice from behind him. It was a swest voice,
yet cold, asif the sweetness was amask over something much darker. There was an echoing quality toiit,
and the sense that the speaker was somehow not atogether in thisworld.

He turned.

Like the pond, the young woman before him was amixture of ethereal beauty and menace, athough he
doubted that most men would notice the “menacing” aspect. She was dressed in asmple gown of white
with slver and pale blue embroidery at the throat, the wrists, and the hem. Her long, silvery-blond hair
flowed down her back like awaterfal. She was dender, delicate, and very pae. Therewasa
transparency about her that told him that thiswas, indeed, a ghost. He wondered how she had died.
How it had happened would have alot of bearing on what was going on in her mind.

And her eyeswere utterly empty. Though he doubted most men would recognize that either.

But her expression changed the moment she got agood look at him, from sweetly cold to shocked.
He had anticipated any number of reactions on her part, but shock wasn’t one of them.

“You!” sheexclamed.

Helifted hiseyebrows. “| don't believe we ve met?’ hereplied, carefully. “1 certainly do not recall ever
seeing you before this moment, and believe me, | have avery good memory for names and faces.”

But she was dready backing away from him, drifting just an inch above the grass, her hands upraised. “If
| had known that this was your Kingdom...Do not touch that instrument! | have no wish to be sung into
oblivion!” Her expression turned angry and sour. “Just let me withdraw in peace. | will find somewhere
else. You havewon, | havelost and—"

Hefdt suddenly guilty, even though he had not done anything, and went on the defensive. “Of course |l
won't let you settlein to my Kingdom! Y ou Rusalkas lure men to their deaths! Any young man, any man
at al that crossesyour path! Y ou don’t even trouble to discover if they deserve any punishment, much
lessthat!” Heglared at her. “ Of course | sng Rusakasinto oblivion, or at least, out of my kingdom!
What do you expect?’

She bristled; her shoulders squared, and her eyesflashed. 1 haven't lured any young men to their—"
And then she stopped, and afaint flush came over her cheeks. Shelooked first embarrassed, then
mortified.

Heblinked. “Y ou haven't? But | thought—that’ swhat al Rusalkasdid.”

“Well of course we want you to think that’swhat we dl do!” she exclaimed, now bright red. “Thisis
what aRusdkaig! Only...it...isn't. Not dways. Not...even...mostly.”

“Since the only other Rusalkas | have encountered were certainly luring men, young and old, to drown,
you can scarcely blame me for assuming that common knowledge was accurate,” he pointed out dryly.
Hewondered if he could believe her. He wanted to believe her. Then he looked about, spotted arock,
and sat down onit. “All right, then, tel me—"

Hewasinterrupted at that moment by awhinnying scream and the flash of three glowing white bodies
charging out of the forest, heading straight for the Rusalka. With a scream of her own, the Rusalkadove



into the water, and the unicorns skidded to a halt at the edge, snorting and dancing with fury.

“We have cometo save you, Prince!” one of them shouted, shaking her horn menacingly at the Rusalka,
who had poked her head cautioudly above the water. It wasasign of her otherworldly nature that her
hair wasn't the least wet, though it floated around her on the surface of the water.

“Wewill not let this cresture of evil harm you!” said another, her hooves thudding on the ground as she
reared and curveted.

Safein the water, since the unicorns were hardly going to go in after her, the Rusalkalooked from Sasha
to the unicorns and back again, with puzzlement at first, and then the dawning recognition of why they
were there. She put her hand up to her mouth, and burst out laughing.

Sasha gritted histeeth. “Don’'t say what you are thinking,” he warned. “My patienceis not endless.”
“I would not venture aword,” the Rusalkasaid, then laughed again.

The unicorns stopped dancing angrily, and looked from Sasha to the Rusalka and back again. And back
to Sasha. And back to the Rusalka.

“Um,” said one, hesitantly. “A problem...”
“No problem,” said the first immediately, tossing her head. “ Thisis a creature of darkness!”

“But...” the hesitant one said, as she dropped her head to sniff at the water. “ A virgin creature of
darkness...”

It was the Rusalka sturn to flush as bright ared as aghost could manage.

“No problem,” indgsted the first, who was evidently the leader of thisgroup. “ That isafemde. So arewe,
and we do not protect females. And sheis a creature of darkness. We destroy creatures of darkness.
Virginity doesn't enter into it.” “Buit...”

“I’'m surethere are virgin creatures of darknessall thetime,” the leader retorted, ssamping her forehoof.
“Thefact that they are virgins does not make them good or worthy of protection. | would guess that most
creatures of darkness are virgins, unless part of their darknessisthat they seduce men. After adl, who
would want to take oneto bed if he were not being deceived in the first place?’

The Rusakaflung her head up, angrily, and glared at the unicorns with adangerous expression. “Now
look—" she began hotly.

The leader of the unicorns continued on, ignoring the Rusalka atogether. “It isacreature of darkness. It
isafemae We arefemale, and we do not protect females. It is menacing our Prince—"

“I wasn't menacing anyone!” the Rusalka said indignantly.
“—therefore, no prob—"

An equine scream rang through the forest again, interrupting the unicorn. A fourth glorioudy white body
dammed through the underbrush and skidded to a halt beside the pond. The very mae unicorn reared,
pawing the air with his sllver hooves and brandishing his pearlescent horn. * Begone, wretched, bestial
man!” he shouted. “ Unhand that virgin! Maiden, | have co—"

“Ilyal” sngpped the leader of the femae unicorns, “Youidiot! Shut up!”



[lyadropped to the ground, abruptly, sapphire eyes going wide, suddenly deflated. “Um...Zhenya?
Néeli? Gaya? What are you doing here?’

“Protecting our Prince from that creature of darkness!” retorted Zhenya, the leader, with an emphatic
stamp of one hoof.

“But tha—" llyafumbled “—and she—and—"

His head whipped back and forth as he stared at Sasha and the Rusalkain turn. His nogtrilsflared as he
sampled theair. “—and he—he' savirgin!” the unicorn dl but shouted. Sasha groaned.

“Tdl therest of the kingdom, why don’t you?’ he muttered crosdy. “I’m sure there are afew people at
the border who didn’t hear you.”

But the unicorns were ignoring him as they looked from oneto another of their number. Findly Ilya
spoke.

“Um,” hesad hedtantly, “problem.”

The other threejust Sghed. “Thereisnow,” said the leader, with resgnation.

Thefull round of the Kingdom of Led Belarustook several days. Summer was agood timefor that,
though Sasha had no set times or seasons when he made his rounds. For one thing, dthough he might be
the Fool to the ordinary folk of the Kingdom, the magical folk knew very well who he was and what he
did, asevidenced by the fact that the Rusaka had recognized him. That meant magicd folk both kindly
and unkindly. If word spread that, say, on the day after Midsummer’ s Eve, the Fortunate Fool made his
rounds, the unkindly could go into hiding until he returned to the Palace.

Or something much more powerful than anything he’ d ever had to face could ambush him and do away
with his possible interference.

There were some very nasty pieces of work out there, Traditionaly speaking. He just consdered them dl
fortunate that they seemed to concentrate on larger Kingdoms than Led Belarus. Perhapsit wasthe
name, which meant “Lovely Land of Ice,” dthough the winters were no worse here than in other
Northern Kingdoms. The Kingdom of the Sammi wasfar, far colder. But the name might well be one of
the reasons why they were left lone. Who wanted to rule over akingdom of ice?

Perhapsit wasthat it was so smdll, small enough to ride around in afortnight. Perhapsit wasthat,
athough it was a happy and prosperous place to live, Sashatook care that it was not too prosperous. He
made sure never to Sing of gem mines, for instance, nor silver, nor, heaven forefend, gold. In fact, he
didn’t think there was more than a bucket-load of gold in the entire Kingdom, and that wasjust fine with
the entire Royd family.

The most complicated problem that Sasha had ever been forced to dedl with wasthat of the Rusalka,
and that was mostly because the unicorns had come charging into the middle of it.

Hefdt himsef blushing, and was glad that there was no one on this coast road to see him.

Once he had been assured that the Rusalka was going to keep her word and not go egregioudy about
drowning people, he' d negotiated with her for her right to remain. She would be permitted that patch of
forest and he would leave her done. In return, she had to pledge never to harm anyone—



But she did have theright to frighten them, becauise that was not entirely a bad thing. Sasha had dways
made it apolicy not to chase every dark thing out of the Kingdom, so long asthey kept themsalves and
their powers under control. A story that was all sunshine and roses quickly became boring; aKingdom
without some frightening places grew people that were complacent about the darkness. And when
people grew complacent, and were sure that terrible things could never cometo their homeland, they
became easy targets for those terrible things.

Thiswasthe sort of opening that The Tradition would seize on and exploit to dreadful results.

So Led Bdaruswas never perfect, and the Rusalkafit very well into that scheme of things. “After dl,”

he' d told her, “which would you rather? Go about avenging your wrongs on fellows who have never even
heard of you? Or prevent little boys from growing up into the kinds of lying blackguards who use and
discard women without a second thought?’

When that caught her interest—which it did immediatdly, her being aghost and al—he had outlined his
plan. It wassimple, really. All she had to do was frighten the boys and girls who ventured into her part of
theforest. The boys, shewould terrify, letting them think she was going to drown them for the wrongs
she had suffered—and she would go into greet detal. The girls, however, shewould frighten in an entirely
different fashion. She would take them to the rankest, svampiest part of her pond, let them think that this
was her home, and then tell them her own story, with emphasis on how you could tell when ayoung man
was the kind of blackguard who would use and discard women. She would make them see that there
was nothing romantic about being bound to avenge hersalf over and over asaRusaka. That probably
wouldn't completely stop the girls from doing foolish things—people who thought they werein love were
not known for rational behavior—but at least it would prevent some tragedies.

At lesdt, that was what she promised. Whether she could be trusted to keep that promise, only time
would tdll.

“Maybel am afool, ared one,” he said out loud. His horse cocked its ears back at him and snorted,
then turned its head alittle to look back over its shoulder at him. “What do you think?’ he asked it.

It shook its head, but there was not enough of North Wind blood in it to make it truly intelligent. Not that
he particularly needed or wanted asmart-tongued horsein hislifeto make fun of him....

Wédll, what was done was done. He made a note to ask Y ashato keep an especialy close watch on that
part of the Kingdom. If people started going missing...

He could still sing her out of the Kingdom if he had to. It was even easier, Snce she was apirit, than it
would have been if she was something of flesh and bone.

Or he could get ared magician to banish her....
Oh, he was thinking too hard about this. And one more day and he would be back at the Palace.

But first, he planned to spend aday or two here at the seashore. He almost never got the chance to come
here, except when he was making hisrounds. Therewas anice little inn around the next turn of the road,
wherethey knew him, but only asatraveler. He d planned to be there by noon at the latest and it wasn't
even midmorning Now.

Y es. He would spend a day, perhaps two here. And then—
Hesighed.

Then it would be back to the foolery. This had been anice change, but das, it wastimeto get back to



work.

He wondered though, as he rounded the curvein the road and saw theinn in the distance, if anyone ever
redized just how much work it was....

Chapter 7

Theinnwasfull of people, the smdlls of good food, the murmur of talk. Sasha stared morosdly into his
mug of honey mead and toyed with the remains of his gppletart. Thiswas not going as he had planned.

It wasn't because the inn wasn’t warm and welcoming, because it most certainly was. And it wasn't
because he wasn't remembered as a good customer and treated as such. No...no it was none of that.

It was that for some reason—maybe it was the season, maybe it was because the current crop of loca
youngsterswas just old enough to begin thinking of love and lovers—theinn wasfull to the rafterswith
courting couples. What they were al doing here, he had no clue. It wasthe middie of the day, and surely
they should dl be out working. Fishing, cleaning, baking, mending nets or boats—what have you. Y et
here they were, mooning a each other over their midday medl.

Maybe he had been alittle too good when he' d sung al those songs at the wedding. Sometimes even he
couldn’t tell what The Tradition was going to seize on and run away with.

The barmaids each had their swains, who teased them as they worked, under the indulgent eye of the
innkeeper’ swife. There were couples at every table, insde and out, in every possible stage of courtship.
One very young pair, who from their costumes were a couple of apprenticesto a potter, was a the shy,
tongue-tied stage, hardly looking at each other, yet the tension between them was papable. Another,
who could hardly be separated, and he learned from overhearing bits of conversation, were newly
married; he afisherman, she anet-maker. Two couples were awkward for another reason; dressed in
their finest, these were arranged engagements and the young men were awkwardly, and dutifully, trying to
win over the young ladies while their match-makers looked on. It didn’t look to Sashaasif they were
getting bad bargains ether; both girls were clean, niceto look at, and seemed to be amiable and cheerful,
both young men looked asif they were hardworking and not unkind. As arranged marriages went, these
were certainly not going to be the worst. And—uwell, it looked asif the girls were beginning to think well
of the boys.

That wasn't abad thing at all.

Therewas an old couple near thefire, quietly sharing ameal, but with obvious affection between them,
those two he could understand being herein the middle of the day. Though he worethe garb of a
fisherman, it was clear that hisfishing dayswere long past.

And the innkeeper and hiswife were clearly bound by both love and a strong partnership.
It wasall alovely atmosphere of contentment, affection, cordidity.
And theresult of dl of thiswasto make Sashafed terribly lonely.

It was one of those moments when he realized how very gpart he was from the rest of hisfamily. Hisvery
nature set him apart from them; he would aways be one thing to them in private and something different
in public. Out here he wasn't the Fool; he was Sashathe Singer; abit of amystery, but he' d made this
trip often enough that people took him at face value. When he got home, though, it would be back to
being Sasha the Fool, and no one was really kind to Sasha the Fool except behind closed doors.



Certainly he had never seen ayoung lady regard him with any kind of interest. It wasn't going to get any
better, either. By now, the Palace would be full of news, speculation, or both, about the Crown Prince’ s
new bride. Once the Crown Prince was settled, there was a strong likelihood—a certainty in two
cases—that the rest of his brothers would bring up the brides of their own choosing for approval, Yes, it
was that season. It seemed asif Sashawasthe only creaturein Led Belarus that wasn't paired up, or
about to be paired up.

Nor was he ever likely to be. Not even by an arranged marriage. Who' d marry the Fool ? Who' d betroth
his daughter to the Fool ? The very scorn that made his magic possible dso made any kind of anormd life
impossible. The only chanceto find awoman lay among the magical creatures of thereddm...and he
wasn't a al sure that he wanted to make that kind of aliance with one of them. That could be very
dangerous.

Besides, which of them would care to take up with amere human? Mortd, short-lived, it was the kind of
relationship that could only end in sorrow. Songs were sung about that very thing—which, Traditiondly,
madeit dl the morelikely that any love between him and a creature of legend would end badly.

Maybe awitch...

Or maybe not. Witches were settled, and wouldn't want to pack up and move to be near the Palace.
And he couldn’t leave the Palace except to make his rounds.

He gtared glumly down at hisreflection in the mead, thinking with resignation that hewas, in adl
probability, doomed to live and die as unicorn bait.

Findly he couldn’t bear all the couple-ness around him; no one had asked him for asong, in fact, they
were all so engrossed in each other that he doubted they had ever noticed him. He went to hisroom.

It was agood room in agood inn. He had the narrow bed and the small room to himsdlf; most travelers
dept two to four to abed, whether they knew each other or not. The feather mattress was nicely stuffed
and clean, the bedding was clean, the blankets newly aired. Clean, neat—those were the touchstones to
this place. And at least he wasn't staring at courting couples. But it was not much better for hisloneliness
than being down in the common room had been.

After lying on the bed staring up at the wooden ceiling for awhile, he finaly decided that thiswas doing
him no good either. But the afternoon was till young. He didn’t have to stay here. And out there wasthe
reason why he favored thisinn and thisroad over dl others, including someinnsthat were downright up
to the standards of a Prince. And he could hear its voice calling him through the little window in hisroom.

Thesea.

Heloved the sea. If he hadn’t been born into the Roya family, he thought he might have been asalor. He
loved everything about it, the ever-changing color, the scent, the sound. Redlly the only time hedidn’t
loveit wasin the winter...and even then, heloved thelook of it, just...no one sane wanted to be on or
near the seain aLed Bearus winter, when the Kingdom lived up to its name.

His mind made up now, he swung hislegs over the side of the bed, pulled his baldaika out from under it,
and headed out the door and back down the narrow wooden stairs. No need to lock up here. These
people were as honest as they came, and no one would touch his things while he was gone, which was
another reason why heliked thisinn. If ever he was able to |eave the Palace, and give over being the
Fool...thiswould be where he would want to live.

Asif heever could. Aswel wish for the moon.



Bah. Tell your troublesto the sea.

The odd thing about the seawas that he had dways had the fedling it was listening to him, from the very
first moment he' d first walked down onto a beach. Well, stranger things had happened, and he had been
apart of some of them. Maybeit did listen to him.

Though if he got awish-fulfilling flounder one day when he was snging hissorrows. ..he might well ask it
to fulfill three of its own wishes. Wishes were dangerous things, and The Tradition was just waiting for an
injudiciousone.

The various couples were so engrossed in each other that they never even noticed him go through the
common room, even though normally the sight of the baldaikawould have dlicited cadlsfor music. He
sighed heavily as he opened the bulky front door, made like the rest of the inn from salvaged ship
timbers, and let himsdf out.

The village was Situated a prudent distance back from the shore, behind aridge of shdltering hillsand
dunes. Despite that most of the folk here made their living asfishermen, it was alot wiser to haveto
make along hike down to the beach than take the chance that your house would wash away in astorm.
There was awell-worn path that led down to the shore, over the ridge, around one of the hills, and then
wound among the dunes. But he didn’t take it. He wanted to go somewhere that he wouldn't be running
into yet more courting couples, he' d had quite enough of them aready, redly.

Asthe sun began the dow, downward dide into late afternoon, he found a stretch of beach that was just
as deserted as he could have wanted. Settling himself into alittle nook among the rocks, he closed his
eyes and began to play. The sound of the waves near at hand set his rhythm for him; the sand was soft,
the rock at his back sun-warmed. Since there was no one to hear him but himsdlf, he gavein and
indulged in the most melancholy of songs; though none of them were anything he had ever written. Hejust
wasn't the type to write sad songs, even when this mood was on him.

He had moved on to histhird song when, eyes still closed, he had the distinct fedling that someone was
watching him. Irritated, because, after al, he had come down here to be aone, he opened his eyes.

Hisirritation vanished without atrace.

He was being watched and listened to, quite attentively in fact, by someone who had perched atop a
nearby rock hersaf. But she was possibly the most adorable little creasture he had ever seenin hislife.

She was blond, with silky hair the color of silver-gilded thistledown, donein asingle thick braid down her
back with ared bow at the end, and amuch bigger one at the back of her neck that framed her face like
apair of wings. Thetop of her head was probably just below his collarbone, and hewasn't atall man.
Her bright green eyeswere dightly danted, and her mouth looked asif it smiled alot.

One thing was certain though; thiswas no peasant girl.

Her clothing was alittle odd for sitting on the beach; abright red skirt, awhite blouse embroidered
heavily in red, and unless he was terribly mistaken, both were silk. She had abright red leather belt and
boots to match, and looked like alittle czarina about to go for aride.

There wasn't ahorse to be seen, however. He hadn’t heard a horse anywhere near here. There were no
boyarsat al closeto thisvillage, and no one' s summer house either. No onein thisvillage was
prosperous enough to dresstheir daughter in silk. There was certainly something odd going on here.

Something magica? Probably. He should be wary, perhaps. On the other hand—



On the other hand, he thought wryly, if there was any danger, or any danger develops, | suspect my
unicorn brigade would come charging down to the beach to save me. Very embarrassing, but he could
probably live with embarrassment if it got him out of atight spot.

And shewasvery, very pretty.

Where was the harm? How often did he get pretty girls smiling a him and wanting to spend time with
him?

“Youplay very wdl,” said thegirl, with asmile. “But whatever are you doing, Stting in the sand?’

“I’'m gtaying at theinn and at the moment it israther overfull of courting couples,” hereplied. “ They
wouldn’'t pay any attention to my music anyway—they’ re too busy looking deeply into each others' eyes,
and listening to each others' voices. I'm Sasha”

“My nameis Katya—Ekatering,” shereplied. “Would you rather be done? | can go. Thelast thing |
would want to do isto disturb amusician. | expect you get little enough pesce.”

He noticed that she made no immediate move to get up. In fact, shelooked very much at ease on her
rock. Definitely magica. Who or what else could find arock comfortableto st on?

Hegrinned at her. “Well, | would be very pleased if you would stay. A musician dwayslikesan
audience.” True on both counts. His dissatisfaction and londliness at the inn had everything to do with
being the only person there who was not with someone. He felt immensaly cheered now.

“I’m not amusician by trade,” he added. “I just travel about on businessfor my father.” Also true. It was
not wiseto tell falsehoods in the presence of amagic creature. They could take those falsehoods and
make them true. “1 play what | can remember, and some music of my own, but | can’'t clam to havea
large number of songsin my head. Isthere anything you would liketo hear?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Anything at dl. | don’t know enough of your music to give you names of songs. |
only know that | very much likewhat | have heard you play so far.”

Wl thelast thing he was going to do was lgpse into melancholy again. So what would be cheerful? He
thought about dl the couplesin theinn, and smiled dightly. Well, why not? He sang one of the songs of
his own making, about weddings and the contentment of a couple who were happily suited to one
another. He preferred that to alove song, because not every contented couple was madly in love. In fact,
being madly in love wasn't dways agood thing. Being madly in love could lead to jedlousy, suspicion,
any manner of negative things. The Tradition had away of twisting what you did to its own purposes, and
his purpose was to keep hisland from having too many bad things happeniniit.

From there, he moved on to other songs, some with a purpose, some without. It did no harm to sing the
songs of peace and prosperity here...and in fact, now that he cameto think of it, he modified a couple of
them on the fly to include the sorts of things that fisherfolk would need. Fair winds. Good catches. Safely
out and safely back again. And—aways, dways remembering to honor the SeaKing. Many a
Traditiona tragedy had begun by angering the Sea King. Katya nodded her head and tapped her feet in
time to the music, and once or twice even got up and danced to one of his dancing tunes.

He played past sunset and into moonrise, and findly it was histired fingers and not alack of will to
continue that caused him to halt.

“I hope your parents are not going to fly in arage that you are out of the house at thistime of night,” he
said—fairly sure now, since she had said nothing about parents or needing to be home, that she was not



going to have that particular difficulty. In fact, he wasfairly certain that she was not human...or at leest,
not an ordinary human. She had told him nothing about herself save her name, and he was quite, quite
certain that it wasn't her “true name” ether. No, she was something magical. But whatever it was, he was
just as sure that she meant no harm.

“Oh, I am my own person and need ask leave of no one for my comingsand goings,” shereplied with a
toss of her head and agrin. “But you areright. It islate and | should be going. | will come here
tomorrow, though, if you like.”

Sasha, you goose, you're hdf in love with her, aren’t you? He couldn’t help chiding himself at the same
time that he was congratulating himsdlf that she wanted to meet him again. But how could anyone not be
in love with her? She was atogether adorable.

“Inthat case, sncel am not particularly needed at home, I’ll just prolong my visit to the seashore,” he
said with an answering grin. “1 couldn’t possibly leave you here to stroll on the sand alone.”

“Then I'll be off until tomorrow!” She jumped to her feet, laughed gaily, and ran around the boulders they
had chosen to keep the breeze off.

And when he rounded them himself, she was nowhere to be seen.
Definitdy magic.
Sasha, you're such afoadl.

That | am, hetold the sensible part of himsdf. But at this moment, ahappy one.

Katyathought that this might have been one of the happiest days of her life. Not addirious happiness; a
quiet happiness, something not to be shouted, but to savor.

She hadn’t thought it was going to be nearly so nice; when her father had first told her she needed to go
to Led Belarus.

The Sea King had sent for her as soon as she was rested from the long swim home from Nippon. As
aways, when her mission was successful, he let her recover before needing to hear the detailed account
of what had happened.

They sat together over bregkfast...which was, shereflected alittle sadly, nothing like a bregkfast on the
Drylands. Raw fish, kelp, somefruits and vegetables from the Drylands, but nothing that couldn’t stand
immersion in water and nothing cooked. It was probably very hedthy, but...

But the food wasn't why they were meeting together, and she continued on with her story—leaving out
the early misadventure with the courtesan’ s robes. When she was done, it was clear that he was quite
happy with how she had conducted hersdlf, so far from home. He was very interested in the overture
from the head of the kitsune clan. | think | had heard once they were notable for mischief,” he observed,
“but dso for loyalty and wisdom. | believe we can strike agood bargain here. But now—" He grimaced.
“| hate to send you out again so soon, but. .| am presented with a puzzle. 1t isthe Kingdom of Led
Bdarus”

Shetilted her head to the side. Led Belarus was very close, geographicaly speaking, to the Palace. And
never once, in al thetime that she had been aive, had there been any problemswith that little Kingdom.



But then, her father hadn’t exactly said there was a problem.

“A puzzle? But they have been quiet for three generations, Father. No grest evils, only amodest
prosperity and—" and then it struck her “—and they are too quiet, are they not?’

He nodded glumly. One of thelittle reef fish flitted over to their table to beg scraps, and he
absent-mindedly fed it bits of lettuce. “The real peace and prosperity islittle more than twenty yearslong.
Thistroubles me. It may be nothing. But such quiet invites The Tradition to create some dreadful
catastrophe, or put it in the mind of some evil mage to move in and take over. People become
complacent about bad things happening, and it becomes easy for evil to invade. The Tradition does not
likequiet.”

“Quiet does not make for stories and songs,” she sighed. “Y ou are quite right, Father. This should be
looked into. Even thetiniest of Kingdoms can attract grest evil.” Then shesmiled. “At least it isnot far.
And Led Belarus does not live up to its name in summer.” And besides. ..there would be good
breskfasts....

So she went. As soon as she set foot on the beach, she asked The Tradition to give her proper clothing,
and got the mogt ddlightful red-and-white outfit in lovely silk! A grand full skirt that stopped at about the
caf—awonderful embroidered blouse with ahigh neck—ared lesther wai st-cincher and matching

boots. She pointed the toe of the boot outward, looking at its decorations. Bootsfit for dancing in! She
smiled happily. The colors ddlighted her eye, and there was no doubt it was very practical. And by the
sort of sheer happenstance that could only be the hand of The Tradition at work in her favor, no sooner
had she gotten clothed, than she heard music from farther up the beach. There was something about the
music, too. Thiswas no ordinary musician, she was sure of it, the song carried a burden of melancholy far
heavier than mere words and tune could convey. Of course, at that moment, she had no notion of just
how fortuitous this meeting was to be.

Picking her way carefully through the wrack and flotsam cast up by the last tide, she found the source of
themusic. The playing was solid and skilled, though not masterful. The singing had agreet ded of heart,
and the Singer’ s voice was pleasant. But there was some hint of something behind the music that she
couldn’t quite identify.

She climbed carefully and quietly up to the top of aboulder, taking care not to disturb the singer, and got
her first glimpse of him. What she saw made her smilewith pleasure.

Oh my. Now there is ahandsome fellow!

He was blond, the sort of white-blond like hers, which looked unredl; his shock of hair was abit untidy,
but that was to be expected, given that he was out in the wind. He had agood, broad brow that
suggested alot of intelligence. His eyes were closed, so she couldn’t see what color they were—but he
had high cheekbones, agood nose, and astrong chin. His mouth looked as though he smiled more than
he frowned, but there were some odd worry lines creasing his forehead.

Hewas not atall man, but he was very well built, and his hands were those of amusician rather than a
warrior.

She couldn’t place his clothing; awhite, high-necked, embroidered shirt, awide sash, soft suede trousers
and riding boots. It wasn't peasant gear, but other than that, she couldn’t identify what sort of job he did,
athough it did seem rather too well made and unworn for that of an ordinary minsrel.

As she examined him, he seemed to sense that she was there, finished his song, and opened his eyes.



She had expected blue eyes, but instead, they were a startling and striking shade of intense violet.
His speaking voice was as good as his singing voice.

And there was something about him. .. She coaxed him into talking, though it didn’t take alot of coaxing,
and shelistened carefully to what he said.

She heard the truth in what hetold her, but aso heard, beneath the words that he gave her, that he was
not teling her dl thetruth. That wasfine. Shewould learn al of it eventudly.

And she could tell hewas good, that he had an ingtinct for goodness. When he offered to sihg more, she
seized on that as afine excuse to remain.

She sat cross-legged on the sun-warmed boulder, and listened; from the first note, she knew that she had
not been wrong. There was something more there. Something powerful that explained exactly why Led
Belarus was so peaceful, so prosperous.

This man was a Songweaver. And a Seventh Son. She could sense both those things, now that she was
looking for them. The power of the Songweaver put gentle persuasion behind every word he sang. The
signs of the Seventh Son were less obvious, but the violet eyes were what had started her down that path
of reasoning. When he mentioned he had six brothers she knew he had to be the youngest.

And—for that reason, he must also be a Fortunate Fool.

So hewas atriply blessed young man, with the power of a Fortunate Fool, a Seventh Son, and a
Songwesaver.

These might not be powerful magics, but tiny magics, worked wisdly...

Now, the Songweavers were not Bards as such; they had a different sort of magic. Rather than forcing
The Tradition to aid them, or outright undermining it, the Songweavers coaxed it, placated it, and led it
aong gently into the path that they wanted it to travel. Songweaversworked in small ways, not large
ones, and yet small corrections, made early, rendered the powerful magics unnecessary.

Songweavers worked by modifying Traditiond pathsthat dready existed rather than inserting new ones.
Wish to make your Kingdom prosperous and peaceful ? Sing it that way, then make sure that the songs
gpread, that they are the sort of thing that ordinary people whistle, hum, and sing while they’ re working.
They don’t have to be the greet, earth-shattering Songs of the Bards; in fact, you' d redlly rather that they
weren't. Not when what you want isthe smal, gradua changes.

So thiswaswhy the Kingdom of Led Belaruswas so quiet. They had alittle guardian to make it so. And
if hewaswise, he alowed alittle bit of evil to comein, flourish briefly, then fade, or be taken down if
need be. Nothing should be too perfect. The Tradition did not care for perfection.

The more she listened to this man, the more she liked him. And it wasn't too terribly difficult to work out
who he was, as what she had learned from the Library about Led Belarus meshed with what she was
learning now. A “Sasha,” who traveled about Led Belarus on behaf of hisfather? A Seventh Son to
boot? This could only be Prince Sasha, Seventh Son and Fortunate Fool.

And, of course, Songweaver, though she hadn’t known that until she’d met him.

Somehow she' d found hersalf promising to come back to meet him here on the beach. Somehow, he'd
promised to extend his stay hereto meet her....



Somehow...or with the impetus of The Tradition.
Wel, thiswas one time when she would willingly go aong with The Tradition.

The swim back to the Sea King's Palace seemed to take no time at al, and her father was free and
taking abrief bit of leisure in the garden when she sought him out.

“Have you not yet gone, daughter?’ he asked, looking surprised. She smiled.

“There and back again, Father,” she assured him. “ The answer issmple. A chance meeting gave medll
the answers. Prince Sasha, the youngest of the seven Princes, is a Songweaver.”

Understanding dawned on her father’ sfaceimmediately. “ Ah! And Seventh Son. . .that would make him
aFortunate Fool aswell?’

“Yes” sheagreed, “only not so foolish.”

She outlined dl that Sashahad told her, and al that she surmised. Her father listened carefully and
nodded now and again.

“Isit possble,” heasked at lagt, “that the King of Led Belarusis canny enough about The Tradition to
make the boy a Foal in public and something € se atogether in private?”

“I would say that isacertainty, Father.” She gazed off for amoment over his shoulder. “ Sashd s songs
are carefully worded. Not so powerful that The Tradition would ever fed the pressure of hiswords. And
what was more, they are very singable. He has agift for that.”

“And what sort of aman ishe?’ asked her father shrewdly. “ All thisiswell and good, but if there is greed
or overweening amhbitionin him—"

She shook her head. “He' skind, Father, and very dedicated to caring for his Kingdom. | think that the
moon is going to come down into the seato ask for one of usin marriage before Sasha uses his power
for hisowngan.”

“And your inginctstdl you to trust him.” The King looked at his daughter shrewdly. Katya blushed, and
he chuckled. “Wéll, the day hasfindly come. My daughter has found ayoung man who interests her.
Y ou fancy thismingre, Katya?’

She blushed even harder, and he laughed. “ Then by al means, so long asyou remember your primary
duty isto me and this Kingdom, pursue the young man. Take him to your bed, if you like. It isnot our
way to meddlein love affairs. But keep your eyes open and your wits about you. Remember all the
advice about young men that you have given others. | wish to have no Rusalka daughters. Do | make
mysdf clear?’

She nodded. And she knew that her father wasright. She knew very little about Sasha
But she wanted to know more. She wanted to know everything....

“AsaSongweaver, he could, if hewished, do usagood turn or two,” the King mused aloud. “I would
be very grateful for such help.”

“I will see what can be done, Father, but | have only just met him—" she began.

Helaughed. “ And you know how to rectify that. Go, my dear. And be glad that you have Siren, and not
Mermaid blood in your veins.”



She blushed even harder. But she dso lost no timein retracing her path back to the shores of Led
Bdarus

Chapter 8

Sashasat on the edge of hisbed and stared at the message that had finaly caught up with him. He had
been sending Y asha short reports from every significant siop he had made, more asaway for hisfamily
to keep track of where he was than because they needed any news about what he was doing.

It was amessage that came with agift, which told him immediately that he probably wouldn’t like it. Had
this message arrived at any time previous to yesterday afternoon, he would have been angry, alittle hurt,
and agreat ded resentful.

Dear Sasha, We are at addlicate position at the moment. The negotiations for your brother’ s bride are
going very well. But any little thing could bring it al crashing down. Therefore, if you would, please
remain where you are until we send for you? With the |etter had come a substantia pouch of money,
enough to keep him wel for quite some time, and the messenger waited patiently down below for his
answer. Which, because Sashawas a good son, and would do as his father asked, would be to agree to
the request and not make trouble.

Now &t any other time, he would have been annoyed, and even hurt by this. After dl, it wasn't asif he
chose to be the Fortunate Fool. Given the option he would much rather—

He weighed the pouch of money in his hand. What would he rather be?

If he wasto have the choice without needing to factor in starvation...he’ d be amingtrdl. He could till
sing the Kingdom to make it prosper and protect it asamingrd. Infact, it might be easier.

He entertained the fantasy for amoment—for it was afantasy—of spending histime riding frominn to
inn, enjoying the sun and sky by day, tucked up in acozy corner with an appreciative audience by night,
and after the inn was closed, finding asaucy serving wench waiting for himin hisbed....

But theredity for mingrels, as he very well knew, was traveling afoot, or if lucky, catching aridewith a
farmer. There were very few minstrels who could afford a horse, and most of those were with atroupe of
entertainers, sharing awagon, which had its own advantages and drawbacks. Since hedidn’t think he'd
fitinwel with any such group, hewould haveto go it done. Thelife of amingtre wasfilled with lots of
rainy days, cold days, days of endless snow, and the occasiond blistering-hot day just for variety. It was
smoke-filled, filthy innsthat, unlike the Jolly Sturgeon, werefull of the stench of stde, thin kvass—athin,
bitter beer—burned food, unwashed bodies, and vomit. And most of dl, thelife of amingtrel was going
hungry, deeping without shelter, most of the time. When there was shelter, it wasin someone sbarn, ina
shed, or on the hard floor of one of those wretched inns.

| am apampered Prince, he thought wryly. | wouldn’t last out the season.

Of coursg, if he could manage to be a Prince incognito, to have money sent to him whenever he needed
it, to have agood horse under him and good clothing on his back, that would be very different.

| wonder if it would be possible to smply make the rounds dl thetime? Or, well, not al thetime, but
there would be no difficulty finding anice, cozy inn to spend winter months. Would he till then be the
Fortunate Foal for the Kingdom? That would be the real question. Probably only a Godmother could
answe it.

If he couldn’t then—no. He could not in al conscience do something like that. The Kingdom, and his



family, depended on his Luck. He couldn’t do anything that would diminish it, not and fed anything but
Quilty.

But if hecould...

Will, thiswas not the time to daydream. For once, when he’ d been told to stay away, he was happy
about it. Hewas at hisfavorite place, it was the middle of summer, and a pretty girl wasinterested in him.

Leaving aside the fact that she certainly was some sort of magica creature, and there was a possihility,
however remote, that she had come hereto kill him...

Coming ashore again, on the deserted beach, Katya busied hersdlf &t first in fussing with her costume.
Sasha had liked her in red, would he like her in blue? It didn’t take much magic to change the colors. But
shewas stdling for time, feding nervous, and finally she had to laugh at hersdf. She had faced dl manner
of dangers and never been haf as nervous asthidl

Dol tel himwho | an?What | am? 1t only seemed fair. She resolved that she would, but she would
have to pick the right timeto do so. It wasn’t the sort of thing you wanted to just blurt out.

But a least, being what he was, he would believe her. With anyone el se there wasthe very red
possibility that they wouldn’t. Humans, she had noticed, didn’t much like the idea of magic that intruded
on their lives. They much preferred it to be somewhere ese. Magic, and those who wielded it, took the
power of most everything out of their hands, and no one liked to fed powerless. At least, that was what
she thought was the reason.

She had come ashore some distance from their meeting place, and once she was satisfied with how she
looked, she began the walk with the gulls and terns crying overhead. Once she had the spot in Sght, she
ran up the beach to the cluster of boulders where they had first met, stedling herself for disappointment.
He might have forgotten. He might have had to leave this village. He might have made the promiseidly,
without ever redlly meaning to fulfill it.

But as she neared the rocks, she heard the merry sound of the baldaika and felt her feet grow lighter.
Hewaswaiting for her!

She rounded the large boulder, and there he was! He was standing up thistime, leaning against the rock
as he played. He grinned when he saw her and ended the dance tune with aflourish.

“Well met, Katyal” he said, laughing. “I have come better provisioned thistime! Have you esten?’

“Only breakfast,” shereplied, and felt her eyeswiden as he pulled a basket out from behind asmaller
rock.

“Then | shal be more than happy to share my midday med with you,” hetold her, eyes dancing. “Though
| warn you, it isonly tavern fare. Good, but nothing like lark’ s tongues and roast peacock.”

“I can’t imagine anyone heartless enough to sllence alark for the sake of eating itstongue!” she
exclaimed, as she settled down on the soft sand next to him while he spread out a cloth and began to
unpack the basket onto it. “Nor can | imagine wanting to take a beautiful peacock out of the world just
to have amoment of devouring it.”

“Wadll, in that, we are one, Katya. | had much rather have plain good food that does’t require taking



beauty from the world to get it.” He finished unpacking the basket. “ There we are. My hostess' s good
honest bread, a very nice goat cheese, lovely onions as sweet asyou'd like, and abit of cold hare that
wewon'’t inquire too closay about.” He winked, and she grinned, knowing that he must suspect the hare
was poached, but wasn't going to say or do anything about it.

“I’'m sorry thereisn’t any fish—" he began, but she shook her head as she reached for a piece of the
substantial dark bread he tore off for her. It was fresh, and had awonderful, dightly nutty scent toit.

“Oh no, redlly | get more than enough fish at home!” The cheese was soft and creamy, and just strong
enough to offset the bite of thelittle green onions. “Thisislovey!”

He watched her eat with evident enjoyment, and made good work of the food himself. She savored each
bite; the common food of Nippon was based on rice, not bread, and though it was good, she had missed
the baked stuffs she usualy enjoyed in the Drylands. Cheese, well they did get cheese beneath the sea,
but it was dl firm stuff, and of course every bite was flavored with the sdt weater. Thiswas—ddlightful.

Shetried not to be greedy. But it cameto her, asit did so often when she was on the Drylands, how tired
shewas of the taste of sdlt. Everything there tasted of sdlt. Fruit, even. Maybeif she never cameto the
Drylands again, she would get used to it, but she never seemed to.

It was possible to get cooked foods and even baked thingsin her father’ s Kingdom, but you had to leave
the Palace grounds to do so. Elsawhere, people could use magic to cook food and even to make little
pockets of air where you could have something baked and ezt it, too, if you were the sort that could
breathe air as Katyawas—a gift that was rare outside of the Sirens, the mer-folk, and the seal-people.
But Katya never seemed to have the time to go to one of these places anymore....

And anyway, everything il tasted of sdlt.
Sheredized he was watching her with alittle half smile on hisface.
She stopped eating. “What isit?’ she asked. “What have | done?’

“Done? Nothing,” he said pleasantly. “I'm just trying to figure out what sort of magica creature you are,
Katya”

Shefroze, and he went on. “There are not alot of human sea creaturesin Led Belarus Tradition, except
maybe a swan maiden—swan maidens do land on the ocean. But you haven’t a suggestion of anything
feathery about you, and anyway, swan maidenstravel in flocks. So that means you must be outsde the
Led Bdarus Tradition, and I'll admit you have me stumped.” He scratched his head and grinned ruefully.
“All'I know about are the mer-folk and you haven’t atail. Well, and the Sirens, but you haven't tried to
drown me, or sing at me to make meloveyou, so | think I’'m safethere.”

She opened and closed her mouth severa times. It was taking her amoment to compose hersdlf. Finally,
“I’'m the Sea King' sdaughter,” she said.

Heraised hiseyebrows. “ Redly! And what brings you to Led Belarus, Princess?’
“Don't cal methat,” shesaid, blushing. “ Cal me Katya And—you are what bringsme.”

Now it was histurn to open and close hismouth, asif about to say something, then thinking better of it.
“Me” hesadfindly. “But I’'m not important. Well—"

“Y ou’re a Fortunate Fool, and a Songweaver,” shereplied, cutting him off. “ And you' re the Seventh Son
of the King of Led Belarus. But it isn't so much you yourself that brought me here. It waswhat you're



doing.”
He blinked, and nodded. “But dl I’'m doing is making things peaceful—" he said feehly.

Katyalaughed, and popped a grape in her mouth. “Too peaceful! Or so my father said. He was afraid
that things here were about to turn very bad, the calm before the storm, you see. But then | met you and |
heard you, and | realized you were a Songweaver, so then, of course, it wasdl right.”

“I"'ma—" He hedtated. “I’'m awhat?’

“A Songweaver. It'snot moving big magics, likeaBard can. It'ssmaler things.” She paused, not sure
whereto go with this explanation.

But he—oh he was aquick one. “ Spinning songs for good harvests and fine wesather. Catching evil things
and singing them out by making them al too visible to both ordinary folks and their own enemies. Or just
singing them out by making it too cheerful for them, because happinessis poison to them. That' swhat |
do with ghogts, when they're vicious haunts. ..

“Exactly!” She nodded with rdlief. “And you can make your songs do more than any other Songweaver
I’ve ever seen or heard of, because you' re a Fortunate Fool.”

“Oho! That'sthe explanation!” He seemed pleased. “| had wondered. | thought the reason that the songs
were working was only because | am a Fortunate Fool.”

Shewiped her hands off with angpkin and shook her head. “No, it' s the two things working together. By
themselves, each isgood, but together you make your own luck.”

“Within reason,” he added for her.

She nodded. “Within reason. Y ou can Sing aghost out of existence because you can makeit unableto
resst the pull of the other sde. Ghosts are waysin akind of tug-of-war within themsalves, and you just
add alittle push. But you couldn’t Sihg ademon out of existence.”

“But!” hesad, raising afinger. “1 can recognize onewhen | seehim, and | can sing that apriest comes
adongat just theright time.”

“And so you can,” she agreed. “ There' s how the powers are working together.”

“There sthe powers working with my brain!” he corrected, tapping hisfinger on histemple. “So you
came because your father sent you. But you’ ve come back.”

“My father has no need of mejust now,” she temporized.

“And neither has mine. | think we have been granted arare moment of idleness!” he said cheerfully.
“Perhapsit’ sthefortune of thefool!” Then helaughed. “'Y ou’ ve no notion how good it isto keep
company with someone who understands what | do besides my family.”

She shook her head. “I have the same problem. No oneisto know | am my father’ seyesand ears, or
they might be more reticent around me.”

He dghed. “Welladay. There you haveit. But for now, we are on holiday! So what would you careto
do, Katya, SeaKing's daughter?’

She settled her back against the boulder. “1 should like to hear you sing.”



It was about the middle of their third day together that Sasha redlized that he was courting this young
woman. Possibly she had known it earlier, but if so she had given no sign.

He said nothing, however. He didn’t want to do or say anything that might make her take offense, and
young women could take offense at the oddest things. She might only want to be friends. Or she might
think that he was not courting her, but trying to seduce her—

Wil | am, hethought, ashelay in hisbed in theinn and stared up at the celling in the dark. But my
intentions are honorable!

Hewould not think of what his brothers might say. He would not think of what his Father would do. All
of them should know better anyway. The Fortunate Fool aways went away from home and returned
with an exotic bride, more often than not, it was amagica oneto boot! They should al be expecting it by
NOw.

Could hewin her?

He certainly hoped so, because he could not imagine feding thisway about any other young lady, ever
again. It was not just that she was beautiful, kind, clever, and intoxicating. It was not that he was madly in
love. If anything, hewas sandly in love. If ever two creatures were suited for each other—

They were out riding at the moment that he came to this conclusion; she was up behind him on apillion.
Now, hisregular saddle didn’t have apillion pad, but true to the nature of hisluck, there had been one
left behind at the inn so long ago that no one quite recalled who had left it or why. Not that it mattered. It
was hisluck. So hewas able to suggest to her that they go riding inland, and she readily agreed.

Thiswas not a part of Led Belaruswhere they werelikely to run into either trouble or people. It was, in
fact, hunting lands belonging to one of the boyars, a man who hated to hunt. The people of thefishing
village poached it with impunity. There might be a gamekeeper somewhere about, but if there was, Sasha
hed never seen him.

Sasharedly wasn't at al surewho or what lived in thisforest, besdes the poss ble gamekeeper. He only
had one hope—that the unicorns weren't around.

Hefdt his heart sink when he caught aflash of white through the trees.
“What' sthat?’ Katyaasked, crushing his hope that she hadn’t seeniit.
“I don’t know,” he temporized, because he actualy didn’t know, he only guessed it was aunicorn.

“Thereitisagan!” she exclamed, asthe path curved, and there was the briefest possible glimpse of a
whiteflank.

Oh, thiswas bad. Thiswas very bad. How was he to explain the unicorns to her? Oh he could probably
sang them away but—

They rounded another turn in the path, and ahead, the path led straight into a beautiful glade. Sun poured
down into the pocket meadow, golden and sweet as honey. The sound of gurgling water wasjust
audible, along with the song of alark. Lush, deep green grass carpeted the ground, and in the middle of
thistiny paradise, haloed by the sun, ssood—

A white doe.



Rdief made him flush. Thank heavens.
“Oh!” Katya said, asthe deer turned her mild eyes on them and nodded. “ Oh! She' slovely!”

She was more than lovely. Sashaquickly ran through al thelorein hishead. A white stag could
sometimes be aguide, but awhite doe—

He dismounted, and dowly walked toward the beautiful cresture. She let him agpproach. He got within a
few feet of her, then stopped. “Are you under acurse or aspell?’ he asked.

Slowly, the doe nodded.

“Can it be broken?’ Sasha asked, as he heard Katya behind him respond to that answer with a swift
intake of breath. Again, the doe nodded.

“Doesit have to be aPrince of the Roya House?’ he asked, hoping that the answer would be no.
Because dl of the White Doe stories had a period of sorrow and tria to them, and he was hoping his
brothers would be spared that. And oh no—he had chosen hisbride, if it could be done, if Katyawould
have him, and in no way was he going to be thisgirl’ srescuer. To hisintense relief, the doe shook her
head. “ Any boyar will do, then?’ he asked, and was rewarded with anod.

Thanks be to the blessed saints. He thought about the man whose hunting lands these were. What he
knew of Boyar Arkadij was al good. He was a kind man, good to his peasants—as witness the fact that
poachers here went unpunished—faithful in hisloyalty to the King, solitary by nature. Perhapsthat was
why the doe appeared here.

“I will send amessageto the boyar whose forest thisis,” hetold thedoe. “I think you will like him. |
suggest you start showing yoursdlf near the hunting lodgein thisforest as soon as possible.”

The doe bowed her head and ddlicately pawed the ground. Sasha smiled asthe doe reared alittle, then
whirled on her hind feet and vaulted off into the shadows under the trees so lightly he did not even hear a
rustle of branches.

“Wadll,” he said, looking around at the perfect little glade. “ Thislooks like as good a place as any for our
lunch, no?’

Katya had known from the moment her father had asked her if she fancied Sashathat shewasfalingin
lovewith him. Since he’ d begun making moves she could only interpret as courtship dmost immediately,
she could see no reason why she shouldn’t. Traditiondly, they were avery good match. The Fortunate
Fool never, in any of the talesthat she had ever heard, was paired up with an ordinary girl, not even a
Princess unless she had some sort of magic about her or was the captive of amagicad villain. Hedways
found awife who was a swan maiden, or acaptive of some evil creature, or enchanted into the form of a
bird, or adeer or—

That waswhy sheredlized, after Sashahimself had clearly figured it out, that the pure white doe must be
exactly thelatter. And her heart sank as she came to that conclusion.

But then Sasha had questioned it, and when he’ d asked about how the curse could be lifted, then
promised to tell the boyar who owned these lands about the poor thing, her heart had risen again.

She hel ped him to unpack the pannier they had brought with them, and set out amedl. Therewasfar
more food in there than two people could ever et in aday, but Sasha explained to her that he always



tried to pack agrest ded of food, in case he should meet alittle old lady begging, because such littleold
ladies popping up in the path of princes were dmost dways witches. That was even more the case when
the Prince was a Fortunate Fool. Mostly they just gave him their blessing and let him ride on if he fed
them, but once he had been sent to atreasure, and once he had been sent to the aid of an old hermit.

“That was a very kind thing you did just now, Sasha,” she said, going to the stream and returning with
both their cupsfilled with water. She could hardly get enough of pure water when she was on Drylands.
It was dmost intoxicating in its sSweetness, after the heavy sdt of seawater. Sashafound that very
amusing, sheimagined, though he never said anything.

“Kind?1 suppose s0.” He helped himself to aboiled egg and began to ped it. “| wasjust hoping she
hadn’t come for me, or for one of my brothers. She won't have an easy time of it. The boyar will break
the curse, | am sure, but whatever cursed her will know that the curse has been broken and come here to
plague her. Something bad will happen to her, and she and her boyar will have to work through it before
they can be happy.” He shook his head. “Usudly the firstborn child is stolen, and the witch makes it 1ook
asif the mother has murdered it. Often the girl isactudly at the stake to be burned before thetruth is
discovered. Thereisalot of grief, pain, and fear before the proper people are found and punished. |
don’'t want that kind of troublein my family.”

She nodded soberly. He sighed. “ That' s the thing, you see. Thereisalot | can do...but thereisalot
morethat | can’t. I'm not powerful enough to make it so that poor girl won't have to endure that
suffering. | can make a choice of pathsfor The Tradition, but | can’t send it out of its chosen path once
it'sin. Therearetoo many things| can’t do. | can sing aghost into the afterlife, or ademonto deep, but |
can't cure someone sillness, nor do anything at all about boyars that are mean-spirited and crud to their
peasants. It's—" helooked down at the half-pedled egg in his hands, asif surprised to seeit there“—it's
frugtrating.”

Shefdt asurge of pity for him, aswell asaburst of affection. How could you not love aman like this
one? His heart was so big.....

And with al that he did for people, he himsalf was trested asthe fool, the nuisance, the fellow best gotten
out of the way when something important was going on. Even though hisfamily knew what hewas. They
ill discounted him,

“Why do you keep doing thesethings?’ she asked findly. “Y ou get scant thanks from it, even from your
own people, who know what you are. Y ou get kicked around by everyone else. And thereis probably at
least one of your brothers who thinks you are afool anyway for making yourself miserable with trying to
help everyone else and not going off and finding treasures and coming home arrich man.”

He pondered that amoment. “| do this because...| haveto, Katya. | haveto, or | won't betrueto
mysdlf. I'm not alegend or ahero, | don’t day dragons, | don’t do any of the thingsthat areal hero can.
But I can make things better, one day at atime, for most of the Kingdom. We' re given achoicein our
lives, to make things better, or worse, or merely endure like sheep. | choose to make things better, as
much as| can.”

Shenodded. “I’'mlucky,” shesaid ruefully. “Even if only ahandful of people know what | do, & least I'm
not abused theway you are.”

But he laughed at that. “ Oh, my family makes surethat | never have to worry about truly being abused.
Andit'snot so bad, redly. | get to pull some pretty outrageous pranksand | get away with it, too. So
there re some advantagesto it.”

Asthey ate, hetold her about some of hisfunnier stunts. How he' d left a sheep in the bed of avisiting



boyar who seemed to think that hisrank gave him theright to use whatever servant girl he wanted. How
he' d arranged for another who was drunk nearly al thetimeto get only water while he stayed. How he'd
blundered into agroup of mutudly antagonistic boyars and tangled them al up together in their own
cloaks so that they had to talk to one another.

She had to smile at theimagethat caled up in her mind.

By that time, they were both full, she had packed what they hadn’t eaten back into the hamper, and the
sun was making them both drowsy. Findly he stretched and yawned. “Would it be terribly ungalant of
meto take anap?’ heasked. “1 didn’'t degp much last night.”

“No, not at dl,” she hadtily said. “Bad dreams?’
“No, the opposite.” For some reason, he was blushing.
Sheamiled. “You go right ahead. I [l keep watch.”

He stretched himself out on the blanket they had used for their picnic. “Thank you, Katya,” he murmured
drowsly.

And then he was adeep.

She watched him for awhile, as he dumbered so deeply that he scarcely seemed to breathe. She
wondered what had happened to keep him awake. And then, the warm sun overhead felt so good. . . her
eydids tarted to droop. She woke with agtart twice, but the third time she could not fight deep off
anymore,

She woke up curled againgt Sashd s chest. She could tell he was adeep, or mostly adeep, but his hands
were caressing her hair and shoulders, dowly.

Now what did she want to do about this?

The sensation of his hands on her body made her tingle, made her skin fed dive, made her fed entirely
wanton. Which was perfectly fine for someone like her, al of her brothers and half of her ssters had
taken lovers aready and no one had second thoughts about it. Things only got complicated when the
lover was someone who would then try to use the relationship to gain influence from the King. So far,
that hadn’t worked, and the lesson had been learned by the sibling in question so it never happened

again.

Magic creatures were like that. Humans thought they were fickle, when in fact, it was a matter of
knowing that for a creature of magic, there were lovers and there was Love, and an emotion as powerful
as Lovetended to get dl tangled up in the magic and make for complications.

But for ordinary folk, the humans of the Drylands, there were a hundred thousand social codes and
religious consderations and things they thought of as“mord behavior,” never thinking or knowing that
onegroup’s“moral behavior” meant nothing to adifferent group. The question was...where was Sasha
indl of this? How would helook at her if she—

Then, mentally, she shook her head. She was what she was. He would love her as shewas, or there was
no point in continuing this. She moved alittle and put her hands on ether side of hisface and kissed him.

“Hmm?’ he murmured, his arms tightening around her. Then he opened his eyes and looked &t her



blankly. “Uh—"
“Good. You're awake. Areyou completely avake?’ she asked, her mouth quirking in alittle smile.
“Uh—" heflushed bright red, and she felt something hard and insstent tirring againgt her leg.

“Very good.” She kissed him again, thistime letting her lips part, teasing hiswith thetip of her tongue.
She could fedl hisindecision; whether to respond or not, and ended the kiss.

“Um...Katya...your father isgoing to kill me—" Hewas bright crimson. “I want—I mean—you're
wonderful and—but—"

She chuckled. “My father has never interfered in the lives of his children that way,” she said. “We re not
like you, we sea-people. My father concerns himself only where matters of the Kingdom are concerned.
We don’'t make aliance marriages. He would not careif | had adozen loverssolong as| was
discreet...and it did not interfere with my doing my duty.”

We don't barter virginity for ahigher seet at the table. And he'll only careif you hurt me, she thought, but
did not say.

“Um...” He hesitated amoment longer, then bent his head down to return her kiss.

It wasinexpert, but so was hers. She had only the benefit of her mother’ s advice, and surreptitious
watching of her asters and some of the other women, young and not so young, of the Court. But he
was't impatient. He moved very dowly and carefully, despite the hardness she could fed pulsing against
her thigh. She nibbled and licked at hislips, he dipped histongue into her mouth, and she met it with hers,
as his hands moved down aong her shoulders, then hesitantly, one hand cupped her breast. His thumb
brushed her nipple through the thin fabric of her blouse, and she gasped as it sent arrows of sensation to
ignite afireat her groin. Her legs parted without thought, and her hands moved to his buttocks and pulled
him againg her.

Shethrew oneleg over his, and insstently tugged at the buttons fastening the collar of hisshirt. He had it
eader, one pull at the drawstring of her blouse and it dipped down over her shouldersto her waist, and
he began kissing hisway down her neck, both hands now on her breasts, thumbs circling the hardened
nipples as her breath came faster and the fires raced through her entire body. Then he moved his mouth
farther down and began to trace the same circles around her nippleswith histongue, while one hand
pulled her skirt up and the other unfastened the front of histrews.

She knew what was there, and she wanted it, her ingdes cried out for it, and she helped him, eagerly.

There was some fumbling on both their parts. He raised his head from her breast and looked at her,
ruefully, absolutely scarlet with embarrassment.

“I’'ve—never done this before—" he whispered hoarsdly.
“Neither havel,” shereplied, and pulled his head back to her breast.

Findly, his hardness found her secret place, and with adesperate thrust, he entered her. She bit back her
exclamation of pain, aswith afew sharp lunges, he climaxed.

He cried out, shuddered, and was ill. But she very well remembered her mother’ sinstructions about
men and lovemaking, given when her breasts had first begun to bud. And after his bresthing steedied, she
began to kissand fondle him again. Slowly, he responded, kissing her, making thefiresrisein her again,
making more free of her body thistime than he had the first. He found new placesto make her gasp, new



waysto raise shivers. She made him gasp, too, nibbling at his earlobe, holding and dowly stroking his
member, running her nailslightly dong hissdes. By thetime the pain between her legs faded, he was
hard and ready again.

And so thistime, they came together dowly, with care, and fell into arhythm of thrust and response and
what she had thought was afire before became a conflagration, aravenous hunger that built and built until
she thought she could not bear it, and then it exploded within her, making her world go whitefor a
moment asit swept over her and carried her away. A moment later, he cried out as well, and the two of
them shuddered, stiffened, and then collgpsed, till entwined.

Their breathing dowed. A breeze cooled the sweat on her body. His armstightened around her.
“Marry me” hesad into her ear.

“Of course,” shereplied.

He chuckled. “Good.”

Chapter 9

By common consent, they eected not to talk about al the complications, the hows and the whens and the
wheres. “We | talk about this—" she began.

“Tomorrow,” he agreed, asif he had read her mind. “Or the next day. But not now.”

They made love again, in the warm afternoon sunshine, then bathed in the stream, then ate, feeding each
other little tidbits. They told each other stories of their childhoods, and laughed a greet deal, and kissed a
great deal more. He played and they both sang, and then suddenly in the middle of a song, he stopped

and began laughing hystericdly.

Shelooked at him askance, as he bent over, shaking his head. Finally he got control of himsdlf, and
wiped his eyes on anapkin.

“The next verseis about the unicorn that follows Kainkaabout,” he said, gill wiping tears of merriment
from hiseyes. “That'sdl very pretty in asong, but the redlity isaplague—’

Her eyes widened and she began to chuckle. “ Oh, that iswhy you were so stiff when you saw the White
Doel”

He nodded. “I thought it was another unicorn. | can’t get rid of them. They follow me everywh—"

“Not anymore,” said avoicefull of disgust from the place where the path entered the glade. They both
looked up.

A unicorn stood there, her lip curling, but her eyeswet. “Oh, Prince. How could you?” shecried. “And
not even with a proper Princess after a proper wedding!”

“I wouldn’t want a proper Princess,” Sashareplied. “I’m not sure what you would call a‘ proper’
wedding. And I’ ve been your mascot for far too long. It istime | had my own life. Now go and find some
good little farmer’ s boy and bring some magic into hisworld, for he surely needsit.”

With asnort, the unicorn turned and trotted back into the forest, every muscle expressing silent outrage.

“Why am | not aproper Princess?’ Katyawondered adoud, more amused than anything.



“Because you are not pink, and white, and demure,” said Sasha, with aflip of hishand that said
wordlesdy how little he cared for pink, and white, and demure. “ A proper Princess would not survive
me. | should drive her mad in thefirst day.” Heleaned over and kissed her, and she answered the kiss
with rising passion. “Now, now!” he cautioned, laughing, as he pulled away. “More of that and we will
never get back to theinn.”

She sghed. Sheredly didn't want to get back to theinn. She didn’t want to go back under the sea and
be parted from him. But he was continuing. “I will bespeak the bigger room. Thereis no reason why we
cannot shareit, isthere?” Now he looked anxioudy at her. “Y ou don't need to be immersed in water
every day do you? Or haveto put on afish kin?’

He wanted her with him! More, he wanted her with himin public! Her heart bubbled over with
happiness. “No, and | only need go down to the shore to make sure my father hasn’t sent any
messages,” she assured him. “Thereis no reason why—" she blushed, and ssammered out the last
“—why we cannot be together.”

But that was skirting periloudly close to the subject that they had both agreed to avoid for alittle, so she
said nothing more, and he did not ask or comment.

They packed up the pannier, saddled the horse, and he lifted her up onto the pillion. After arueful look at
the now-stained blanket, he folded it up so that the blood didn’t show, and tucked it in the top of the
basket.

“I canfix that,” she said quietly. For of course, she could. She need but leaveit in the ocean for alittle,
and at her direction, dmost invisible sea creatures would pick it clean.

“Oh, | wasjugt thinking that when my brother weds, they will display his sheetslike abanner in the
morning,” he replied, making aface. “A barbaric cusom—"

“And rather difficult to manageinthe sea,” she pointed out wryly. “Which may be why we s little store
onthat.”

He had to laugh as he mounted the horse. “ Then that iswise,” hereplied. “Very wise. You will haveto
excuse our barbaric ways.”

“Oh, we have barbaric ways enough of our own,” shereplied, making aface. But she didn’t eaborate.
Time enough later to warn him that he would have to fight atoken battle to prove he was worthy of her
hand. He was clever; hewould find away to do so even though he was no warrior. That came under the
heading of all the things they would talk about on some other day.

During theride back to the inn, she kept her arms clasped about hiswaist and her cheek pillowed on his
shoulder, reveling in the warmth and the scent of him. He was avery cleanly man. She had been around
any number of unwashed Drylanders, and she was glad she had not falen in love with one who scorned
bathing.

They reached the Inn of the Jolly Sturgeon at dusk, and he lifted her down from the saddle while the
hostler came to take the horse. She had never actualy been here before, dthough in the course of her
duties, she had seen the insides of many taverns, inns, and the like. The outsde wasin finerepair, if abit
weather-beaten, made of wood that she suspected had to have been scavenged from shipwrecks. But
that was to be expected in a place so near the sea. The Jolly Sturgeon hersdlf was painted on either sde
of the door, and she did look very jolly indeed, which was odd considering how many of her kin must
have been brought here, split open for their eggs, and then made into soups and stews.



Sashaled Katya by the hand straight up to awoman who wastidying the tablesin an otherwise empty
common room. She was a sturdy, though not at al stout, woman of middie age. A bit of dark blond hair
peeked out from under her kerchief, and her cheeks were pink from the heat of the kitchen. “If itisnot
inconvenient, good hostess,” he said without any preamble, “1 should like to bespesk alarger room.”

The innkeeper’ swife eyed both of them with afrown. “I do not run abawdy house, sr—" she began.
“And | would not frequent one,” hereplied. “Thisis my betrothed.”

Her frown deepened, and Katya felt suddenly uneasy. “Prince,” the woman said, “for Prince we know
you are—do you know what it is you hold by the hand and call your betrothed? It would not be wise to
betray her.”

At that moment, achill seemed tofill theair, and Katya shivered. She could fed the magic of The
Tradition suddenly looming over them like awave about to break. And she felt her mouth go dry and her
heart Sart to race. And she begged, silently, Oh don’t go making promises, Sashal The Traditionis
waliting for apromise! Itiswaiting for you to say “1 will never betray her,” so it can make you do just
that! Thiswas precisely the sort of moment that tragedies were made of ...

But Sashajust smiled. “1 know, good hostess,” he said softly. “And | will make no vows of undying love.
Never and Forever are not words for mortalsto use. But | will love her astruly as| can and aslong asit
isgivento meto do so, and | hope | shdl never hurt her, either by accident nor deliberately,”

The sense of portent faded. The fedling of great power looming turned into the feeling of great power
shuffling off, disappointed. The innkeeper’ swife laughed. “Wedl said, Prince. We need no tragic spirits
here. We werelong in laying to rest thelast one.” She smiled, and her eyebrows rose until they
disappeared beneath the rim of her kerchief. “Now go take your seabride to the chamber next to yours
and | will have Boyrabring your things to the new room.” Shewinked. “If you choose to anticipate the
wedding, well, so has half thisvillage. | think you will find the bed to your liking.”

Katyafound hersdlf blushing, and in her confusion amost overlooked something. Then as Sashastarted
to turn, she blinked. “How do you know what | am?’ she demanded.

Theinnkeeper’ swife smiled. “ And who do you think isthe witch of thisvillage? | know a seabride when
| smell her. Y ou have the scent of the ocean clinging to you, and dwayswill.” She made ashooing
motion. “ Off with you, and | shall seetoit that dinner istaken to you. | think you will not want to trouble
yourselves with the stares of the company, who will suddenly see the lone mingtrel with alovely maiden
that none of usknow.”

Laughing, Sashatugged on Katya s hand, and nothing loathe, she followed him.

Helit aspill a the lantern in the hall, and opened a door as aboy clattered up the stairs behind them.
Holding the flame over his head, Sashalocated the candle and went to light it as Katya stood just insde
the door and to one side, waiting for her eyesto adjust.

It was, by the standards of any inn she had ever been in, agood room. There was alarge window, just
now shuttered closed, two blanket chests, and a perfectly enormous curtained bed. A moment later the
boy came clattering in—he was an extraordinarily noisy child—burdened with what must be Sasha's
things. There were two bulging saddlebags, the balaaika case, and what |ooked to be aflute box, plusa
fine cloak and arain hat made of oiled leather with abroad brim. He put al these things down atop one
of the blanket chests and clattered out again. Before Katya could so much as breathe aword, one of the
serving girls from below came up with aladen tray, her foot-steps lighter than a sylph’s compared to the
boy’s. This she set down on top of the other blanket chest, curtsied to Sasha, and dipped out again.



Sasha closed the door and pulled the latch-string out.
“Wdl,” hesad. “Thisis certainly astep up from my old room. Our hostess must favor you, belochka.”

She blushed at the word beloved and shook her head. “1 think it’syou she favors,” she said instead, and
unableto resist, sdled over to the bed.

Indl her life she had never dept in abed like thisone.

With heavy curtains on three sdes for privacy and warmth in winter, it would easly deep four. It had a
fine bearskin coverlet, four fat pillows, and the plumpness suggested awonderful soft featherbed beneath
the coverlet.

“Hmm,” said Sasha, from behind her. “ Our hostess has sent usthingsthat are al good cold.” He came up
behind her and put hisarms around her. “ So shall we test out the bed?” he breathed in her ear.

“Perhgps.” She dipped out of hisembrace. Then dowly, ddiberately, she unfastened her wide leather
belt and dropped it behind her. With atantalizing smile, she plucked at the draw-string to her skirt and
untied it, letting the skirt drop to pool around her ankles, until she kicked it aside. Pulling at the drawstring
of the neck of her blouse and loosening it, amoment later it, too, followed the skirt to the floor, leaving
her ganding only in her shift.

He stood quietly, arms crossed over his chest, agrin on hisface. “What' sthisthen, seawench?’ he
asked.

“Y ou didn’t see much of what you were bargaining for,” shereplied, withady smile. “| just want you to
be sure you haven't been cheated.” A quick pull of the drawstring of the neck of her shift, and it, too, fell
to thefloor, leaving her sanding there wearing nothing but air. Pulling both the bows from her hair, she
shook it loosefromitsbraid, letting it fal about her, hanging to her knees. “Wdl,” she said, turning on
onetoe as shelifted her hair in both hands. “What do you think?’

“I think you should have alook at your haf of the bargain,” he replied, stripping off shirt, trews, and
singlet, and tossing them al asidein aheap. He spread hisarms wide. “ Going to send me back to the
market?’

Sheran her gaze over him, dowly. Hewas not atall man, but now that he was naked, she could see that
there was nothing at al to be asked for in the way of strength. He was also not a particularly hairy man,
which pleased her. Sculpted chest muscles and strong arms, aflat ssomach—

But her eyeswould go no farther as she saw how ready he wasfor her.
“I hardly think so,” shereplied bresthlesdy.

“Good!” He scooped her up and tossed her into the middle of the bed. “Because | have no intention of
letting you.”

Hefollowed her into the bed, knelt between her legs, and looked down &t her, greedily. “ Y ou are atasty
little morsdl. Where shdl | begin? Ah, | know—" He bent swiftly and took anipple in his mouth, hishand
cupping the other. The sensations of histongue and gently nibbling teeth made her shiver and gasp, and
the dightly roughened skin of histhumb on the other made her wild with desire. She threw her arms and
her legs around him and drew him to her, arching her hipsagaing his.

Hisfree hand cupped her buttocks and pulled her againgt him, and she stifled acry of pure pleasure as he
entered her.



Then, maddeningly, he paused. “ Slowly,” he murmured against her breast, then sucked gently on the
nipple, moving againg her in time with his mouth. She found hersdf nibbling his neck and his earlobes,
caressing hisback and squeezing his buttocks with her hands as the movement of hips and mouth
quickened gradudly, grew more urgent. He switched his attentions to the other breast, both hands now
holding her to him, then, as pleasure began to overcome her and she drove her own hipsagaingt his, his
hands tightened on her and the amble became a gallop, the pleasure became a screaming need, the need
became dl, and fire exploded inside them both.

Somehow they didn’t get to that supper after dl that night.

It wasthree days later that the summons came.

Katyawent down to the sea.as she dways did, first thing in the morning and the last thing at night. But
thistime, there was someone waiting for her.

It was one of the mer-folk, an earnest-looking young triton with a shock of jet-black hair and aworried
expression. His eyeswent from Katya to Sasha and back again. “Princess,” he said. “I have amessage
for you. Y our father needs you with al speed.”

She bit her lip, and glanced at Sasha hersdlf. He was nodding, though he did not ook happy. “We are
the servants of our people and our fathers, belochka,” he said, firmly. “Duty comesfirst.”

“With al speed,” repested the triton, and dove into the sea.

Sasha seized her by the shoulders and turned her toward himsdlf. “Duty comesfirst,” he said. “But love
follows. If you do not return in areasonable time, | shall come looking for you, and | will find you.” He
bent his head to give her ahard, passonate kiss. “Now go! And remember that | am a Fortunate Foal,
and | get what | want!”

Not daring to answer with anything except awhispered “1 love you!” sheturned and dove into the
waves, alowing the magic to melt her Drylander clothing away and give her back her armor.

Ahead of her she could seethetall of thetriton flashing as heflexed it in powerful pulses, dolphin-like,
driving him & high speed into the depths. The fact that he had not waited for her made her fed cold.
Whatever thiswas, it must surely be bad for her father to have put that much urgency into thetriton’s
head. She thought she knew this one; ayoungster that her father was grooming for ahigh position of
trust. Had he told the youngling what she was? What she did for him? If so, then that could very well
account for the triton’ s reticence.

Especidly if the matter redly was grave.

She turned her swim into the dolphin-kick hersalf. Although she had not got the advantage of flukes, the
undulating swvimming motion was much faster than any other form. Asshe swam, she“fdt” for the magic
of the sea, and asked it for help, and amoment later, a dolphin came shooting out of the distant waters.
Though he was't wearing atowing harness, she could, and did, still seize hold of hisdorsd fin, and lay
hersdf dong hisback. As soon as she had positioned herself, he put on his full speed, catching up with,
then passing thetriton.

She released the dol phin with silent thanks at the edge of the Palace grounds and cast around for her
faher.

She spied him swimming toward her and knew then that this must be the most serious trouble he had ever



yet needed her for.
“Thereisathreat,” he said without preamble. “ Do you know where the castle of the Katschel is?’

She nodded. “ Just over the border of Led Belarus, in the wilderness. But the Katschel is dead, father. He
went to another land, thinking that sncetheir Tradition did not know him, he could conquer it. But hedid
not reckon on the ways of a Godmother, and he waskilled in the trying. The castleis empty even of his
followers”

“Not anymore,” camethe grim reply that sent shivers up her spine. “He may be gone, but something else
has taken his place. And whatever that something may be, it isnot of theloca Tradition, it isvery
powerful, and atogether evil. Something, perhaps, haslearned from the Katschel’ s mistake and ismoving
to take advantage of his absence.”

Shehit her lip, but he was not yet finished. “Whatever isthere has taken one, or perhaps two, magical
maidens. A swan maiden was taken right from under the noses of her sisters, and they cameto meto ask
for my help. Thereisa Snyegurochka, a Snow Maiden, missing, and she has not melted. | should not
think twice about this except that she waswalking in the cool of evening in the same areawhere the swan
mai den was taken, and she did not return. The place where both vanished isvery near the Katschel’s
cadle”

“Have you sent anything to spy there?’ she asked, knowing she would probably not like the answer.

Henodded. “Y es. And there is the trouble. My spies were seabirds and they have not come back. Y our
sster’ smagic cannot pierce the dark veil about the place. Y ou are the only one | have that can go to the
Drylandswith impunity.”

She nodded gravely. “Then that iswhat | must do,” she replied. She thought fleetingly of going back to
Sashaand asking for his help—but the Katschei was not in his Kingdom, and he could not in good
conscience leave hometo help her. Right now, thiswas a concern only for the Sea King. The swan
maidens had asked him for help, not the King of Led Belarus.

“Though your fighters cannot come that far onto land, | can get help should | need it with my paper bird,”
she continued. “And if need be, you can trade future aid for me againgt aid from your allies. Besides,” she
added, smiling dightly, “1 have dlies of my own.”

The Sea King nodded. “Then go with &l speed, daughter. | fed grest foreboding when | turn my mindin
that direction. Whatever it is must have plans beyond the kidnapping of amaiden or two. The swan's
Sstersare awaiting you on the shore at the point nearest to the castle.”

Somberly, she saluted him, and left. As she went to the stablesto find another dol phin-hel per, shetried to
imagine what could have gotten wind of the Katschei’ s absence and aso known enough to subvert al her
father’ sformidable powers to keep him from discovering what was afoot.

For that matter, even vacant, the Katsche’ s castle had some nasty protections on it. The Katschel had
never been oneto leave adoor unlocked behind him. So whatever it was that had taken it—

Must be as powerful, or more powerful, than the Katschel itsdlf.

The swan maidens were inconsolable.

There were five of them left, al told, and they huddled in their feather cloaks on the shingle and wept, and



in between bouts of tears, told her their history. They were al ssters, and there had been seven at one
point, but the youngest had been claimed by amorta husband, who had won her freedom. She they saw
from time to time—but thid

Patiently, Katyatried to unravel their tale; she apped ed to the eldest as being, perhaps, the most
sensible, stting beside her and trying to make sense of what she was saying through her sobs.

“I can’'t hdpyou if | can’t understand what happened,” she said, trying not to sound impatient. “Y ou
haveto tell me exactly, from the beginning, precisely what happened to your sster. Every detall. Details
areimportant and tell me much.”

That dicited awail from dl of them. Finaly the eldest managed to choke down her tears |long enough to
blurt out, “I1t was just like every morning! We went to the lake where the hot spring isto bathe and play
inthe water! Even when the Katschel wasin his castle, no one bothered usthere!”

“Wethought it was safel” cried another—K atya had stopped trying to tell them apart; redlly, between
their floods of tears and identical swan cloaks, it waslike trying to distinguish among aflock of red
swans. And, sadly, they seemed nearly as bird-witted asreal swans.

That called forth another spate of sobbing.
“All right, you went to enjoy yoursaves. Why did your Sster leave the rest of you?’ she asked.

“We wanted to sun ourselves, but Y ulyawanted to deep in the shade,” wept athird. “So
we—we—we—Ieft her! Alone! And we heard ascream and aloud wind, and she was gone!”

“Show methe place,” Katya demanded. They looked at her doubtfully.

“Itisdangerous,” said one, and “It isalong way away,” said another. “Wecanfly. You can't,” saida
third.

“Thislake drains by theriver here, yes?' she asked, suppressing her annoyance. “1 can swim up the river
asfast asyou can fly. Show methe place.”

Asthey continued to hesitate, timoroudy, shelost al patience. “1 can see you do not want my father’'s
help,” she sngpped. “1 will return to him and—"

They mobbed her, clung to her, wept al over her, begging her not to go. Findly, after far too much
dithering, the eldest agreed to show her where they had left Y ulya With asense of rdlief, Katya pulled
loose from the others and dove into theriver.

Though swimming upstream was generdly an effort, the current was dow and theriver placid—exactly
the sort of stream that swans preferred—and Katyawas at the [ake only alittle behind the eldest swan
maiden. The girl waswaiting on the bank, every feather in her cloak trembling as she shivered with fear.

Good heavens, Katyathought, with no little disgust. Astimid asthese girlsare, | am amazed they ever
leave their father’ s palace. Perhapsit was nothing more than the force of The Tradition, for every swan
maiden tale that Katya had ever heard involved one or more of the maidens being taken, or seduced, or
hunted beside alakefar, far from their home. Perhaps they had no choice. Perhapsit was The Tradition
itsdlf that forced them into leaving home.

If that wasthe case...

Well, she could sympathize even whileit made her impatient with their timidity.



Sheleaped out of the water like an otter, startling the girl, who jumped and squeaked.

“So, where was your sister when you left her?” Katyaasked, looking around at the lush forest that
surrounded the lake. She was not surprised that the swans came here. Not more than afew feet away, a
hot spring bubbled up out of the ground and cascaded down agravel bed, steaming, to end in the lake
waters. The grass at the verge of the forest presented an attractive place to doze in the shade. And, she
presumed, there were good places for sun-basking not far from here. Traditionaly speaking, swan
maidens, like her father’ smermaids, must spend agreet dedl of time sunbathing and combing their hair.

Don't they ever get bored? She' d have gone mad.

Wéll, evidently not. Perhaps The Tradition ensured that al swan maidens were born as brainless asthe
birdsthemsdves....

That'sunkind....

“Here” sad thegirl, shaking in every limb, pointing to a spot where the feather cloak ill lay.
But true. “ Y ou didn't take her cloak with you?’ she asked, alittle stunned.

“No. Should we have?” Thegirl blinked at her.

“What happens if someone who isn’t one of your sisters puts on the cloak?” Katya demanded.
The girl blinked again. “ They become aswan like us, | suppose....”

Katyadid her best not to smack hersdlf in the head in frugtration. “And it didn’t occur to you that
someone could put on the cloak, become a swan, and follow you back to your father where he—or
she—could then enchant you and put you dl in his power?’

The girl’ seyeswidened, and she dropped to the ground, crying. “ Oh no—oh no!” she sobbed “Oh this
isterrible, dreadful—"

“Oh for—" Katya strode over to her and took her by the shoulders and shook her hard. “1t didn’'t
happen! The cloak istill here! Get control of yourself, for pity’ s sakel”

Startled, the girl stopped sobbing.
“Now, take your sster’scloak and go,” she ordered. “Leavethisto me.”

She didn’'t haveto give the order twice. In the blink of an eye, a swan stood where the girl had been. It
picked up the cloak initsbeak and flew off, white feathers streaming behind it.

Katyawent back to examining the area where the swan maiden had been taken. And she was not too
terribly shocked when she found a patch of moss in the degpest shade where the temperature was
considerably colder than anywhere else. And beside that patch of moss, a cluster of snow-dropswas
blooming.

So, now she knew that both girls had been taken from the same place. What else did they havein
common?

Magic, she decided. Thelikelihood that it was any other common denominator was vanishingly small.
The snow maiden was a peasant, the swan maiden was a princess. One was born of magical blood, the
other made by magic. Onelived in asmple hut in the forest, the other in a paace East of the Sun and
West of the Moon. One was hardworking, the other pampered.



Wéll, there was one good way to test this theory. And Katya didn’t think she was going to be able to get
into the Katsche’ s palace any other way.

But firgt, she needed adisguise.

Bereginia She would disguise hersdf asthe riverbank maiden. Magic enough, but not too much magic,
and surely exactly what this kidnapper waslooking for.

She waited for The Tradition to notice her, waited to fed it focusing on her. | must be a bereginia, she
told it. Thisthing that hunts mai dens does not belong here. | will makeit go back toits place. But | must
be abereginiato do so—

Shefelt the magic of The Tradition gather around her, she pulled it to her, and felt it settle on her likea
heavy cloak—

The sunlight gathered around her and dazzled her eyes. Then it was gone.

And there she was, dressed from head to foot in brown and green, green as the reeds and the rushes,
green asthe grass and the river water. Brown asthe mud of the bank and the stones. She felt something
on her head, touched it, and redlized she was wearing a crown of water iris and plaited rushes. Her shift
was of filmy brown linen, light as gossamer, with huge deevesthat swept the ground, embroidered in
green. The sarafan, the over-gown, was green, and embroidered in ahundred different colors of green
and brown. A green haf cloak, dung over theright shoulder and under the left, was also embroidered in
green and brown.

She was enchanted. She had never actually seen abereginia; she'd no ideawhat they looked like or what
they wore; she had only been hoping that it wasn't entirely hideous, some strange primitive thing of
rawhide and rattling bones.

She didn’t get much time to gppreciate it though—
She heard a strange sound above her head, and |ooked up.

There was awhirlwind in the sky above her, descending rapidly down onto her. Her first ingtinct wasto
run—>but of course, that was not what she needed to do. She stood her ground as the sand-colored,
top-shaped vortex homed in on her, whining a high-pitched note that set her teeth on edge. Of course,
thisthing had waited until shewas done.

She ducked asit hit her, and used those long deevesto screen her face; agood thing she did, or she
would have been blinded by the debrisin thewind. She wasin the center of awhirl of hot, dry air full of
sand and dust that engulfed her and dmost stole her breath away. And then she felt her feet ose contact
with the ground.

Despite her best intentions, she screamed. It did no good of course. She fdt it take her, and with a
sckening lurch, fet it hurtle up and sideways with her suspended in the middle of it.

All she could think of at that moment was Sasha. ...

It seemed to take forever, but the time between when the whirlwind picked her up and when it deposited
her on the battlements of the Katschei’ s castle could not have been very long at al. It had been
mid-afternoon by the sun when she had called on The Tradition to disguise her. It was ill mid-afternoon,
though perhapsjust abit later, now.



But when the whirlwind dissipated and she could see again, she got atremendous shock. The Katschel’s
castle had once stood in the heart of ableak, oppressively dark and overgrown forest, one where dl the
trees were droop-branched pines, more black than green, where the ends of the branches dripped
endlessly, where fog wreathed the landscape and the space between the trees was host to
unwholesome-looking mushrooms and briars with thorns aslong as afinger.

Not anymore.
Now the castle stood in the heart of a desert.

In every direction, al she could see were sand dunes and little patches of scrub. The sun beat down on
her like ahammer on an anvil, and the sky was like an upturned ename bowl, glaring and pitiless.

1] Hmpf_"
She turned, hearing the sound behind her, and stared.

Hewastwice astal as she, and bardly haf-clothed. His skin was the color of beaten bronze, hiseyes
black and danted, and his head mostly bald except for atopknot of black hair as coarse asa horse' stail,
bound at the base with agold ring. He wore baggy silk trews of an eye-watering scarlet color, and shoes
that matched with pointed, upward-curling toes, apair of gold bracelets around his biceps, and nothing
more. He looked down at her, armsfolded over his hairless chest. “ And what areyou?’ heasked ina
strangely accented voice.

Shedidn’'t haveto act to get her voiceto tremble. Asit happened, she knew what this was, because she
had heard about them from her father, in histales of hisfamily’ swar with Drylanders of the Southern
Kingdoms. It wasa Jinn. And most Jinn were evil. “ A bereginia, sir. A smple dweller onthe
riverbank—"

“Enough.” He cut her off with agesture. “ Go down and join the others. Y ou serve me now, whatever
you are.” Hisvoicerangin her ears, with overtoneslike abrass gong.

She looked where he pointed, down into the central courtyard of the castle, which was, at least, ill a
garden. She saw three other young women down there, one listlesdy reading a book, one picking at
embroidery, and one Sitting and staring at nothing.

She glanced back at the cruel, scowling face of the Jinn and scuttled down the cut-stone gtairs from the
battlementsto the courtyard, feding entirely too much like amouse in the gaze of acat that is not quite

hungry...
...yet.

She entered the garden not sure of what her reception was going to be. Thefirst thing she noticed was
that al the young women were wearing avery different set of garments than the ones shewould have
thought they’ d have been captured in. Instead of blouses, skirts and vests, or shifts and sarafans, or even
the brocaded silver-white gowns the swan maidens had worn, they all had on avariation in color and
embroidery of the same ouitfit; filmy, baggy trews of the sort that the Jinn wore with ashort skirt over
that, an equally filmy blouse with very short deeves, and avest. Most of them had their hair braided and
wrapped around their heads, for coolness, she thought. Katya entered the garden near onedressed dl in
white and silver, who had been the one staring listlessly at nothing. The girl gave her an indifferent glance;
Katyarecognized in her features the stamp of her ssters. Thisthen must be Y ulya, the missing swan
maiden.



“Y ou had better get a servant to show you the way to our quarters, and change out of that, if you don’t
want to roast,” the swan maiden said indifferently, then went back to staring at nothing.

“Never mind the servant, I'll show you,” said another in blue, the one who had been embroidering,
making adismissve gesture a Y ulya. “And never mind her, éther. She' sterrified, so terrified it smade
her go dl numb.” The girl managed ashaky smile. “Soam 1, but it hasn't made me go al numb. | dmost
wish it would. That bronze fellow says his magic will protect us but—" she glanced up at the sky with a
shuttered look of terror “—I keep expecting to melt at any moment.”

So thiswould be the show maiden.

Thethird girl, al in red, looked up and nodded solemnly. “It’sa Jinn, you know,” shewhispered. “It's
trying to do what the Katschel did, only much more cleverly. It' strying to come here, where The
Tradition doesn’t know how to cope with it. It took over the Katschel’ s castle, though, so The Tradition
ismaking it do what the Katschei did—collect girls.”

“Hedoes't likeit, either,” said the snow maiden. “Every time The Tradition makes him send out one of
hiswhirlwinds, he getsvery irritated.”

“It doesn't like being forced into anything,” the other said, closing her book. “It waslikethat al dong, of
course, but being confined to a bottle for two hundred years has madeit very...” she seemed to be
searching for theright word “....angry.”

“How do you know dl of this?" Katyaasked, eyeing the other doubtfully.

Thegirl Sghed. “Because | wasthefirst oneit took captive, beforeit even came here. | wasan
apprentice to a hedge-wizard, and he was the one that |et the Jinn loose. He bought the bottle from a
saillor—he thought it was just some odd magic potion. He broke the seal and opened the stopper oniit to
analyze it—now, of course, | know that the stopper and the sedl were part of the spell that kept the Jinn
confined—and the Jinn came boiling out and destroyed him. Then it began wrecking histower. | was
down in the cellar decanting things and heard the noise and hid. By the time the Jinn got down there, its
anger had cooled somewhat, and it decided to take me captive to serveit.” Katyanoticed at that point
that the girl looked very, very tired. “Not like aservant. It leaches power from anyone that hasit to save
hisown. I’'m sure it would much rather take more powerful peopleto leach from, but it decided to take
over the Katsche’ s cadtle, so young women are dl that The Tradition will let it capture. Still, it must keep
us dive so we can recover more power he can steal again. It meanswe are generdly safe.”

“Unless, of course, he can use us as bait to lurein other things. Princes. Sorcerers.” Katya shrugged.
“Why do you keep cdling him it?’

“|—don’'t know,” the young woman confessed. “| suppose becauseit didn’t show any interestin...” She
blushed.

“I had as soon couple with adonkey.” The brass-toned voice made them dl start, and the Jinn faded into
view, looking down at them with scorn. “Y ou are mere animals, for al that you talk.

Y our conversation is like the chattering of apes. Y ou irritate me. Go to your quarters.”

Y ulya, the swan maiden, shrank back the moment the Jinn gppeared; she went absolutely white and, like
her sster, shetrembled in every limb. The snow maiden and the apprentice, however, though pale and
frightened, stood their ground, at least insofar as not faling to piecesin front of him. The snow-maiden
took Katya by the hand and led her off toward adoorway in thewall of the courtyard, while the
gpprentice took Y ulya' s hand and tugged her insstently away, breaking her out of her pardysis.



Thethick stonewalls of the castle, built to withstand the assault of any foe the Katschel could imegine,
giveimmediate relief from the desert heat. The snow maiden sighed involuntarily asthey penetrated
deeper into the corridors, with Y ulya s quiet sobs making amelancholy counterpart to their footsteps.

“I'm Ekaterina—Katya,” Katya said, into the uncomfortable silence. “Maring” and “Klava,” the other
two volunteered. Y ulyajust whimpered.

The room that Marina brought them to must once have been one of the Katschel’ s audience
chambers—although it was possible that this chamber might have once held the Katschel’ s own
collection of captive girls. Although there were no windows, it was illuminated brightly enough, with
glowing lanterns spaced at intervals dong the walls. Thelight that came from them was a cool blue, which
made dl of them look just atouch cadaverous. It was furnished very smply, with heaps of pillows and
low cots. There were books here, neatly arranged in abookcase that looked out of place. Y ulyawent
straight to one of the cots and lay down on it. Marinawent to a chest and rummaged around, coming up
with an outfit just like her own, in green. Taking the hint, Katya changed into it, and redlized that no
matter what it looked like, it was very cool and practical. Wardrobe taken care of , the three of them
arranged themsalves on pillows asfar from Yulyaas possible.

“I don’'t suppose you' ve tried to escape?’ Katya asked.

Klavarolled her eyes. “Marinaisasnow maiden,” she pointed out. “Even if we could escape, she
wouldn't last very long out there in the desert.”

Katyanodded. “ Still,” she pergsted. “Did it ever even look like there was away to escape?’

“Nothing that | ever saw,” Klavasaid, after amoment of thought. “ Some of the Katschel’ s servants were
gl here when the Jinn took this place, and they smply accept him as the new master. Some of them
came back. And the Jinn has servants of hisown, and alot of them are human. Y ou didn’t see them, but
he haslots of soldiers.”

Katya pondered. “ Does he stop you from exploring this place?’

Marina shook her head. “ That's how we got all the books. He does't bother with us aslong aswe
don't try to kill ourselves or try to escape in any obviousway. And don’'t worry,” she added, “I can tell
when he' sabout, invisible. Right at the moment we can talk about anything.”

“Right,” Katyasaid, and set her chin. “Then let’ stalk about how we are going to get out of here.”

Chapter 10

When three days went by without so much as aword, Sasha began to worry. When aweek had passed,
he became certain that Katyawasin trouble. And when afortnight had come and gone—

—that was when he decided that he was going after her.

He sent only ashort message to his brothers and father. | will be traveling and am not certain where.
Unlike Katya sduty, the tasks of the Fortunate Fool had never yet involved an emergency. With luck,
nothing would fal gpart in his absence.

So hear me, my Luck. Let nothing fal apart in my absence.

He took the message with him out to the innkeeper, who had sent messages on for him before. The man
looked at the folded, sealed piece of paper, then at him, and nodded. “ Tinker just came in this morning.



Heading to Vaslygrad.”

“Perfect,” he replied, and handed over ahaf-dozen silver coins. The innkeeper would keep one, give
oneto thetinker, and promise the rest when the tinker returned with proof of delivery. The man would
do as he promised of course. The inn-keeper was agood judge of men.

Then again, you didn’t cross someone married to awitch. It was pretty obvious now why no one ever
golethingsfrom thisinn.

Sasha had no red idea of where he needed to go, but that had never stopped him in the past. Now, if
ever, wasthetimeto rely on the Luck of the Fortunate Fool, the Luck that would put him in the right
place, at theright time, without fail.

He went gtraight to the innkeeper’ swife after sending on his message. As she wastheloca witch, she
would be the best place to start.

“Y our betrothed islong away,” she said shrewdly, the moment he walked into her fragrant kitchen. The
door stood open to let out the heat, and the air was full of the scent of perfectly baked bread. “I sense
thiswas not planned.”

“My betrothed answered the summons of her father, and it has taken longer than either of usthought,” he
replied. “But | do not think it is her father that isdetaining her.”

The witch nodded, and bent to remove loaves of rich, dark bread from the oven. “1 do nat, either, though
| have no redl word to give you. Whatever has gone amiss, it hasaland-fed toit, not asea-fed.”

Hedid not even have to think what his answver would be now. If Katya s father was not the problem,
then shewasin trouble; and if shewasin trouble hewould find hisway to her. “1 was aready going to go
to her. Isthere any help you can givemeat dl?’

“These.” Shenodded at the bread. “1 dreamed you would go, though | did not know why—I only saw
you taking to the road and the road stretching on before you farther than | could see. | began my baking
for it last night, when | woke from the dream. Other than that—" She shrugged, and then looked up at
him, arueful expression on her face. “1 am not very powerful. My abilitiesliemostly in seeing what isto
be seen herein the village, some hedling, alittle advice, oncein awhile, adream. And bread.”

“Then | will havethat, and your blessing, little mother,” he replied, and bent to kiss her hand, alittle rough
with honest work, and so very different from the hands he usudly had to kiss.

“Oh get on with you!” she said, blushing, as she snatched her hand away. “Take my bread and my
blessing, and bring your love back.”

So when the Fortunate Fool rode out a short time later, it was with the blessing of the Witch of the Jolly
Sturgeon, apannier full of rich bread wrapped for travel, and only the vague direction that the troubles
had a“land-fed” to them.

But Sashawas not stupid. He knew The Tradition like few in this kingdom. He knew hisland and its
people. And he was accustomed to looking at the vaguest of hints and turning them into answers.

Sashahad only just ridden the boundaries of the kingdom. He knew where the trouble spots were and he
had dealt with them. So whatever had happened, whatever it was that Katyawasto look into, there
were two things he knew for certain. The place had to border the sea, or the Sea King would not be
concerned about it. And it was not insde Led Belarus.



So. Thelogica placeto start would be to follow the coastline northward, to cross the border into
wilderness claimed by no Kingdom. There were plenty of nasty thingsthere, lurking in ancient,
be-spidered and be-haunted forest. There were no few things he had sung out of Led Belarus that could
have gotten stronger since he removed them. There were aso rumors of very, very powerful Old Things.
If one of them had decided that decades, centuries of quietude were about to end, then things could be
very interesting indeed.

So northward he went. Asit happened, there were afew creatures he could ask for advice on the way,
and it would be in the true Tradition of the Fortunate Fool to do so.

He pressed his horse as much as he could to reach hisfirst destination by nightfall.

Thewoodsto the right were still haunted-looking, but nothing like as snister asthe last time he passed
thisway. Instead of oppressive, endless shadow benegth the trees, there were will-0’ -the-wisps, not
dancing off into the distance, mockingly, but hanging quietly in one place or a worgt, drifting about alittle.
The scent of the place was of fallen leaves, cool, old—not of desth and decay. Still unnerving, but not

terrifying.

The trees, though they gtirred without a breeze to move them, and made ominous creaking noises, did not
reach out to grab him or his horse as they made their way down the path. The path did not grow holes,

or roots, or sonesto trip the horse. It did not suddenly seem to squirm in adifferent direction. In short, it
remained an ordinary, common path.

So far the Rusalkawas keeping her promise.

He arrived at the lake as the moon was rising, and looked around. The atmosphere was little changed,
but, nevertheless, it was changed. Again, the scent was subtly different; not rank with ahint of corruption,
but cool, abit damp, and ever so faintly scented with waterlily. There were still wafts of fog on the
surface and wresthing around the verge, but they didn’t go above waist-high, and the moonlight
illuminated the areaquiite brilliantly.

Therewere no evil little silver diversof fishin the clear water. Just an ordinary carp nosing about the
bottom, afew tiny sticklebacks darting past, and a perch dozing just under alily pad. And frogswere
singing al around.

He dismounted from his horse, took the first loaf of bread from his pannier, laid it on astone near the
edge, and waited.

Hedidn't haveto wait for very long.

A head shot up out of the water, shaking long, silvery-blond hair out of her eyes. “Bread!” the Rusaka
exclamed. “Do | smel fresh bread?”’

“From today’ sbaking,” Sashareplied. Rusalkas, athough technicaly ghodts, il ate. It wasa
contradiction that Sasha had never been able to reason out, and so he had never bothered to try. “A
bargain for alittleinformation. Sorry | don’t have butter.”

The Rusalkajumped out of the water and seized the loaf of bread, Sitting right down on the stone to tear
achunk off and start eating. She paused with the bite hafway to her mouth. “What sort of information?’
she asked.

“Isthere anything you know of that might be stirring to the north that would attract the attention of the



King of the Sea?’ he asked.
Frogs punctuated the silence. “Hmm.” She ae her first piece while she thought.
“Just guesseswould befine,” he said encouragingly.

“Wadll...l would have mentioned Katschel the Deethless, except that he didn’t manageto live up to his
name,” she said, smirking. “His castleis vacant, but | doubt that anything would have moved into it. He
was avilething, and would have left it completely filled with trgps of al sorts.” She shook her head. “Itis
not aplace | would venture into, no matter what treasures are there.”

He made amenta note of that anyway. If something was strong enough, clever enough, to get past the
traps, it would certainly be strong and clever enough to capture Katya. “ Anything else?’ he asked.

“Baba Y agaroams up there.”

Hebit hislip over that one. Baba Y aga never was, and Traditionally never would be, the sort to stir up
the kind of trouble that would get the Sea King's attention. Not that she didn’t stir up trouble! And not
that shewasn't absolutely deadly! But shedidn’t ever involve hersdlf in the matters of Kingdoms. He
suspected that she just didn’t enjoy the sort of impersona misery that conquest and subjugation created.
She performed her evil one person at atime.

So, probably not Baba Y aga, though it was entirely possibly that Baba Y aga could have ambushed
Katya on theway to her god. “Anything ese?’

The loaf was haf gone. The Rusalka must have been starved for the taste of bread. He made amental
note to see that she got it more often. “They say Chernobog is seen there.” She looked up then, and
shivered, eyes going opague.

Hedidn't blame her. Chernobog was said to be agod, though who knew? It wasimpossible to say.
Whatever, the Dark Onewas very, very powerful, and was interested in the lives of mortals, and was
entirdly arbitrary so far as Sasha could make out. Y ou could not tell what he would and would not do.
Like many ancient spirits, he acted only as he pleased, and in tune with some bal ance and some logic that
only heand The Tradition understood or could predict.

Though if it was Chernobog, the Dark One would not be acting directly, but rather through someone
else. He had no interest in being aking himself—for aspirit as powerful as he was, that was aditinct
demotion—but oh, how heloved to meddlein the lives of mortalsl Meddle, then stand back and watch
and laugh. No use gppeding to him either; helet you get yourself out of whatever Stuation his meddling
had put you in.

The Rusakafinished the last of the bread, and licked her fingers bare of crumbs. Nearby, anightingae
began to sing, adding hisvoice to thefrogs.

“I cannot think of anything ese,” she said. “ Although there are plenty of evil thingsthere. Plenty. More
than enough to give your Katyaa nasty surprise.”

He nodded. “But that isa start. Well—" He looked up at the moon. “I should go while thereislight to
rideby.”

She shook her head. “No. Stay.” At his askance look, she smiled. “1 have no designson you! | scent the
Sea King' s daughter about you and | have no desire to chalenge her! No, you can safely deep here. |
will guard your rest.” Then she added, softly, “Y ou are agood man, Sasha.”



Heflushed. He did try to be. Evenif hedidn’t know The Tradition aswell as he did, he' d have been the
sort to share his bread with an old beggar woman....

“Thank you,” hesad, just as softly.

Then she laughed. And shook back her hair, and winked at him “ And you are a Fortunate Fool! Such
are dwaysfinding help in unexpected places”

And s0, somewhat to his own bemusement, Sasha unsaddled his horse and |ft it tethered to graze on the
verge, while herolled himsdlf up in his cloak and dept through the night to the sound of frogsand a
lovestruck nightingale, beneath the protection of aRusaka

Katya scanned the battlements carefully from her place in the Jinn’s garden. The other girls—and there
were more of them now, for the Jinn had added afifth maiden to his collection—were dl in their
rock-walled room. The new one might be very useful. She was aWolf-girl, the opposite of awerewolf, a
young Wolf-bitch who could take the form of ahuman a will—legends said it was by taking off her skin,
but Katya had watched her, and she merely shape-shifted. She was very like the bear-people in that
way, or areal werewolf, as opposed to the swan maiden who was human to begin with and took the
form of aswan by putting on the feather cloak. AsaWalf, the girl was able to sniff out things that the
others could not see nor sense. Like drafts or fresh air where neither should be. Katya had her exploring
the cdllars and dungeon as much as she could without getting caught.

The garden had never been all that lovely when Katschel the Deathless had lived here; he had been much
inclined to dark and poisonous plants. In his absence though, most of those, needing nurturing, had died.
So the weeds, and what good plants that once had flourished here and had somehow survived, had taken
over. And then, just asthe garden was at its most tangled, someone had taken aclumsy hand to it.

The Jinn, she supposed, was the one who had ordered some of that cleaned up. The fountain flowed
clear, bushes and even trees had been cut back, and paths were newly graveled. But the Jinn clearly
could not tell weeds from flowers, and the weeds were dowly choking out the flowers, in al but afew
places. Granted, some of the weeds did look very lush and green, but stinging nettles were not what
anyone would want in agarden, evenif they did look like mint.

She sat next to one of those places where the flowers were winning, abed of primroses that had
completely taken over whatever else had been in there with them. The ddicate pink blossoms, only faintly
scented, spilled out over the cobbles containing them, looking cool and lively in what to her was dreadful
hest.

The heat was enough to flatten anyone used to the climate of the north as she and the other girlswere.
The devastation this Jnn could wreak hereif he spread his desert was gppalling. The heat donewould
kill many animas—and people, too.

She was here, not because she wanted to be, but because she was both testing something and waiting for
her moment to finally act to get some help.

What she was testing was her own ahility to tell when the Jinn was moving about invisibly. After agood
dedl of observation she had redlized that like the snow maiden, she, too, could tell when the cresture was
spying on his captives and hisown meninvisbly. Therewas akind of hum in the back of her mind, like
the buzz of afly that would not land, whenever he was about. That hum did not go away when hewas
invisble. And the more she thought about it, the more certain she became that this buzz was because the
Jnn did not belong here. Perhaps what she sensed was his dissonance with The Tradition here, like an



improperly fitting whed, or the grating of amovable joint that had not been smoothed.

So, that was something. He could not watch her without her knowing that he was about. So long as she
did not hear that hum, she could operate knowing that he could not find out about it.

She waited until the hum went away—and actudly, she watched him go. He gathered one of those
whirlwinds about himself and lofted into the Sky, the bizarre thing forming akind of brown blot againgt the
blue. When he was out of sight, and the hum was gone for abit, she took her waterproof wallet of oiled
edskin and unsedl ed the paraffin holding the edge shut. From it she took her paper crane. The Jnn had
taken everything from her that looked like aweapon, but not this. He probably thought it wasalover’s
token.

It might not be a bad thought to moon over it asif it were when he was abouit.

Carefully, shewiped her hands and forehead with a soft cloth, to avoid dampening the paper or dropping
sweat on it. She unfolded the bird, and with abit of lead stolen from awindow, wrote swiftly on its
interior. She used atiny bit of magic of her own, the magic that alowed her to speak and read in any
language in any land. Whoever got thiswould seeit asthe script of hisor her own native tongue.

Captives being held by Jinn at Castle of Katschei. Jnn plans conquest. Champions needed. Follow bird.
That was all she had roomfor.

She had thought, and thought hard, about sending for Sasha—and she would, when the bird came back.
But although he was a Fortunate Fool, he was no warrior, and it was warriors who were needed here
now. The Jinn had to be stopped. Not just for the sake of the SeaKing, but for everything else
heregbouts. If the Jinn could transform one piece of forest to desert with only the power at his persona
disposal, what could he do with the nearly unlimited power he would haveif he took many folk captive?
He could lay waste to entire Kingdoms without ever leaving the castle grounds. The more she thought
about it, the more aarmed she became.

And she could not send the bird to her father, not directly. It was, after all, paper. Nor were any of his
forces useful for this—not in the Drylands. It would take time for him to gather help from hisalies, and
time might bein short supply. A Champion or two could stop the Jinn now, before he became too
powerful, but the longer they waited, the harder it would be to stop him. So she would send him word
only after she sent word to Sasha.

She folded the bird back up, held it in her hands, and concentrated. | need a Champion, or more than
one. | need the nearest. | need the strongest of the nearest, something that can take on a Jinn, someone
clever, someone skilled. | need you aso to find the nearest Champion who qualifies that can also read, so
that he or she can read your message.

The nearest, strongest literate Champion; yes, that was exactly what she needed. There. That should do
it. Shefolded the crane again and held it on her pam, balanced asif to fly. “Do my bidding, bear my
word, then come you back, my paper bird,” she breathed to it.

With arudtle, the bird sprang to life.

It hovered over her hand for just amoment, tiny paper wings ablur, then shot off into the sky, just as she
felt the hum return. She bit her lip. The Jinn could probably sense magic being worked. Had he felt her at
work? Had he sensed the bird? Swiftly she turned to the rosebush beside her.

A moment later, the Jinn appeared in the middle of the garden, with asound like a thunderclap and a puff



of smoke, his bronze face creased with aferocious frown. Shefrozein place, asif terrified, ashiseyeslit
on her, then moved to the branch of the rosebush in her hand.

The barren branch was now showing life, in fact, the entire bush had come back to life. Green leaves
were dowly unfurling and therewas a hint of buds where there had been only dry thorns before.

The Jinn stalked over to her.
“What are you doing?’ he demanded.

She shrank back. “ T-tending the garden,” she ssammered. “They were drying dying, these roses. Green
things...itiswhat | do....”

“A waste of magic!” he growled. “Putter about in the dirt if you wish, but waste no more magic onit!
Y our magicismineto draw on!”

She nodded, and let go of the branch. He stalked away.

And only then did she heave asigh of relief. Theilluson of greenery about the bush faded away. It took
very little magic to creste an illuson, especialy when it was one that someone would reasonably believe.

But while she was a it—the bush was il dive, it only needed coaxing. And today in the bottom of a
chest she had found avery practical set of the baggy trews and a deeveless shirt of some light beige stuff
that was not linen and was not slk, being softer than the former and tougher than the latter. She went to
changeinto those, to nurture the garden the hard way while she continued to think and plan ashard as
she ever hadin her life.

There was no fence or border or even aborder guard on the road where the Kingdom of Led Belarus
ended and the wilderness began. The only sign of the trangition was the road itsalf, which went from
being in relatively good repair to degenerating to arutted dirt track within amatter of afew hundred
yards. Thiswasforested land, the beautiful hardwood forest of the north, mostly untouched even by
woodcutters. Thetrees reached high into the sky, and the track lay deep in shade. Where fallen trunks
lay, they were covered in soft moss. Here the leafy trees were mixed with cedar, and the scent of them
was sharp on the air. There should be mushrooms. He wished he had the time to |ook.

It was there that he encountered the old beggar woman.

He had been expecting one al dong. In fact, he was rather surprised that The Tradition hadn’t supplied
him with old beggar women between every village. If ever there was aStuation that The Tradition must
surely be agitated about—if something like the Tradition could be agitated—it was thisone. The Sea
King's daughter missing, some dire problem in the north, and not a Godmother in sight. By now it must
be spinning around like a dancing mousg, trying to find a solution to a problem. It was, he thought,
dreadfully ironic that usudly it was a Godmother working to find away to steer The Tradition into an
dternate path in order to solve aproblem. Here it was The Tradition itself franticaly casting around to
hed itsdlf.

It was too bad that he didn’t yet know what the problem was.

Needlessto say hewasnot at al surprised to see the old beggar woman there just over the border, asif
she had been placed there to intercept him.

Shewas asmall, bent bundle of black and rusty-brown fabric beside the road. He couldn’t see her face,



only thefold of her shawl over her head and a curling lock of white hair. She looked up at him from
under her shawl as he rode near, and held out her hand to him, entreatingly. “ Please, young man, can you
gpare an old woman acrust?’ Her voice was soft and quavering.

“Little mother, | can sparefar morethan acrust,” he said, dismounting. “Y ou look fair famished and you
areterribly far away from anything like avillage. Come—" leading his horse with one hand, he took her
by the elbow with the other, and escorted her to afallen log. “Here, now sit down, rest your honored
bones, and let me tend you, as surely your own son would want you to be tended.”

“Alas| have no son,” she replied, looking startled as he spread out a napkin and broke open asmall loaf
for her, stuffing it with the cheese he had bought at the last village. He put the bread down on the clean
napkin, then handed her his own waterskin to drink from.

“Eat and drink, little mother,” he said, “and when you are done, | will take you up behind me and take
you to your home. Y ou should not be aone out here, and you should not have to walk when | can carry
you.”

The*old woman” made a sound between a snort and agiggle and pulled the shawl off her heed,
revealing anot-so-old woman. “ That won't be needed, Prince Sasha,” said the witch, in aperfectly
normal and pleasant ato voice. “1 don’t know why anyone ever bothersto test you anymore. Y ou clearly
expect every test we could give you.”

“No moredo | know why you test me,” he said cheerfully. “But | like finding living folks on desolate
roads, | like giving beggars something to eat, and | like witches. So asit’ s about midday, do have some
bread and cheese and share amea with me. It svery good bread. Another witch baked it for me.”

“Did she, then? Wdl good, thank you, | will.” She took the hdf of the loaf he had dready stuffed with
cheese and began making a hearty medl of it, while he tore open the other half and served it in the same
fashion. “Well thewarning | wasto giveyou, if you passed the test, wasthat in order to get where you're
going, you'll haveto dedl with BabaYaga.”

“Hmm. That's not good news,” hereplied, starting on hisown half. “Infact, | haveto say that isvery bad
newsindeed. Of dl the cresturesin theworld that | would rather not mest, sheishighonthelist.”

“But shewill have something you need if you are going to succeed.” The witch shrugged. “The saintsonly
know what that thing is, | certainly don't. It could be anything from asingle pin to an eephant.”

The mental image of Baba'Y agariding an e ephant made him blink, and he shook his head to cleer it.
There was such athing as having too vivid an imagination.

“A dnglepinismore like, but you never know,” continued the witch.
“Anything e seyou can tell me?’ he asked.

“Only that The Tradition is not happy about something that is north of here. Whatever itis, it'san irritant
now, and if it saysthereit will become deadly aswel as dangerous and we will al find oursdvesin
rather apickle. Now you know everything that | know.”

He nodded. The witch was avery pleasant-faced, tall, thin woman of about late middle age. Unlike the
illusion she had worn, she was not stoop-shouldered, nor were there more than afew streaks of whitein
her light brown hair. “In that case, may | give you aride anywhere?’

She shook her head, and helped herself to hiswaterskin. “1 livejust off theroad. | livein arather nice,
dry cave, actualy. It's been used by the witches hereabouts for generations. It'swarmer in winter and



cooler in summer than any house I’ ve ever had, and | never haveto fix theroof. | shareit with abear.”

“A bear!” Hiseyebrows rose. He saw no reason not to take her literdly. “That’ slikely to keep you even
safer than having awolfhound!”

“And heis very pleasant company, when he hibernates, heiswarmer in winter to curl up against than a
dog, and in summer, he feeds himself. Heis not a bear-man, but heisaWise Bear. We get dong.” She
smiled. “Now, | wouldn’t turn down another loaf if you happen to have oneto spare.”

“Evenif | didn't, I'd giveyou my last one,” helaughed. “But asit happens, | do.” He dug out another of
the loaves, tight-wrapped in dried, tallow-soaked kelp, and handed it to her. “I came prepared. | had no
ideahow many of you kind ladies | would meet—or even how many genuine beggars.”

Ashefinished hismedl, he was planning. Baba Y aga. .. She was the thing you frightened smal children
with, but she was one of the most deadly witches there was. The only thing that kept her from being a
real menace to be hunted down by a Champion was that encounters with her were so infrequent, and
took place only in the wilderness. And that she did as many good turns as she did vile things.

The trouble was she usudly did the good turnsto good little girls, he had never heard of her doing one for
ayoung man.

Armed with the knowledge that he was about to encounter the dreaded witch Baba Y aga, he needed to
change hisplans.

If he was going to encounter Baba Y aga, the best thing he could do would be to look asif he wasn't
worth aransom.

Not that he had ever heard of Baba Y aga holding anyone for ransom. It wasn't asif she couldn’t have
anything she wanted. She was't bound by the conventions of “good” witchesto use her powers
unsdfishly. She could bejust as sdifish as sheliked. He' d heard tales that inside that weird hut of hersit
was like a hundred palacesrolled into one.

But at bottom she was an evil old peasant woman with more grudges than acur had fleas, and when an
evil old peasant woman of that sort got her hands on a prosperous-looking young man....the results were
generdly lessthan pleasant for the young man.

“| don’'t suppose,” he asked as he finished the last of hismeal, “you’ d be able to keep my horse?’

The cave-witch considered that for amoment. “I don’'t know why not. There saside cave | could use
for agtable. There' splenty of grazing. And if you aren’t back by autumn—"

“If I am not back by autumn,” he said abit grimly, “then | am dead, and you had best think about using
my horseto get yoursdf asfar from whatever is brewing in the north as possible.”

So heleft hishorse with his new friend, bundled his things on his back, and set off down the road. It
wouldn’t be thefirgt time he d traveled afoot. Even a Fortunate Fool can have accidents, though even
accidents generally tended to be the sort that got him where he needed to be at the time he needed to be
there. He didn’t expect to be afoot for too long, anyway.

And he hadn’t gotten more than aleague down the road when it happened.

The road passed through an area of rocks, where the trees thinned out a bit. There was now open sky
above him, rather than branches. Thefirst thing he heard the moment he set foot on that stretch of road
was a strange roaring sound. It was something like the wind in the trees—except that there was no wind.



Then he heard awild, high-pitched cackling that made the hair stand up on the back of his neck. It
wasn't sane, that laugh. In fact, it was the laughter of someone who never had more than anodding
acquaintance with sanity.

But he kept going, pretending he hadn’t heard, ether, because he had decided that he was going to
pretend to be a deaf-mute. He marched down the road, head high, foolish grin on hisface asif he hadn’t
acareintheworld.

He pretended not to know that the roaring, and the cackling, were approaching him from behind. He
forced himsdlf not to react asit drew nearer and nearey.

And then—

Hefound himsalf knocked flat on hisface by a sudden burst of “wind” asthe most improbable vehiclein
the world shot down the road and skimmed just over the top of where his head had been the moment
before.

Thething, and its driver, soun around in atight circle and landed right in front of him as he picked himself
up out of thedirt.

It was agiant grey mortar, the sort that apothecaries and herbalists—and witches—used to grind up
ingredientsin.

It looked asif it was made of stone, and the pestle somehow hung off the back of it, asif the witch was
using it asarudder. The mortar wasfully large enough that it came up to the witch’ swaist, and she was
not smal.

Asremarkable as the vehicle was, the rider was even more striking. She had wild, bright red hair, red
eyes and skin of apae green. Tusks protruded from beneath her withered lips, and her face had more
wrinklesthan an oak tree’ s bark. She wore at |least three blouses, each adifferent clashing color, all
layered on top of one another, dl in various states of tattered, so that the colors of one showed through
the holes of another. She had akerchief tied loosely on her head, but not as agood, modest housewife
would, so that none of her hair showed; no, the witch’ s bright red hair stuck out in every direction asif
squirrels had been nesting in it. There was ablack shawl about her shoulders, three more in different
colorstied about her waist. It looked asif she had on as many skirts as she did blouses and for the same
reason, because all three of them were torn and tattered. Her neck was hung with necklaces of bones,
teeth, tiny skulls, and charms, and her arms were loaded with gold bracelets. She looked down at him
out of those red eyes, and there was no more sanity there than you' d seein agoshawk. He scrambled to
his feet, bowed, then stood before her, grinning foolishly.

“Don’t you know better than to get in my way, fool!” she screeched. Her voicewasasharshasa
Screaming cat’s.

He allowed puzzlement to creep over hisface, though he never stopped smiling, and tilted his head to the
side. Then he pointed to his ears and shook his head.

She spat into the dugt. “Bah! Not only asimpleton, but amute, too!” With a sour look, she flapped her
hands, miming speech. He shook his head again. Then, thinking quickly, mimed wood-chopping, then
rubbed his belly and looked at her entreetingly.

She growled and mimed shoveling, then eating, and pointed to him, then to hersdlf.
He nodded eagerly.



“Hmph,” she said, though she didn’t seem asirritated as she had been amoment before. She made a
gesture; he felt his eyes widen as the mortar began to grow, until it was more than wide enough for both
of them. She pointed at the mortar, then at him, then pointed down beside hersdlf.

So clearly she had just hired him to do her heavy labor, just as he had hoped she would.

Becauseif she had something that he needed, this was no bad way to find out what it was, and maybe
even get hold of it. And if she thought him to be asimpleton, she would not set him any impossible tasks,
such as sorting out three kinds of grain from aheap of severd bushelsworth.

Grinning foolishly again, he clambered insde the mortar.

She hardly waited until he was over the rim. With ashout from the witch, the mortar shot into the sky,
tumbling him into the bottom of it. With difficulty, for the mortar was moving as swiftly and asviolently as
atiny sailboat on awindy day and heavy sess, he got to hisknees, clung to the stone sdes of the thing,
and peered over the edge.

They were so far above the trees that the birds were no more than specks, and the ground was shooting
past a arate that made him dizzy.

He closad hiseyes and hung on for dl he was worth, wondering if thistime he had let himsdlf infor far
more than he could handle.

Away over the hills, atiny paper bird shot across the sky, as swift as an arrow, swifter than afalcon. The
spell that animated it had found atarget and it was closing in fast.

Chapter 11

Therewere six girlsin the Jnn’s kegping now, and one of them wastrying to kill the other five.

It wasn't the Wolf-girl, either. Katya got ong perfectly wel with her. She was clean, polite, alittle shy,
but just as determined to find away out of this captivity as Katyawas. More than that, she better
understood the ramifications of thisterrible desert than any of the rest of them.

No, the one that wastrying to kill the rest of the girlswas a Rusaka

How and where the Jinn had gotten hold of her, Katya could not imagine. Why he had stolen her, she
aso had difficulty in understanding. This one was not aghost; she was atrue water spirit, which did make
her something of ararity, and indeed, did make her very, very magica.

But—

She was vicious. She had taken over the fountain as soon as she was put down, and the first attempt at a
friendly overture by the young sorceress was met with dashing talons. She drowned one of the Jnn's
men the very first night; after that he made the garden off-limits to them, which was amixed blessing,
because even though it meant there were no more guards posted in the garden itsdlf, it also meant that the
Rusalka could do whatever she wanted there.

And what she wanted wasto kill everything that wasn't her.

Now, shewas awater spirit, and as such, Katya could probably control her. The trouble with that idea
was that she did not want the Jinn to know she was that strong in magic. She wanted him to think her



powerswere very minor. If hetried to drain her, she wanted him to underestimate her ability to fight
back. Part of her ability to disguise hersdf was an ability to mask part of her magic.

Katya had made severd attempts at making friends without using magic, and they had dl ended badly.
The truth was, the creature was astupid, vicious, violent thing in abeautiful young woman's body. There
was nothing there to make friends with. There was nothing anyone sane would want to make friends with.

Katyawas beginning to get worried though. The paper crane should come back at any moment, and she
wasn't sureif it could find her in their room—

Worse, surely abrightly colored paper bird flitting down the hallway was bound to be noticed.
But the Rusalka had made the garden impossible for any of them to stay in.

AsKatyawasthinking just that, the Wolf-girl, Lyuba, dashed in wearing her Wolf form. She skidded to
astop and her shape writhed in away that made Katya s eyes water, and instead of the Wolf, there was
something hafway between Wolf and human on dl foursin the middle of the room.

“Quick!” thething snarled franticaly. “Help! Yulya”
Then she transformed back to the Wolf and dashed out, with Katyaand Marinaright on her hedls.

Katyawas expecting the worst, so when she spotted the Rusa ka with both hands around Y ulya s neck,
trying to shove her under the water in the fountain, she was hardly surprised. Lyuba snarled and charged
the evil cresture; she dammed into the thing with her shoulder, but couldn’t didodgeit. Marinaflung
hersdf at the Rusalkaand tore at her hands, to no effect.

Katyaweighed the dternatives dl in amoment, closed her eyes, and then exerted her power over water
crestures, closing her hand into afist and concentrating on the Rusalka s throat.

The Rusalka choked and gasped, and let go of Y ulya.

Asthe creature’ s hands went to its own throat, Marinaand Klavaran in and pulled Y ulya out of reach,
and Lyubadammed her shoulder into the thing a second time. Thistime she managed to knock it off
balance and into the fountain. Katyareleased her hold on the thing, and the five of them retreated to their
room.

Y ulya sthroat was bruised and she was gasping for breath, but there wasfirein her eyes at last, and she
looked ready to go back and take on the Rusalka

“Don’t even think about it,” Katyawarned, before she could gasp out anything. “Think back to al the
fights you must have had with your sisters. Who got in trouble? The one who started it? Or the one who
got caught hitting back?’

Y ulyafrowned, rubbing her neck. “ She dmost killed me,” the swan maiden whispered hoarsdly. “ Surely
the Jnn—"

“I think,” Lyuba put in, spesking dowly, as she dwaysdid, “that the Jinn cares only for how many of us
he has”

Katyanodded. “ That was my thought.” She held up ahand. “I have anidea. | have atrick in my
pocket—and | just made that insane creature very angry with me. If the Jinn catches her in the act of
attacking me, | do not think hewill be lenient with her.”



Klavablinked. “Y ou mean to let her try to kill you?" Even Y ulya stopped massaging her bruisesto stare
a Katyathen.

“Only whenthe Jnnisthere” Katyareminded them, and grimaced. “I’ d rather not have a bruised neck
myself, but she can hold me under the water al she likesand | won't drown.”

They dl gaped at her then. She listened as hard as she ever could for the telltale hum of the Jinn, and
heard nothing. One corner of her mouth quirked up. “Oh yes. Water isthesame asair tome. I’'mnot a
bereginia. I'm the Sea King' s youngest daughter.”

After amoment of shock, they began to babble at her. She held up her hand for silence, and got it.

“I will tel you more, later. Right now, before that devil gets her wits about her, we need to arrange for
the Jinnto get rid of her himsdlf.”

Sashd seyesfdt asif they were going to pop out of his head when he saw their destination.

He had heard about Baba Y aga s hut, of course. Who hadn’t? But hearing about it and seeing it were
two very different things. In talesit had sounded utterly absurd, laughable amost.

Takeasmdl peasant hut, no larger than asingle room.

Now attach two giant legsto the bottom of it, so that the hut was easily two storiestall when the legs
stood up. And not just any legs. Giant chicken legs. Complete with feathered thighs.

Now take away the keyhole to the front door and replace it with amouth full of teeth even a shark would
be proud of.

Now, while the hut squats on the ground like a broody hen, surround it with afence made of bones.

Describeit, and it sounds comicd. But view it, and it is utterly terrifying. Y ou shouldn’t graft something
that isliving to something that is not. Y ou shouldn't have afence made of bones, with skullsasthe
decorations on the fence posts. Above dl, you shouldn’t have a house that exudes so much malevolence
that you expect it to stand up, chase you down, and devour you. How much magic would it take to
cregte ahut, aliving thing, with giant chicken legs? What sort of demented soul would imagineitinthe
fird place?

And then.. .the fence of bones. Plenty of them were human. Baba Y aga’ s victims were so common she
made afence out of their bones. The eye holes of the skulls glowed red, and they al turned to ook at
him asthe mortar circled the house.

The hut had its back to the front gate. Baba Y agawaved her hand at it. “Turn your back to the forest,
your front to me,” she caled out.

The hut rose up on itslegs and began to spin, emitting blood-curdling shrieks asit did so. It spun around
thirty-three times before settling back down, with the door facing them.

He shivered. Baba Y aga noticed. And with a casud air that was as macabre as her hut, she patted him
on the head likeadog. “You just be agood lad,” she said absently, as she steered her mortar down for a
landing in front of the hut. “Y ou just be agood lad, do asyou'retold, and you won't end up in my

fence”



He shuddered again. He had to remember that he wasn't supposed to be able to hear. He looked up at
her, letting the fear in his eyes show in an exaggerated manner, and cringing. Again she patted hishead,
pointed to the fence and shook her head.

With aflexibility and spryness at odds with her apparent age, Baba Y aga sprang out of the mortar,
leaving Sashato follow. He clambered out, and followed her when she crooked her finger a him. “I’m
caling you lvan,” shetold him, asthey went around the bone fence to a stable and yard behind the hut.
“All my menservants are called Ivan. It savestime, | don't haveto try remember their names.”

Sasha could only grin foolishly; asadeaf-mute, it wouldn't matter to him what she called him. Shewaved
him over as she flung open the stable doors, then pointed at him and into the stable. “Here' re your
charges, and they haven't had their allsclean in along time.” Before Sasha could look into the shadows
there and make out what “they” were, she continued with mime, making shoveling motions, pointing at
him, then into the stable, then making eating motions. “Muck out the stalsfirst, eat second.”

He nodded his understanding vigoroudy, until his hair flopped into his eyes and he had to push it back
with both hands.

She trotted away toward her chicken-legged hut, chortling. The hut stood up and aladder dropped
down from undernegth.

The witch scrambled up it as nimbly as aferret; the ladder was pulled up and the hut remained standing.
But it turned so that the door was facing him.

Itdidn’'t have eyes...but it fdt asif it was staring a him.
With a shudder, he turned and went quickly into the stable.

Out of “gight” of the malevolent hut, he waited for his eyesto adjust to the darkness of the stable. His
nose, however, told him that the witch had not been exaggerating. It had been along time since these
galswerelast cleaned out. The smell of dung and urine wasthick enough to gag afly. Quickly, he
walked across the stable to the opposite door and flung it open, and a stiff breeze blew through asiif
conjured, carrying theworst of the stench away.

And not everything in here was ahorse. The sharp smell of predator droppings added a pungency to the
overriding tink that was quite unmistakable.

He pitied the poor animals closed up in here without ever coming into the light—since clearly Baba Y aga
did not put them out in the yard by day.

Well, he might aswell make adart.

Behind him, leaning againgt thewall, he found a shovel and amanure fork, and before he began, he
paused for amoment. To hisright, he heard shuffling, growling, and grunting; to hisleft, sghing. Facethe
dangerous sidefirst?

Well, adeaf-mute wouldn’t hear any of that.
All right, then, he thought, stedled himsdlf, and went to theright.

Thefirst two stals were empty. The second contained the largest Wolf he had ever seenin hislife. A
gredt, grey, grizzled thing, it was so large that it could easily look him straight in the eyes without trying. It
was obvioudy aWise Beast, able to reason and communicate.



It did just that, looking over its shoulder, yellow eyes narrowing in speculation. “ So,” the Wolf said, red
tonguelolling out, “the old crone sends my dinner in dive now, does she?’ It flattened its ears back along
itsskull and grinned & him rapacioudy.

“I think, gr,” said Sasha carefully, giving up his pretense and hoping they wouldn't tell the Baba, “that
eating me would be amigtake. Y ou might upset the witch who hired meto clean her stables, you would
certainly upset my betrothed, who isthe SeaKing's daughter, and you would still be standing infilth
when you were done eating me.”

The Wolf tilted his head to the side, ears going up. “ Good arguments, al of them,” he admitted. “Very
well, I will not et you.”

“If you don’t mind, | should like to move you whilel clean your home,” Sashareplied, making alittle
gesture toward the chain holding the wolf to the watering trough, which had ascum of green algaein one
corner.

The Wolf yawned hugdy, showing white teeth aslong as Sasha sfingers. “Itisal oneto me,” sad the
Woalf. “Until the old witch needs me to track down an enemy and turns meloose, one placein this stable
ismuch like another. | am bound to her with the enchantment on the collar.”

Sashamoved into the tal, bowed once to the Wolf asif to aboyar, then unchained the beadt. Its
shoulderswere on aleve with his, and it was easly big enough to ride, if it would alow such athing.

“If you are hungry, | have some bread,” Sasha said, as he led the Wolf to the next stall.

“Bread! Itislong sincel tasted bread! Yes, | will have some,” the Wolf replied, itsears up, and itstall
wagging ever 0 dightly. Sashawent to get one of hisremaining loaves of bread from hisbeongings, and
aso fetched apail of clean, cold water from thewell.

“Hereyou are, my lord Wolf,” Sasha said, unwrapping the bread for him and putting down the water. “I
shdl have your home cleaned in aslittletime asmay be.”

Big ashewas, fierce as he was, the Wolf began nibbling daintily at the loaf. “ A kindly woman baked this
bread, and she thought well of you,” he said, yellow eyes softening and losing some of their fierceness.

Sasha said nothing, only went to work with shovel and fork and barrow to clean out the stdl, then
returned with armfuls of sweet straw mixed with rushes to make athick bed. There were some bones
that he thought were not human, stacked ready to repair the fence perhaps. He took some of them and
|eft them in one corner for the Wolf to chew on to ease its boredom, then filled the clean stone watering
trough with sweet water. He returned to the Wolf, mane comb and brushes he had found in hand.

“If you don't mind, g, | think it islong since you had abrushing,” he said diffidently.

The Wolf looked a him down itslong nose. “1 think that you areright,” it replied, “and | would not say
you nay.”

So before he returned the Wolf to its stall and chained it up again, he worked hard with brush and comb
until the Walf’ s pelt was as soft and shining asalady’ slapdog, and free of clumps of winter’ s underfur.
He then took abroom and swept al the fur out the door for the birdsto take to line their nests.

That was dl that there was on the right-hand side of the stables, but Sasha cleaned up the stals anyway,
and moved in fresh bedding. Then he went to the left-hand side.

Once again, thefirst stall was empty, but the second contained the biggest black he-goat that Sasha had



ever seenin hislife; it was easily the size of awarhorse. Sashabowed to it, asto aboyar, whileit looked
a him down itslong nose.

“If youdon't mind, gr, | would like to move you while | clean your home,” Sashasaid to it. The he-goat
shook hismassive head till his earsrattled against his huge, curved, and crudly pointed horns, and looked
at Sasha sideways out of hisbig golden eyeswith their bean-shaped pupils.

“Wadl, it'sal onetome,” thewise Goat said. “I’'m doing nothing here until the witch decidesto hunt
something and saddles me for riding.” And Sashalooked &t the side of the stall and saw a proper-sized
saddle of bronze and abridle of gold.

He untied the Goat and led him to the next gal, then asked, “Would you like some bread to eat whilel
clean your home?’

“Bread!” the Goat exclaimed, and hiseyesgrew greedy. “Itisalong time since | had any bread!”

“Then | am happy to share mine,” said Sasha, who got another loaf from hisbelongings. He brought it
and abucket of cold, sweet water for the Goat, then set about cleaning the stall thoroughly. Aswith the
Wolf, he then brushed and combed the Goat until the beast’slong hair was soft and slky again, aslovey
asamaiden’shair, and free of dl the knotsthat had beeninit.

“Y ou’ ve done me good turns, young man,” the Goat said as Sashareturned him to hisstall, now deep
with clean straw and rushes, the manger full of hay, the bucket full of grain, the trough full of pure water.
“I won't forget them.”

Sashamoved onto thefinal stdl, at the end of the stable, in ameancholy corner where very little light
penetrated. He could see something small moving about in the darkest part of the stall, but couldn’t make
out what it was.

“Hello? hesaid, tentatively. “I’'m here to clean your home.”

There was a huge sigh from the darkness, the same one he had heard when he’ d comein through the
door. “It'snot my home,” said asad voice. “And | don’'t know that it makes any difference. When
you' re done here, she'll eat you and add your bonesto the fence and my stal will just get dirty al over

agan.”

“That' sno way to think!” Sashasaid sharply, and cameinto the gall. And to his amazement, ashiseyes
got used to the deeper shadow, he knew the creature that wasin there. It was as small asachild’ s pony,
assmdl asadonkey, with earsayard long and two humps on its back. Its coa-black eyeswere dull
with depression, its coat unkempt and dusty, so that nothing of the original color could be seen.

“Serga!” he exclamed, gazing with astonishment at the Little Humpback Horse. “ But—how did you end
up here?’

He had never seen the Horse himself, but he had heard the tale often enough of how his grandfather jad
won Sergel and histwo handsome brothers from their mother, the Mare of the North Wind. The Horse
raised his head sorrowfully and looked at him. “Do | know you?” it said weerily.

“My grandfather made a bargain with the Mare of the North Wind for your services,” said Sasha “But |
thought that a Godmother—”

“Ohitismy own stupid fault,” Sergei replied, dropping his head down to his knees again. “ That wretched
witch lured me with gpples from the Garden of Solomon and acorns from the oak where the Katschel
used to keep hisheart. If | hadn’t been so greedy, | wouldn’t be here now. She has mewell and truly



trapped and even Godmother Elenacouldn’t find me and free me.”

Sasha bent down and lifted up one of Sergei’ slong earsto whisper into it. “1 am the Seventh Son, a
Songweaver, and a Fortunate Fool, and | will get you out of here. Asmy grandfather took your service, |
will release you from your bondage.”

Sowly Sergei’shead came up. Light came back into his eyes, and he gazed at Sashawith renewed
hope. “Y ou would do thisfor me?’ he asked.

“Asever | can,” Sashareplied. “For now, let usget your Stdl clean and madefit for you, and | will give
you bread to est while you wait.”

Sashawent and fetched the last loaf of bread. He redoubled his efforts on Sergel’ sfilthy stall, cleaning
until it sparkled, then returned Sergel to amuch more comfortable place. Sergel looked at the now clean
gall, the thick bed of straw, thefilled manger and bucket and water trough, and two tearsrolled out of
his eyes and down his cheeks. “ It has been so long since anyone cared for me,” he said softly.

“Well now someone does,” Sashareplied, and proceeded to brush and comb the Little Humpback
Horse until the dark grey coat shone like the tsar’ s favorite steed on parade.

“She has me bound with aspdll,” said Sergel. “ She playsit on that flute thing.” And he nodded a a
peculiar instrument hanging on thewadl beside the sdl.

And a that, Sashasmiled. A musica spell, hmm?

Fortune was favoring her Foal.

If thisgoeswrong, Sashaisgoing to kill me, Katya thought, as she lurked in astill-overgrown corner of
the garden, just out of Sight of the fountain where the Rusalka was sulking. Then again, if thiswent wrong,
Sashawouldn’t havetokill her....

She was waiting for the moment when she felt the Jinn appear, and hopefully shewould even seehim
when he did. Then she would go down to the fountain and let the Rusalka attack her. Eveniif the Jnn
didn’'t see the attack, he should sense the small magic she would use to help to cover her ability to
breathe water. Since he had aready reacted poorly to her use of magic once, that should bring him, and
then he would see the attack.

She fingered the high, uncomfortable gold collar she was wearing. She and the others had found it
rummaging through the jewelry the Katschel had accumulated. Hopefully it would be enough to protect
her neck and make the Rusalka switch from trying to choke her to trying to drown her.

Therewere alot of things depending on hope, here. But then again, thisJnn waslikeagrain of sandinan
oyster shdl. The Tradition didn’'t want him there, and was secreting layer after layer of magictotry to be
rid of him. If she could only tap into that, her schemes would go much smoother.

Her head went up as she sensed the Jinn.

The hum wasfaint and far off, but growing nearer. She only wished she could tell what direction hewas
coming from.

The hum grew louder. Nearer now...



Shelooked about from under cover of the trees she was hiding among. No sight of him on the
battlements. He might be somewhere ingde the building.

Or not. The hum was till approaching.

Then it stopped moving. She looked around again, but still couldn’t see him. She wasjust going to have
to take her chances.

Taking adeep breath, she waked out into the garden, the sun hitting her like ahammer, taking the path
that was going to put her walking right past the fountain, asif she had forgotten that the Rusakawas
there. And it took everything she had to pretend that she was focusing on something else, something off
to the other side of the garden and not on the fountain.

Therewas no sign of the Rusaka, but then, there wouldn't be. The evil bitch was hiding under the water,
waiting. She' d spring out at the last moment....

Katyadrew even with the raised basin of the fountain. Went allittle past—reached about the middle.
With ashriek of pure rage, the Rusalka erupted from the fountain and seized her neck.

Katyadidn't have to feign a scream; even though she was expecting the attack, the Rusalka surprised
her. Shefdt the strong hands closing around her neck, heard the Rusalka' s grunt of surprise as her hands
encountered the collar. Meanwhile Katya was fighting back, kicking and scratching, pulling hair. The
god, after al, was certainly not to appear passive! As she scored the Rusalka s face with her nails, the
creature shrieked again, and with asdewaystwist of her body, flung them both into the fountain with a
tremendous splash. The water cushioned their fall, but the stone coping around the basin hit Katyain the
leg so hard she knew it was going to leave a black-and-blue mark the size of her own head, and her head
bounced off the bottom of the fountain hard enough to leave alump. For amoment, they floated together
inthe water; it was avery deep fountain, quite deep enough even for awater creature like the Rusalkato
swim in comfortably. Katya had both hands full of hair now and was pulling as hard as she could, al the
whilekicking vicioudy at the Rusalka slegs. But the Rusalkawasin her eement now, and got her flipped
over, and the next thing she knew, Katya was face down in the fountain with the Rusalka knedling on her
back, and the Rusalka s hands pushing her head down.

Now, of course, her native ability to breasthe water came into play. But now was the time when she
worked thet little bit of magic....

She went limp. And though she was breathing just fine, it would appear to anyone el se that she had lost
consciousness at best, and had drowned at worst.

Now aslong asthe Rusalka didn’t think to unlock that collar and start choking her just to make sure—
The weight was suddenly taken from her back, and she floated to the surface.

Therewere hands al over her, and as her head broke water, she heard her fellow captives shriekingin a
quite convincing manner asthey pulled her from the fountain and down onto the gravel path. Whilethe
othersinterposed themselves to keep the Jinn from seeing exactly what was happening, practical Marina
turned her over and began pounding her back.

That was her signa to cough, wheeze, and gag, asif she were expdling water from her lungs.
“Katya” Marinacried, “you' redivel”

The others kept screaming, though—which was not what she had told them to do. And therewas a



roaring sound, and more hesat than was coming from the sun. And avery odd, burning smell.
Sherolled over onto her side, wanting to see what the Jinn was doing.

He wasincoherent with rage. A circle of fire flared around him, and at least one set of shriekswas
screams of pain, because they belonged to the Rusalka. The Jinn’s hands were burning her asamswhere
he held her, feet dangling, well off the ground.

Not aword did he speak. He only held her, looked into her eyes, and laughed cruelly.

“| told you there would be peace!” the brazen voice boomed. “1 told you that you would not touch the
other captives! Now you pay the price of disobedience!”

Then he burgt into flame, exactly asif someone had soaked himin oil and lit him.

She hung in his hands, on fire ashe was, but dasfor the Rusalka, she was not immuneto hisflames.
Katya and the others watched in horror as she screamed and screamed, as the scent—not of burning
flesh, but of burning water weed—filled the air. They watched as she stopped screaming, but still writhed
in his hands, watched as shefindly stopped moving, and then watched as, with aburst of white-hot fire,
thelast of her corpse was consumed and the pitiful caricature of ahusk crumbled into ashinthe Jnn’s
hands, and the ashesrained down asapile at hisfest.

Thefires abruptly vanished, asif they had been sucked into him.

Heturned, dowly, and stared a them all, asthey sat there, struck dumb. His eyes blazed still, burning
liketwin sunsin his heed.

“Youwill obey mewhen| givean order,” hesaid.
They dl nodded, numbly.
“Go to your room.”

They fled, Katyabeing half carried between Marinaand Lyuba, her legs rubbery with aweskness she
did not haveto feign.

Thelittle paper crane had found what it had been sent to find. There was only one smdl problem. How
to get the two Champions' attention? They werevery large....

Chapter 12

Sashawaited patiently beside the door to the stable, arms crossed, leaning his back against thewall. The
newly cleaned shove, fork, and barrow stood beside him. The stable was now lit by two cleaned and
filled ail lamps. There was not the dightest trace of stink about the place. The only aromasin theair were
the smdll of fresh straw, the scent of fresh-cut rushes, and the sharpness of the bunches of fleabane he
had hung ineach &dll.

Wonderful smellswere coming from the witch's hut; baking bread, roasting mest, the sveet smdll of little
tea cakes, al wafted from the chimney. Sashareminded himsdf over and over, even as his somach
growled, that he should not get his hopes up, however good the food smelled. Now, it was possible that
Baba Y agamight feed him well, give him the hospitdity her bargain entitled him to. ...



Or she might treat him as she had treated the creaturesin the stable. And truth betold, if shedid the
latter, it would be better for him. The Tradition would treat that as her breaking her bargain with him,
which would leave him free to do what he was going to do anyway. There would be no repercussionsiif
shewasthefirst to be the one to break the deal. And that would be good.

Because he was going to free Sergel, and he would need every bit of hisLuck and The Tradition on his
Sdeto do that.

And maybe, just maybe, the bread he had given the Goat and the Wolf would free them aswell. By
accepting his bread and the tiny bit of sat he had sprinkled on it, Traditionaly speaking, they had
accepted him as, not master, but liege. If they choseto. That wasthe key. If they had accepted himin
their own minds, deliberately, then once the witch released them from their physica bonds....

But that was something he would not know, and could not know, until the moment they choseto act. If,
infact, they would.

The Goat, at least, had implied as much. But the Wolf?
The Wolf was the unknown.
And the Wolf was the most dangerousto his plans.

For thefirst time since he had started this quest, he had leisure and was able to think about the reason for
his search. His heart filled with longing and just atouch of fear. Katya...Where was she? Was she safe”?
Or if not safe, at least in no immediate danger?

Or if not that. ..

Sheisbrave, competent, clever. Shewill likely only need alittle help from me, or noneat al. | only hope
when wefindly meet, sheisn’'t angry at mefor coming after her. Hetried very hard to convince himself of
that. Tried to believe that the reason she had not returned, had not sent word, was that she was safe and
secure, but in hiding and dared not break her secret cover. Hetried to think about her as he had last seen
her, plunging into the sea, ready to race to discover what it was her father needed her to do, full of high
courage, and wit, and intelligence. But al he could redly think about was Katyain his bed, sveet and
fierceand...

And he needed to stop thinking about that right now. Because the rising in his groin was not going to be
eadly explained if the witch came out right now....

Suddenly the hut spun around to face him, and all amorous thoughts vanished in the baeful glare of those
windows.

The hut squatted down, and Baba Y aga emerged, thistime from the front door. If anything, she was even
stranger to look at than he had thought. He hadn’t noticed her hunched back in the mortar. And
somehow, the fact that her nose was so long it dmost touched her chin hadn’t made much of an
impression on him, ether.

Or maybe it was possible she could change how she looked, and this even more grotesque face was her
true one.

She scuttled up to him, and looked him up and down. He' d cleaned himself up, so he wasfairly
presentable. He gave the old witch arespectful bow, and she replied with asneer, and stalked into the
dable.



She emerged only afew moments later, with an interesting look on her face. Surprise, mingled with
smugness and sdf-congratulation.

Oh ho. She thinks she has gotten hersdlf abargain. Which means, | think, that sheis about to cheat me.
He presented her with alook of pure grinning idiocy. She mimed him following her to the hut.
Helost the grin. He shook his head vigorously, and looked at the door of the hut with exaggerated fear.

Or maybe not so exaggerated. Heredlly did not want to go in that hut. Once he wasin there, hewas
truly inthelion’sden.

Shelooked a him with impatience.

Then, unexpectedly, her hand shot out asfast as thought, and she seized him by the ear like any
babushkawith anaughty grandchild!

It wasdl he could do to avoid yelling something coherent. Her grip on hisear was astight asavise and
painful. As she hauled him, sumbling, towards the hut, he gave voiceto hisfedingsin aseries of animad
moans. Deaf-mutes could do that, he' d heard them. And he didn’t strike at her, much though he wanted
to. But hedid flall hisarmswildly for balance, something that the old hag seemed to find very amusing,
for she began chuckling.

She pulled him in through the front door—which, recognizing its mistress, did not devour them.

Oncethrough, shelet loose of his ear. Jumping away from her, he stood just out of reach, rubbing his
sore ear and looking around with unfeigned wonder and no small amount of apprehension.

Outside, it was atiny peasant hut. Inside, it was the biggest room he had ever seenin hislife.

It seemed to Stretch on in every direction forever. The ceiling was certainly agood five stories above
them. But it was hard to tell where the walls were, because there were trees growing up through the
floor, making thisaforested room, if there was such athing.

It was very brightly lit, with what must have been hundreds of lanterns hanging from the tree branches.
And benegath those lanterns were enormous piles of ...wll....everything.

Within arm’ sreach of where he stood, he could have picked up a chunk of raw amber from apile of the
same about as high as his shoulders, a sable skin from a huge pile of fursthe size of the bed he and Katya
had shared, an iron cooking pot of virtuadly any size from stacks of pots, or aball of yarn of just about
any color out of one of apyramid of baskets brimming with yarn. There were smilar stacks and pilesand
hegps of anything he could think of in every direction, with little paths between them. There had once
been acrazy old noblewoman living in the palace who had never, ever, in dl her life, thrown anything out.
When she' d died and the servants had gone into her room, thiswas what it looked like. Or rather, thisis
what it would have looked likeif she had been able to magpie everything she wanted for athousand
years.

And hedidn’t touch any of it. In fact, he tucked both his hands behind him like alittle boy who had been
ingructed not to touch.

Helooked at her, anxioudy. She chuckled, and crooked afinger at him.

Hefollowed her as she scuttled down one of the paths benegth the trees, weaving in and out through
piles of thingsthat were, some of them, taller than his head. There were unset gems next to piles of



whest, barley, or rye. There were sacks of flour next to bars of silver. There were gold coins beside piles
of turnips. Sheled him to a spot where there was a little wooden table, exactly the sort of thing you
would expect in a peasant hut, with astool besideit, and awooden bowl, cup, and spoon on top of it. In
the bowl, despite dl of the appetizing aromas that had come from the kitchen, was borscht. He sat down
at the table at her direction, looked up at her and at her nod, picked up his spoon and dipped into it.

Borscht indeed. And not even very good borscht, ether. If this soup had more than anodding
acquaintance from al the way across the kitchen with any sort of mesat, he would be very surprised. It
was mostly beets and cabbage, the cabbage cooked until it was transparent, with afew londly bits of
carrot and turnip floating like sad little trading ships caught forever in the ominous red of the Cabbage
Sargasso Sea

In the cup, thin, sour kvass, poorly made, poorly brewed, the drink of choice when your only other
choice was swamp water.

There was not even any bread, that staple of diet, the very essence of hospitality and goodwill, that thing
that no meal was complete without, from the tables of the kings to the hovels of the peasants. There was
always bread; when there was nothing el se, there was bread. It was the wedth of the land, the life of the

people.

She had given him no bread. And there was no sdlt in the borscht. She had accepted hisbargain and
withheld her hospitality and her protection.

He had worked honestly and hard for her. He had done more, far more, than she’ d asked. The stable
was clean enough that atsar would gpprove. Entire familieswould have been willing to movein there.
And she had seen how hard he had worked—and this was how she had repaid him.

Hefdt the pressure of The Tradition looming over him. And he did something he had never, ever donein
al of hislife

Wordlessly, as he spooned up the tastel ess soup, he asked it, Ismy bargain broken? Can | free her
beasts? Can | rescue Sergei?

Hedid not get an answer in words, but the pressure lifted off, and he sensed currents moving and akind
of vague yesness settle over him.

Shewaited impatiently for him to finish. Helooked up at her face, just beginning to scowl, and quickly
drank up the last of the soup, using it to wash down the bitter kvass. She crooked afinger a him, and he
jumped up and obediently followed her out through the pilesto the door, then out into the open yard.

It was very late evening; aready the stars were out, and the moon wasjust rising. She pointed at the
stable and mimed deeping. Well that was pretty much as he had expected. And redly, thelast thing he
wanted was to be degping under the same roof as that hag. The saints only knew what she would do to
himinthenight.

Obediently hetrotted out to the stable and bedded down in the stall next to Sergel’s, using a pile of hay
for apillow and an old horse blanket for a coverlet.

But then—he heard her shuffling footsteps as she entered the stable herslf.
Hecurled upin atight bal like ahedgehog, and feigned deep. He heard her go off to the right first.

“Wolf, Wolf,” he heard her say, “am | your master?’



He heard the Wolf growl then, and reply, “Aslong as| only eat flesh dain in anger, you are my master.”

She gave agrunt of satisfaction, and this seemed to be the answer she was looking for, but his heart
leaped, because the Wolf himself had told him earlier that he had, inadvertently, freed it! It had esten
breed, his bread, the bread baked in kindness by awoman who thought well of him—

He heard her shuffling over to the left, and heard her pause at the stdl of the Goat. “ Goat, Goat,” she
grated, “am | your master?’

The Goat gave aderisve baa. “Aslong as| only eat that which was harvested in despair, you are my
master,” the He-Goat replied sarcastically. And Sasha had to wince at that, because of what that implied
about the grain, the hay, and the straw that Baba Y aga had provided for her daves. The saints knew that
thelife of a peasant farmer was hard. .. but there were lords who made those lives harder till. When a
peasant was not merely a peasant, but aserf or adave...every grain, every blade of grass, every stak
was grown in despair...it would be easy enough for the witch to supply a hundred stables with such
provender.

But Led Belarus was not such akingdom. . .and the bread had been made with hope and happiness, not
despair.

She shuffled over another few feet. He not only heard her stop at the door of the stall he was “deeping”
in, he practically felt her eyes boring into him.

Hewriggled alittle and tucked his head down farther, putting hisarm over thetop of it.
Satisfied, she moved on.

“No bargain would hold you, now, would it, my dippery little devil?’ she chuckled. “And few spdlls. A
pity | am the master of most pells, en?’

He heard her take the odd flute down from the wall, and then she started to play.

He concentrated as hard as he could. It was a strange little tune, no more than five notes, and oddly
minor. It had, he guessed, nine barsto it, and she repeated it ninetimes. By the third time he knew he had
it memorized, but he till concentrated on it as hard as he could. He wanted, he needed to have every
note exactly right.

The witch shuffled out again, pausing to hang the flute back up on thewall.

Sashawaited along time, waited for the sounds outside to settle, waited to make sure the witch wasn't
coming back out.

Only then did he whisper to Sergel, “Has she gone to bed?’

“Ohyes” the Little Humpback Horse said. “ She won't awaken until dawn. And since she hasyou to do
the work of tending us, not then. What did she feed you?’

“Sour kvass, and abowl of bad borscht with no salt. No bread.”

Sergel sighed. “That’ s good on two counts. She's not fattening you up to eat yet, and she hasn't bound
you to her will.”

“Three counts. She broke our bargain. She may have hired me, but she' s gone back on it by not giving
me bread and salt and not feeding me properly.” He chuckled. “Now | can do what | want because



she' sthe one who broke the bargain.”
“Oh! I hadn’t thought of that!” Sergel exclamed. *“But—"

“You just let metake care of alittle something. Tomorrow you and | and Wolf and Goat will be free.”
He knew he wouldn’t need to raise his voice for the others to hear him, and he wasright.

“We're still bound by the rope and chain,” the Wolf pointed out. “ Those are till enchanted. We can't
leave the stable unless she takes them off with her own hands.”

“Oh shewill,” Sashachuckled. “ Shewill. Now, I’m going out into the woods to see what can be done
about Sergel’ s pdll.”

He had never seen aflute that looked like this one, and he had certainly never heard aflute that played
the notesthis one did. The scale sounded al wrong to his ears—a series of pensive, breathy notesina
minor key. He didn’t want to play it around the stable or around Sergei for a couple of very good
reasons. He didn’t want to be so close to the hut that there might be a chance that the witch would hear
him playing. And he didn’t want to be near Sergel on the chance that something he played might have
bad consequences when crossed with the spell that was already on the Little Humpback Horse.

That would be bad. Very bad.

S0 he picked hisway acrossthe yard until he came to a path into the woods. He had the fedling that
there would be at least one good path, if only to a pond or astream, or a place where the witch could cut
her firewood.

And so it proved. There was indeed a pond, and from the looks of it, agood deep one. As he neared the
verge, he heard ducks quacking quietly in their deep, and smiled. Good. They would give him the dert if

anything crept up on him.

He sat down on atree trunk, put the flute to hislips, and blew, very carefully. There were stories of
ingruments like this that screamed or shrieked if anyone but the owner tried to play them.

But not thistime.
The first note sounded out, breathy, but true, low and tremulous.

He ran the scales, dowly, getting used to the progression of notes, of where hisfingers had to go for
what. It was a deceptively smpleinstrument. He found he could get half and even quarter tones out of it
if hewas clever. But the witch had not been amusician, and she had stuck with the smple tune of the
ong.

So now he practiced it, although he took care to breek it before he got to the ninth repetition, inserting
some other little ditty. And when he was certain he could play it in his deep and backwards—

Then that waswhat he did. He played it backwards.

He had had an odd fedling about that music when he had heard it. It had seemed to him that this spell
was powerful—but smple. Baba Y aga had never been known to be any kind of amusician. He
suspected that any spdll that she cast by means of music would have to be smple.

Soit followed—
It followed that the power was in the magic that Baba Y aga controlled. But the spdll itself should be easy



to undo. She was familiar with the use of her own power. She was unfamiliar with music. If he played the
same music backward. . .he should be able to unravel the spell.

It was rather like knitting. It took agreat ded of time and skill to knit up agarment. But it only took one
snip of ascissorsand it was easy to unravel, and took little time and effort at all.

And certainly no skill.

When he thought he was readly, it was very nearly dawn. The sky was beginning to go grey in the eat,
and he didn’t want to take the chance that the witch might decide to wake up early and kick the
deaf-mute awake before going back to her bed.

He returned to the stables.

“Now thisiswhat we are going to do,” hetold them dl. “I am going to try to break the spell on Sergel. If
| succeed, heand | will escape—"

“What about us?’ the Goat asked suspicioudy. But the Wolf was dready laughing.
“Brilliant!” the Wolf chuckled. “How long before | rasethedarm?’

“Aslong as you think you can get away with and not be punished,” Sashatold him honestly. “At least
give us as much of ahead start asyou can.”

“Oho!” the Goat exclaimed, his ears coming up. “With usraising the darm, she won't suspect usl And
the hunt will be on! She will loose the Wolf to track and loose meto ride!”

“And you can berid of her however you choose once you are set on the track.” Sashanodded. “If |
wereyou, Goat, | would wait until you were agood long distance from here. | don’t think she can
summon that mortar to her, 0 the longer her walk, the more time you will have to make your own

escapes.”
The Goat nodded. “Best get onwithiit, Prince. Y our luck may not hold forever.”

That was very good advice indeed, and he set about implementing it. “If you know any ways of helping
thiswork, | suggest you start doing them now,” he said, and began to play.

He narrowed down his concentration to get each note exactly right, to keep track of exactly how many
times he had played through the reverse tune. This had to be perfect. He might not get another chance.

Hefinished thelast note.
And the flute shattered in his hands.

There was amuffled sound. He looked up to see Sergei’ s long ears clamped over his mouth to keep his
laughter from escaping as he danced around for joy. The rope holding him had disintegrated into fibers
and hewasfree.

The Goat was dancing in place, too, and the Wolf was laughing silently, tonguelolling.
“Go!” said the Goat, shaking hishorns. “Well give you as much of ahead start aswe dare.”

It might have seemed like awaste of time to gather up his belongings before he flung himself on Sergel’s
bare back. But he didn’t dare leave anything for Baba Y agato use to bring him back, or even worse,
somehow get to Katya.



But with his pack on his back, hislegs tucked up, because otherwise they would drag on the ground, and
bent over Serga’ s neck, they tiptoed past the hut. Despite that both of them were afireto flee, this of al
times was the moment to take care.

The hut did not appear to notice asthey passed, and remained standing on one of itslegslikea
dumbering chicken. Then they were out of sight, and they ran like the wind itsdlf, careening down forest
paths only Sergel seemed able to see.

“Can’'t you fly?" Sashashouted, for now that they were well away from the hut, Sergel was going for
speed and hislittle hooves were hitting the ground so fast it sounded like continuous rolling thunder.

“She hasahost of spiritsthat serve her, and serve her well,” Sergel shouted back. “| dare not fly, they
will beon usinaningant.”

Weéll, then they would just haveto run.
The only troublewas. . .they suddenly ran out of forest.

Sergel burgt through the trees and skidded to a halt, as he redized that they were on the Sde of a
mountain, and were now above the treeline. They had been running so fast, and so hard, that neither
Sashanor Sergel had redlized they were gradudly climbing the shalow dope of avery large mountain
indeed. And before they could turn and run back under the cover of the trees—

It wastoo late.

The horde of spirits bound to Baba Y aga, who must have been following them above the trees,
descended on them.

Sergel gave alittle buck and Sashatumbled to the ground. “ Go!” Sergel shouted. “Run! Hide! It'sme
they're after!”

And before the spirits—the ugly tattered ghosts of the evil dead—actually reached them, Sergel shot off
into the sky. “Try and catch me, boneless, bloodlessrags! Servants of afeeble old witlesshag! You
couldn’t catch asneeze, much lessmel”

The horde sped off into the sky after Sergel. Only afew hesitated. And while they were hesitating, Sasha
bolted.

He had no clear ideawhere to run to—and amoment later he tripped, fell over, and began aheadlong
tumble down the steep dope of aravine he hadn’t even seen before hefel intoit.

All he could do was curl up astight as he could get, and hope he didn’t hit anything letha—

At least the three tattered ghosts kept missing him asthey darted at him, claw-like talons extended to
ghred himinto rags.

It was one bruising impact after another. He gritted his teeth and endured the punishment, trying to keep
his head tucked in and out of danger. And it was nausea-inducing dizziness too; even if he did cometo a
stop rather than hurtling down a hole, would he be able to stand up and stagger off before the spirits got
him?

And then, with abone-jarring thud, hisback hit something solid enough to stop the tumble and knock the
wind out of him for good measure. For several moments after he uncurled he was too busy thinking about
trying to get abreath back into his lungs and to make the world stop spinning around him to worry about



ghosts or much of anything else.

When hefindly did gasp alungful of air, it was cool and damp. And heredlized that he had rolled into a
cave.

And the spirits hadn't followed him.

Which might have been because there were about half adozen copper-armored, green-faced fighters
around him. Half of them had their wegpons—their glowing wegpons—pointed at the cave mouth.

The other half had identical weapons—a sword, a spear, and a crossbhow—ypointed a him.

Thelittle paper bird had fluttered about in frustration for far too long. It didn’t exactly haveamind to
think with, but it did have a purpose, and that purpose was to be read.

It had tried every meansit had to be noticed, and it was always dismissed as alesf, or abit of debris. It
seemed there was no way to make these Champions pay attention!

Except—

Now one of them had pulled out an enormous book, and was opening it! The Champion was going to
read something!

But not before it read the paper bird!

Swift asathought, the bird dove for the book, plastered itsdlf againgt the page, and unfolded before the
Champion’s astonished eyes.

Chapter 13

Sashawas just about dead on hisfeet; anight of no deep, coupled with the frantic race for freedom and
ending with the tumble down the ravine had pretty much put paid to the last of hisenergy. He kept
stumbling over unseen lumpsin the tunnel floor, and more and more often, ended up falling to hisknees.
Hislegsfdt asif they were made of lead, and soft lead &t that, and he thought that at this point he must
have been walking down these tunnelsfor leagues and leagues. It certainly seemed like leagues and

leagues.

And oh, how he hurt. He thought that surely if he took off his shirt, hewould find that his entire body was
nothing more than one enormous bruise that extended from neck to ankles. The number of lumpson his
head did not bear thinking about.

And hewas gtarving. And thirsty. Onelittle cup of kvass and asingle bowl! of watery borscht was not
much to sustain someone for aday and anight.

It seemed that his Luck findly had run out.
But if Sergei wasn't caught—he knew a Godmother. Surely Sergel would go to her and try to get help!

Except that Sergei didn’t know hewasin trouble. And even if he knew, he wouldn’t know where to look
for the onewho had freed him.

Thiswasjudt...grand.



Just grand.

He stumbled and fdll to hisknees again, and thistime hejust fell over and then lay there on his back, on
the cold stone, eyes closed. He couldn’t find it in himsdlf to care. “1 don’t know who or what you are,”
he said into the silence, “but | am too tired to go any further. So asfar as| am concerned, you can
jus—

There was the twang of a crossbow followed immediately by astrange tickling between hislegs.

He opened hiseyes. A crossbow bolt, head embedded completely in the stone, was sticking up between
hislegs. It had passed so close to his gpparatus that the tickling sensation he had felt was the
dtill-vibrating shaft brushing the cloth of the crotch of histrews.

Miraculoudy, hefound himsdlf on hisfeet again.

But findly, the tunndl opened up into avast cave, which seemed to be the end of their journey, for hissix
guards stopped, and he smply dropped where he stood, knegling exhausted on the floor. Thistime no
one prodded him to get to hisfeet.

In the center point of the roof of the cave was ahuge chanddlier. It glittered and sparkled with thousands
upon thousands of quartz crystals, strung like beads, and looped about it like so many frozen flower
garlands. They gathered the light and reflected it out into the room, filling it with adancing interplay of
light and shadow.

It didn’t take him long to redlize that thiswas an audience chamber. It wasfairly empty of furnishings, and
entirdly empty of people except for himself and his guards, but it certainly was nothing like aroom where
you would take prisoners. Y ou didn't take a prisoner to aroom with achanddlier, asarule.

At thefar end was asingle throne, asimple and graceful piece of flowing lines that echoed the stone of
which it was made: malachite. He had never seen asingle piece of malachite that large before, never seen
carving of that level of expertise before. Behind the throne was atapestry in which every ditch held a
bead, so that the tapestry too glittered in the light. And the subject was the portrait of amountain,
presumably the same one he was now inside. The lower dopeswere akaeidoscope of verdant greens,
the upper third, amisty blue. There was no snow on thismountain; it was held in thistapestry in an
eterna spring and summer.

Thethrone, the tapestry, the huge and empty room. Now, it occurred to him that maybe his Luck hadn’t
run out after al. Whoever wasin charge here could have had him thrown straightaway into acell ina
dungeon. Instead, he’ d been hauled into the audience chamber.

Someone wanted to see him. Someone wanted to be seen by him. Either. Both, perhaps.

Thiswas aroom that dwarfed the inhabitants, but he got the sense this was accidentd, that an existing
cave had been used rather than anew room had been cut from the rock for the purposes of cowing
visitors—or prisoners. On the far sde of the room there was another tunnel entrance. He wondered
where that one went. How many people lived here? For that matter, who were these people? Thisdid
not match any Traditiona tale he knew.

There was atirring where the tunnd picked up again on the other side of the room; he had the feeling
that he was about to find out just who it was that wanted to see him.

The cause of the commotion entered the room, followed by her entourage of ladies, secretaries, guards,
and assorted flunkies. And if the world did not acknowledge her as one of the most beautiful in the Five



Hundred Kingdoms, it was because the world hadn’t come down here to see her yet.

Her skin was pale as cream, and as smooth and—he guessed—as soft. Her hair was the red of copper
newly forged. Her neck waslong and graceful, the overused word swan-like sprang immediately to mind;
her legs and her back seemed just aslong and graceful. It cameto him at that moment, that if someone
had taken little Katya and made her taler but proportiondly the same, she would have looked like this.

Hedidn't know alot about women'’s clothing, but he' d never seen any girl in Led Belarus dresslike this.
The gown looked to have been poured over her, the deeves clung to her upper arms, the bodice to her
body, and the whole flowed down to the floor and pooled there at her fet.

The body in the close-fitting green gown was lush, sensuous.

He started to get up, but ameaty hand on one shoulder disabused him of that notion. So he stayed where
he was, as she approached him.

She gazed down on him dispassionately. Her eyes were as green as her gown, which, on closer
ingpection, clung closer to her than he had thought, and made guessing about what was beneath it

unnecessary.

“I am the Queen of the Copper Mountain,” she said. “And what are you, that Baba Y agd s servants
pursue you so reentlessy?’

Sasha swallowed. She wore some sort of perfume he didn’t recogni ze except that it was rich and sweet.
“| am Sasha Pieterovich, Prince of Led Bdarus,” hereplied. “And | made the old witch annoyed.”

The Queen laughed. “1 like you, Prince Sasha,” she said. “Come and sit with me.”

Sashawondered how hewould “sit with her” on that enormous throne, but she clapped her hands, and
two flunkies brought chairs.

Meanwhile his mind wasfrantically racing through everything he knew about supernaturd creatures
outside of Led Bdlarus. Had he ever heard of this Queen of the Copper Mountain? He couldn’t recall
anything. What was she? Some sort of creature of the earth, but she was hardly atroll, and her minions,
though green-faced, were not unhandsome. For that matter, in any other place, her ladieswould have
had men panting at their feet. But she outshone them as an emerad outshines amere beryl.

She was handed into her chair by two of them, and motioned to him to take the second. It was, needless
to say, lower than hers, and smaller. She might not be sitting in an actual throne, but there was no doubt
that a Queen outranked a mere prince.

“S0.” Shelooked at him with an unreadable expression. “Tel me, then, what isit that you did to annoy
the witch? Sheisno friend of mine”

“| freed some creatures that she held captive,” he admitted, “ but not before she had broken her bargain
withme”

The queen sat back on her throne, afaint smile on her face. “Y ou dared? Now | am impressed!”

He shrugged. “My family has some association with one, the Little Humpback Horse. | could not leave
him in those unkindly hands.”

“S0, 30.” Sheleaned forward, elbow on knee, chin on hand. “Loyalty isagood thing. So tell me, have
you awoman you are loya to aswell?’ Shelowered her eydids suggestively, and he flushed.



“Yes” hesaid shortly, then added, “ Gracious Queen.”

She amiled alittle secret smile, then looked up at her servants. “ Take the prince and let him bathe, tend
hiswounds, eat and deep. For now—" the smile broadened “—for now he will be my very specid
gues.”

Should he have felt darm at that smile? As he got up and felt asif every bonein his body was made of
lead, asif every muscle was made of boiled noodles, and—

Wil enough. He had no more energy to fed darm. Helet himself beled away.

“Blessed saints.” Marinaapplied cold cloths to the enormous bump on Katya' s head, while Lyuba
bathed Y ulya’s bruised neck with wine in which wormwood had been steeped. 1t smelled vile, but it was
easing the pain of the bruises, and there was no doubt that it was healing them. Already they were more
yellow and green than black and blue.

The state of Katya s head and Y ulya sthroat, however, was not what was on anyone' smind. For al that
the Rusalka had been a crazed thing, it was—or had been—aliving creature. And that had been the most
horrible way to die that any of them had ever seen.

“Itwasamad thing,” Lyubasaid at last. “It dmost killed Y ulyaand it would have killed you. Y ou put
down mad things, or they hurt the pack.”

Katyawinced.
“Wél, it' sdone, and hopefully the Innwill be sated for awhile,” Marinasaid finaly, and shivered.

Katyalistened for the hum, and did not hear it, even distantly. “We absolutely must find away to defeet
thisdinn!” she said, fiercely. “Even if we don’t have the resources, we must devise some way that
someone can!”

Lyubanodded fiercely, and showed her teeth. “ Given the chance, he would not stop at consuming afew,
hewould consume dl, until the world ended.”

Katyawasnot at all sure of that, but shelet it pass. Consume the world or not, the Jinn was quite bad
enough dl onitsown.

“We—" Y ulyasaid, and coughed, and struggled to swallow. “We know his power comesfrom fire.
Might he be somekind of fire spirit?’

It seemed fairly clear to Katyathat the wretched Jinn was anything but mortal, but perhapsthat wasn't as
obviousto the others.

“Asthe Baba Y agas are spirits of the earth?’ Klava asked, brows narrowed.
Katya gaped at her. “Thereis more than one Baba Y aga?’ she asked, somewhat aghast.

Klavashrugged. “Soitissad. | could believeit. It isdifficult to imagine how one Baba Y agacould
wreak so much havoc. Thetaes| have heard say that there are three. But the point isthat they are not
redly ancient human women but spirits created when the forests were young.”

Marina nodded sagely. “ So my parents who made me said. And so Father Frost says, when he comesto
vist me and ask how | am, and remind me not to jump over any fires—"



She stopped there, and alook of horror came over her. Small wonder. A snow maiden would last no
longer than a breath if the Jinn set hisfireson her.

Lyubalegped to her side. “1 will protect you! He will haveto face my teeth if hetriesto—"

“The point isto find away to dedl with him so that none of us have to face him without the power being
onour side,” Katyareminded them, and Klava nodded.

“I have been going through every book | could find in the castle,” the wizard' s apprentice said. 1 wish |
had more information. Thereis not much there about the Jinni. They once lived in a place called the City
of Brass, but why they no longer dwell there, the book does not say. Another said that some were good
spiritsthat were imprisoned by evil magi to force them to serve them, and that some were evil spirits
locked away by good magi to keep them from harming mankind, and the only way to know which that a
Jnn-bottle held was to know the seal of the magi that sedled it in.” She sighed. “Of course, we aready
know what sort thisfellow is”

Y ulyacleared her throat alittle. “ Are there any laws of magic that could work in our favor?’ she asked
diffidently.

Klavalooked at her, sartled. Yulyashrugged. “1 am not entirely bird-witted,” she said. “1 used to listen
to father’ sfriends. Oneisawizard. The Laws—"

“Well,” Klavabegan. “The Law of Names, redly. If we could discover his True Name—"

They dl fell slent a that. Everyone knew the power of a True Name. The difficulty wasto get hold of it.
Magicd crestures, spiritslike the Jinn, kept their True Namesto themselves, and in the normal course of
things, probably only one other person or creature would know it, that being the one that had given it to
themin thefirst place.

There were waysto learn the Name; it could be tricked or coerced out of someone, and a powerful
enough magician could find a Name with scrying and spells. The trouble with al of those wasthet they
weren't powerful magicians, and the Jinn wasn't likely to betricked.

“Other than that?’ Katya asked dryly, and then stopped. “ Good heavens. In order to sed himin his
bottlein thefirst place, the magician would have to have known his True Name, right?”

Klava s eyeswidened. “Almost certainly.”
“And it must have been written on the bottle as part of the bindings.”
Klavanodded. “ Definitely.”

“And | very much doubt he would have | eft such athing lying about to be found and meddied with!”
Katya continued, triumphantly. “ So his bottle must be herein the castle somewhere.”

Klava seyeslit up. “ Of course! He must have brought it when he brought me! When wefind it—" But
there Klavafatered. “I couldn’t read the language mysdlf the last time, and neither could my master.
How can we expect to trandate enough to tell what hisnameis?’

Katya s eyes sparkled. “How do you think | can speak to al of you?’ she asked. “It isone of thethings
that | can do” Shelooked around at dl of them. “Maring, Y ulya, you are best suited to talking to the
Jnn’sservants. Y ou are both gentle and sweet—no one would suspect you of anything other than
curiogity if you asked questions. Seeif there is some place odd that the Jinn isknown to go to, or he has
forbidden his servantsto enter.”



The snow maiden and the swan maid nodded, and Y ulya brightened. She liked talking to people, she
was gregarious by nature.

“Lyuba, you can usethat clever nose of yours, not only to seeif thereis an escape from this place, but if
you find aplace that the Jinn visits often in the castle.”

The Wolf-girl grinned. Thisjust meant she could spend moretimein her preferred shape. And Katya
could not blame her. The Wolf was ever so much more powerful than the pretty human girl.

“Klava, there may be away you can find the bottle. Did you not once hold it in your hands?’

Klavabrightened. “Oh! | did! The Law of Contagion! That which once touched dwaystouches! My
magical abilitiesare not strong, but perhaps they will be enough!”

Katyanodded, decisvely. “There, we dl haveimportant jobs. Sincel can sense him, | will keep watch
for the Jinn and warn you when he returnsto the castle. And then—find the bottle and | can read it and
tell you the Jnn’snameif itisthere”

Sasha drifted off to deep feding monumentaly better. A good bath, a good medl, and the minigtrationsto
his multiple bruises by—

No, not acomely wench, which hewas just as happy about. A competent young fellow who seemed
more than happy to rub some sort of pine-smelling green goo dl over himin avery impersona manner.
Whatever it was, it worked wonders. He stopped aching and fell adeep immediately without realy
paying atention to his surroundings.

But when he woke up again, clearheaded, he wondered with ashock if he had been drugged, precisely
because he had been so incurious. He couldn’t even remember what the bed looked like, much lessthe
room....

Well the former was easily remedied; from the fed, it was agood featherbed, and there was afeather
comforter over him, which was just aswell as he was stark naked. He remembered getting undressed,
but he didn’t remember getting into bed....

And there was amoment of panic as he made sure that he was adonein that bed.

The repercussions of bedding asupernatural cresture were ones he redly didn’'t want to contempl ate,
and just about everything down here was probably magical or supernatural in one way or another.

The repercussons were especidly critica since he had dready pledged himsdlf to another magical
cregture. Traditionally spesking. ..that was arecipefor disaster.

But he was aone and there was no sign that he had ever been anything but donein this bed. One worry
dedt with.

The bed was curtained; another good thing. He rolled over to the Side, noting as he did so that although
he still ached it was distantly, asif the bruises were aweek, rather than aday, old. He parted the curtains

digty.

The room beyond waslit, dimly, by asingle glowing globe in a sconce fastened to the rock wall. He
couldn't tdl just what wasin that globe that madeit glow. A candle? An oil lamp? Something magica? A
fire-bird feather? There was no way to tell. It didn’t flicker as acandle flame would, though. That in itself



wasinteresting.

It wasn't alarge room, but it was luxurious by his standards. Just about everything seemed to be
beautifully carved of stone. He had never seen such artistry in hislife; it wasn't that the carving was
elaborate, because it was't. It wasthat it was so very perfect. Every flowing line, the polish—perfect.

What wasn't sione was metal, copper in fact, just as most of the stone was malachite, and the metal was
as exquistely wrought asthe stone.

There was a stone bench and two copper chairs, a stone chest, asmall stone table beside the bed, which
itself was made, he now saw, of stone.

There were, of course, no windows. But there was ahuge, highly polished, copper mirror. And on either
sde of the mirror, two narrow beaded hangings like the one in the throne room, but smaller. Each one
showed hdf of the mountain.

Theair felt dightly chilly, but there was no fire...but of course there was no fire. How could anyone get a
chimney to reach down here? And you redlly didn’'t need afire, the temperature in a cave was dwaysthe
same. But it would make those featherbeds and comforters and blankets a necessity.

He parted the curtains a bit more, noting that they were heavy velvet. Very luxurious. Either hewasa
most honored guest or the Queen was wedlthy enough to supply even her flunkieswith this sort of luxury.

Then again...thiswas awoman with amaachite throne. ...

There seemed to be aneatly folded pile of clothing on the bench. He dipped cautioudy and quietly out of
bed, and eased silently to the bench. For some reason—and he was not sure why—he didn’t want the
“assstance’ of any more of the Queen’ s attendants. At least, not until he had clothing on.

Thiswas not the clothing he had brought with him.

More luxury; ahigh-collared honey-colored shirt of heavy, dull silk that felt like cream againgt hisskin,
and apair of amber-brown lamb’swoal trews, dark brown boots so beautifully made that the cobbler
back home would have wept to see them. They fitted onto hisfeet like stockings, and the leather was
butter-soft. There was even aheavy slk sash for hiswaig, fringed at the ends, cunningly wovenina
pattern that combined the colors of his shirt, trews, and boots.

All of thisonly made hismind race as hetried to think out al the possible Traditiona ways this could go.
With asinking heart, he reckoned that the most likely was—

“Ah, my lord Prince, | seethat you are awvake.”

Hejumped at the voice behind him. The young man of last night had just come around from the other
side of the bed, bearing a copper tray with covered dishes on it. The dishes were aso copper. He sensed
atheme here....

“I hope you are hungry.” The young man set the tray down on the bench, and frowned alittle. “There
was no need to dress yoursel f—"

“I"m used to tending to mysdlf, actualy,” Sashareplied, with alittle laugh. “1’ ve gotten into the habit of
it”

“Please at, my lord,” the young man replied firmly. Sasha bowed to the inevitable. He knew this sort of
very superior servant. There were Proprieties. They must be met. And if you didn't meet the



Proprieties...aservant like this one had away of making you fed like abarbaric cad.

Breaking one sfast here was evidently considered of grave importance, judging by the number of dishes
onthat tray....

The moment he sat down, the servant produced atiny table and set it in front of him, whisked angpkin
into hislap and laid out knife and fork. Then the parade of food began.

The manservant presented him first with acup of hot teaand asmall plate of bliniswith sour cream and
caviar. These were followed by cheese blintzes, boiled eggs wrapped in ham dices, thick dices of bread
that the manservant buttered for him, then layered with athick dathering of jam, diced fruit, sausages, egg
pie, berriesin cream...al washed down with more tea. If this had been BabaY aga’ s hut, he would have
been serioudy alarmed at this point, but he wasfairly certain no one here was planning on making dinner
out of him.

It was afar cry even from breakfast a his own father’ stable, which, while certainly generous, was
nothing likethis,

“There,” the manservant said, whisking away the last course and deftly removing the table—which, being
solid copper, must have weighed more than Sasha cared to think about. “Now you are ready for Her

Majesty.”

Wil that had an ominous ring to it. Nevertheess, he stood up and straightened his shirt. He needed to
find away to persuade the Queen to help him—or at least, let him go. Katya was out there, somewhere,
and she needed hishdlp and shewasn't getting it with himin here.

The manservant paused a moment. Sashaglanced at him. There was something about his expression—

He had something to say. The question was—was this one of those cases where, Traditiondly, it would
be disaster and an insult to ask aquestion? Or wasit the case where it would be “help from an
unexpected source” ?

“Y ou've been very kind to me,” Sashasaid, diffidently. “1 hope you know that | appreciateit. | know
you haven't just been doing your duty, you care about doing your duty and doing it well. That isadifficult
thing, and very admirable”

The manservant’ s green face darkened with a blush. “Most would never notice, and those that do never
giveit asecond thought, my lord,” hereplied.

“Wdll theonly reason | didn’t say something last night was because | was so tired | was drunk with
exhaugtion,” Sasha said, and laughed ruefully. “I may be aPrince by title, but | havetotdl you, | ana
peasant compared to your Queen. And dl this—" he gestured broadly “—is not the sort of thing | am
used to. | hope | haven't offended you with my barbarous ways. Y ou’ ve probably got nobler blood than
| do!”

Now the manservant chuckled dryly. “Blood is as blood will be, my lord, and it was and isa pleasure to
serveyou. But...” He paused. “It may not be my placeto tell you this, and | am hoping you won't take it
amiss, my lord, but the Queen my midress...is....an easy woman to serve, but adifficult onefor
someone who aspires...higher....” He paused sgnificantly. It was easy for Sashato read between the
lines. The manservant was warning him about the consequences of courting the Queen’ s attention.

“| agpireto my Katyaand no onedse,” hesad firmly. “Y our lady may well be the most beautiful in al of
the Kingdoms of the world, but it takes more than beauty to win aman’ s heart.” He chuckled. “And love



isn'tlogicd anyway.”
And hisown heart warmed just thinking of Katyaat that moment.

The manservant relaxed just atrifle. “Well then, my lord...the Queen my mistressisamost powerful
creature as| am sureyou are dlready aware. She rarely means anyone harm....but she is a creature of
appetite and senses. Sheisfond of taking mortal loversbut...sheisby her nature rather hard on them.”
Hesdghed. “As| say, sherarely means anyone harm, but she can never really loveamortd. You are so
short-lived, you see. The poor fellows generally end up bresking their hearts over her and coming to bad
ends”

Sasha shook his head in commiseration. “Ah, that’ sjust atragedy al the way around. Sed for them, sad
for you who hasto watch it, and sad for the Queen who means them no harm.”

“Ah, gr,” the manservant said with rdlief. “Y ou see how it isthen. Well, follow me, and | will takeyou to
the Audience Chamber. If you can amuse her or interest her, then thereis much she could do for you in
return.”

Definitely help from an unexpected source.

Sashafollowed his guide down tunne after tunnel, cut right out of the living rock and lit by more of the
globesin copper sconces. Findly the servant paused and waved him through a doorway, beyond which
Sasha could see amuch smaller room than the chamber he had firgt encountered the Queen in.

She was on another malachite throne, this one draped and softened with athrow made of sablefur. Her
attention was occupied by two men with the manner and demeanor of advisers, but she glanced a him
and smiled before turning back to them. He waited patiently. Waiting patiently was ajob that princes, as
awhole, got very good at.

Eventudly, whatever business was being transacted was quickly dedt with. The advisers bowed
themselves out. Sashawas beckoned to, and he came forward and made the most elegant bow that he
could. The Queen amiled.

“I imaginethat thisisal abit overwhelming for you, Prince,” she said indulgently. “ There arefew mortals
inthe world that can match the wedlth of my realm.”

“| would not imaginethat thereare any at dl,” Sashasaid, and grinned. “But it isn't o much the wealth
that | admire, it' sthe art. Mgesty, the littlest and most ordinary of furnishings hereisawork of art! Y our
carvers must be not only gifted but inspired!”

He went on for a bit—quite genuinely—about his admiration for her craftsmen. But it was clear, at least
to him, that she wastrying to tempt him with her wedth. And truth to tell, yes, it was tempting. It would
be afinething to livelike this, surrounded by luxury and beauty, and every need or desire answered. A

finething for awhile.

But it would get boring very rapidly.
And in the meantime, what would he be doing? Nothing to make the world any better.

No, thiswas not the life for him, even if he hadn’t met Katya. Asit was, he would rather roam the
Kingdom for hisfather with her than livein luxury without her.

She dared at him clearly intrigued, reclining gracefully over one arm of her throne with her chin on her
hand. “Y ou astonish me, Prince. Most mortal men see only the value, not the beauty. But my people have



had centuriesto perfect not only their love of beauty, but their ability to createit. It is refreshing to meet
with one who appreciates that.”

He bowed hishead to her. “It isa sad thing that mortal or any other creature cannot see athing of beauty
without wanting to know what it can buy, or lusting to possessit so no one ese can haveit.”

“Or to possessit for the power it gives.” She leaned back, and gestured at the chamber. “ Thisis merely
the outward aspect of power, Prince. It isnot just that thisrealm has great wealth—it has equdly great
power. If we choseto exerciseit in the world above us—"

“Ah.” Hiseyes darkened. “But that would bring unpleasant attention down on you. Asyou yoursdf have
said, there are so many who see something and lust to take it to prevent anyone e se from having it. No,
my Queen, in the world above, there are far too many greedy creatures that would see your power, your
wedlth, and yourself and desire to command al three. One, two, or even three—yes, you and yours
could hold against them. But they would never stop coming, my Queen. And eventually one of them
would win. No, your power is best kept here, whereit is. It is nonetheless strong for being hidden.”

Her eyeslit up, and she beckoned to him to come nearer.

Now, when a Queen and a powerful magician wants you to come closer, it isgeneraly agood ideato
obey. But Sashaknew very well what she was going to do. And it would be al without intending any
harm at al, and second nature to her. All of that magic was about to be channeled into an attempt at
seduction amed a him.

He had, in hisway, fought many battles. Thiswas going to be the hardest.

It wasjust agood thing he' d had some practice at this sort of thing. How many Rusalkas had he
encountered since he' d begun making the rounds for the King? The one thing they had in common was
that they dmost dwaystried seduction fird.

“Wealth and power do not move you, Prince,” she breathed, her green eyesfixed on his, full of promise,
her scent filling his nogtrils, the heat of her body caling to him. “But beauty, now. ..isthat your passon?l1s
that what can lure you when nothing el se can? Come closer—"

She bent down and curled one arm around his shoulders, like avelvet snake. The scent of her wasa
mingling of vanilla, musk, and amber. “Is beauty your heart’sdesire?” she murmured, bending to kisshis
lips. Hers opened as soon as they touched his, and her tongue darted into his mouth. He felt his body
yearning for hers, felt the heat of her kiss shooting straight through him—

But the one thing that saved him was this. her seeming passion was dispassionate. It was the form of
passion but not the substance. There was heet, but no fegling; what she wanted was only sensation and
nothing more. Compared with Katya, this was like the picture of bread compared to a fresh-baked |oaf.
And eventudly, even through the kiss, hisbody redlized that, too.

Shefdtit, fet the resstance. She sat back up and stared at him, astonished.

“Thereisagirl | love, Mgesty,” he said, smply. “Y ou are more beautiful than she, more radiant, more of
everything. But the heart does not listen to anything but its own logic, and it isshewhom | love.”

The Queen of the Copper Mountain blinked at him, as at amarvel the like of which she had never seen
before.

“So | see” shesadfindly, and without rancor. “So | see”



Chapter 14

The Queen of the Copper Mountain had listened patiently and with growing interest as Sasharecounted
the course of hisadventures so far. By the time his narrative reached the point at which he had comeinto
her hands, she was leaning forward on her throne again, an intrigued and amused smile on her face.

The only time she had shown any sign of impatience was when he had waxed alittletoo lyrica on

Katyad svirtues. As soon as he' d redlized that, he had quickly moved on at that point, and privately
chided himsdf for praisng one woman to the face of the one she could not compete with. Not clever.
Not clever at al. He then sat about making his story asfunny as possible to make her forget hislittle faux
pas. It was actudly alot easier to do, if heignored the growing anxiety he had for Katya, the growing
uncertainty asto whether or not shewas till al right. The businesswith the Goat and the Wolf was
actudly quite funny—although he had not seen the two rid themsdlves of the old hag, he could certainly
imagineit, and he happily made up a description that was both vivid and funny enough to have her
laughing doud.

When he finished, she nodded and steepled her fingerstogether as she leaned back into her fur. “You are
loya, Prince Sasha, atrait which | have seldom seen in the mortals who come into my world. You are
loyd and steadfast.” She smiled abit. “And you are most amusing. | have not laughed so much in avery
long time. | am tempted to keep you here—buit | think that you would not be so amusing if | made you
my prisoner, however comfortable the prison. So | have instructed my people to provision you and take
you to the surface—wel| away from that evil hag, Baba Y aga.”

He wondered for amoment how she could have aready “ingtructed her people’—but then, she and they
were magic, and there was no telling what she could and could not do. So he merdly bowed. “ Thank
you, gracious Queen.” He hesitated. “ At this point, | have no ideawhat direction | should look in—"

“Thenif | wereyou, asyour betrothed isthe Sea King's daughter, | would begin at the sea. My people
will put you within reach of it.” She looked up; hearing afootstep behind him, he saw that the advisers
had returned and were waiting in the doorway. “Now | must to my duties. Fare you well, Prince Sasha.”

Well versed in the way of royalty, it did not take having the manservant appear at the other door to tell
Sasha he had been dismissed. He left the Queen of the Copper Mountain sitting on her maachite throne
and followed in the wake of the manservant.

“You did remarkably well, my lord,” the manservant said, leading him through tunnelsthat danted
upward. “'Y ou amused her without offending her.”

“Cdl it my Luck,” hesaid with ashrug. “1 try, but an honest man in my place would admit that what
happensis as much because of Luck asskill.” Thetunnds, low-ceilinged and only lit a intervas, were
beginning to make him nervous. He found himsdlf longing to be out and seeing the sun again.

“I think it ismore than merdly luck. And herewe are.”

The room they entered was what Sashawould have called a guardroom or amuster-room. There were
wegpons and wegpon racks hanging on the walls, and crates and barrels of supplies. Presiding over it dl
was awizened old man, who, oddly enough, looked completely human.

“Greetingsto you, Pavel Romanovitch,” the manservant said to the old fellow. “The Queen wishesyou to
provision her friend so that | may let him out into the world above again.”

The old man eyed him with astonishment. “By gad! She' sletting him go?’



The manservant nodded gravely. “ She was much amused, but he has alove to whom heisfaithful, and
she has released him to seek her.”

The old man cackled with glee. “ See! | win my bet! | told you that one day there would come aman
down here who would resist her wiles! By gad! Thisisgood seeing!”

The manservant smiled. “ And now you are to provision him, and provision him well, we can send him on
hisway, and you and | will sharethat bottle | promised you.”

“With agood heart!” The old man began getting things down off walls and out of barrels and boxes.
Sashawatched with interest and growing glee as the man put together arucksack stuff full of everything a
traveler might want.

“Wegpons?’ the old man asked, his hands hovering over a heavy crossbow.

“Dagger and hunting bow,” Sashareplied, looking with regret a the armament arrayed dong thewall.
“Frankly, I'm not dl that good with anything else, and no point in loading mys=lf down with things| can't
use”

“Smart fellow,” the old man said with anod, getting down agood hunting bow, aquiver of arrows, and a
belt with along dagger. “Now lad, as pretty asthat outfit may be—"

“It'snotfittotravel in,” Sashainterrupted, “I take it you have something better?’

The old man laughed, and brought out much more practica gear. The only thing that Sasharetained was
the boots.

“Can’t better those,” Romanovitch said, with anod of gpprovd. “Y ou might not believeit, but they’ll
weear likeiron. Now, the Queen said to provison you well, lad, so put thisinside your tunic—" And he
handed Sasha a coin pouch sofat it barely jingled.

Sashatook it with astonishment. “But | didn’'t—"

“’Courseyou didn’'t ask for it. That’swhy you got it. Now go on with you! Takethat tunnel there. It'll
open out facing east. Just keep going east and you'll strikethe sea”

Sasha nodded, and took himsalf out, leaving the manservant and the old man deep in adiscussion of just
what drink the manservant was going to supply for losing the bet.

Thislast tunnd was mercifully short, and ended in a massive door. For amoment Sashawondered how
he was going to get it open aone, then he shrugged and tugged &t it.

It swung ingde slently, with scarcely any effort at al on hispart.

He stepped out into the sunlight; the door swung shut again behind him, and when he turned around, he
could not tell where, in therock of the mountainsde, it was.

Face east, and keep going.

He stood on asmall ledge; a gravel-covered dope lay before him. He had emerged well above thetree
line and, as he had expected, the seawas nowherein sight. The Queen’sidea of what was within reach
and amortd’ swere gpt to be different. It looked asif hislittle sojourn with Baba'Y aga had taken him
far, far out of his path. But there was no hopefor it, and the journey was not getting any shorter for
gtanding there.



The dope was quite dippery; he had to descend it by moving obliquely acrossthe face of it, which was
pretty much adding three times as much to the distance between him and the tree line. And what he was
going to do when he got there—

Make camp, | suppose, he thought dubioudly, looking at the sun. If | don’t do so before | lose the light,
it d be awkward to try to find aplace to hole up in the dark. The saints only know what’ sin those
woods, or out of them for that mat—

And then, hefroze, as the howl of aWolf echoed across the face of the mountain.

Helooked frantically in al directions, but there was only one place where there was any cover at al—the
forest down below. If there was ahunting Wolf out here, he needed to get somewhere that he could get
out of reach. In atree would certainly be hisfirst choice—

Throwing caution to the wind and with his heart pounding wildly, he began a precipitous run down the
mountainsde, boots dipping and diding inthe gravel. The Wolf’ s howl followed him; it was definitely at
hisback and closing.

Closing fagt, by the sound of it.

Hewouldn't look back. His heart raced, and hisvision narrowed. He concentrated on thetreeline. The
Wolf might be getting nearer, but so were the trees. If he could just make it—

A heavy, hairy body dammed into hisfrom behind, and involuntarily, he screamed as he went face-down
into the gravel. An enormous paw flipped him over onto his back—

And atongue the size of acow’ sdapped into hisface and licked him from chin to hairline.

TheWolf stood with both forepaws on his shoulders and grinned down at him, tonguelolling. “1 knew if
we stuck around this mountain long enough, you’ d come out,” it said, its hot breasth washing over him.
“Was the Queen nice?’

“The Queen—oof—was very kind indeed. And if you' d get off my shoulders so | can get up, | would be
alot more comfortable.” The Wolf legped lightly back, and Sasha sat up. Fortunately, he had not actualy
hit the gravel with hisface, but his heding bruisesweretelling him asad story indeed. “1’m very happy to
seeyou, Wolf. | takeit the lady of the unusual hut was unable to persuade you to enjoy her hospitdity
any further?’

“Fortunewas al againgt her,” the Wolf said mockingly. “On her way home, before she even managed to
fetch her mortar, she got into aquarrel with aleshii, and she now has quite enough to worry about. True,
sheisBaba Y aga, but heisthe master of theforest, and it’ stwo bullslocking horns, iswhat it is. She'll
winintheend, but it will cost her. That’ swhat she getsfor breaking her bargains”

Sasha gghed with relief. That meant Sergel was aso probably fine. The moment the witch had got hersalf
into difficulty, she'd surely called back her ghoststo help her.

“ And spesking of locking horns—" The Wolf turned up his nose and howled again. “We still do owe you
our thanks, and | think you'll be glad—"

There was a sound like thunder in the distance, and over the dope of the mountain came the Goat at an
all-out run, head down, negotiating the steep dope as easly asif it were aflat meadow. He skidded to a
stop beside the Wolf in ashower of small stones, and shook his horns.

“Sow, dow, dow,” mocked the Woalf. “Itisagood thing | am not inclined to eat you, because | would



have no trouble catching you.”

“Ontheflat, maybe, but | should like to see you chase me on the cliffsl” the Goat replied, with abaa-ing
laugh. “And then | should knock you over the side of one, and then where would you be? So Prince! |
have arequest to make of you and an offer to pay you back for your kindness.”

“I've paid back aready, | tracked him down for you,” the Wolf said, with another grin. “Trave well,
Princel Perhaps one day we'll meet again!”

And with that, the Wolf bounded off into the forest, and vanished from sight among the trees. The Goat
snorted.

“Asyou can plainly see,” said the Goat, turning toward Sasha, “| still have on this pesky saddle and
bridle. | am not inclined to ask just anyoneto take it off, snce | would likely end up a captive again.
However thisisagood thing for both of us, sncel ill haveit on, | can carry you to wherever you want
to go, and when we get there, you can takeit off for me. | am happy to take you anywhereyou like, in
return for your kindnessin freeing me.”

“That would be wonderful,” Sashareplied with heartfelt relief. “ It would be more than wonderful. | need
to get to the sea—a port, if possible—"

“Then climb on my back, Fortunate Fool, and hold on tight!” said the Goat merrily. “Y ou will be egting
fishfor dinner!”

He redlly should have expected that a Goat the size of ahorse was not the ordinary sort of mount.

The Goat did not fly, as Sergei did, but it might just aswell have. It legped. It made enormous legps that
took it right over the tops of the trees, and in fact, so dense was the forest canopy that once it was above
the treetops, it used them instead of the ground asitslanding and legping platforms. It was dizzying, and
at once terrifying and exhilarating. Each leap seemed to cover about seven leagues, making Sasha
wonder if thiswas how the owners of those famed seven-league boots got about.

He held onto the Goat’' s hornsinstead of the bridle; abridle, after al, was for someone who knew where
he and his mount should be going, which he particularly did not. They bounded along so fast that Sasha
redly didn’t get to see much of the landscape; when the Goat findly landed just as the sun was setting,
and then didn’t move again, it took him amoment to redlize they had reached their destination.

When he did so, heimmediately swung hisleg over and dropped down onto the ground, then took of f
the saddle and bridle. The Goat sighed and shook his whole body.

Sashalooked down at the town. It was a proper town indeed, with streets and shops, afine church, and
the port and docks. There were severa shipstied up at the docks, and surely one of them would be

going north.

“Oh now, that isgood to berid of that tack,” the Goat said. “What are you going to do with those?” He
pointed hislong nose at the saddle and bridle. “ They look vauable.”

“They probably are,” Sasha said, absently. He noticed that they had landed not that far from a peasant
hut that |ooked rather in need of repair. A sad-eyed little girl played listlesdy in front; his heart ached to
see her, for she looked too malnourished even to play properly. He picked up the tack and carried it
over to her. Sheleaped up and stared at him as he approached.



“Tell your father,” said Sasha, “that | make him apresent of this, having no more need of it, and that heis
to sdl it and buy you ashe-goat. But you must take very, very good care of the goat, because she will
giveyou milk to drink, and to make into yogurt and cheese. Do you understand?’

Wordlesdy, the child nodded, and he went back to the Goat, leaving her squatting down beside the
saddle, touching it with one hesitant finger.

“That waswell done,” observed the Goat. “Prince, you have agood care for the people.”

He shrugged. “1t saved me having to sal it mysdlf, or find some other way of digposing of it. | expect my
Luck hasseento it that it goes whereit will do the most good.”

“Wall, with dl the good turns done, | am off,” said the Goat. “Fare you well, Prince Sasha, and | hope
you find your way to where you need to go.”

And with that, the Goat |egped into the sky and out of sight. Sasha turned toward town, pausing only to
wink and wave goodbye to the little girl, who shyly waved back.

It did not escape Sasha s sense of irony that he probably could have avoided the whole entanglement
with Baba Y agaand the Queen if he had just stayed where he was and tried to contact the SeaKing
from the village where the Jolly Sturgeon lay, or, aternatively, taken aship there for the North with
people he knew, or at least, who knew people he knew. Here he was, in a strange town, with no redl
idea of whereto go except for an ingstent tugging a his heart whenever he thought of Katyathat now
pulled him Northwards again. And if it was pulling him north, then not even the sea knew where she was.

But thiswas a place without roads, and in any event, he was without a horse. If he went North, it would
have to be a ship that took him.

He spent the rest of the evening making the rounds of the taverns, looking for avessel that would be
heading North in the morning. He was glad of that pouch of coins; he barely made adent in it with al of
the drinks he was buying, and he could not have done this without that much money. Onething he did not
have, and that was a hard head for liquor; he bought far more than he drank, until he finaly encountered a
dour old man who soon, under the influence of agreat dedl of vodka, agreed to take him aslong ashe
came aboard at that very moment. Since everything Sasha had was with him, Sasha agreed, and thetwo
of them redled out together into the moonlit street.

Sasha, who was far more sober than he appeared, quickly realized when he saw the vessel just why it
was that the captain wanted him aboard that instant. The ship was not in good condition. Shelisted
dightly to port, and her sallswere in desperate need of mending.

Stll, it was summer. The season of storm was not yet upon them. And al thisbeast of aship had to do
wasto get him Northward.

So he staggered up the gangplank behind the captain, and obediently tucked himself up in acabin barely
large enough for the hammaock strung there. But it had been along day, avery long day, and exhaustion
was hammering him on the anvil of bone-weariness. Riding the Goat had been more than an experience,
he had used an entirely different set of muscles from the ones he used to ride ahorse. He just could not
find it in himsdf to think too deeply about this.. He would trust to his Luck.

With the vodkafumes till making hisbrain whirl, heflipped himsdlf into the hammock, used his rucksack
asapillow, and was adeep in amoment.



He woke with the hammock swaying with afair amount of vigor, and when he caught the edge of the
porthole and looked out, he redlized that the ship had left port even before the sun rose. Small wonder
the captain had inssted he get aboard last night. The man was probably skipping out on port fees.

Ohwell. His stomach growled then, reminding him he' d done a great dedl yesterday on two medls. It
occurred to Sashathat the best thing he could do right now would be to stay right where hewas. There
might be repercussions from the crew on the captain’s pulling out of port so fast. It would be better for
the stranger to appear after those had been sorted out.

And asfor breakfast? Trust the food provided by acook on aship like this one?
Oh not even hisLuck could save him there.

He still had food in his rucksack and water in the bottle that he hadn’t even touched. He d bought his
dinner in thefirst decent tavern he' d walked into. It might be better for everyoneif hedidn’t put hisnose
out of the cabin until, say, noon, or thereabouits.

Besides, hewas till plenty tired. More deegp would be very welcome.

So herummaged in his*“pillow,” and pulled out a packet of what looked like a cross between good dark
bread and a cracker, wrapped in oiled paper. It wasn't quite bread, whatever it was; it had avery chewy
crust and denseinterior, and had anutty flavor to it, and left him fedling quite satisfied. A little more
wriggling and rummaging got him hiswater bottle, and afew sps of that and he was ready to deep again.
If he/ d been in abunk, the ship’s obvious sdewayslist would have probably made it difficult to deep, but
inahammock it didn’t matter. He closed his eyes and never minded the dap of the waves againgt the
hull.

But it wasapeal of thunder that shook the ship that woke him with astart.

His heart hammering, he tumbled out of his hammock and peered out the porthole. What he saw raised
the hair on the back of his neck and sent cold, cold chills down his spine.

They were dill saling through rdatively cam water and sunshine—but looming directly in their path,
covering haf the sky and dl of the horizon, was aBaba Y aga.of sorms.

The clouds were blue-black, and laced with lightning. More spears of lightning were lancing into the
ocean beneath the clouds. And those clouds were racing toward them at the speed of afalcon—he heard
shouting overhead asthe crew tried to react, and the fear in their voicestold him that thisthing must have
sprung up, literdly, out of nowhere.

Hearing their fear made his chest tighten. Then the porthole went black and he was tossed to the floor as
the storm hit them.

A gout of cold seawater surged through the porthole as he struggled to hisfeet again, drenching him and
everything in the cabin. He fought hisway to hisfeet, coughing and spluttering, and managed to get to it
and dam the cover shut, locking it in place, before being thrown to the floor again.

He lurched upward, grabbed the door frame, and wrenched the door to hislittle cabin open. There had
to be something he could do to help the crew—he didn’t know what, but there had to be something! But
as he clawed hisway up to the hatch, pushed it open enough against the wind to squeeze out onto the
deck, he wished that he had stayed below.

Overhead, the black clouds boiled and seethed, lightning was striking al around them—waves towered
high threatening to break over the bow. The little ship somehow managed to crawl to the top of awave



as he held onto astanchion, hands frozen in place, then plunged down the back side of it with asickening
lurch. Icy spray whipped around them, and foaming water doshed over the deck as the ship wallowed
drunkenly from sideto Side. There was no rain—not that it mattered. Or maybeit did, becauserain
would have hidden the mogt terrifying thing of al.

Just off the starboard bow was something he had only heard and read of, never seen. A whirling, white
column of air and water that began in the clouds and ended at the sea. He stared at it in horrified
fascination. A waterspout; it had to be. It didn’t seem to be headed for them yet, but—

A clamor behind him made him look up; the captain stood there on the bridge, wrestling with the whed,
as the ship heaved and shook and dove in the huge swells. Three or four of his men were causing al the
ruckus, shouting at him over the roar of the wind in the rigging and the rolling thunder, telling him that the
Sea King must be angry with them, saying that someone had to be sacrificed or they were al
doomed—they shook their fists and screamed at the captain while clinging to whatever they could that
was not the wheel, and the deck bucked and rolled under their feet.

That was when the captain glanced down and saw him standing there, holding onto a stanchion with both
hands. And where his eyes went, so did those of the sailors.

And Sashadidn’t even have timeto blink, didn’t have time to react to the crazy way their eyeslit up
when they saw him.

One moment, he was standing there staring up at the captain. In the next, he was swarmed by three of
the sailorswho had been arguing with the captain who let go their holdsto leap over therail to grab him,
plus another three or four more who had come up from behind.

They seized him. He fought desperately against them, but they had their sealegsand he didn’t, and there
were two of them to each of hislimbs and a couple extra besides. Even though the tangled knot of him
and his attackers was tossed around on the deck every time the ship heaved over, they still had him.

He looked up once and saw the captain, still at the whed—totally ignoring what was going on below, his
eyesfixed onthe seain front of him.

There would be no help coming from there.

The mob surged toward therail, reding drunkenly as he continued to try to fight. For afrozen moment,
he was held up abovetheir heads, illuminated by adozen lightning bolts.

Then he was over the Side, hitting the cold water with ajalt. It hit him with ashock, or maybeit wasa
rea shock—thejolt of alightning bolt sngpping into the seatoo near him. It paralyzed him, he gasped
and went under and got alung full of seawater. He tried to struggle to the surface and cough it out, but he
couldn’t find the surface, and his coughing only brought in more seawater. He had felt fear beforein his
life, but never likethis. Thiswasterror. Hislungswere on fire, black and red flashestook up dl of his
vison, and hefdt everything dipping away even as he clawed and fought and clung to lifewith afrantic
urgency, and dl he could think of was surviving and Katya—

Then something stuffed abal of seaweed in his mouth. He fdt hands on hisarms and legs, and without
knowing why, he chewed and swallowed the weed.

The water in hislungs somehow seemed to turn to air. He heaved in great shuddering breaths ashe
stopped struggling and sank, dowly, into the cold, cold water, into the peace of the deep, away from the
terror of the surface. Thered and black cleared away from hissight.



That was when he wondered if he wouldn't have been better off drowning, for he was surrounded by
seamen, both with fish tails and with two normd legs, and they were dl armed to theteeth. They al had
gpears with barbed points as long as hisarm, and al of those spears were pointed right at him.

He swallowed. Smiled feebly.

There were no answering smiles.

Hesat...wdl, haf sat and half floated...in aroom in the Palace of the Sea King. There had been no
doubt in hismind, even though his captors had spoken not aword to him, that the enormous, fantastical
pastel confection he was taken to was a palace, and who would have a paace like that except the Sea

King?

The room to which he had been brought, after much swimming through what he could only call “ gardens’
and in and out of corridors, was as plain as the exterior was embellished. Four white walls, one door.
Two armed guardsinside, two outside that door. No windows, but there were huge seashells mounted
on thewallsthat glowed. By now, he was getting used to arcane lighting, he supposed; he scarcely
spared them aglance. He' d been brought here long enough ago that he was beginning to get bored.

From terror to boredom...wdll, perhaps he shouldn’t be complacent. It might just be that the SeaKing
redly had been angry with the owner of that ship or its cgptain, and he had just been the convenient
sacrifice. After al, how could the Sea King have known that he was on that particular vessdl, much less
have found out about him and Katya?

Unless, of course, Katyahad told him....

But till, the course of hisjourney from the Jolly Sturgeon to here was far from predictable. It made no
sense for the King to have known....

Then again, therewere dl manner of spellsfor scrying and finding. ...
But then, why leave him herefor so long?
Because the King wanted him nervous. . .or wanted him off guard.

He thought about that. And he reminded himself of several important truths. That thiswas Katya sfather.
That he needed to make an aly of thisman. No matter what happened in life, you came with either the
burden or the support of your parents, and that never changed, no matter what el se did.

He knew what his own father’ s reaction would be; the King of Led Belarus would welcome an dliance
with the Sea King with open arms. Sasha’ s father would think Katya was adorable, and probably
consgtently underestimate her, which was not abad thing at all.

But what of the SeaKing?

The room looked asif it was used more for storage than asa prison. It was lined with chests made of
shell and meta—or at least, he thought it was shell. He wondered if there was anything in them that
would be of any useto him....

He sdled over to thefirst one and opened it. The guards paid him no attention at al, so there probably
wasn't anything here that they would consider aweapon. Yes, well...if ever he got out of this, hewould
have to have aword with their trainer.



Thefirst two were empty. The third contained odd bundles, soft cloth drawstring cases that
contained—strangely lumpy objects. Well, he thought the cases were cloth. It was hard to tell,
really—would cloth disintegrate down here? This was amore surreal world than that of the Queen of the
Copper Mountain. He pulled one out, and pulled open the drawstring and looked inside.

He gaped with astonishment to see abdaaka

Quickly, he did the instrument out of the bag. It wasabddaika, dl right. But such an ingrument! It was
carved of pearly yellow shdll, and he couldn’t imagine the clam or oyster that was large enough to have
supplied the top and bottom of the instrument. All the frets and the tuning keys and pegs wereivory. The
sounding hole was a ddlicate lacework cut into the shell. It was a stunning piece of work. And he
discovered by trying it that it was perfectly in tune.

At this point he didn’t even trouble to wonder how the sound could carry underwater. It just did. That
wasdl that mattered.

Hehdd very 4ill for along moment, letting everything settle into his mind; what he knew, what he did not
know. This moment was important. He sensed that he was at a crossroads of sorts and that what he did
now was going to set the tone of hislife for avery long time indeed.

Now he could use thisinstrument for any number of purposes. He was a Songweaver, and the fact that it
hed fallen straight into his hands could only mean that The Tradition was working powerfully in hisfavor.
He was, with no doubt, intended to useiit.

The question was for what?

He could probably put his guards to deep and escape, trusting to whatever spell made it possiblefor him
to bresthe underwater to keep him from drowning. He could definitely make for the surface. He might be
able to escape pursuit. He might even survive on the surface long enough to find land or be rescued by a

passing ship.

He could most definitely subvert one of more of the guardsto hisaid, as he had done with the Goat and
the Wolf. In that case, with dlies, his escape would certainly be a success. He could get to land. His new
alies might even know where Katyawas.

Or—
Or—
He could do the honorable thing.

Katyawas out there somewhere and probably in need of help. Her father knew where she was because
he had sent her himsdif.

If Sasha made a clean breast of it, told her father what had gone on between them, and told the truth, that
hewastrying to find Katyato help he—-

Well, the Sea King probably would not kill him until Katyawas safe again.

It would be hard to do. It might be dangerous. There might be costs and repercussions he had not
dreamed of. But that, and not escape, was the honorable thing to do....

With asigh, Sasha searched for words and music in his mind, and began to sing. This song was going to
taked| of hiscraft asa Songweaver.



He sang of how he and Katya had met, how they had felt their spirits akin from the moment they had first
st eyes on one another. Then he changed to aminor key and sang of the loneliness each had endured
because of what they were and had to be for their people. He sang of Katya slonelinessaswell ashis
own, for by now he knew the shape of it, too. Part of him had served to fill that loneliness, and his spirit
retained the impression of it.

By thistime, his guards werelistening, and one or two of them had tearsin their eyes—

At least, he presumed he had moved them to tears. He hoped it wasn't laughter. But the two in question
had turned away for amoment and were rubbing their eyes. If he had moved them, that wasimportant
because he needed them to fetch the King; he needed the Sea King to hear thisfor himsdlf.

He changed back to amgjor key, and though he did not go into the kind of detail that would have turned
thisfrom abalad of love into abawdy one, he made sure that there was no doubt of what he and Katya
were to each other. Now dl four of the guards were hiding smiles; he tried not to make this part
sentimental, for coming after the previous section, that would be cloying. He kept it respectable, but
earthy.

And if that didn’t get the Sea King' s attention, nothing would. Hopefully the King would not demand his
head...

Now he changed to aminor key again, and sang of how duty had called her and he had waited, waited,
redlized that something had gone wrong and she had been taken from him. He sang despair, then
resolution, reprised the theme of londiness and—*Oh for the sake of all that is sane, do stop.”

His hands, which had been forming a complicated chord, fumbled it into a dissonant twang as he looked
up.

There was atall, blond man standing in the doorway, hands on his hips. He wore a golden-scaled,
fish-skin tunic, and tight-fitting trews of sharkskin. If the coronet hadn’t given it away, the demeanor, and
the resemblance to Katya, certainly would have.

“Apparently you are unaware of just how well sound carries underwater. Y ou have half my courtiers and
family swimming about looking for meto plead with meto forgive you,” the handsome, strong-featured
fellow said, arms crossed over his chest, wearing—to Sashd sintense relief—an expression of
amusement. “ And the other haf are swimming about looking for away to help you escape.” One
eyebrow rose as he examined Sasha. “You'll be avery useful sort of Drylander to have about, | think.
Between the two of you, you and my daughter might just equal a Godmother.” He raised the other
eyebrow. “Of course, you'll haveto marry her. Y ou did intend to do that, | assume? 1’ m giving you the
benefit of the doubt here, on your inteligence. | am supposing you were going to ask mefor her hand,
otherwise you wouldn't have been wailing about your undying love in the heart of her father’ s paace—"

Relief suffused Sasha, and he was very, very glad that he could answer, honestly, “| aready asked her,
gracious Mgesty. She consented, and if you would grant me the honor I—”

“Ah good, that’ s settled then. Now, let’s get down to tactics. Here—" the King took the balalaikafrom
his nervelessfingers and thrust it at one of the guards who had been wiping hiseyes. “Y ou put that away.
Y ou, Drylander, comewith me.” And as he grabbed Sasha by the elbow and bustled him away, the King
turned and shouted back over his shoulder, “ And stop sniffling.”

Chapter 15

“I know exactly where my daughter is,” said the Sea King, leading Sasha through a bewildering array of



corridors and out into the “gardens’ again. It was very peculiar to follow someone swimming rather than
walking. It was even more peculiar to be walking through “ gardens’ and see fish rather than butterflies
and bees darting past. “The problem isthat neither | nor any of my people can help her. She’ sthe only
one of usthat can fredy wak on dry land.” He made aface. “Wdll | can, but one old warrior isn't going
to do her much good right now. She got hersalf some Champions, but they can’t come underwater. Y ou,
my good fellow, are exactly what | need. A foot in both worlds. So timeto go talk to the Champions and
see what they’ ve found out.” He made an abrupt turn into a netted enclosure. “We |l need some mounts.
We need speed we can't supply on our own.”

Sashalooked at the half-dozen smiling faces that pointed their snoutsin the King' s direction and bobbed
their heads with excitement. “ Ah, gr, these are dolphins—"

Thiswasthefirg time he had ever seen dolphins up close. They were bigger than he had thought, and
very agile. Thar eternal smileswere quite charming. From time to time one of them would leave the
enclosure to go to the surface to breathe, and it was breathtaking to watch them shoot away so
gracefully, and return just as quickly. The graceful grey bodies, wonderful to watch from above the
surface of the water, were astonishing from below.

Thanksto the dragon’ s blood, he could understand what they were saying, too. “Me! Mel” “Pick me,
Maesty!” “No, me! I'm fastest!” “I’m strongest!” “I'm both!”

“Exactly,” said the King, and looked over the choices. “ Bow-wave and Spinner, if you please.”

“Awwwwww.” There was a disappointed chorus as two of the dolphins separated from the pod and
presented themselves for harnessing. Both bowed to the King, then nudged each other like apair of
teenage boys before sttling. The King waved away any help from ayoung Triton who came svimming
up belatedly to serve him; as one of the two dol phins went to pluck a second harness off the net wall, the
King harnessed thefirst. Then he fed both dolphins the same seaweed balls that Sasha had eaten.

“Just hold onto these handhol ds on the harness here and here. Then you lay yourself dong Spinner’s
back likethis—" The King demonstrated, and awkwardly, Sashatried to copy him. “Now take usto the
Champions, lads”

There was no warning; with apowerful surge of his entire body, the dol phin shot forward.

Sasha hung on for dear life. It was agood thing he had strong arms; he was not so much riding as being
pulled dong. The seafloor shot past, and then, abruptly, dropped away, and they werein aplace he
could not even have imagined—beneath the surface of the deep sea.

First amortar, then aGoat, now adolphin, he thought, with acombination of bewilderment and irony. So
what do | ride next? A dragon?

Asthewater rushed past him and he did his utmost to keep from interfering too much with the dolphin’s
powerful undulations, he had to laugh abit at that thought. No, that would be a bit much. Even for me.

He had never been aware of just how serene—and just how empty—the wide seareally was. He and
the King and the two dol phins appeared to be suspended in a zone of endless milky-blue water. From
where they siwam, you could not see anything of the bottom, the water went on into the distance with no
horizon. He cast aglance upward. The surface was visible only asrippling reflections. With no landmarks
to go by, he couldn’t tdl how fast they were actudly going. It might have been faster than agaloping
horse, they might have been crawling. The pressure of the water moving past told him “fast,” but hiseyes
told him nothing. Neither he and the King, nor the dolphins, had to surface for air because the dolphins at
least were under the same spell that he was, dlowing them to bresthe water instead of air. Asfor the



King—probably the SeaKing could aready bresthe water, just as his daughter could.
Then something dark loomed in the distance, and it was coming up fast—
And they wereinthe middle of life again.

The dark thing was arock wall rising up from the deeper seafloor, and life clung to every crack and
ledge of it. Kelp and other seaweeds, seafans, some cordl, lots of barnacles and shdllfish. He spotted
crabs and lobster scuttling about, and plenty of fish flitting in and out of the kelp patches. This, it seemed,
wastheir god, for the dolphins shot to the surface, taking their “riders’ with them.

Sasha spasmed in acough, spat alittle water, and was breathing air again. The two dolphins spouted a
blast that was more water than air, and did the same. All four of them bobbed in the sunlight, ina
relatively placid cove. At anudge from his escort, Sasha swam toward the very narrow beach of what
appeared to be an idand. It was quite a precipitous one; ashalow cliff rose abruptly from that beach, a
dark basdltic cliff, jagged and showing only afew patches of green where moss and bushesfound a
foothold. And it wasn't until part of the cliff face moved that he redized that it was't cliff face at dl.

It was adragon.
“What ho!” the dragon said genidly, as Sashafroze. “Vistors? Oh good! Oh the SeaKing, even better!”

Asif one dragon hadn’t been enough, a second dragon’ s head popped up over the back of thefirst.
“The SeaKing! Wonderful! Then we arefindly going to be able to get on with the rescue!”

The word rescue resonated with another he had heard on the other side of thisjourney. Champions.
He dared. “Y ou're the Champions,” he said, making it astatement and not a question.

Thefirst dragon, who was a sort of dark tranducent grey, nodded. “ Adamant and Gina, Champions of
the Order of the Glass Mountain,” he said proudly. “We don't redly have a Chapter House.” He
chuckled. “Redlly, how would wefit into one?’ The second dragon, this one adark seagreen also
nodded.

“I didn’t know there were any dragon Champions.” Sashafelt rather dumbfounded. His mind was
running intiny circles of reasoning trying to fit “ Dragon Champion” into what he knew of The Tradition
and falling utterly. “1an't it usualy Champions daying dragons?’

“Oh now that wastactful,” the Sea King said sarcagtically, emerging from the water onto the beach.
Sasha noted absently that it was sadly obvious how much more practica the SeaKing s garb wasfor this
than Sasha swas. The SeaKing's deeveless tunic and trews shed the water and were dready dry.
Sashawas dill dripping.

Sashaflushed, asthe second dragon sighed. “ All the ugly old prgudices. Asif we didn’t have enough
problems with nasty sorcererstrying to force usinto the Traditiona Path of maiden-eating. Redlly sir, |
could just aswell have said, * Oh, a Seventh Son, so how dimwitted are you? Must | limit my
conversation to monosyllables?”

Sashaflushed. “1 deserved that,” he acknowledged. “Let’ stry again, shall we? My nameis Sasha, Prince
Alexsandr of Led Belarusto be precise, and yes, | am a Seventh Son. | didn’t know that it showed.”

“It does when you are by your nature magical,” the second dragon said. “ And when you know what to
look for. I'm Gina, and thisis my mate Adamant.” She turned her head, and gazed fondly at the
charcod-colored dragon. “We were ambushed by a paper bird that gave us a message about captivesin



the castle of the Katschel. Not knowing what that was, we went looking for an explanation, found a
Triton, and—" She shrugged. “ The Sea King has good agents, and this Triton was one of them. The
Triton suggested we come here and gave us a good grounding—when we got afull explanation, we
decided to wait for His Mg esty to seeif he had anything more he could help us with. We are not from
this part of the world, and we redly need an expert on The Tradition heregbouts.”

Sasha made a sdlf-deprecating face. “1 don’t know about expert, but | know abit. Katschei the
Desthlessused to live in acastle north of my land of Led Belarus, but I'm afraid he couldn’t live up to his
name. It was rumored that he thought he would be clever and invade some land that didn't have him asa
Traditiond evil, where no one would know what he was or be able to defeat him. Since most of the
enchantments around his castle suddenly evaporated, we assume he came to abad end. The castle has
been vacant since.”

“Wdl itisn't now.” Thefirst dragon—Adamant—shook hismassve head. “Can | assumethat it was not
originaly in the center of ahot, sandy desert?’

Sashablinked at both of them, dumbfounded. “Ah,” he managed to say. “No. Rather impenetrable
forest, then ahedge maze, according to The Tradition.”

“Hmm. Then the desert must be the work of this*Jinn’ that the note refersto.” The green dragon gave
theimpression of afrown. “ So far we have a*'Jnn' moving into the castle, creating a desert around i,
and evidently kidnapping maidens who have somelink or other to magic, which ishow you, Mgesty, got
involved in thefirst place. | assume from what the Triton told us that you sent your daughter to investigate
and sheisthe owner of the paper bird. Would you say that your daughter is clever?’

“Second to none,” the Sea King said with pride.

“Then aclever girl would arrange to have hersdf carried off just like the others. | think we can assume
that iswhat shedid.” The green dragon Ginalooked at her mate, and Sasha could have sworn that she
smiled at him. Could dragons smile?*“It iswhat | would have done.”

“Y ou are clever and rather too inclined to charge in before reconnoitering,” said Adamant, but there was
amusement in hisvoice.

“A dragon can afford to do that,” she pointed out, and laughed.

“Y ou did it when you were aknight, too.” Adamant shook hishead at her. “Don’t forget, | wasthere. |
remember it very well, you charging up to the cliff, and shaking your fist a me.” He pitched hisvoice
higher. “Come back here, fell beast! Coward! Scum! Wretched thing of evil! Come back here and taste
my ded!”

Sashalooked from one dragon to the other, and couldn’t help but fed any vestige of control over this
Stuation dipping away. And—the dragon was once a knight? This was seeming evermore impossible.
“Ah, excuse me please, but my betrothed isin danger—”

“Ah—I beg your pardon.” Adamant immediately became al business, and Gina sobered. “I don’t think
thisgirl—"

“Ekaterina—" said the King, and “Katya,” Sasha said at the sametime. They looked at each other.
“Katya,” said theKing.

“Katyais not inimmediate danger, but that could change. Do ether of you know what a“Jinn’ is?’



Sasha shook hishead. “A Fire Spirit,” the King said. “It livesin deserts. Some are good, some are bad,
and | think we can assumethisoneisbad.” He shrugged. “That isal that | know, | am afraid. We're not
much given to deserts around here.”

“Any reason why it would kidnap maidens?’ asked Gina

The King shook hishead. “From thelittle | know of them, thisis not the sort of thing that Jinni do. They
can't be bothered with humans, much. They despise mortas.”

But severa disparate pieces of information clicked into awhole in Sasha' s mind at that moment, and he
spoke up with the answer. “Becauseit isliving in the Katsche’ s cagtle,” replied Sasha. “ The Tradition is
trying to makeit fit.”

“Aha That makes perfect sense.” Ginalooked at Adamant again. “ Are you thinking what | am thinking?’

“That the Jinn ismaking the best of what it isbeing forced to do by taking maidensinherently magica so
that it can usetheir magic?” Adamant hazarded. “ That meansthey will probably be safe for now if they
don’t go making trouble.” He pondered again. “ Timeto reconnoiter. And look for alies. They should be
easy to come by. Even the nastiest of creatures native hereis going to object to having thisJnn drop a
desert intheir garden.” He pondered again. “Do you think we need the bird anymore?’

Ginashook her head. “We know where the castleis. | think we can let it go.” And before Sasha could
say anything, she lifted arock, and abrightly colored paper bird shot up into the sky and was gone.

Helooked after it wigtfully. If they hadn’t been so hasty, he could have written something onit. Even just
WEe re coming and his own name. He rather doubted the dragons had been able to write on something
thet smdll.

Widl, it was done. At least now she would know she wasn't alone. He took comfort in that, and turned
his attention back to the planning.

Katyaworked at the ground around the roots of the roses. Whoever it was who had built this placefir,
it was not the Katschel. The origind plants here had dl been lovely, not the nightshade, the belladonna,
the spider-lilies that the Katschel had favored. This bed of rosesin particular was responding to her
ministrations, and those of Klava, with a vegetable gratitude. New shoots were forming, the bushes were
covered with healthy leaves, and two of the bushesin particular, ared and awhite, werein full bloom.
The white roses especidly were onesthat Katyaloved; the blossoms had a unique honey scent she
would gladly have worn as a perfume.

It wasin thismood that the paper bird found her, darting down from the sky like an attacking wasp to
hover infront of her nose.

Sheforgot dl about the rosesin asurge of shock and dation. “Y ou found help!” she breathed. “ Show
mewhat they say!”

The bird unfolded. Theinsde of the page was blank.
Shefdtered. “ But—you did find help!”
The bird folded itself back up and bobbed madly.



Suddenly it dawned on her. “They can’t writel”
The bird bobbed again.

She had specified that her Champion be able to read—but not write. Perhaps there just hadn’t been
anything to write with....not everyone would think of writing with abit of soft leed, or apiece of charcoa
from the fire—or maybe they didn’t have afire, or lead around.

But the bird was unfolding and refolding itsdlf, and when it was done, it was no longer abird, but atiny
paper dragon. Her eyes widened.

“A dragon isthe Champion?’ Affirmative bobbing. Now moving so fast it was ablur, the bird unfolded,
refolded, and became a man—then a baaaika—then a dragon again. She frowned over that. “ A
dragon—wait—two dragons? And aman—not Sasha?’ It had become a bird again, and the bird was
bobbing affirmatives like amad thing. “ Oh, little bird, you did well!” she crowed, and the bird dropped
into her hand, just paper once more. She tucked it into her waterproof envelope just as she “heard” the
Jnn swiftly gpproaching. The wretched thing wasinfernally sengtive to magic—or at least, to the magic
happening around her. Or maybe it was only to spellsin use. Or maybe it was spells he didn’t recognize.

Shefdt himlooming over her, but did not turn around. “Were you wasting magic again?’ he growled
from directly behind her.

“Therewasawasp,” shesad shortly. “It stung me, and | purged mysdlf of the poison. Would you rather
| Sckened?

He grunted; she sensed him turning on hished, and felt him leave.

But he did not leave the castle; she il could not tell exactly where he was, but she knew he was near
enough to be within itswalls. She decided to wait things out in the garden. There was no point in rushing
to the otherswith her news, especidly not if he had suspicions of her.

The others—there were ten of them now. Klavawas not the only human; there was ayoung gypsy
hedge-witch, and a girl who talked to animalswithout ever having tasted dragon’s blood. Therewasa
bear-girl who was just asirritated at being taken as Lyubawas, if not more so. And there were two
creatures from a Tradition that Katya did not even recognize; afragile girl wearing what looked likea
wedding dress, and aslent dark-eyed, dark-haired girl who had yet to say aword to any of them—not
that she seemed hodtile, just very wary. Katya had her suspicions about the onein the wedding dress, she
had the notion that the poor thing was aghost, and not agirl at all. If that wastrue, then there was an
escape for her, and as soon as the Jinn was gone and she was able to relay her news, she was going to
try talking to the poor thing.

Asfor the dark one...she had no clue at al. The Jinn must be straying far afield to have gathered that one
in. Katyadidn't blame her for being wary; in her shoes, Katyawould have been the same.

The humming faded and findly vanished. Sheleft off her gardening, dusted off her hands, and headed for
the shared room. By now it was rather full, but no one really wanted to move out. Probably they all felt
safer together. Katya certainly liked having the others about. True, the Jinn’s guards and servants had
never offered any offense, but they had aso never been given the opportunity to.

There must have been something about her that derted al of them as she stepped in through the doorway
because they dl fell slent and looked at her expectantly.

She nodded and smiled. “We have Champions,” she said smply.



They were dl too cautions, too careful about attracting attention, to cheer. Cheering would bring down
someform of natice, if not from the Jinn himsdf, then certainly from one or more of his guards. But each
reacted according to her nature. Lyubajumped up, transformed to Wolf form, and capered for a
moment. Klavaclapped her hands, as did the girl who spoketo animals. Y ulya bent her head and heaved
adgh of relief, asdid the new girl in white. Marinathrew her ams around Y ulya, who hestated, then
hugged her back. The gypsy hit back an exclamation of triumph, and the dark girl and the bear-girl
merely looked fiercely pleased.

“Tell ud” Klavademanded. Therest gathered closely around to hear what she had to say.

“One of themis Prince Alexsandr of Led Bdarus, my betrothed Sasha,” she said, and blushed. “But heis
not one of the Champions.”

“What ishethen?’ asked Klava “A gresat warrior?’
She had to laugh at that. “Better. A Songweaver.”

No matter what Tradition they came from, it seemed that al of the girls knew what a Songweaver was.
“We call that a Skald,” said the dark one, looking impressed. “Ishe a Greater or a Lesser Skald? Does
hetell The Tradition anew path and makeit listen and heed him, or does he cgoleit into believing that
hisway isthe Path it wishesto take?’

“Oh, it is persuason he does.” Katyasmiled. The dark girl nodded.
“That may well be of moreuseto us,” wasdl she said, but Katya felt her warm approval.
“The other two—" she paused for effect “—are dragons.”

Wl that certainly put thefox in the henhouse! It was agood thing that the Jinn was gone because the
babble that arose was enough to wake the dead. Katyajust let it run out, since she knew she wouldn’t
get aword in anyway. Fortunately it wasn't so much noisy asit was confusing with everyonetrying to
talk a once. When they al findly ran out of thingsto say—mostly about frying pans and fires—she
spread her hands.

“I haven't got alot of answersfor you. The amount of information | can get from my bird isquite smdl.”
They nodded at that, and accepted it. That was ardief. “All | know isthis. They are Champions, or my
bird wouldn’t have gone to them. | was very specific on that point. If they are Champions, that means
that they will fight to free us. And Sashawouldn’'t be with them if they weren't going to help us. Heisnot
eadly deceived.”

Therewere glancesal around. Findly it was Klavawho said, alittle rluctantly, “Well, if they redly are
Champions...”

Lyuba began to chuckle. “Oh think! Dragons! No matter how powerful the Jinn is—these are dragons!
They’ Il make him think twice, a least!”

“And weredly need to find that bottle,” Katyasaid firmly. “It does us no good to fight and defeat the
Jnnif we can't confine him again, because | don't think we can actudly kill something like him. It' stime
for dl of usto put every moment we can into the hunt.”

“Y ou know,” the bear-girl said dowly, “we might be going about thisal wrong. Instead of finding where
itis, it will be easier to find whereit isn't. We need to make amap of the castle and start diminating
places”



“Thereisone. It'sin the guardroom. The old one, that the Jinn’s people don’t use.” That was the gypsy.
“I'll bring it here. Then we can search every room completely.”

Katyanodded. “And it might sound like awaste of time, but | think each one of us ought to go over
every room. We each have abilitiesthat the othersdon’t.” Therewasady look from the gypsy, and
Katyathought wryly, And | know what yours are, because she knew for afact that the “old” guardroom
had been locked the last time she' d checked it. Well, having someone who could pick locks around was
going to be heaven-sent.

Asthe gypsy dipped out, and the others gathered to discuss how to perform the searches, the girl in
white sdled up to Katya. “Y ou want to talk to me,” she whispered.

Katya nodded, and put her hand comfortingly on top of the girl’s. It wasice cold, as she had suspected.
“You aren't dive, areyou?’

Two dow tearsformed in the girl’ s colorless eyes and trickled down her cheeks. “No,” she said, smply.
“I amaWili. We are the spirits of women who died because of the treachery of men. Theman | loved
deceived me, and |—died.”

Suicide, she suspected. Not unlike the Rusalkas, then, these Wili. “Oh, you poor thing—" Katyaleft her
hand atop the girl’ s despite the chill. “ Can you tdl me your name?’

“Guiliette.” Shesighed. “I should not be here—I can only walk by night. | do not know how this Jnn
managed to capture me—nor how he kegps mewalking by day—" A faint blue flush suffused her
cheeks. “Nor how he kegps me from what | am cursed to do.”

Katyasighed. “Murder young men, isit?’ she asked.
TheWili garted. “How do you know?’ she gasped.

“Because the Rusdkas of my Tradition are much the same.” She gave Guiliette along and measuring
look. “And | think that there is an escape for you, not only from here, but aso from your curse, so you
cangoon.”

Now the Wili went so pae shewas dmost transparent. “Why do you tdl methis?’

“Becauseif any of us can escape from here, we should. Because | don't think you are happy with what
you are. Because—" She shrugged. “Because, Guiliette, you should stop being aWili, and—and go on. |
know that thisworks for Rusalkas, so it should work for you. Thiswon't be an easy thing,” she warned.
“But it’ sdeceptively smple. Y ou haveto forgive, redly forgive, the man who betrayed you.”

The blue flush suffused the Wili’ s cheeks. “Ne—!" she began, enraged—
—then stopped hersalf.

“That isthe point, isn't it?” she replied dowly. Katya nodded. “ Forgiving the one that betrayed
me...forgiving dl that pain, the despair...itisamost impossble”

“That iswhy so few Rusdkas manage,” Katyasaid gently.

“I...will think on this” Guilliette said, and sighed. “But | can do one thing that none of you can. | can till
pass mysdlf through things. So—"

Shelifted her hand, and it passed right through Katya s with afedling of terrible chill and a vague nausea.



Katyarepressed her shivers,

“I canlook for hidden passages, hiding places, inthewals,” the Wili continued. “And | do not deep. So
| will dothis. Yes? And whatever betides | will not leave you dl until you have found that bottle.”

“Yes, please,” Katyasaid, and smiled warmly at her. “Y ou are atreasure to us, Guiliette. Thank you.”

“Itislittle enough I can do, and none of you deserve to be here,” Guiliette replied. Then out of nowhere
cameatiny little smile, thefirst that Katya had seen on her face. “It isgood to fed useful again.”

“Yesitis” Katyasad softly, watching the ghost-girl drift out of the room in search of the castle€' s secrets.
“It dwaysis”

Therewere Tritons and Mer-folk in the waters closest to the Jinn’ s desert, waiting to hear if there was
anything that the rescuers needed that the Sea King could provide. Sasha had gotten hisride on a
dragon, much to histerror and ddlight. Take theridein Baba Y agal s mortar and add to it the ride on the
Goat, and the result might be haf of the experience of riding on adragon. When he did shakily down off
Adamant’ s back once they were on the mainland, it was with two conflicting fedingsinside. He wanted
to do it again immediately. He never wanted to do it again, not under any circumstances.

But right now they had some other priorities. Sashaneeded clothing that wasn't crusted with sdlt, and
food and drink. Gina scouted him avillage, dthough he would have been willing to swear there couldn’t
be any such thing here, and Adamant put him down near it while the two flew off to scout conditions
around the Cadtle of the Katschei. If there was any way to reach it without being seen...

He went into the village, after beating the worgt of the damage out of his clothing. It was too bad about
the boots; they’ d need oiling and oiling and re-ailing to get them fit to wear. There were, fortunately,
people herewho, if not actua merchants, were till willing to sdll him things. He till had the Queen of
Copper Mountain' s coins, and silver spoke auniversal language—though he could make himsdlf
understood, as the tongue spoken in that remote place was not unlike that of Led Belarus. He found a
woman doing laundry quite happy to part with ashirt and trewsright off theline, acobbler who had a
pair of bootsin his stock that fit when Sasha had on two pairs of socks, and severd folks who would
cheerfully sdll him al manner of odds and ends. Once again, for the third time on this journey, he found
himsdlf with anew set of clothing, pack, and traveler’ sessentias.

And when the dragons returned to him with the disma newsthat there was no way in which they were
going to be able to get anywhere near that castle without being easily seen, even by night, he aready had
aplaninmind.

“What we need,” he said, “is someone who can get into and out of the castle. Something insignificant,
that wouldn’t be noticed or missed. | think | know just the person, but | have to track him down.”

With that, he explained everything he knew about Sergel, the Little Humpback Horse.

“That isagood notion,” Adamant observed. “ Theinformation we can get or givewith the bird isvery
limited, but if you can find your friend—hewould beided.”

“The other ideal had wasthis,” he continued, and grimaced, just alittle. “We don’t know just how apt
these girlswill be at helping usto fight, and | think we have to assume that they won't be of much use. So
before we take on the Jinn, we need to get them somewhere safe. If we can’t go through the air or on the
ground to get them out—we could go under it.”



Both dragons regarded him with ajaundiced eye. “We don’t burrow like moles, you know,” Adamant
sad, alittletedtily.

“Not you. | was thinking the Queen of the Copper Mountain. Look there—" From enough time staring at
those beaded tapestries, he would know the shape of the Copper Mountain anywhere, and he pointed to
it. “Thereitis. The Jnn’ sdesert is—there”

Adamant and Ginaboth blinked. “They are...surprisngly close.”

“I wouldn't be the least bit surprised to learn the Queen dready has tunnels under the Katschei’sland,”
he admitted. “ She’ saneutra creature, neither good nor evil. | have no doubt she traded with him. | have
no doubt she trades with virtualy everyone and everything in this part of theworld. Think of it—sheis
securein her mountain fortress, and can cut off access merdly by collgpsing tunnels. She has no wish to
conquer anything above the surface. She was and isin the perfect position to trade with everyone and
favor no one. Thetrick will beto get her to agree to extend those tunndsinto the Katschel’ s dungeons. If
ghé'll do that, we can get the hostages out.”

Adamant’ s eyes glinted dangeroudly. “Then it would not matter what we did to the castle and its
inhabitantsin the course of fighting him. Wewould not need to restrain ourselvesin the least.” He flexed
histaons, tearing up the ground, and Ginadid likewise.

“Exactly.” He wondered, could he be persuasive enough?“If we can find the cave | tumbled into, I'm
surel can get indgde. Then it will be amatter of talk.”

“What about the door you left by?” Adamant wondered. “ That would be easier to find.” They both
gazed out at the mountain, blue in the distance, pondering al the possible waysto get insgde.

But Ginajust snorted. “Men. Why should you go hunting? They will cometo us”
Sashablinked. “Ah...how?’

Shelaughed, adeep rumblein her chest. “Trust me. If two dragons show up on her mountain, the Queen
will certainly send someoneto find out why. Being that she seemsto be relatively peaceful by nature, |
suspect that would be an envoy rather than an army.”

Sashaand Adamant looked at each other and Sasha grinned wryly. “ Ginais another femae, and
probably knows better than we do how the Queen would think,” Sasha pointed out.

“Aye. And that being so, why don’t we just go?’

So it was another flight by dragon back, another terror-filled takeoff and landing, and then Sashafound
himsdlf with two dragons at his Sde, admiring the view on the eastern Side of the mountain. He thought he
was probably quite near the door he had |eft by. The stretch of gravel-laden dope seemed about right, as
did the nearnessto thetreeline.

“I could get very fond of thisview,” Adamant said meditatively. “Very fond.”

A heavy sigh greeted hiswords. As one, the three of them turned to see agreen-skinned manin
elaborate silk robes regarding them with a dubious expression. “| certainly hope you don’t plan—"

And then he stopped, and peered at Sasha.

“Prince?’” hesad, in an entirely different tone of voice. “I hope thereis no—dissatisfaction involved in
having you and your—friends—here?’



“Not at al,” hereplied, stepping forward from between the two dragons. “1 just needed to get your
attention quickly, so | asked them to come along. Y ou must admit, they are rather—”

“Prominent?’ the adviser suggested. “I would not say ‘threatening,” of course—"

Sashawidened hiseyes. “1 absolutely pledge you on my honor and soul, there is and was no threat
intended. But | did need to speak with the Queen and not have to wait about hoping someone would let
mein. If | may, | redly, truly, do need to speak to Her Mg esty on a matter of terrible importance.”

The adviser eyed him, and evidently decided that Sashawas serious. And that it was a matter of urgency.
“Inthat case, please comeinsde.” He eyed the dragons. “ Do you wish your—friends—"

“Oh no, Prince Sasha can speak for al of us” Ginasaid cheerfully. “We Il just continue to enjoy the
view.”

Chapter 16

The Queen of the Copper Mountain was just as sunning as he remembered her. She wore adifferent
sort of gown today, one that seemed to be made of apale green silk, cut like achemise with long flowing
deeves, and it provided the backdrop for akind of gold-and-malachite collar that covered her shoulders
and chest, with amatching belt that encircled her hips and depended to the floor. *Y ou didn't find your
wandering lady?’ the Queen asked, with just atouch of asmirk.

“Actualy | sort of did, and that iswhy | need to speak with you, Mgesty,” Sashareplied earnestly.

They were not in an Audience Chamber, nor a Throne Room. Thiswas a very different sort of room
atogether, but it was one that displayed the wedlth and skill of the people of her Kingdom as nothing
Sasha had seen before.

Sasha had gotten the impression that one never saw the sun in the Queen'’ slittle Kingdom.
He had been wrong.

They werein afascinating chamber hollowed out in the very peak of Copper Mountain. The floor was
paved with malachitetiles; the furnishings were dl maachite as well—two low, padded chairs, atiny
table between them, and a very long table behind them. Most of onewall was asingle glasswindow, the
likes of which Sashahad never seen. It was clear, flawlessand dl asingle piece. He could hardly imagine
how it could have been made without magic. All of the glasswindows he had ever seen were made of
thick, wavy glass, full of bubbles and imperfections. Thiswas asclear asair.

And the view was amazing.

They sat, not facing one another, but side by sde facing the window, with that tiny malachite table
between them. Behind them was a servant at a samovar at the larger table. On the smaller table, within
easy reach of either of them, were delicate teacups and plates of tea cakes.

“So did the lady reject you?’ the Queen asked, nibbling a cake, as an eagle flew past at eye-level.

He shook his head. “Nothing of the sort, Mgesty. No, the lady is held captive, with severd others, inthe
Cadtle of the Katschel.”

She paused, tea cake hafway to her lips. She set it down. “ The Katschel isdead,” she said flatly.

“But something seisin his Cagtle.” Sasha contemplated the view, then leaned forward alittle. Yes, if he



leaned forward, he could just see the edge of azone of paeydlow. “I think you know that, Mg esty.”

She nibbled the cake, but it had clearly lost her interest. “Hmm, yes. | believe | wasinformed. Overtures
to trade were met with silence, so | shdl not trouble mysdlf with what isthere now.”

“Perhaps you should look more closdly, Mgesty,” Sashasaid, getting to hisfeet and walking over to the
window. Yes, thereit was, asmear aong the edge of the view, ahaze of dust above it, marring the
cerulean-blue of the sky, ablot of arid, dien color bespeaking death and desolation amid the greensand
blue-greens of the wilderness. “Wheat is there has changed the landscape.”

Shewaved ahand dismissively. “It does not belong there. The Tradition will arrangefor it to be taken
avay.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps The Tradition will be changed.” He continued to stare at the Jinn’sdesert. “ The
Tradition has been changed before, and it can be again. Do you know what is there?’

Silencefor amoment. “Persondly?No....”
“Itiscaled, | believe, adnn.”

She murmured something to the attendant. Sasha continued to stand, staring out of the window, asthe
attendant |eft, then returned. He turned back to see that there was now afourth person in the room, a
fellow with the bent-shouldered look of a scholar about him. The Queen looked to Sasha. “What did you
cal the creature again?’ she asked.

“A Jnn,” Sasharepeated.

At alook from the Queen, the newcomer cleared histhroat. “A Jinn, Mgesty, isabeing said to be born
of fire. Although physicd, it isnot, and never has been, human. My sources are mixed asto whether itis
or isnot mortal. It cannot abide water or many green things, finding its home in the desert. In some ways,
it acts very mortd, having dwellings, marrying, begetting children. There are said to be two sorts, the
lawless and the law-abiding. The latter dwell in the City of Brass, in the Kingdom of the Empty Quarter,
50 called because it isal desert. The former may be anywhere in the lands surrounding that Kingdom.”
With asignificant glance at Sasha, he continued. “Itis, | believe, those with which we are concerned. The
Lawless Jnni acknowledge neither master nor ruler, nor abide by any laws, and seldom make aliances
even with their own kind. Each seeksto create a Kingdom of his own, accumulate power, and
eventudly, to overwhelm and endave dl Jinni it encounters, turning the land to desert and daying or
capturing dl that are not Jnni. Being powerful magicians, and able to accrete power by extracting it from
others, they havelittle or no usefor theitems most other beings consider vauable. Wedlth they count
only interms of power. Art givesthem no joy. They areimmune to most fedings.”

“That,” Sashasaid into the silence, “is probably why the Jinn rgjected trade with your Kingdom,
Maesty.”

The scholar nodded cautioudly.

The Queen looked just the faintest bit irritated. “ Then let him St therein splendid isolation. If he hasno
need of what | can offer, then | have no need of him.”

Sasha scratched his head. “ There sabit of aproblem with that, Mgesty. Y ou see, heisn't satisfied with
just having what he has. By hisvery nature he wants everything. In fact, unless 1’ m very much mistaken,
you'll find his patch of desert has been growing since he arrived.”

Again the Queen sent a sharp glance toward her scholarly adviser, who nodded reluctantly. “It has



doubled insize, Mgesty.”

“The Tradition makes him do what the Katschel did—hold lovely young women captive. But he' susing
that, usng The Tradition againg itsdf. He needs more magic than he hasjust in himsdf, and The Tradition
makesit easy for him to abduct young women—so he abducts only those that have power, either
inherent or because they are naturdly creatures of magic.” He grimaced. “Like my betrothed, except that
she dlowed hersdf to be taken on her father’ s ordersto find out what had happened to a missing swan
maiden. The message she got out to us said there were several more captivesin the Castleand if | were
to venture aguess, | would say that every time hetakesagirl, his desert gets alittle bigger.”

The Queen bit her lip and narrowed her eyes. “I do not see what this hasto do with me,” shereplied.

Sasha paused while he sorted through possible answers. “Well .. .for one thing, you are going to lose your
trading partners. Nothing can live in that desert but him. Sooner or later, everyone you' ve traded with will
be gone as his desert eats what used to be their lands.”

The glance that the Queen sent toward the scholar was like a spear now. He coughed. “We, ah, aready
have, Maesty. The Leshii of Mosswood, the Shaman of the Cave of the Bones, and the Firebird of Aen
Jar. The Firebird fled,” he added. “We do not know what the fates of the Leshii and the Shaman are.”

The Queen’ s darkening expression did not bode well for those who had failed to call her attention to this.
“I have no intention of going to war againg thisJnn,” she said ominoudy.

Sasha put on an earnest expression. “That shouldn’t be needed, Mg esty. There are Champions—my
two dragon friends—who are going to attempt to take him. But thisis where we do need your help. We
need him weakened, we need to get the SeaKing's daughter out to help us, and the only way we can do
that isif we get his hostages out of hishands.” He looked at her expectantly. “Without those young
women to draw on, his power may well be halved.”

She drummed her fingers on the arm of her chair. “Y ou haveaplan.”

“We have one that requires your help, yes, Mgesty.” Helicked hislips, and hoped hedidn’t look as
nervous as hefdt. “I told my friendsthat | would be very surprised if you had not had tunnels driven well
into the Katsche’ s grounds. For trading purposes. Asisyour right.”

“What of it?’ she asked. “This Jnn knows nothing of them. We approached his gatesrather than reved
our secrets.”

“All the better, Maesty.” He smiled weekly. “Y ou see, | am fairly certain that the Jinn does not know of
these tunnels, and he will be looking to the surface of theland or to the sky for any attempts at escape. If
you wereto drive those tunnels further, into his dungeon, we could free the hostages and weaken him by
removing them from this source of power.”

Shesat indlenceawhile. “1 will think on this. | must speak with my advisers. Stay here.”

He bowed. She roseto her feet and swept out, pale green gown and long deevestrailing after her, jewels
chiming softly.

“Tea, 9r?7’ asked the attendant. “ And perhaps something more substantial than cake.”

Sasha sat down, fedling very week in the knees. He could scarcely believe he had managed to get this
far. Matching wits with the Queen made him fed like aman with aknife facing aman with asword. “ That
would be welcome, yes.”



The attendant took away the cakes and placed buttered bread, cold beef, and pickles beside him. With a
sigh of gppreciation, Sashahelped himsdlf. The view from that window was tremendous, and he had no
doubt, had helped his case. She could see with her own eyes how the Jinn was encroaching on Copper
Mountain. And being underground probably would not save her and her peopleif he decided he wanted
what she had.

It wasn't asif the Jinn would know how the girls escaped, either, not if she was clever and he and the
dragons werefast enough. If her people collgpsed the tunnel s behind the girls, the Jinn would never know
who had driven them. And if Sasha and the dragons could start an attack or a distraction so that the Jinn
had his handsfull at the time of the escape, he wouldn't notice until his power began to ebb that they
were missing, and by that point they would be long gone.

He repressed the urge to pace. Pacing would make no difference in how this came out. If she elected not
to help, they would just have to make some other plan.

“Perhaps something alittle stronger than tea, Sr?’ the attendant asked.
He thought about that a moment. “That might be agood idea.”

Without another word, aglass of vodka replaced the teacup, and Sashadowned it, feding it burn al the
way to his stomach, and light afire there.

Fire—

If nothing else, now he had far more information on what a Jnn was than he' d had before. But fireand
water...Kayawasthe Jinn's* natural” enemy, and Sasha had the uneasy fedling that if it cameto aneed
to consume one of the Jinn’s captives, she would be thefirgt to go.

He had to get her out of there.
Had to.

Evenif he had to fight hisway in there done.

Katyawas reasonably pleased with their progress. Half the rooms had been explored, and thoroughly.
The Wili had uncovered a veritable second castle of secret passages.

That much pleased her. Thetroublewas, till there was no sign of the bottle.

Guiliette had, however, found one hidden way out. There was atunnd leading out under the walsfrom
one of the cdlarsfull of old and broken furniture that came out in what had probably once been the other
sde of the letha hedge-maze that had surrounded the Castle. But, the maze was gone, vanished, leaving
behind only desert. There wasn't ahint of cover out there; the Wili had cautioudly investigated and come
back to report that anyone using that exit would be quickly spotted by the Castle guards. No hopefor it;
unless something provided apowerful distraction, there would be no escaping that way.

She wondered if there was any way the girls could hide in the walls. Would that make the Jinn go looking
for them, and leave an opening for them to escape?

But that would redlly accomplish nothing. Aslong asthe girls were around the Jnn, he could leach their
magic. That was probably why he dlowed them to roam at will. Aslong asthey were within thewadls, he
was going to be satisfied. It wouldn't matter that he couldn’t see them, aslong as he knew he had them.



On the other hand, if he decided he needed to consume one—those secret passages might comein very
handy. Even if he could find the passageways—which, eventudly, he probably could—he wouldn’t know
them theway the girlsdid.

Of course, that supposed that he wouldn’t just blast aholein the wall to get to the one he wanted....
In the tales, solutions were aways so much smpler.

All right. She knew that Sasha was out there with the dragons. It wastimeto tell him what was going on.
Thistime shefound ared pen so that she could write as much detail aswould fit on theinside of the bird.
Shetold him how many girlsthere were, about the secret exit, that they weretrying to find the Jinn’s
bottle and why. She included everything they knew about the Jinn, which was, sadly, not much. When
she was done, she had room for exactly one letter, and after much trepidation, she made anest little
heart.

Then shelet the bird fold itself up, and went in search of some of the other girls. Shefound Klavadeepin
conversation with the gypsy over ahandful of herbs, in asmal square tower room with awindow
overlooking what was now desert. The other half of the tower floor was dark, and she couldn’t see what
lay in the room. This one was furnished with four chairs, atable, and chestslining the walls.

They both looked up at her entrance.

“We were discussing whether or not it is possible to poison abeing of fire,” said the gypsy, without
preamble. “ Am thinking not, but is good to discuss anyway.”

“I"m about to send the bird off again, and the Jnn will surely comelooking for the source of the spdll he
senseswhen | do,” shereplied. “Twice now he' s sensed it around me, and | think athird time—"

Both the others nodded, and the gypsy grinned. “1 give him something to think about, | think. Y ou send
bird, then hide—" She cast around, and pointed at achest. “Isempty, yes?’

Katyaraised thelid. It was empty and big enough for two of her.

“Klava, you getting ready to closelid on her. | start spell.” The gypsy took out a pack of cards and
began to shuffle them. Katya stood in the chest, and whispered the words of the spell to the bird, thinking
hard about Sasha. The bird shot out the window, she dropped down into the chest, Klava shut thelid on
her, and she fdlt the Jinn gpproaching quickly from adistance. Within moments he was practicaly on top
of her, asif he had flown in through the window. She knelt, al bent over, insde the chest, and hoped he
would not think to look there. She would have a hard time explaining why she was hiding.

Hickering light played through the cracks in the chest asthe Jinn’ s presencefilled the room in away she
could fed even insdethe chest. “| told you—" he roared.

Then stopped. Thelight dimmed immediately. “What are you doing?’ he demanded, sounding alittle
surprised.

Katyabreathed in dust and old wood, keeping her breaths shalow, as she listened to the others. “ Telling
future,” the gypsy said, aninsolent tonein her voice. “Hoping to seeyou not init.”

“You arewadting magic,” hereplied, surprise giving way to hisusud irritation.

“Ismineto waste,” she sad indifferently. “If you wanted tame, timid girl, you should have taken tame,
timid girl. You carried away Django girl. Y ou get what you took.”



“Insolent morta!” the Jinn growled. “Very well, if you are going to wasteit, | must take more from you
from now on, so you cannot!”

Klava gasped, there was a strange, discordant sound—

Katya stifled agasp of her own, as she was overwhelmed by afedling that something was pulling al the
blood from her body. She thought for amoment that she was going to faint.

Then the moment passed, though Katya till felt weak, and the Jinn sounded asif he was spegking from a
great distance. “Heed my ordersin thefuture,” he said.

“If 1 choose,” said the gypsy, and laughed, though weakly.
The Jinn growled, and Katya felt the hum that sgnaled his presence receding.

She continued to breathe shalowly, dl her limbs as heavy aslead. After amoment, thelid to the chest
came up, and shesat up. “1 think I’ll just stay here for awhile,” she said weakly. Klava nodded.

“That wasrather nasty,” the apprentice said, looking as unexpectedly exhausted asif she had run for
seven leagues, then spent adeepless night.

“Was expecting same,” the gypsy replied. Katyalooked to her, and saw that, though she looked a bit
drained, she did not look as wretched as either Klava or hersdf. At Katya slook of puzzlement, the
aypsy smirked.

“Source of your magicisyou,” she said, pointing to Katya. “And same being for you, Klava Source of
my magicisal gypses. Hetakes only what | have at moment, and no more. | call upon magic of my
people, itisal returned to me again.” And indeed, she was looking better and better astime passed. “I
think we do thisagain, when bird returns. Y es?’

“He' Il mark you asthe troublemaker,” Katyawarned weekly.

“Thisisnot new thing for me.” The gypsy lost her smirk, and shrugged. “ Everywhere gypsy goes, are
marked as troublemaker. Me, hewill not kill, I am knowing how far to push, and no farther.” Shelooked
about furtively. “1 am Anya,” she whispered, giving them her namefor thefirst time.

Katyagave her alittle bow; she had noticed that the gypsy girl never offered to take anyone' s hand.
“Thank you for your name,” she said, taking care not to repeat it. Names are power. The gypsies must
take the opposite tack as her father, keeping their names hidden as much as possible to keep people
from taking that power. “But | shall call you Magda.”

The gypsy’ sfacelit up with asmile. “Is good name. Was name of babushka. Am liking name.”

Looking completely recovered now, she offered Katyaahand out of the chest, which Katya sorely
needed.

“Didyou notice?’ Klava said suddenly. “He didn’t seem to know he was taking power from three, rather
than two.”

Katyablinked at that. It wastrue. And there were other things, now that she thought about it. “And he
never gppears when Lyuba and Shuratransform, nor when Guiliette passes through walls.”

“I think,” Klavasaid, dowly, “perhaps those things that we do that are a part of us do not count as spells.
| have never seen nor heard Lyuba say anything when she transforms.”



Katyapondered that. “1 can’t think how that could be useful, but it might. We should remember that.”

“Magda’ laughed. “Is useful because he cannot tell when we are searching!” she said triumphantly. “But
we must tell others. In search, some might think to use spell, and that would be bad.”

Katyanodded. “1 will, when we gather for dinner,” she said. “But now—I redly think | will goandlie
down.”

“Belying down here,” Magdasaid firmly. “Is place in other room | use when want to be alone. | keep
watch.”

Katyaand Klavaboth staggered into the tiny room that Magda pointed to, and found a pallet had been
made up there on the floor, with a plethora of pillows and so many shawls, curtains and draperies that
Katyablinked. Why on earth would Magda have decorated this room like a draper’ s showroom?

“Oh...itlookslikeatent,” Klavasaid ingtantly. “Oh poor Magda—she' shomesick....”

“Thenwe ll haveto get her home,” Katya said firmly, which ended up being the last thing she said for a
while. Theinviting pile of pillows pulled her into itself and shefdll adeep listening to Magdahumming a
strange, wild melody.

Sunset painted the landscape outside the window in hues of pink and rose, with the shadow of the
mountain etched across the face of the forest. Sasha didn’t know whether to feel encouraged or
discouraged thet it was taking the Queen so long to make adecison. The attendant kept faithfully filling
his teacup and feeding him the entire time. From time to time, trays of new food were brought in, and the
samovar was kept topped up; Sasha had so far gone through an entire banquet of coursesin small
portions, from blinis and sour cream, to mushrooms, to tiny portions of baked fish and awhole quall
treated like alarger bird. It would have been a glorious afternoon if he had not been so anxious.

Finally, as he was consdering asking for another round of vodkato take the edge off histension, the
door opened, and one of the advisers walked in. Sashaleaped to hisfeet and bowed; the adviser gravely
returned his salutation.

“The Queen iswith her tunnel planners even now,” the green-faced man said, without any preamble.
“She has, in her graciousness, eected to help you.”

Relief made Sasha as giddy as three glasses of vodka. “ And we are grateful beyond telling,” he replied,
with as much enthusiasm and sincerity as he could bring to beer.

The adviser smiled thinly. “ Actudly, we of the Council wish to thank you. We have long felt the presence
of thisinterloper to be athrest to the Kingdom of Copper Mountain, but we could not persuade her most
gracious Mgesty of this. Y ou have, and we arein our turn grateful.”

He blinked. “Why ever wouldn't she believe you?’ he asked, bewildered.

The adviser examined hisnailsclosdy. “Her Mgedty is...much older than she gppears. Much. In al that
time, there has never been athreat to our Kingdom from the surface dwellers. Since there never has
been, she believed there never would be. She was of the firm belief that remaining neutral, and trading
with al parties, made us too valuable to threaten—and too well alied. We who live shorter lives cannot
afford to be so sanguine.”

Sashahodded in sympathy. “ That' s something | can understand, and it isn't just those who live long who



fal into that trap,” hereplied. “I haveto dlow acertain amount of danger into Led Belarus, even though
I’d rather not. People who never face danger never believe that danger can come to them, and never
recognize threats until it istoo late.”

The adviser looked up, and smiled. “Y ou are awise Fool indeed. Now, | am sent to tell you that we
think there are tunndlsleading out from the Castle aready. If such exigt, we will find them and strike for
them. As| am sure you assumed, we tunnel very quickly indeed, especidly when we need only carvea
small and temporary passage. | think that isthe only information you may need?’

“Itis. Thank you for your help, and thank you for your hospitality.” Sashastood up, and included both
the adviser and the attendant in hisbow. “Y ou have been gracious beyond measure.”

“It is not often we have so pleasant avisitor from the surface world.” It was the attendant who replied,
rather than the adviser. “ Usudlly they are here only for lust or greed, and concentrate on the Queen and
perhaps on her obvious advisers, and treat the rest of us as mere bagatelles.”

As Sasha’ s eyebrows shot up, the attendant laughed. “We are dl equals here, Prince. Today | served
you teaand dinner. Tomorrow, if my expertiseis needed, | may don the robe of an adviser. Very few of
usare st in one postion during our lives. We find it makes for more balanced judgment.”

“Wdl, some positions are better than others,” the adviser murmured diffidently.

“But taking on the onerous onesfor atime makes us dl aware of our fellows fedlings” the attendant
concluded wryly. “We believe that dl those who are served should aso spend time serving. Shall | see
you to the door?’

“Yes, please,” Sashasaid weekly, glad beyond measure that his usual habits of treating everyone well
had regped such abountiful harvest.

He left the door he had come in through, after afriendly nod to the old man in the guardroom as he
passed by. He found the two dragons enjoying the last of abountiful medl in the fading blue of twilight,
which eased abit of hisguilt at having left them for so long.

“Wadll, thereyou are at last!” Adamant said, gulping down araw goose whole by tossingit upintheair
and catching it like atrained dog with atreat. “ They treated uslike honored guests, so | assumethey did
the samefor you?’

“Very much s0,” hereplied, and grinned. “ She' sgoing to help us. She’ swith the tunnd planners now.”
“Hal” Adamant said with ddight. “ Then it was worth the wait!”
“Y ou said that about the geese,” Ginasaid dryly.

Thegrey dragon laughed. “You'll say that, too, eventudly. Just wait afew years and you find out how
hard it isto catch a goose when you' re our size.”

“Now wait amoment—" Sasha said, because by now his curiosity had gotten to the point where it was
an unbearableitch that had to be scratched. “ The things you keep saying make me think that Ginawasn't
awaysadragon—"

“Oh | wasn't,” the emerdd dragon said cheerfully. “1 was a human Champion for GlassMountain. It'sa
long story, but | exchanged places with Perigpt, Adamant’ s brother, so that he could be with his human
mate and | could join thisfine and handsome fellow as his.”



“Keep flattering me, wench, and | shall never get my head out of the clouds,” Adamant chuckled.
But Sashawas 4till blinking at the idea of ahuman becoming adragon. “ That’ s—powerful magic.”

“Yesitis, andit couldn't have been done without The Tradition practically breaking over uslike awave,
and without human and dragon being willing to exchange places,” Adamant said, soberly. “ And not
without Godmother Elena. | don't think there will ever be a piece of work that powerful againin our
lifetimes. Certainly not in this part of the world.”

“Wedl | indsted on staying a Champion, and Adamant decided he wanted to be oneaswell,” Gina
continued, nuzzling behind the charcod dragon’ sfrill affectionately. “1 was very glad of that. Time enough
to settle down and have hatchlings when we aretired of flying to the rescue!”

“It does give us a certain amount of immunity from roving adventurers who want to make aname for
themsalves by daying whatever dragon they happen to meet,” Adamant said dryly. “Besides, it meanswe
become part of some amazing stories. Godmother Elena s Champions do tend to get involved in unique
gtuations”

“That islike saying that the ocean isabit damp,” Ginalaughed, then sobered. “Well, we have
accomplished one goa. Now we need to find that little horse you were speaking of. Have you the least
ideawhere you might find him?’

Sashasighed. Frying pan... .fire. “I last saw him around here, but he could be dmost anywhere, |
suppose.”

“Wadl, inthat case” said alow, growling voice with atinge of laughter in it, wafting in from out of the
darkness. “| suppose you are going to need atracker again. Y ou humans! So careless with losing your
friendd”

Chapter 17

“Wolf!” Sasha shouted with joy, and flung his arms around the huge beast’ s neck. “I am beyond glad to
seeyou!”

“Piff,” snorted the Woalf. “A smple cdculation made meredize| ill hadn't redly repaid my debt to you.
Nasty things, debts. Have away of creeping up on you and jumping down your throat when you least
expect them to. Thought | would hunt you down to dedl withiit, and lo! Here you arein my hunting
grounds! Who are your large friends?’

Hadtily, Sasha made the introductions. “First a Fox, now aWolf,” Ginamurmured to Adamant. “| expect
before the year isout we || have collected an entire menagerie”

“Ahem,” theWolf said. “I heard that. Pot, kettle. Y ou aren’'t exactly running around on two legs
yoursalves”

“Don't mind me,” Ginareplied. “My matewill tell you | talk before | think sometimes.”

“Butif | do, she'll hit me,” the grey dragon said, his red eyes sparkling with humor in thelight of therising
moon.

“Weredlly need to find Sergel,” Sasha said urgently, ignoring them both. “It' s about that Jnn that’ sin the
Katsche’s Cadtle”

“The one making the forest into adesart?” The Wolf growled. “Even if it wasn't paying off my debt, I'd



help you with that. What call has he bringing hiswretched desert into my forest, | ask you!”
Histonewaslight, but undernegth it was a deadly seriousness.
“Hethinksto conquer us easily, because The Tradition here does not know him,” Ginareplied.

“Bah. What need have we for The Tradition to guide us, when we know what to do with interlopers?’
He snapped hisjaws. “I wish | were something more than large and fierce and agood tracker. But never
mind. | will find the Horse. Heis gtill on thismountain somewhere, | scent him now and again when
hunting. It could be, Prince Foal, that he is hunting for you.”

“I hopes0.” Sashasmiled alittlein the dark. “If you can find him, he could be akey to being ableto
defeat thisdinn.”

“Then| go!” the Wolf said, shaking his huge head. “Y ou are saying here, yes?’

“It'stoo dark to fly,” said Adamant. “ Crashing into thingsin the dark is bound to get you mocked when
other dragons hear about it.”

The Wolf laughed deep in his chest. “Makesmeglad | am not ableto fly then,” he said. “And that | can
seeinthedark. If the Horseison thismountain tonight, | will find him!”

He was abounding silhouette against the night sky for amoment, and then he was gone.
Sasha sighed. “The Tradition seemsto be working for us, Champions,” he said to the dragons.
“It doesnot likethisJnn,” Ginareplied. “1 think—"

She was suddenly interrupted by ahowl of triumph in the distance. All three of their heads swiveled in
that direction.

“You don't think—"
The howl came again, nearer.
1] Sery rnt_”

The howl came practicdly on top of them, and the Wolf bounded in like an oversized, overexuberant
dog, tail and head high, tonguelolling. “What did | say! What did | say! | am the best tracker on the
mountain!”

“Anditisnot asif | wastrying to hide!” said avoicein midair above them, crosdy. “Infact, | have been
rather obvious Y ou could have found me at any timetoday, but no! Y ou wait until | am just faling
adeep! | ask you!”

“Oh, land and be done, old woman!” the Wolf laughed. “The Fool will think you are more foolish than he
it Hewill set you up asajester!”

Serga trotted down toward them; the moonlight, from amoon initsfirst quarter, wasjust bright enough
to show that he wastrotting in adescending spird, asif the air were hard and he was using aramp to
come down. He heaved an enormous sigh as his four hooves touched the ground, then hislong ears
pricked up and he shook his head so that they flapped. “Hello Prince! | am pleased to see that the Queen
has not made you forget everything but her!”

Sasharapped him lightly on the top of the head with hisknuckles. “ Sheistheloveliest creaturein the



world, but my heart goes dsawhere,” hereplied. “ And right now, she who has my heart is behind the
walls of the Katschel’ s Castle in the heart of that growing patch of desert!”

Quickly, he and the dragons explained the Situation, as Sergel listened quietly.

“I haveafeding,” hesaid. “I think that it would be very dangerousfor her to use that paper bird again.”
The Horse pawed the ground. “1 will be your go-between, as you hoped. | think | can get into the herd
and the stables tonight and tell her what you plan. And if need be, | may well be ableto get out againto
carry messages. Itistheleast | cando.”

Sashaimpulsively flung hisarmsaround the Horse' s neck. “ Sergel, you—"

“Arewise and noble, yes| know.” The Horse whinnied a chuckle. “ Just you capture that bird and don't
let it fly back to—"

Something smal smacked Sashain the face. He batted at it with ayell, and found himsdf with a handful
of paper bird.

“—gpeak of the devil and it shall appear,” said Sergel in avoice heavy with irony.

“Bah, | need alight now!” Hoping he wouldn’t somehow hurt or insult the bird, Sashaheld it carefully in
his teeth while he fumbled through his pack in the dark, looking for hisfire-striker and the tiny lantern he
had bought.

Suddenly it became much easier to see, and he dug through histhingsfor agood long moment before a
polite cough made him look up.

The Horse held some sort of glowing ball between hislong ears.

Sheepishly, Sashastopped going through his pack, took the bird out of his mouth, and let it unfold. He
peered a the tiny writing, shaking his head, until Sergei somehow made the bal glow brighter.

“Saintsl How can shewrite so smal?” Carefully, he puzzled through the words. Some of it repeated what
he aready had |learned from the Queen’ s scholar. But one thing was completely new.

“This Jnn wasimprisoned in abottle, she says,” hetold the others. “ One of the maidens was there when
it was released by her master. She thinks the bottle has the spell to imprison him again oniit, and
perhaps—" hefelt asudden excitement “—perhaps even the Jinn’s True Name!”

“None of us are mages, to force the thing back into itsbottle,” said Ginadoubtfully.

“Y ouwon't need to beamagician if you have thething’s True Name,” said Sergel decisively. “Evena
child could command it by its True Name.”

“They’ re hunting for the bottle now,” Sasha continued. “ She thinks that they are dl safe for now, and
says not to make any attemptsto rescue them until they find the bottle.”

“That makes good sense,” Sergel said, as Sasha stared at the tiny heart at the end of the message, and
felt his cheeks growing hot. And not just his cheeks. It was agood thing it was dark.. ..

Eveninthe middle of terrible danger, she was thinking about him.
Hefedt amply rewarded for the way he had handled the Queen.



Then, as he watched, theink dowly faded from the page, and the now-blank paper seemed to wait,
expectantly, for himtofill it.

“Should | send it back?’ he asked the others, looking up.

“No,” Sergel said immediately. “It' stoo dangerous. If that Jinn can sense spells, every timethe bird goes
out or comes back, hewill know.”

Sashalooked down at the blank paper in his hand. “Wait for my answer,” hetold it firmly.

The paper shivered asif abreeze was about to pick it up. Then, dowly, it refolded itself and a paper bird
lay quietly in hishand.

Sasha searched for aplace that was safe to put it, and finally settled on folding it inside a piece of paper,
which he put insde the coin pouch that he emptied of coins, and put that insde astocking, which he
carefully folded up, folded the second one around it, and wrapped the bundle inside his spare shirt, which
went into his rucksack. If the bird could get out of that, it would be because The Tradition had decided it
should.

Sergel clapped his earstogether and the globe of light vanished. “I’ll be going,” he said, with anod of
determination. “ So don't worry, Sasha, I'll find away to get to her and tell her the bird isn't coming back
yet. Y ou keep track of those Copper Mountain miners. We' |l need to make sure that when they break
through, the girls have that bottle, know the spdll or at least the Jinn’s True Name.”

With that, the Little Humpback Horse turned and galloped off, except that instead of galoping down the
dope, each step took him higher and higher into the air, until at last, he vanished from sight.

They dl gared after himin silencefor along time.

Then the Wolf said, genidly, “Wdll, Prince Foal, | don’t suppose you thought about how you' re going to
spend the night on the mountain, did you?’

“Uh,” Sashaadmitted, sheepishly. “No—"

Maybe the bottleisn’'t actudly inthe Castle at al. That had been Katya sfirst thought on waking, and she
had hurried into her clothing, made an excuse of breaking her fast on abit of bread that she took with

her, and headed for the Castle outbuildings. It had been like areveation in the night, that thought. It
would have been inferndly clever, to put the bottle where the Jinn never went. It could be hidden among
all the broken and usdless objectsin one of the sheds, of course. Or wedged in among the wood in the
woodshed—as hot asit was, the only fireswere being laid to cook things. Or even in the stable—the
place wasfull of horses, donkeys, and mules, al brought by the troops that the Jinn had hired, but no one
ever rode anywhere except to exercise afavorite mount.

Katyadecided to start with the stalsfirst. It would be just like that wretched Jinn to wedge the bottlein
under amanger or awatering trough.

The stables were a substantia stone building with exposed wooden beams and a huge hayloft overhead.
She supposed that in the normal climate here the stone was a necessity to keep the horseswarmin the
winter; now it served to keep them from baking in the heat. When she entered the double doors and
paused in the doorway she was met by a breath of cool air redolent with the scent of clean straw, the
dryer scent of hay, and just afaint whiff of horse droppings. She was aso met by at least two dozen sets
of eyesas every beast in the stable turned to look at her.



She had not been around horses much, but the legacy of the Sea King' s children and the dragon’ s blood
she had swallowed so long ago meant she could talk to and soothe most animas. The horses eyed her
with suspicion, but afew wordsinto the darkness convinced them that she was not an enemy.

Thiswasjust aswedll, considering that these were war-horses. She went dowly from sal to s,
stopping to speak, and to listen, quieting fears, dispdling suspicion, and convincing them before she ever
entered agtall that she was a herd member. These were not Wise animals, merely animals, but they did
listen to reason when it was given to them in their own tongue. Even the worst tempered eventualy
dlowed her into their gdls.

She had finished with the last of the horses and had started on the few mules, when she heard it. She was
hunting at the back of amule' sstall, just under the manger, feeling through the straw when the voice
whispered to her.

“Psst. Seaprincess—’

Startled, her head came up suddenly, and she banged it into the bottom of the manger. Red and black
flashes passed in front of her eyes, she saw stars, and sat down abruptly in the straw, her head dive with

pain.

“Ow!” wasthefirg thing out of her mouth, followed by a stream of articulate and literate curses that were
neither blasphemous nor prurient.

She' d had yearsto develop avocabulary of invective that wouldn't offend anyone. It was the sort of
thing aprincess had to do if she was going to be able to adequately release her fedlings.

She put up her hand and felt the brand new lump on the back of her head, wincing as her fingers probed
it. “Ow.”

“Good saints, princess, | amimpressed!” said the voice. “I do not believe | have ever heard anyone call
me anoodle-spined bar sinister son of ablind camel and a cactus before.”

“I'mnot,” shereplied crosdy, dowly getting to her feet and peering over thetop of thegal. “I’m not
impressed, that is. | can do without being introduced quite so intimately to the underside of amanger,
thank you. Who areyou?’

She wasn't sure quite what to expect, but the ugly little creature, like atiny horse with the long ears of a
donkey and two humps on itsback, was not it. “ And while | am at it, what are you?’

“Sergel. Son of the Mare of the North Wind. Called *the Humpback Horse' by some.” The beast looked
around furtively. “1 don’t think there is anyone here to overhear us, isthere? | don’t sense anything.
Sasha sent me. Wedl think it’s not safe to send back the bird.”

Sheblinked, felt the lump on her head again, and stared a him. How—where had thisal come from?
Had she hit her head too hard? Was she seeing things, hearing things? How could thislittle fellow have
come from Sasha?

Then it occurred to her: Fortunate Fool. Help from unexpected places. Thiswas Sasha s Luck at work,
thefirst shehad ever seen of it redlly.

Of course she knew of the Mare of the North Wind and her sons. The Humpback Horse was the most
famous of them, and d o the cleverest. How Sasha had managed to get the Horse' s help would probably
beadory initsdf.



It was, after dl, theway that the Tradition of the Fortunate Fool worked. He went about doing good
deeds without thinking about it, just doing them. And The Tradition saw that he got paid back for them.

But hewas probably right about not sending the bird back. “I’ll need to send him information. Y ou got in
here, can you get in and out more than once?’ she whispered back.

The Horse smirked. “ Easily. Most of what | do depends on looking worthless. If | dip out of the Castle
and go wandering off into the desert, who' s going to go out there to retrieve something that lookslike
me? And even if they tie me up, there has never been rope or halter that could hold meif it wasn't
magica.” He stared for amoment at the lead rope fastening him to the manger. His eyes crossed, and the
rope unknotted itself and fell to the ground, followed shortly by the halter that had come unbuckled.

“Infact,” he continued, “even if abond ismagica, most of thetime| can get out of it.”
Alarmed, she hissed, “The Jnn! He senses spdlldl”

“Ah, but it' snot aspell,” the Horse corrected. “It’ sjust me. Now where was |? Ah, yes. Sasha sent me.
Thereisan dly that is carving atunnel towards the Cagtle, evidently as easily asamouse eatsitsway
through aloaf of bread. Arethere any tunnelsleading out of the Castle? Escape tunnels, perhaps?’

“One,” she whispered back, fascinated. “How did you guess?’

“I could sound al superior, and point out that it was the Castle of a creature who was suspicious of
everything and everyone, but thetruth is, our aly thought of it first,” the Horse replied. He cocked an eye
up at her. “Wdll, | presume they have some means of sensing these things, and | wastold that if sucha
thing exigts, they are going to drive for that tunnel, which should make things eesier. Sashawantsyou to
have the girls ready to get down there at al times. Since at that point it won’t matter, he can send back
the bird asthe signd that our aly isgoing to break down the last bit between the two tunnds. Then you
and they and anyone e se you fedl moved to rescue can run far away asfast asyou can.”

“We need to get our hands on the Jinn’sbottlefirst!” she whispered urgently.

“Wall, yes, obvioudy.” The Horse sounded impatient. “1 might be able to help with that. | knew the
Katschel and | knew dl the hiding places he had for his heart. Well, it wasn't redlly aheart per s, it
was—never mind, I’m rambling. There are some hiding places. It s possible your Jinn used one.”

She nodded. “But what about places like—well, the stables? Unlikely places? Places where people
wouldn't think to look because no onewould ever put anything vauable there?’

Sergel considered that for amoment. “Would you say that the Jinnis subtle?’ he asked, with one ear
raised.

“Not—redly.” She thought about the little she had actudly seen of the Jinn. He had comein with a
whirlwind to abduct her; presumably he had done the same with the rest of the girls. That was hardly
subtle. He seldom appeared except to briefly watch them—or perhapsit might best be said, to glower at
them. That wasn't even remotely subtle. When he felt amagic spdll, he rushed in from wherever he had
been, and immediatdly threastened whoever he thought had cast the spell, without waiting to see what had
actualy happened. Definitely lacking in finesse. He had said that he consdered them dl animds....

“Not subtleat dl,” shesaid.

The Horse nodded. “ Fire spirits seldom are. Firebirds being the exception, but then, they are female, and
gender might have something to do with that.” She got the impression of asmirk, the sort that invited you
tojoininthejoke. “That being o, | think we can eliminate subtlety in the choice of ahiding place. | think



we can eliminate creativity aswell.” Helaid hisearsfolded over the top of hishead. It looked very
peculiar, asif hewastrying to hold his head down with his ears. “Now, when the Katschel died, |
suspect his minions proceeded to flee rather than looting the place. | would in their shoes. Hewasn't
cdled ‘the Deathless for nothing, and you never know when a creature like that is going to bounce back
from gpparent death. So the good saints only know what got left behind. | suppose you' ve found that out
to an extent, but | am talking about dangerousthings. Y ou might find other itemsin these hiding places
besidesthe bottle. If | were you, | wouldn't touch them, no matter how attractive or harmlessthey

appear.”

She shivered, thinking of al of the deadly potions, possessed daggers, gems and pieces of jewelry that
had either curses or inimica spirits attached to them that she had encountered just in her travels. “No
worriesthere,” she assured him. “1’d rather not spend my lifeasatoad.”

“Or worse, find yourself dead and your body hosting the Katschel’ s spirit. Or anyone else' s spirit for that
matter,” the Horse said darkly. “ There are more nasty thingsin pretty packages in the world than most
people would bdlieve. All right. The first hiding place was the most eaborate. There was afountainin the
garden. Isthere fill agooseinit?’

“No, not when | got here,” she said.

He heaved asigh of rief. “Good. That one was anightmare. Y ou’ d have to be an expert archer to dedl
with it. Have you looked for asecret compartment under the throne?’

“Not yet. We were leaving the throne room until last. The Jnnissometimesinit, and it' sgenerdly
guarded.” She couldn’t imagine why the Jinn would be in the throne room, but she had caught aglimpse
of him there once or twice,

“There sasecond hiding place in the throne room. If you sit on the throne and stare directly at the wall
opposite, you' Il seethereflection of light from the facets of ajewd no larger than agrain of sand. Press
that jewd and the hiding place will be revealed. Another hiding placeisin thewell in the root cellar under
the kitchen. Lower someone down on the rope. Halfway downisaniche.” The Horse sighed. “The
Katsche used dl of those before he hit on what he thought was the perfect solution, and that was an
elaborate version of the goose. There was an oak tree in the forecourt—it' s gone now. Therewasa
dragon curled around the foot of the tree. In the tree was a chest. In the chest was afox, in thefox wasa
rabbit, in the rabbit was another duck, in the duck was an egg and in the egg was his heart. Y ou had to
get past the dragon, climb the tree, open the chest, kill the fox beforeit got away, then kill the rabbit, then
kill the duck and bresk the egg.”

Katya sbrowsrose. “Good heavens. That just shrieks ‘| am an important hiding place, look into me!’
Why didn’t hejust put abig sign on thetree that said My Heart IsUp Here?’

“He should have.” The Horse sounded amused. “ Thank the saintsthat The Tradition favorsvillains
making mistakes. But we can't count on that thistime. The Jnnisn't in our Tradition. Any mistakeshe
makeswill be due only to himsdlf, not to The Tradition. We will haveto be careful aswell asclever. |
think that bottleis our only hope of redly ending this.”

“Oncel find the bottle, Sergel, | still haveto read what isonit,” shereminded him. “That bringsmeto
another question, when | find the bottle. Should | moveit, or leaveit whereit is?’

Hiseyeswidened. “ Y ou are careful aswell asclever! Leaveit, by al means, if you can manageto read it
without touching it. Wewon't actudly need the bottle until the time comesto confront him.”

She amiled. “ Thank you for the flattery.” Now the question sheredly and truly wanted answered.



“Sergei—how is Sasha?”’

“Worried sick about you. Missing you. Blushing when he thinks about you. Blushing and other things that
is, making me wonder how blood can rush to two places at once.” She blushed, but laughed. “ And great
friendswith your father, despite the fact that your father sent a storm to fetch him.” The Horse sounded
amused again. “Did your father intuit his existence, scry on you, or did you tell him?’

“I told him. I’'m hisagent, it'smy duty to kegp him informed.” She sniffed. “Father could use some
lessonsin subtlety himself. All right. | will try those hiding placesright now—if the bottleisn't there, we're
no worse off than we were before. | will be back before nightfal and let you know of my progress.”

Or lack of it, she thought, as she left the stable. And shefelt her head again. Thistask wasturning out to
bid fair to break her skull. Ow.

The view from the minstrel’ s gallery above the throne room was superb. Y ou could see everything with
nothing in the way. There was only one guard on the throne room. The three captives eyed him
dubioudy. He was one they dl recognized and he was a good enough fellow, but they probably could not
get away with stralling into the throne room and rummaging around in secret hiding places.

“Should we distract him with our femininewiles?” asked Y ulyain awhisper. She didn’t look happy about
the prospect, but in the past few days she had gone from timid and incapable to determined and capable
of accomplishing quite abit. That Rusalkawould not have gotten the better of her a second time. She il
wasn't the equal of, say, Klava, but her attitude toward everything had improved enormoudly.

“I don't think s0,” Katyawhispered back. “Not that you don’t have plenty of feminine wiles, Y ulya, but
it sonething to chat up one of the guards when they aren’t on duty. It’ s quite another to come marching
up to him when he’ s on an important post and start batting your eyelashes at him.”

“Y ou think he’ d suspect something?’ Y ulya sounded more relieved than disappointed.

“I would, if I were him. Thesefdlows aren’'t supid, more sthe pity.” Katya surveyed the room, looking
for any more guards. Their hiding placein the mingtrel’ s galery gave them agood vantage point for any
purpose; the carved screen across the whole of it alowed them to see without being seen. Evidently the
Katschel or his predecessor believed that minstrels should be heard and not seen. “Remember what
Sergel told me. Since The Tradition does't hold the Jinn here, we can't count on him making Traditional
Path mistakes, like hiring stupid guards. And he hasn't.”

“It’ strue that they do seem very smart,” Y ulyasaid thoughtfully. “ Smarter than | would have expected.”

“All right. He can’t see the throne from where he' sstanding,” Katyaobserved. “Guiliette, it looks asif
thefirgt hiding placeisyoursto look into. Literdly.”

The Wili nodded, and dipped into her semitransparent state. If she was moving, you would certainly see
her, but if shewas gtill, she could be mistaken for atrick of shadows. “1’ll come through the corridor wall
and then freezein place.”

The problem was this throne room was built in akind of extension to the Cadtleitsdlf, so that there were
three outsde walls. It had probably been planned in order to have as many windows as possible, taking
advantage of naturd light. However, that made getting into it achdlenge. Thefour of them werein the
mingirel’ s galery on the oneinside wall, facing the rear of the room and the throne, and directly abovethe
corridor that gave access to the room.



Thethronewas not only on adais, it wasinsde akind of enclosure that was twice the height of the
throne itsdlf, gilded on the inside. The effect would be to make both the throne and its occupant seem
larger and more important. Katyawondered what the Katschel had looked like. Had this been hisidea?
Had he been awizened little thing, or the opposite? She had the feeling he had been small and wizened,
and very sdlf-important.

There were two niches for guards behind the throne, in the two rear corners of the room. Because of the
enclosure, the one guard on duty could not actualy see the throneitself. But Guiliette would haveto be
very careful when crossing the floor between the wall and the throne. There was no real way to approach
it without being in the guard’ sline of sight at some poaint.

Alas, that the Wili could not fly! 1t would have been so much easier if she had been ableto driftin the
rafters among the battle banners, and float down into the enclosure. There would have been a point
where she was exposed, but not nearly for aslong.

She dipped out of the mingtrel’ s gallery and down the stairs to get to the corridor, for although she could
pass through the floor, to do so would mean she would fal from the ceiling. It wouldn't hurt her, but it
might make anoise. The guard would be watching the door, of course, but he might not be watching the
wall, so that was why she was going to pass through the stones.

Guiliette had aready checked the nichein thewall; that was easy for her, and accomplished just in the
same way that she found the secret passageway's and three other hiding places. It had, alas, been empty,
but at least they hadn’t had to go through al the rigmarole of Stting on the throne and finding and pressing
nearly invisble jewelsin order to check it.

So once Guiliette was out of the mingtrel gdlery, they waited. And waited. There was no sign of the Wili.
Katya began to get impatient, then alarmed. What could be going on?

Then Lyuba chuckled throatily. Katya glanced a her sharply.
“Look at thefloor,” the Wolf maiden whispered. “Halfway between the wal and the throne.”

It took Katyaamoment to seeit, because the stone of the floor wasfull of irregularities, and because she
wasn't sure what she should be looking for. But then, finally, she made out something, astransparent asa
jdlyfish, moving aong the stone. It was the Wili, who had plastered hersdlf flat to the floor and was
crawling toward the throne, taking advantage of the stone to hide her, and the fact that the guard was
keeping watch for someone standing or walking, not crawling. Thiswould be why she wastaking so
long, of course.

“Oh clever!” Katyabresthed. “ Good for you, Guiliette!”

“Doesit seem to you that we are becoming more clever dl thetime?’ Yulyaasked. “1 mean, | fed
cleverer. Not that I'm getting overconfident! But | do fedl much cleverer than | was before, and | know
I’m thinking of more solutionsto things by mysdf.” Then shefrowned. “Or do you think it'sal The
Tradition? Isthere aPath for this sort of thing? Will | stop being clever when | am back with the flock?’

Sheredly had changed. Katyanodded. “1 suppose that being clever islike anything else. If you do alot
of thinking, especidly thinking for yoursdlf, you get better at it. | honestly don't think The Traditioniis
helping us much here, if a dl. It can’'t—there sno Path for this. | think thisisal us. | think that we are dll
getting better and better at finding solutionsfor problems.”

“Really?’ Y ulya sounded rather happy about that. “ Oh good. I’ ve been thinking that I’ m tired of having
peoplethink of answersfor me.”



Katyasmiled. “ Y ou' readifferent girl from the one that was abducted. Y es, acleverer one. | think you
should be proud of that, Yulya.”

Y ou won't have to depend on anyone e seto tell you what to do after this, she thought. “I1t wouldn’t hurt
to show your sisters how to reason things through, when you get back.” She chuckled. “Y ou’re going to
be the flock leader now, you redize this, don't you?’

Y ulyagiggled alittle, embarrassed. “| probably will. There wasn't one after Oksanawas married. She
dwayswasthetruly clever one—"

Remembering that story, Katya said wryly, with her eyes ill on the crawling Wili, “Not dl that clever.
Not when that husband of hers caught her by stedling her swan-cloak.”

Y ulyaflushed alittle. “Well...some of us suspect that was no accident. She had been saying for awhile
that she wastired of the flock and wished she could go somewhere aone. We couldn’t understand
it—why wouldn’t she want to be with the flock? And of course, when she did get a chance to escape,
she came straight back to us, but—"

“But she knew very well that husband of herswould follow. And she knew he' d find away to get her
back. Right?1f he hadn’t guessed she was hiswife by her hands, she' d have found some other way to
show him.”

Guiliette was dmost to the throne. The guard still hadn’t spotted her—
Wait—
He peered in the direction of the Wili and stepped alittle out of his niche, frowning.

Lyubawrithed into Wolf form and was off like a shot before Katya could say anything. Katya clutched
the sl of the screen and held her breath. What on earth was the Wolf maiden up to? She wasn't
stupid—she might not alwaysthink quite like a human, but shewasn't supid.

Lyubaloped into the room, tail wagging, head high, and dragging her feet just atiny bit to make the same
sort of sound that the Wili might, when crawling. The guard relaxed.

“Soit wasyou | heard out there! Doing arun?’ he asked. And he grinned, which made Katyarelax.
Evidently Lyuba had been making hersdlf popular among the guards.

Lyuba transformed back into human shape. “By the Leshii, thisplaceislike acage! Worse, acageina
cage, with al that desert out there! | don’t know how you humans stand it! Yes, | wasdoing arun, is
there anything you' d like fetched up from the kitchen?’

“A flask of water—I think the days are getting hotter, thisthrone room waslike an oven earlier,” he
replied, taking out a handkerchief and wiping hisbrow. “Eh, it sagood job, but thisis adamned odd
pl me.”

“Y ou need to look into some other sort of uniform if you are going to keep serving thisfellow,” Lyuba
observed, eyeing him criticaly. “1 never have understood dl the cloth you humans burden yourselves
with, but in this place, friend, that isinsane. Look at you! All wool! Even sheep know not to grow much
wool in the desert!”

The man tugged at the collar of histunic and grimaced. “1'll take it up with the Cgptain, Loobie, you have
apoint. Of course—" he looked around carefully “—I know | can count on you not to spill this...we
might not be serving him much longer. Captain doesn't like some of what he’ s been hearing out of the



Jnn’smouth. Little thingslike ‘when you'redl my daves, therewill be no complaining.” Our termisupin
afortnight, and | think he' slooking a another job.”

Lyuba grimaced; by now, Katya saw, the Wili had reached the throne and was well under cover of the
enclosure,

“Wadl, you know,” the Wolf maiden said, “you might look into Copper Mountain. | understand the
Queen sometimes takes morta mercenariesto guard the doors. And with this Jinn on her doorstep, she's
likely to be thinking hard about just that. Y ou could do alot worse. The pay isgood and she'snot the
sort to fly off the handle and start something you haveto finish.”

The guard shook hishead. “No, not for us. I’ ve seen what the Jinn can do when he' sangry, and we have
no defense againgt that. No, he' slooking south, into the human Kingdoms. Ordinary soldier work, that’'s

the thing for us. No more mucking around with magica types. There' s some things that no amount of pay
can compensate for, and seeing the Jinn burn up that Rusalka, you can't help but wonder what he' d do if

you crossed him.”

The Wili was crawling back aong the floor, faster now, since Lyuba had the guard' s attention.

“Waell, fewmets. | don't like being in acage, but some keepers are better than others, and you lot weren't
bad.” Lyubalooked melanchaly. “I like you fellows and that’ safact. Don't a al mind running errands
for you, you're not al growls and hatefulness just because you' re guards. | hate to think what’ sgoing to
replace you.”

“Probably morelike him,” the guard replied, with sympathy. WEe re getting the idea that the bigger he
gets, the more of hisown kind he'll have working for him instead of us plain old mortals. Sorry, Loobie.
You'reagood girl, and | wish we could take you with us. Y ou’ d make agreat Company mascot. We
could put your picture on the banner and everything.”

Lyuba chuckled. “1 would, wouldn’t 1?1 could run dispatches, scout, get in behind enemy lines, cut
through their horse lines and turn their mounts|oose, then chase them off, and when | was't doing all
that, scare the crap out of new recruits when they get too full of themselves.”

“All that and more.” The guard laughed, and Lyuba laughed with him. Katyamarveled. It was very clear
that Lyuba had been making alot of friends among the guards. Clever of her, for certain.

“Well let merun you that water, before you pass out.” With another bizarre writhing of her form, Lyuba
became aWolf again, and dashed out the door. About that time, the Wili glided quickly into the
mingrel’ sgdlery. “Nothing,” she said. “The hole was empty.”

“Wadll that just meanswe won'’t have to ded with the throne room. That is not abad thing,” Katya
pointed out as L yuba dashed into the throne room again, tossed the waterskin she was carrying in her
mouth into the air with aflip of her head, and waited for the guard to catch it. It was quite a performance,
and clearly one shewasn't doing for the first time. With abark and atall wag, she dashed out again.

A moment later she was back with the rest of them. Shejerked her head sideways toward the door;
Katyanodded, and they all headed for safer areas. They were courting discovery inthe mingtre’ s gdlery.

Asthey entered amore public corridor, Y ulyastopped. “1 can’t bear it anymore. My curiosty is eating
me dive, and has been since you joined us. Lyuba, how do you transform and still have clothing?’

The Wolf turned around, and writhed into the girl again. Shewaslaughing. “I’'m not,” shesaid. “It' san
illuson. I'm redly absolutely bare. People see what they expect to see, and they don't expect to seea



naked woman running about. Oh, | do wear clothing when I'm going to stay human for awhile, but if I'm
transforming agreat deal, | don’t bother. Go ahead, try to see through the illusion now that you know.”

Katya s eyes widened, as shedid just that, and realized that Lyubawastelling the truth, because there
shewas...wearing...nothing but air.

Now, thiswas hardly shocking to her, since most of her father’ s subjects tended to be very cavalier
about clothing. But Y ulya—

Sure enough, Y ulyagave alittle squeak and hid her eyes. Lyuba transformed back again. But shewas
gl laughing, Woalf-fashion, jawswide and tongue lolling, as sheran off.

While the others pooled their information and tried to figure out where to look next, Katyawasin the
stable, consulting with Sergel. “1t' snot in any of the hiding places you mentioned,” Katyatold the Horse.
“Soif you were a Jinn, where would you hide a bottle? Y ou don’t want to destroy it, | presume.”

“A smart magician would make sure that destroying the bottle would do something bad to the Jinn,”
Sergei replied. “1 think we can assume that any magician wise enough to confinea Jinn isgoing to be sure
to take that sort of precaution with the bottle.”

Katyasat down in the straw of the Horse' s stdll, just under the manger, with her back to the wall. * Just
out of curiosity—why would anyone put aJinn in abottleif they are so dangerous? And if you haveto
imprison it, why put it in a bottle? Why choose something that can be opened again? That doesn’t make
agreat deal of senseto me. I'd imprison himin acrystal or a sedled box and drop it into the deep part of
the ocean.”

Sergei tilted his head to the side and one ear flopped over. “Good questions, both. Hmm, well ...

assume that you can't smply destroy a Jinn. The Katschel was supposedly Desthless only because he
took steps magicaly to make himself invulnerable. He wasn't really aspirit. And most of the crestures we
think of asbeing *spirits areredlly quite mortd, they just live avery long time. The Queen of Copper
Mountain is one of those, and so are the Baba Y agas. Then on the other hand, you have the Rusalkas
that are ghogts, your Guiliette who isthe same...and | presume, the Jinn. Pure spirits can takeon a
physica form, but they don’t need it. And you can't redlly destroy them. In the case of aghogt, you can
send them on to—whatever fate awaits them, or like the Jinn, you can confine them, or drive them away.
But you can’'t destroy them. So if you want to berid of them, you need to imprison them.”

“Hmm.” She thought about that. “ All right, then why put them in something that can be opened? What
possible reason could you have for not dropping the thing into a volcano or the deepest part of the
ocean?’

Sergel blinked at her.
“Mercy,” hesaid softly.
Her eyebrowsrose. “Mercy? What, in the name of the good saints, do you mean by that?’

Serge’ s eyes softened, and for once, there was nothing sarcastic, ironic, or comical about histone.
“These are creatures that cannot be destroyed. Y ou can't alow them to run about loose, because of all
the damage they caninflict. They are, amply put, amenace, and they do need to be confined where they
can't hurt anyone. But they are also thinking beings, thingsthat can reason and are aware of their own
exisgtence. Y es, they have chosen paths of evil and harm. But don’t they deserve a chance to repent and



reform?’

Katya opened her mouth, then shut it again. Thiswas a question to which sheredly had no answer. “Can
they?’ shefindly asked. “ Repent and reform, | mean. Just listening to thisone, it doesn’'t seem likely.”

“I don't know. | don’t know much more than you about Jnn. But the one who put him in abottle
obvioudy thought s0.” The Horse sighed. “I’ d rather err on the side of mercy, mysdlf. | might bein need
of some mysdf oneday, and it isn't only Fortunate Fools who get back what they give to others.”

She congdered this. “ Could you find the City of Brass?’ she asked. “1 know you' ve found alot of other
places, probably more unlikely than that, like the Well of the Water of Life and Death.”

“Probably. It wouldn’t take me long to get thereif | knew the way. But since | don’t know the way, |
don’t think | can get there and back with help from the lawful Jinni intimeto help us.” His ears drooped
with obvious regret. “1t was agood idea though. | wish you' d thought of it sooner.”

“That wasn't what | was thinking—or actudly | was. If welosg, | think you should go there and get these
lawful Jnni to help you, help Father, because we smply can't alow this one to keep destroying the forest
with hisdesert.” Shebit her lip. She didn’t want to think about losing, becauseif they logt. .. Sashawould
probably die. Not only that, but she might dieif the Jinn thought she was too much trouble to keep dive.
In fact, she would rather be dead, because she didn’t want to think of having to go on without Sasha.

The very thought fdlt like aspear in her heart. “But if wewin, the Jinn will be back in the bottle and no
meatter what we did with it, there would be a chance that someone would find it and openit again. So |
want you to take the bottle to the City of Brassand the Jinn’s own people. If anyone will know what to
do with him, you would think it would be them.”

“Good idea,” Sergel said, brightening. | will do just that.” Hisearscame up. 1 promise.”
“Now, help methink, here. If you were a Jinn, where would you put such abottle?’ she asked.

“I would want it some place where ordinary mortals couldn’t touch it. Someplace where, however, |
could. That would be—in afire?’

Shefrowned. “Hot asit is, there are no fires anywhere around the Castle—" No—that wasn't quite true!
“—except the kitchen!” she al but shouted. “ The bread ovend!”

Sergel picked up hisears even farther. “Isit late enough for them to have been banked?’

“Should be...canyoutel if | am going to dert him by moving hisbottle?’ sheasked. “I’ll haveto takeit
out of the ovento read what ison it.”

He nodded enthusiagticaly. “ Go get the rest. | will meet you at the kitchen door.”

“Therest” were not hard to find; al of them were Sitting disconsolately around their shared room. They
al must have been pinning their hopes to the throne room. When she explained her ideg, life came back
todl of them.

“WEell stand guard!” Lyuba said, asthe bear-girl nodded.

“I'll watch for trouble coming from outside,” Guiliette said bravely. “If the Jinn comes, | might be ableto
delay him.”

“Huh...” Klavasaid, and then grinned. “Oh, | have such anideal”



“What?" The sparklein her eyes made Katyathink that it was probably avery mad idea—and in this
case, the madder, the better.

“Come on! No skulking, no hiding! Everyone laugh and talk! We re making cakes!” She seized Magda
by the hand and hauled her out the door, laughing and chattering more than enough to cover up Magda's
astonished Slence.

“Ohyed” said, of al people, Guiliette. She clapped her hands and began to giggle, in alittle silvery laugh,
and glided out the door after her. Whatever Klava had thought of then dawned on Marina, who also
laughed, grabbed Lyuba, and ran after. The rest followed, though it was clear that most of them had no
ideawhy they were making so much noise. Still, Klavaseemed certain of her idea, and both Guiliette and
Marinahad also figured out her plan and liked it, and that was enough for Katya.

The mob of young women streamed down the corridors, occasionaly meeting with some of the Jinn's
hired guards. To each of them, Klavacried merrily, “We re making cakes!” and somehow this
pronouncement turned puzzled and suspicious looks and even frowns to indulgent smiles.

“Y ou go right ahead, dearies,” said one grizzled old veteran, and “Make some for mel” cried ayounger
man.

Then they ran right into the mercenary Captain, and Katya s heart went cold. If there was anyone in the
Castle who could and would stop them—

He eyed them asthey approached. “And what—" he began in arumble.

“We remaking cakes!” Klava cried, dropping Magda s hand and dancing up to him. “We || make some
for dl the men, too!”

And to Katya s astonishment, that hardened veteran paused, and dowly smiled. “Well now, and that’s
more likeit, acting likered girlsand not al thismoping about,” he said with anod. “ Time you brightened
up. Y ou go on, have your fun, and don’t worry if them cakes don’'t come out. I’ [l make the messright
with the cook in the morning.”

“Thank you!” Klavacried, and jumped up to peck the man on the cheek like achild. The Captain
actually blushed, and waved them dl past. Katya and the others managed to gather their wits enough to
chorus*“Thank you!” asthey passed him, and afew corridors later, they swarmed into the kitchen where
Klava shut the door and put her back againgt it.

“By thesaintd | thought that would work!” she said, looking very well pleased with hersdlf. “What's
more, if the bottleisin one of those ovens, now we have an excuseto take it out.”

“What, exactly, did wejust do?’ Katyaasked.

It was Marinawho replied. “Village girls, girlsin big schools, sometimesin conventsif they are not yet
novices—thisis something that we just do. Usudly at night, when kitchens are clear; it often happensthat
everyone has been gossiping or telling fortunes, and everyone has gotten alittle hungry, and someone
says, ‘Let'smake cakes!’ and everyone goes and doesiit.”

“Exactly,” Klavanodded. “1 went to a big school for girlsfor awhile before my wizard asked my parents
for me as an apprentice. Now, we redlly will have to make cakes, but don’'t worry, it' seasy, | know
how, and I’ ll show you while Katyalooks for the bottle.”

The soft sound of ahoof on the outer door made them al start except Katya, who ran to it and opened
it. Sergel sood there with his ears up and his eyeswild with curiosity. “We are covering our subterfuge



with noise,” she explained. “1 need to start checking ovens—"
“I canexplain,” said Guiliette, “sincel will be of very little help in the cooking.”

So Guiliette explained what was going on to Sergel, while Klava gpportioned the tasks in cake-making,
and Katya began cautiously peering into the banked ovens.

And thereit was, tucked into one side of the third oven—well out of the way of any actua baking that
would go on, but safe enough from someone who didn’t know whereto look for it.

“I'vefound it,” she cdled softly to Klava, who was ingructing abemused Y ulya how to sift flour. “How
dol getitout?

The apprentice left her pupil and came to peer into the oven, then looked around the kitchen for
something. “Ah!” she said with satisfaction, and went to arack of cagt-iron implements next to the
fireplace. “These will do thetrick, | fancy!” At Katya s bemused expression, shelaughed. “ These are
caled tongs. Not many fires under the seg, then?’

“Only volcanoes,” Katyareplied, and watched with fascination as Klava used the scissors-like object to
deftly seize thelong neck of the bottle and pull it out. She st it right in the mouth of the oven, though,
whereit was il very hot—

“Letitgtthere, and I’ll moveit againinalittle,” Klavaordered. “ Taking it out right now and putting it on
the floor might makeit shatter, and | assume we don’'t want that. I’ [l come back in abit and moveit when
it coolssome.” Shewent back to the cake-making while Katya stared at the bottle, willing it to cool.

It was not like any bottle she had ever seen before. It started with avery long, thin neck, which then
widened out into awide, squat bottom. Instead of awooden stopper, which would in any event have
probably become charcoa in the oven, there was aglass or porcelan one, ftill attached to the neck by a
chan.

“Klava,” she called softly, “when you saw the bottle, wasit only stoppered, or was it stoppered and
Seded?’

“Stoppered and sedled,” Klavacaled back, interrupting her own explanation of how to beat nutsinto the
batter. “But the seal was plain wax, there was nothing written on it.”

“The wax was probably bespelled,” the Horse observed, “but it shouldn’'t have been avitd part of the
magic to draw the Jinn into the bottle.”

She hoped so. It would be disastrous to discover they were missing part of the magic because the wax
had burned away.

Klavacame over to the oven with thefirst tray of cakes. She held her bare hand near the bottle and
nodded. She did thetray into the oven, then took the tongs and moved the bottle to the floor.

“Let it cool abit more, then you can handleit,” she said, going back for another tray.

But regardless of the hest radiating off the bottle, Katyawas dready leaning forward to try and read the
writing—because what she had at first thought was only a spiraing stripe was actudly aspiraing line of
writing, inscribed into the dark green glass of the bottle, then filled with white enamd.

“Fire smite thee, Zephyr blight thee, Water blind thee, Earth then bind thee,” she read, and looked up.
“What does dl that mean?’



“It soundsto me asif there are supposed to be dl four dementa powersinvolved in stuffing him into the
bottle,” Klavasaid with afrown. “Thefire power to actudly fight him, the air to weaken him, the water to
confuse him and the earth power to bind his power and send him into the vessdl. Isthere any more?’

She bent closer. “It’ swritten there three times, then this: “1blis Afrit En Kdagl, | command theein the
Names of the Law, be bound into thisvessd until released by the hand of avirgin of five and fifty years.”

Klava began to laugh. She had to put the tray of unbaked cakes she was carrying down, she was
laughing so hard. Tears began to come from her eyes, and she wiped them with the back of her hand.

“What?" asked Magda, curioudy. “Whét isbeing so very amusing?’

“Oh, blasted Tradition,” Klavareplied, picking up thetray and inserting it into the oven, and fishing out
the first one with the set of tongs. “Honestly. | suppose you have to put a condition on these things, but |
would have looked longer and harder for one, personaly. Like *Until twelfth of never’ or some such
thing. Still.” She began laughing again. “ Poor master! No wonder he always had a steedy supply of
unicorn hair!”

“But now we know the creature’ strue name,” pointed out the Horse. “1blis Afrit En Kaadl. All we have
to do now is assemble the company to fight and bind him. I will return to Sashaand the dragons. But
firs—" He yearned toward the tray of crigp brown cakes*“—could | have one of those, please?’

Chapter 18

Theforest they stood in was cool, verdant, flourishing. Five paces awvay, however, the land was al but
dead. There was no sign of the trees that had once stood there; there was nothing but hard-baked earth,
sand, and alittle scrub. The landscape had not merely been altered, it had been erased and anew one
put inits place. Not even the softening hand of night could disguise that. It made Sashafed edgy,
nervous. If the Jinn could do this, so quickly, what would he do if he had real power?* That ishow
matters stand,” Sergei finished, and |ooked from the dragons to Sasha to the Queen of Copper
Mountain. “It seemsthat it will require some sort of magic tied to al four eementsin order to bind the
Jinn back into the bottle. But we do have his True Name at last. We can command him.”

“Wearedearly Fire)” said the dragon Adamant. “Ekaterinais Water.”
“Zephyr blight thee,” mused Sasha. “How can Air blight?’
“Weaken him?’ the Horse suggested. “| haven't anything in my scant arsend that could do that.”

Sasha closed his eyesfor amoment in thought; so much of what he did depended on knowing The
Tradition and trusting to Luck, but thiswas not the time to trust to Luck. Was there anything he could do
asaSongweaver?*“|l am not afighter,” he said, dowly, “but | could sing the strength out of him.”

“MusicisAir,” Sergel agreed. “ So that isthree of the four. But the key one, the one that imprisons him,
Earth, must be the strongest of dl.”

The Queen frowned, but said nothing.

Why is she so reluctant to join us? Sasha repressed anger a her recalcitrance. It would do no good to
get angry with her.

After the sllence had gone on long enough to be awkward, the Horse coughed. “How goesthe
tunnding?”



“One blow of apick and my men arethrough,” the Queen said shortly. “Y ou need only say the word.”

The four friends exchanged alook. “With or without Earth,” Sasha said finaly, “we must go now, and
hope that something turnsup.”

“1 concur,” said the Horse. The dragons nodded.

“All right, Sergel,” Sashasaid, swalowing. “Go and tdll Katyato get the girlsinto the head of the tunndl. |
will send the bird asthe sign we' re going to break through. I’ [l come through in the tunnel itsalf and join
I,.H.ll

“WEe Il come down out of the sky,” Adamant said. “The bird should bring the Jinn, and we'll trgp him
between us.”

“It' sasgood aplan aswe regoing to get,” Sashasighed. It felt incomplete. Well, of courseit felt
incomplete. It was.

“I will tell my miners,” the Queen said abruptly, and stalked off. Rather than one of her elaborate gowns,
shewore adim, caf-length green skirt, atunic cut away a the neckline and shouldersin afanciful
pattern, and green boots.

Sashawould have preferred to see her in armor. But then, he had hoped that coming out to seethe
devadtation firs-hand would turn her more fully to their sde.

Alas, it appeared that such was not to be.

“Have left any argument out?” he asked the others, feding obscurely like afailure. He should have been
able to persuade her, shouldn’t he?

The dragons shook their heads. “Y ou pointed out that the Jinnisnot likely to permit ariva power on his
doorstep. Y ou noted that although he might be a power of Fire, heis not going to find going underground
any sort of hardship, and that he could very well cal forth the Earth-fire in the form of volcanicsand lava
and never have to personally leave the surface to attack her. Her own adviserstold her how she haslost
or islogng haf of her dlies. | can't think of anything morethat you could have said.”

Hesighed. “Nor can |.” Encourage them, Sasha. They need to think that you think we can dl win. He
smiled weekly. “Wdl, my friends, dawn gpproaches. Let' s get into place. Sunrise will tell usif Fortune
favorsusor no.”

The ten captives were assembled in the kitchen, with the door to the root cellar open. Katyalooked to
the nine young women who had spent afundamentaly deepless night until the arriva of Sergel. Her
somach was aknot, her nerveswound up tight. Thiswas going to be, literdly, the fight of her life. And
shewas not afighter. She couldn’t let these girls know how frightened she was, though, or the good
sants only knew what they would do. “You dl heard Sergel,” she said quietly. “ Get down into the tunnd,
andwait. And | will, | hope, see you again when thisisover.”

They looked asif they wanted to protest, but bit their objections back. Klava stepped forward, looking
more determined than Katya had ever seen her. “I’ll take care of them, Katya,” she promised. “I’ll make
sure everyone gets out. Y ou fight the Jinn. Y ou can beat him, | know you can.”

Katyasmiled, and it wasn't an ingncere or week amile. “Bedlieve me Klava, that, al by itsdf, will makea
big difference. If you al can get away, you take the power he is counting on with you. The wesker heis,



the better chance we haveto bind him.”
Klavaturned and went down into the root cdlar.

“I wish that | was an earth-spirit,” Marinasaid, bitterly. “I cannot even hope to help you. One touch from
him, and | am gone.”

Poor Marina Given how fragile she was, it was amazing how much she had done in these past days. Her
courage was amazing. Katya embraced her. “Y ou have been more help than you think, and | am
counting on you as our second line of defenseif he defeats us. To do that, you haveto flee. Get home.
Be safe. If wedon't win, warn others, tell Father Frost. He may be able to do something where we
can't”

“I will,” Marina promised.

Magdamerdy traced an odd pattern in the air, nodded soberly, and turned away, taking Marina by the
hand. Blessing? Protection? Both? And when the gypsy had started to tell the future with those cards of
hers, what had she seen?

The Wolf and bear maidens stood uncertainly together, and Katya turned toward them. “Y ou two can do
something no one else can,” she said firmly. “Y ou are both neutra creatures and you both lived in the
forest that was destroyed. The Queen may listen to you when she listensto no one else. Muster your
pleas and present them if you see her. If you can bring her in, we will win!”

“Wewill,” they chorused, and took themsalves down into the cellar after the gypsy.

Y ulyaembraced her, and Katya heard a stifled sob, but when the swan maiden let her go, there was no
sggnof tears. “Youwill bind him,” the young woman said fiercdly. “Y ou will win, and they will tell
wonderful gories about this. And | will tel my sstersthat they must be more like you.”

Sheturned and fled down into the darkness. Katyalooked after her, touched and just a bit bemused.

The small dark girl, and the one who spoke to animas, merely nodded and |eft. Katya sighed; she till
didn’t know their names. Now she might never learn them. But they had been steadfast companions, and
shewas glad to see they were escaping.

“I'mnot leaving,” said Guiliette from behind her.
Sheturned, and frowned with unease. “Thisisn't wise, Guiliette. Y ou should go with therest.”

But Guiliette smiled. Smiled! And there was something about that smile that made Katyatake notice. This
wasn't awhim...and it was going to be important. “Let us merdly say that | am going to provide afar
more formidable distraction than the arriva of your paper bird. And that....it is not altogether truethat |
amnot leaving. | am just not leaving by the tunnd. Y ou did know that the fountain is not just afountain,
didn’'t you?’

Katya blinked at the sudden change of subject. “Ah, no?’

“Itisfed by aspring. Infact, if it were not for the fountain being there, the spring would be gushing forth
with agreat ded more enthusasmthanitis.” The Wili smiled again. 1 think you can usethat.”

And then, suddenly, there was no moretime.

With a sound like a bee shooting past, the paper bird arrived. Katya snatched it out of the air, stuffed it



into its envelope, and stuffed the envelope into the bodice of her shirt. She heard the hum of the Jinn
approaching at high speed, snatched up the bottle, and ran for the door; fear making her heart hammer,
determination forcing her to move faster than she thought she could.

But Guiliette was fagter dill.

She sped out the kitchen door and through the gardens with Katya on her hedls. They both reached the
fountain at the sametime asthe Jinn.

He was dready wreathed in flame, and his hands were clenched in anger. Thefiery eyeswerelooking
only at Katya, and she felt her mouth go dry with terror. “Y ou!” roared the Jinn, hisvoice sounding likea
thunderclap.

“No!” shouted Guiliette, interposing herself before the Jinn could act.
1] M d ”
“Guiliette—!" Katya cried. Thiswas not how it was supposed to be going.

But Guiliette was paying no attention to anything but the Jinn; she spread her amswide, Saring him
down with such intengity that he actualy stepped back a pace, and then she began to glow.

Katya stopped dead, transfixed. The hair on the back of her neck rose, though not with fear. Thiswas
not like anything the Wili had done before. Thiswas something atogether new. The glow did not come
from within her, but somehow, from somewhere outside of her, and it was a pure white light that should
have been blinding, but wasn't. Guiliette looked up, and her face was transformed in aamile.

Katyawasfilled with awe and wonder. She shivered, feding that she wasin the presence of something
so far outside her understanding that there were no wordsfor it.

Guiliette' slips parted, and she spoke; it was only in awhisper, but it echoed louder than the Jinn’s shout.

“Rheinhardt! | forgiveyou!” shecried, in avoice full of incongruous happiness. “I forgiveme! | forgive us
both!”

In that moment, the sky opened, and glory came.

If the sun had turned into a column and Stretched itself down to earth, that was, in the most minor way,
the only thing Katya could compare to the column of white light that envel oped Guiliette then.

It made her want to sing for pure joy.
The Jinn cried out in pain, and flung up hisarm to hide hisface as he turned away.

Katyadid not. Although the light was so intense it felt asif it were burning itsway into the back of her
brain, she could see perfectly clearly. She saw Guiliette looking with love and gratitude straight at her.
Watched as the Wili—now no longer truly any such thing—put both handsto her lipsand blew her a
kiss.

Fet tears of joy sting her eyes as Guiliette dissolved into the light, till smiling, infused with the purest
happiness Katya had ever seenin her life.

And then, shewas gone.

And the column of light faded, leaving nothing of itsalf behind.



That was when the dragons struck.

Roaring down out of the sky, they camein from opposite directions, giving the still-dazzled Jinn two
targets, rather than one. He didn’t make up hismind intime.

Katyaawoke from her own daze, filled with afierce determination. It did not matter that they did not
havethefind Element. They would fight this creature, and they would win!

In perfect unison, a the bottom of their dive, the dragons opened their mouths.

Enormous gouts of flame fanned out to cover the Jnn infire, and asthey passed, each lashed out with
talonsat his head.

The Jnn roared with fury; in an ingtant, there was a sword of firein his hand and he struck at the bigger
grey dragon.

But he missed, and both of the dragons pulled up, shooting up into the sky, mocking laughter trailing
behind them.

The Jinn began agesture.
He never finished it.

With the power that was al ingtinct, Katya reached for the source of the fountain, found it, and called it
with al the urgency that wasin her. With an explosive force that shook the ground, the water answered
her, blasting the remains of the fountain and its basin out of its path, surging for the sky. She grabbed the
half-formed whirlwind that the Jinn had tried to cdll, infused it with her wild, untamed weters, and turned

it loose on him. The whirlwind strengthened, tightened, became awhite, churning column that engulfed the
Jnn before he could move.

Fight that, wretch! she thought with exultation.

Her father’ s powersran true in her. She had created her first waterspout. And the Jinn was caught,
trapped, inthe middle of it.

He shrieked, and shot up the center of it, trying to escape and clearly blinded by the whirling waterspout
that had himinitsgrasp.

And behind her, Sasha started singing.
It was amocking, painfully scathing song.

“What afalureyou arel” Sashasang. “Look at you! A couple of haf-magic creatures, amorta and agirl
are besting you! Y ou couldn’t manageto live with your own kind, and you can't manageto live on your
own. Y ou couldn’t conquer anything in your own land and you can’'t conquer anything in this one, where
you are astranger. Can you fed it? Even thetiny power you had istrickling away! Failure, fool, you have
the respect of no one, and no one fearsyou.”

Blindly, Katyareached for Sasha s hand and found it. The sense of his hand in hers made her fed
stronger; she didn’'t haveto look at him to know he felt the same. He had no instrument, no balaaikato
carry the magic; he was the instrument, and even as she controlled her own magic, she marveled &t his.

Each word was abarbed dart. It was a poisonous song. It was aimed straight at the heart of the Jinn, a
probeto find the things that the Jinn himself feared.



And it wasworking! He escaped briefly from the water-spout. The dragons camein for a second pass,
and scored him with fire and talon again and the waterspout recaptured him. Katya dared to hope they
could take him without needing the power of Earth....

But then, searching for afoe he could reach, the Jnn turned in midair. Shefdt his hot, desperate gaze on
her.

And that was when he saw the bottle in her hand, realized what she had, and his anger exploded.

“Never agan!” he screamed in avoicefilled with such rage that she shrank back, her determination
withering. “Vile, morta worms! Never again will you hold me! Now DIE!”

Sheer terror engulfed her, asthe sky exploded with flame.

Dimly, she heard the dragons bellow a chalenge; she clung to Sasha s hand as his song faltered, then
began again. She reached for her power, sent the waterspout into hisface—

Gouts of fire lashed the earth around her; she screamed as tongues of flame licked at her before she
could call more water to deflect them. Shefelt Sasha sarms go around her, as he shielded her with his
own body, till snging, defiant, mocking, throwing dl that they had in the Jnn’ sface. “Y ou will dwaysbe
aone” the song mocked. “We have friendship, love, the strength of companions. Y ou cannot conquer
that. Y ou can never conquer that. Y our sterility will blanket the earth and you will till never conquer that,
nor ever haveit for yourself.”

She lashed at the Jnn with her waters, throwing them at him as spray, deet, even sheets of fog, anything
to confuse hissight. The Jinn screamed his anger and returned with gouts of fire that struck al around
them. The dragons roared from somewhere up above and the occasiona shrieks of pain from the Jinn
marked the times when they scored ahit on him.

It was stalemate, she redlized. He couldn’t take them, but neither could they take him. With atingling of
despair, she wondered if the best they could hope for would be to be locked in a never-ending fight with
the Jinn, until they al dropped dead of exhaustion—

“Diemortd worms!” the Jinn bellowed, as a gout of flame scored adirect hit on Adamant, and sent the
dragon into atumbling fal from which he only just recovered before striking the ground. Gina dove down
to protect her mate as he struggled to fly, to gain the comparative safety of height. Icy fear clenched
Katya s heart asthe Jinn turned his attention to her—and to Sasha—

“And now | seethewesakest link inyour chain,” the Jinn sneered.

With horror, sheredized he was looking, not at her, but at Sasha.

“The song dieswith the snger—" the Jinn snarled in triumph, and flames began to build around him.
“No!” Katyascreamed, caling her waters to her—knowing that thistime they would not be enough.
“Indeed, no. Enough.”

The Jnnfroze, Katyadidn't blame him.

Literdly risng from the earth, came the Queen of the Copper Mountain.

She was shesthed from head to toe in a—scul pture, was al that Katya could call it—of malachite. It
began with an elaborately carved crown, which somehow flowed over her head and down her neck, into



something like agown, the deeves of which covered her armsto thefirst knuckle of her hands and
dripped down to the ground like the flowstone of a cave, the body of which did the same, to pool around
her and become the column of stone upon which shewasrising. It wasasif an artist of exquisite genius
had fused woman and statue into aliving whole.

The eyes of the Jnn met the eyes of the Queen—and the Jinn’ s were the ones that showed fear.
Two voicesroared out of the sky. “Iblis Afrit En Kaadl, we smite thee!”
Sashd sarmstightened around Katya, as he sang, “Iblis Afrit En Kdad, | blight thee!”

Katya caled up her waterspout again and shouted with dl of her strength, “Iblis Afrit En Kdad, | blind
theg!”

And dowly, theright hand of the Queen of the Copper Mountain rose, until the index finger pointed a
the Jinn, therest curled againgt her palm. “1blis Afrit En Kadad, | bind thee!”

With ascream, the Jinn started to struggle, aswisps of fog, tendrils of flame, ablast of wind carrying the
dust of maachite that lifted from the earth a the Queen’s command, al began to circle him. Wordlesdy
he howled as Fire, Water, Air, and Earth formed into dark green chains, chainsthat encircled him,
wrapped himin their coils, and bound him tightly.

Katya snatched up the half-forgotten bottle and pulled out the stopper, holding it with the open neck,
pointing it at the now fruitlesdy writhing Jinn. Everything she had talked about with Sergel surged through
her mind, and she knew at that moment what she was going to say.

“Iblis Afrit En Kaadl, we command thee in the name of the Law, in the name of Justice, in the name of
Compassion and in the name of Peace, to be bound into thisvessel until you repent and reform, and join
the ranks of the Lawful Jinn of the City of Brass”

With aterrible cry, the Jinn, chainsand dl, dissolved into green vapor, vapor that was sucked into the
bottlein the time it took for heartsto beat twice. Asthe last of it vanished, Katya grabbed the stopper
and droveit into the top, and the Queen of Copper Mountain made another little gesture, and the last of
the maachite dust still hanging in the air coal esced about the top of the bottle, forming into amalachite
sedl that covered the entire top. “ There will be no more deserts here,” the Queen said, coldly.

Only then did the Queen look into Katya s eyes, and smile.

“Aninteresting choice,” she said. And the maachite column shrank back into the earth, taking the Queen
withit.

With athunder of wings, the dragons landed beside them.
“Lookslikewewon!” Adamant said with aglesful grin.

Katyasighed, put the bottle down carefully at her feet, and with weary joy felt Sasha sarms go around
her again.

“Yes,” shesad, and closed her eyes. “Yeswedid.”
Epilogue

The desert was gone. Once again, the Castle of the Katschel was surrounded by forest.



But it wasforest that was very much changed.

Gone was the briar maze that had once surrounded the Castle. In its place was alake—the water was
far too wide to be called a moat—uwith the Castle as an idand in the center of it. Theminersand
excavators of Copper Mountain, it seemed, were also superb engineers. A cand cut to the broad
Viridian River kept the lake filled and provided access to and from the sea, a need.

Where the fountain had once been, there was now a much more elaborate construction that,
paradoxicaly, looked utterly natura, a high mound that mimicked the shape of Copper Mountain, with
the water from the spring flowing down the sdein awaterfal, and channeled out of the gardentoend in
thelake.

The Castle, newly cleaned, reveded itself to be made, not of grim grey granite, but arosier form of the
same stone. The gardens were bidding fair to be second to none. This shouldn’t have been a surprise,
sncethey werein the charge of asmal, dark woman with amysterious smile and amazing ways with
plants. She was aided in thisby her partner, aquiet, contained girl who spoke mostly to animals and had
madeit clear to the creatures of the forest which items were off-limits and which had been planted for
their particular enjoyment. Very few people noticed them, and fewer knew their red names. Most called
them“Hora’ and “Fauna,” and they seemed perfectly content with that.

Therewas anew addition to the Castle, asingle large building that dmost rivaled in sizethe Cadtle itsdif;
after dl, dragons have ahard timefitting into ordinary rooms and through conventional doorways.

Thelake played host to one of the most beautiful flocks of swansin dl of the Five Hundred Kingdoms.
And if now and again one, two, or three of them swam up to the castle, transformed into lovely girls, and
|eft their feather cloaks in the formidable care of the bear that denned in akind of gatekeeper’ s cottage
by thelake, well, with dl of the other wonders of the Castle, it was hardly noticesble.

What was noticeable, however, was the nightly frolics of the Rusakas, their exuberant water ballet
provided aform of entertainment—in good westher, that is—that furnished the Castl€’ sinhabitants and
vistorswith agreat ded of pleasure. None of these creatures seemed at al inclined to drown anyone,
which often surprised newcomers.

Vigtorsthere were many, especialy now that this areahad come under the aegis of the King of Led
Bdarus. Infact, in apeculiar way, the Kingdom of Copper Mountain was part of, yet separate from Led
Bdarus. The Queen and King had cometo avery amicable dliance: she ruled everything beneath the
surface, and he ruled everything above. Thiswas a perfect arrangement, so far as the King was
concerned. Let someone e se have the reputation for wealth and opulence. Led Belarus was still known
asbucalic, pastora, comfortable, but wedthy only in the fruits of itsfields and pastures. And Copper
Mountain could driveits tunnels and mines wheresoever it wished.

And if anyone wished to trade with, or aly with, or acquire the services of the Queen and her people,
they came here.

Because across the lake, new buildings were arising under the auspices of the Queen’s people. The most
prominent of them thus far was the Embassy of Copper Mountain itself, although the Sea King had a
representative here, as did the Dragons of Light, the Fair Folk, and it was said that there were other
non-human races cond dering establishing a presence.

Also under construction was what—according to rumor—was going to be a College for Wizards and
Witches. Sinceit was going up with no visbleworkersin sght, that was entirdly possible.

Across the lake from the Embassies and the College was a semi permanent Gypsy camp. Semipermanent,



because dthough the camp itsaf was permanent, most of the inhabitants came and went astheir fancies
took them. The only truly permanent resident was a highly skilled fortune-teller known only as Magda,
and her handsome husband.

Whatever needed policing or guarding around the |ake was taken care of by the Company of the Wolf
Brothers, atroupe of former mercenarieswho ill, on occasion, hired out some of their young recruits.
These went out under the command of Piotr the Clever, and the Company mascot and Scout, hiswife
Lyuba. Hewas called the Clever in no small part because of his successin securing Lyubaas hiswife.
There were currently bets on about whether their offspring would be cubs or children.

All that would certainly have been enough to ensure that no one ever attacked this place. But there was,
of course, more.

For the Castle had a new name and anew purpose.

Thiswasthe Belarus Chapter of the Champions Order of Glass Mountain. The Knight Commanders
were the two resident dragons, Adamant and Gina, and there was even a Godmother-in-training here, a
former wizard' s apprentice named Klava

And on dmost any given day, thefirg hint of hotility would have been met with such abristling of
weaponry and magicsthat the air itsalf would probably withdraw alittle, just in case.

The wagon gpproaching the Castle was not quite agypsy caravan. It had much the same shape, but it
was nothing like as brightly—one might say gaudily—jpainted. The two horses drawing it were also abit
odd for agypsy caravan; they bore a suspicious resemblance to warhorses, though if that was what they
were, they were aso clearly past their prime.

The caravan however, despiteitsrelaively sober colors of dusty-blue and midnight, wasin excellent
repair and condition. The woman driving it—

—was certainly no gypsy. Her coloring was wrong for one thing; she wastiny, and blond rather than
dark of hair and eye. And very few gypsies could have afforded her clothing; blue, high-hedled boots of
the finest leather, full, calf-length skirt of heavy silk twill, wide belt that matched the boots and laced up
the front, and a pristine high-necked white silk blouse, heavy with embroidery down the arms and around
thehigh callar.

“Arewethereyet?’ caled avoice from ingde the caravan, mockingly.
“Y ou know, | could turn this caravan right around—" she said, laughing.

“Bah, you wouldn't do that, your father would have us ambushed at the first river crossing and hauled
into his presence.” Sasha stuck his head out through the curtains at the front of the caravan. “Ah, we are
thereyet!”

Katyaruffled hishair. “Y ou know, you could have been the one driving. Then you wouldn't have had to
keep asking.”

“So you could lounge back there like an oddisquein splendid isolation?1 think not!”
“Or you could have sat up here with me.”

“But then | couldn’t keep asking ‘are we there yet?” His eyes sparkled with laughter, then he turned to



examine thelake and the Cadtle. “Wdll, hard to believe dl thiswent up in ayear.”

She shrugged. “When you have that many magicians available to make things happen, that many magica
workers, and that much magic that The Tradition isthrowing at aplace to erase the last little thought of
something like a Jinn, things tend to happen quickly. Cadtlefirgt, or Father?’

“Cadle” He dghed. “While this arrangement of splitting our services between your father and mineisan
excdlent idea, | must admit | am not looking forward to a year of eating seaweed balsand raw fish.”

“Itisn't al seaweed balsand raw fish,” shereplied, then reached behind his head and pulled him to her
to kiss him. The horses continued to plod aong, not needing her hand on the reins, which was just aswell
anyway. “Besides,” she murmured into his ear. “ Remember how you liked the honeymoon underwater?’

“Hmm.” He chuckled.

Katyahad very fond memories of dl of the ways that being buoyant improved lovemaking, and from the
dtate of things, so did he.

“All right then.”
“Horses,” he murmured. “Drive now, canoodle later. Ditch bad, bed good.”

“I hear and obey, master.” She turned her attention back to the horses and the road, just in time to
prevent them from going down the road to the gypsy camp and sending them across the causeway to the
Cadlle.

They had sent word days ago viathe paper bird that they were on the way, and Klavamust have had
people watching from atower for their coming. The horses had barely stopped moving when therewasa
groom at their heed to take them and the caravan off to the stables, and Klava hersdlf came flying down
the stairsto catch Katya up in an exuberant embrace. Only after she had hugged Katya and kissed
Sasha, was Katya able to take alook at her outfit.

It was a confection in scarlet; panniered overskirt, brocaded underskirt, low-cut bodice, puffed half
deeves reaching to the elbow, with her hair put up and awide scarlet ribbon with abow at the back
around her neck. Scarlet lace everywhere it waslogicd to put lace. “Wdl! | see we have chosen a
theme, finally!” Katyaremarked, eyes sparkling with laughter, snce the last time she had heard from
Klava, the latter had been unable to settle on aFairy name.

“Cardind Fairy. Thereisalovely vine cdled Cardind Climber, asit happens, and | lovered,” Klava
replied, dimpling.

“And agood thing you do, too,” Sasha chuckled. “Well, there will be no mistaking you for your mentor,
for certain!”

“Godmother Elenathe Lilac Fairy? They'd haveto beblind.” Klavalaughed &t that. “Not even a a
distance! Come along, you two, you must be famished!”

“So tell me, what has been happening?’ Katya asked, alowing hersdf to be pulled insde the Castle by
her friend.

“Since you cheated us of awedding here by having it underwater, Marina had hersright here,” Klava
replied, taking them to the old throne room, which was now, by the heavy tables and benches, the
Chapter refectory. It clearly made alovely placeto eat, what with al the windows. The old battle
banners of the Katschei’ s conquests had been taken down and replaced with new ones, presumably



representing the victories of the new Chapter.

“So she married that bashful boy from her village? | hope he knows he’ sto do al the cooking,” Katya
replied. “Onetouch of afire—"

“No!” Klavaexclaimed. “ That’ sthe wonderful part! Do you remember that delegation of Flora s people,
the ones that came in thiswinter on reindeer-drawn dedges?”’

“I remember you writing me about them. Why?’ Katya was momentarily distracted by the arrival of what
looked like achild bearing bowls of meet-filled borscht and cups of wine. Except it obvioudy wasn't a
child....

“She and the youngest fellow, Flora s cousin, | think, took one look at each other and smply fell head
over heds! Here sthe best part—he' sfrom so far north, the snow never meltsl” At Katya s astonished
look, Klavaclapped her hands and laughed. “It’strue! Can you think of anything more perfect for a
sow maiden?’

“Not unless she married Father Frost! That' s lovely, but what about her poor old parents?” Katya nearly
swooned when she tasted the borscht; she hadn’t had any soup that good in—well—a very long time.

“They are very happy for her, but | think it was arelief for them to know that they were not going to have
to guard againgt her melting anymore,” Klavatold them.

“It' sadefinite consideration,” Sashaput in. “ Good saints, Klava, who isyour cook? Thisisamazing!”
Klavachuckled. “We have Brownies now. Wait until you taste the bread!”

So that’ swhat the little person wa—ah, isl Katyathought, asthe small fellow returned with a basket of
bread so fresh-baked it was steaming, and a pot of butter.

“WEe |l have to spend moretime here, that’ s clear!” Sashasaid, cutting adice and buttering it.
“Oh—my—" he added around hisfirst bite. “ Definitely.”

“The advantages of being an gpprentice Godmother—though Elena keeps threatening to turn me loose
onmy own!” Klavadidn’t look the least bit unhappy about that idea however, which made Katyatake a
longer look at her.

Hmm, | should think 0. It' stime.

“Good. It' s about time Led Belarus had a Godmother, what with dl of thisgoing on.” Sashawaved his
hand wide to indicate the entire lake complex. “ A Fortunate Fool can only do so much, you know.”

“I know, believe me, | know.” Klavarolled her eyes. “ The BabaY agas a one could keep a Godmother
busy. It'sagood thing that they tend to do as much good as evil.”

“And speaking of evil, we met with Sergel on theroad,” Sashatold her. “He sjust back from the City of
Brass. They have the bottle and have agreed to keep it, but he told us they were playing very doof and
not terribly communicative, so heaven only knowswhat they plan to do about the Jinn.”

Klavapursed her lips. “Wdll...he' stheir problem now. Or their Godmother’s, if they have any such
thing.”

“Definitely their problem,” Katya said firmly, getting the lat little bit of broth from the bottom of the bowl.
“ After we bottled him, | saw that the writing had changed. Now he s bound in there until he reforms. I



he does, he gets out, and then they will have to dedl with him.”

Klavagave her alonglook. “Y ou know, | don’t know that | would have taken that generous a hand with
him. I ill like*Until the twelfth of Never.” Or ‘Until dl frogs become princes” Something likethat.”

Sashathoughtfully ate hislast bite of bread. “We do have to ded with the repercussons of being a
Fortunate Fool,” he said, as Katya nodded.

“Thenl’m glad I'm aGodmother. | can be vindictive on occasion.” Klavalaughed. “Now that you' ve
had the edge taken off your hunger, care to come vist Adamant and Gina?’

“Of course!l” Swinging their legs over the benches, they followed Klava out to the practice grounds.

There anumber of would-be young Champions were hard at work under the direction of the two
dragons. Ginawasingructing one group in swordwork, while Adamant was patiently on the receiving
end of blows from quarterstaves.

“Morewrist!” they both happened to be saying, asthe three of them came into view. Both looked up at
the sametime, and al work on the ground halted as the students craned their necks to see who was
coming.

“Sashal Katyal” Adamant reared up alittle and arced hiswings. “ Oh good to see you! How do you like
the changes?’

“Impressive,” Sasha chuckled. “ Anyone would think this was a place where important people came.”
“Wadl of courseitid” Adamant said, grinning. “We re here, aren’'t we?’
Ginacuffed him with awing.

“Indl seriousness,” the emerdd dragon said, dowly. “ Thisis something that has been needed for awhile.
Not just a Godmother for this part of the world, and not just a Chapter House, but a place where those
who are not human can safely send representatives to those who are. There has been some very
interesting talk going on over in those embassies. | think we' ve done afinething here.”

“If s0, it was entirely by accident,” Sashareplied, and shrugged. “ The way most things tend to happen
withme”

“Trust to Luck,” Katya added, and grinned.

After afew more pleasantries, they parted. Klavaled them through the gardens, then paused, waiting for
their reaction.

Before them was a statue carved from asingle piece of quartz crystal, of ayoung woman in adancing
dress, arms and face raised toward the sky. The crystal had been carved, and the statue placed so that
thesunfilledit with light.

It was Guiliette.
Katya gasped. “How—"

“The Queen'scarvers,” Klavasaid with pride. “They asked me questions and made sketches until they
got her faceright. Then they carved the datue.”

“It' sperfect,” Katyasaid quietly. And then she smiled. “If thereisone single thing | am happiest abot, it



isthat shefreed hersdf.”

Klavanodded, and they both gazed at the statue for awhile in silence. The carvers had somehow
managed to put on the statue’ s face the one expression that Katya had not seen on Guiliette' suntil the
end.

Joy.

Findly Sashacleared histhroat. “1f we don’t see the others soon, they are going to have our hides,” he
reminded them.

Katyalaughed. “1 think | shall keep my hide thank you! Let’'sgo!”

Magda was holding court, so to speak, in the gypsy camp. Sheinssted on brewing them teaand told
them firmly that she would not read their fortunes, since she never read the cards for family. She
introduced them to most of the camp, people who looked so much dike that Katyawondered how
Magda kept them al sorted in her mind, and then she sent them on their way after extracting apromiseto
come back that evening for dancing and music.

Lyuba greeted them just as enthusiagtically as Klava had. Although they had both heard of the changesto
the mercenary company that had once worked for the Jinn, thiswasthe first time they had actualy seen
these changes with their own eyes.

The livery was now light and adark grey and cotton mix had lightened the wool. All the menworea
snarling Wolf head on their tunics, and the company banner bore the likeness of arunning female Wolf.
Lyuba hersdf wore the same uniform as the men, and they al treated her with respect and asan
officer—except for Piotr, who trested her with respect in public, and with relentlessteasing in private.
But she teased right back, just as relentlesdy, and with the same good humor.

They paid their respects to the Queen’s Ambassador. Sasha didn’t recognize him, but he didn’t expect
to, though they both paid close attention to everyone e se in the Embassy. After dl, tomorrow the man
who served them tea might be the Ambassador, and the Ambassador might be serving as a secretary.
The Queen hersdlf, it was said, would likely not be coming out of her mountain for along while. Her
appearance to put down the Jinn was ararity, and it would take something even more powerful to induce
her to repest that incident.

And then—it wastimeto visit the Sea King.

The Embassy was half above, and haf below the water, to accommodate those who couldn’t bear the
thought of venturing below the surface. For those who could—

There was a chamber where one could change into costumes more suitable for the haf of the Embassy
where, to be honest, the real work was done.

“Well,” Katyasaid glancing at Sashawith resignation. “We might aswell.”
“If wedo, we'll at least come back to dry clothes,” Sasha pointed out.

She nodded. Katya put on her old fish-scale armor, and Sasha something very similar. Then, after Sasha
swallowed one of the seaweed balsthat alowed him to bresthe underwater, they plunged into the pool
that led down below the surface.

What the King was going to do when winter froze thislake over, Katyadidn't know. It might be possible
to have the same sort of magic put on the place that kept the waters of the Palace warm and



comfortable. That wasn't her problem though, for which she was monumentally grateful.

She found her father tending to dispatches, and the moment he saw the two of them, heleft al of it to
greet them.

“I want to know everything you' ve been doing,” hetold them, drawing them off to another room, as his
aldestactfully steered petitionersaway. “1 know you sent me reports, but there are so many things | need
to know! For instance—about that rogue witch who was changing the weather—”

They tdked for hours, it seemed, while the water about them grew dark, and the light globes began to
shine. Findly he settled back with asigh.

“I know that you just got here, but there are so many things | need you to investigate—" he said
reluctantly.

Sashalaughed, and Katya chuckled. “I told him that was what you would say. It was just what his father
sad,” shereplied. “You two arefrighteningly dike.”

Her father paused, and looked serioudly into their faces. 1 hope that you know that you are more, far
more to me than just my investigators, my solvers of problems, and my Fortunate Fools,” he said, his
earnest tone of voice making it clear that he meant this, feltit. “I have dwaysloved my daughter, Sasha,
more than anything other than my wife and her siblings. And since she lovesyou, you area part of that. |
don’'t want you to forget that. Especidly when it seemsasif dl | am doing isusing you.”

Katya s breath caught, and she looked at Sasha. He looked incredibly moved. “I know that, sir,” he
replied softly. “1 do know that. But | also know that things have to get handled, and not ways when we
have the leisure for them. We both know that. It comes with the duty.” Then he grinned. “That said, if
you ever find a sealed bottle at the bottom of the ocean and open it—you can handle what comes out on
your own! And | am perfectly serious about that onel”

The King looked at his son-in-law for amoment, and blinked. “1 supposeit would be dl right if I got a
Champion to ded withit....”

Katyaraised an eyebrow. “With Klava here? What do you think?’

After along pause, the King cleared histhroat. “ All right then. New edict. All sedled bottlesto be drictly
left done. There' sdmost never anything in them worth bothering with anyway. Now, about this overture
from Acadia—they claim they are having trouble with some sea cregture they call a Kraken—"

Sashaglanced over a Katya. “Never adull moment, isthere?’ he whispered.
“Would you haveit any other way?’ she whispered back.
“Areyou two paying attention?’ the King asked abruptly.

“Of course. Acadia. Kraken. Question as to whether we should investigate, or just tell them to talk to the
dragons”

“Ah. Good.” He launched back into hislitany.
No | wouldn’t, Sasha mouthed at her, and smiled. She winked.

Neither would I, she thought with contentment. Neither would 1.
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