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      I waited beneath the cover of an acacia tree for Zhepheren to arrive. We had agreed to meet when the Star of Lishinni rose, and it glowed now, its bluish tint more brilliant than the light of any of the other stars.

      "Where is he, servant-human?" I hissed.

      "I do not know." My servant-human shifted her weight as though nervous. She was called Ami by the other humans, and although it wasn't proper, I thought of her as Ami in my head. "I can run to his nest to check—" Her voice wobbled, and I caught the sweet tang of human fear. She did not want to go to Zhepheren's nest.

      "That won't be necessary." I paced around the base of the acacia tree, flicking my tail back and forth. "I can go myself, if need be." I stopped and squinted off on the horizon. A figure slunk through the moonlight, long and lean, his pale mane glowing. "Zhepheren!" I cried, forgetting myself.

      "My lady manticore should be quiet," Ami whispered. "The guards may hear."

      I ignored her and bolted over the sand. Zhepheren trotted toward me. "Hello, Ongraygeeomryn," he said. "Are you ready for our journey?" He paused, one paw lifted off the ground. "Did you bring your servant?"

      "Of course." I turned back to the acacia tree. Ami's head was tilted down, but I could tell that she watched us through the tangled web of her hair. "I needed someone to carry our supplies."

      Zhepheren snorted. "I won't carry her if she can't keep up."

      "She can keep up." We walked side by side, back to the tree. Ami lifted the supply bag and slung it over her shoulder.

      "Are you ready, my lord, my lady?" She bowed a little, as if the weight of the supply bag were too much for her.

      Zhepheren nodded. "We need to follow the Lishinni's light as far as we can before sunrise."

      I didn't mention that he was the one who'd been late, that I'd been waiting for him since the star was a tiny dot just above the horizon line.

      "What will we do come sunrise?" I asked, quivering with excitement. Ami gave me a tired look.

      "Make camp and sleep through the day's heat." Zhepheren shook out his mane with an air of authority. He'd made this trip before, crossing the red wastes to reach the Oasis that housed the magic necessary to send us across the plains of water, into the human world. I believed him, of course, because he was the son of Ashnystion, and everyone knew that Ashnystion had traveled the human lands of the east. The musicians sang stories of him at royal dinners. It was quite exciting, having Ashnystion's son as a friend, and especially so since I'd learned that my parents didn't approve.

      We set out on our journey without any of the fanfare of songs, only a jerk of Zhepheren's head toward the open waste. Our paws padded softly against the sand, and Ami trailed behind us, silent in the way only humans can be. The night was cool and dry against my fur, and it smelled of the wastes, of sand and salt and distant water. And occasionally it smelled of Zhepheren.

      "Are you excited to travel the human lands?" I asked him when I couldn't stand the silence any longer. "Where do you think the Oasis will take us?"

      "It'll take us where it wants to take us," Zhepheren said, sounding like the fortune-teller in my father's employ. "You cannot dictate to it. But I suppose it'll be interesting."

      "Interesting!" I cried. "It'll be more than interesting. The humans are no match for us. We'll be rulers of their kingdoms in only a few days' time."

      Zhepheren looked at me sideways, beneath the billowing cloud of his mane. "You're the daughter of rulers here. Which means you'll be ruler proper in time."

      "Yes, but of manticores. I want to be a ruler of humans."

      "You rule the servants."

      "That's not the same!" I shook my head. "You understand nothing."

      He trumpeted, trilling and amused. "I understand how to get you to the human lands, my princess."

      I trotted up ahead of him, not wanting to listen to his insolence any longer. "Servant-human!" I barked, and Ami joined me at my side, pushing her hair out of her eyes. "Entertain me," I said.

      "How would you like to be entertained, my lady?"

      "With a story." I paused, thinking. "A human story. So I can know how your kind thinks, when I'm their ruler."

      Ami nodded. She walked along beside me for a moment before speaking. "There once was a girl who lived in a village in the desert. She was very plain, and she longed to be beautiful. One day a traveling wizard came to see her. 'Can you make me beautiful?' she asked him, and he said yes. He gave her a tea to brew and drink, once a day for five days. She did exactly as he asked. On the fifth day, she transformed into a rose bush, with bright red blooms that never died. People traveled from all over the world to marvel at the beauty of the desert rose bush."

      The wind rippled over us, stirring up clouds of sand.

      "Is that it?" I asked.

      Ami nodded. "Did it please you, my lady?"

      "I don't understand it." I flapped my wings once in frustration. "Are all human stories like this?"

      Ami gave a little squeak of fear and said, "Yes, my lady. My mother told me that when I was a child. She said it did no good to wish for things you can't have, and that using magic to make things as you like is dangerous."

      At that last part of her explanation, I stopped and stared at her. She cowered back, her eyes on the ground.

      "I will make an excellent leader of humans," I said. "Don't question my ability to work magic."

      "Yes, my lady. I'm sorry, my lady, it wasn't my place—" She crouched down in the sand, her head bowed lowed, seeking recrimination. Zhepheren trotted past us and kicked up red dirt.

      "We need to hurry," he said.

      "Stand up," I told Ami. "But no more stories." I never cared for punishing my servants. My father told me it was necessary, and that I'd need to learn to do it when I was queen. But as ruler of the humans, I'd delegate such work to others.

      "Hurry!" Zhepheren shouted into the blustering wind. I nudged at Ami to draw her to her feet, and we continued on our way, Ami murmuring apologies as we walked. I acknowledged them with a flick of my tail, and Ami told no more stories on our journey.
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      We traveled for two more days, journeying during the cool nights and sleeping beneath the sweltering sun. Every morning Zhepheren and I would loll in the sand, resting, as Ami set up our tent. She worked quickly and we were always tucked under the shade by the time the sun rose. I allowed her to sleep at my side, rather than out in the sun, because humans are much weaker than manticores, and I did not want her to fall ill.

      It was a much more exhausting journey than I had expected. In songs, the details of journeys such as ours are always glossed over in favor of the glory of the arrival, which results in magic or battle or both. I had taken this to mean that the journeys were easy and thus not worth talking about. In truth, my limbs ached at the end of every night, and although Ami would rub her hands into my muscles, it did little to relieve the pain. We rationed the water so that we would not run out, and Zhepheren and I hunted the snakes that twisted sideways through the red sand. They proved a most unsatisfying meal.

      On the third night, I began to regret my decision to accompany Zhepheren to the Oasis. As princess of the pride, I could have demanded him to bring the Oasis' magic to me, where I would cast the spell from the comfort of the royal garden, surrounded by soft fluttering flowers. But I wanted the adventure. Being princess of the pride is so dull.

      Besides, my parents would never have approved of my plan to invade the human world. They were narrow-sighted, like most noble manticores. Zhepheren had accused me of being narrow-sighted once, but I doubted that he saw me as narrow-sighted now.

      On and on we walked. The red sand was dark in the moonlight, like old blood. Ami shuffled along beside me, her shoulders slumped from the weight of our pack. We had not been walking long, and I was already growing weary. But then Zhepheren said:

      "There!"

      All three of us stopped in place. Ami lifted her head, her eyes wide and bright in the darkness. Zhepheren pointed with one paw. At first I saw nothing but the night's shadows, but then, slowly, forms began to emerge out of the moonlight. They were tall and thin and waved back and forth in the wind.

      "Is that the Oasis?" I whispered.

      "I told you I knew the way." Zhepheren flapped his wings once in a show of pride. "Come, we'll work the magic together."

      He trotted forward, his mane shining like starlight. I followed him, but after a few paces I noticed that Ami hung back.

      "Servant-human! Join me at once."

      She hesitated. I didn't like this. The servant-humans were not supposed to hesitate.

      "Now!" I cried.

      Up ahead, Zhepheren had stopped. I could feel him staring at me, and my wings flushed with embarrassment.

      "Do as I say, servant-human!"

      Ami crept forward. As she drew close to me I saw that she was shaking.

      "I'm sorry, my lady." She looked down at the sand. "But don't you feel it? This place—this place isn't right."

      She peered up at me. Her face was streaked with red sand, and her hair was mattered against the side of her head.

      "I don't feel anything," I said. "But it's the Oasis! It's why we journeyed across the wastes." I tilted my head toward the shapes in the darkness. "Come. When we've overthrown the human rulers, I'll give you your freedom and a concubine to keep you company."

      "My freedom, my lady?" She blinked at me. "Is that possible?"

      It wasn't, under manticore law, but I would make my own laws as ruler of the humans. "Of course. Come along."

      But still she hesitated. The fear rose off of her like perfume, strong and pungent. She stepped backward, shaking her head.

      "What is it?" I snapped. "What are you scared of?"

      "It's wrong," she said, as if that offered any explanation. "It doesn't feel right."

      "Why are you taking so long?" Zhepheren's voice rang out over the desert. "We've only a narrow opportunity to work the magic. Hurry!"

      "Did you hear that?" I said to Ami. "A narrow opportunity. Stop being so human and come along."

      Ami sagged her head, looking defeated. But when I walked toward the Oasis she followed, the scent of her fear floating along with her. Zhepheren wrinkled his nose when we passed.

      "I told you that you shouldn't have brought her," he said.

      "Hush!"

      We walked in a line toward the dark shapes. As we approached, I saw that they were trees of a sort, although not like any tree I had ever seen. Their trunks were very narrow, and their leaves splayed out like the tail feathers of the great blue birds my father kept for sport. The wind gusted through the trees, knocking them together. Their scent was peculiar, like the soil and the north wind combined.

      Ami whimpered beside me, whispering silly human incantations against evil magic.

      "There's nothing to be afraid of!" I told her. "Zhepheren's father has come before."

      Zhepheren nodded, sticking out his chest.

      We came to the edge of the Oasis. The wind was stronger here, and cold, much colder than any wind I'd ever felt before. The moonlight shone through the trees, catching on those strange feathery leaves and casting broken patterns across the sand.

      "Now what do we do?" I asked Zhepheren.

      "We find the Artifact." He spoke this with the grave wisdom of a scholar, and I could hear that the word artifact was important, a name unto itself. "It's located in the center of the Oasis."

      I didn't move. Although I had traveled all this way, the idea of crossing the line between sand and tree unsettled me. Stupid Ami! Her human fear had corrupted my thoughts.

      "We'll have to do it tonight," Zhepheren said. "When the moon is full."

      Curses! I knew that too, of course; it was the entire reason we had chosen these few days to travel. I took a deep breath.

      "Are you ready, my princess?" Zhepheren asked in a sly voice.

      "Of course I'm ready!" I looked to Ami. "Servant-human, accompany me."

      She gave me a hollow, mournful look, but she didn't protest. Together, Ami and I walked into the trees, and Zhepheren followed. Ami gasped when we left the sand, and her hand knotted into my mane. I did not reprimand her, because I was frightened as well. The air was different here, thicker and colder. It burned in my lungs and seemed to shimmer just out of my
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