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Her dove gray dress faded into the background and ensured no one took her for a lady.  She hoped.  She had to get through.

Maya sidled along the wall.  Courtiers who glanced at her quickly looked back to other courtiers, in white ruffles and ribbons over white silks, satins, and velvets, set with pearls and moonstones.  Pale blond hair in ornate coiffures bore white hats with white ribbons or artificial flowers.  Ladies hid pink smiles behind fans of white feathers, and glanced over them with gray or watery blue eyes.  Mirrors multiplied them and the pale burning candles, the vases filled with dry flowers, silvery in shade, and the silver gilt glittering on the walls.

Laughter and gossip rose.  Some, no doubt, arranged marriages or planned taxes.  It did not matter to a poor relation who could no more influence them than she could—pick her way through this crowd, it seemed.  Maya bit her lip and wished Lord Dariko had said more than that he needed her at the menagerie.

"Why," one languid voice drawled, "there's no need for Lord Dariko to dress his poor relation in gray.  Look at her eyes."

Maya flinched and looked at the wall.

"Ah, you can not, she is ashamed of those dark eyes—like a cow's."

"Or a deer's," said another.

The first lady laughed.  "A deer?  Such a gawky, rawboned woman?  A deer is graceful with its dark eyes.  Cow eyes—"

Maya picked out a side door and darted into the servants' corridor.  Any courtier would die rather than be seen in it, and so it held safety.  She forced her breath out and hurried past servants in gray and servants whom the courtiers never saw, in grimy brown.

The courtiers had not gossiped about the menagerie, so the need could not have shamed Lord Dariko, or at least, the knowledge had not escaped.  Her teeth worried her lower lip.  She had cast enchantments to ensure that all remained peaceful, not even the fluffy white cats troubling the raucous white parrots, but enchantments could be broken.  If Lord Dariko had ignored her careful instructions—she knew whom he would blame.  With a lecture about the honor of having this menagerie in the royal palace itself.

She came about the corner.  Two peacocks, like ghosts, surged onto the roof and their white tails splayed over the tile.  Maya hurried inside.

No more raucous than ordinary, with no frightening screams—at least, not frightening to her.  Flocks of birds and clutters of cats all about.  Little white foxes in a corner.  A white wolf, its fangs bared as it snarled; she should check its enchantments.  In the very back, Lord Dariko stood next to something chained.

Maya ran.

For a moment, she convinced herself that it was a bear—then that it was a lion.  Then she could not fool herself about the gryphon's sharp beak.  Its lion body was gigantic, with its shoulder coming as high as her head, and its eagle head towered over her.  Its golden eye glared.  White feathers, white fur—

"This will do nicely," said Lord Dariko.  "Lady Tatyana will not have seen this before."

"It's dangerous," said Maya, her voice leaden.

He shrugged.  "That's why I sent for you, to enchant it."

"It's still dangerous."  She studied the power of its jaw.  She should have refused to enchant the wolf.  That might have convinced him that her enchantments could not make everything safe.  And, unenchanted, the wolf would have been less dangerous than this.

"You know how important Lady Tatyana is," said Lord Dariko.  "If her father had not stayed on his estates, like a wild lion lurking in the woods—with his support, the king could have swayed half the nobles to his side.  And the things he could have done."  He shook his head.

Maya wondered which taxes King Karlon thought he could impose, or which laws he thought he could enforce, with Lady Tatyana's support.

The gryphon glared on, at her, as if it realized Lord Dariko could not subdue it with enchantments.

"We must win this lioness."  Lord Dariko shook his head.  "God forefend that she throws her influence against—no, if you are obstinate, I shall just lend my own support to King Karlon.  He has his treasures, his pageants, his garden with its flowers—she will not have seen the sapphire lilies before or the traitor's rose—"

Maya's hands twitched.  A poor relation such as she would never be allowed in that garden, which, perhaps, was just as well.  The temptation to raid it like an herb garden—

Lord Dariko's words flowed on.  "Nothing can be left to chance.  We can not give up the gryphon.  I will do my best, whatever you do."  He shrugged.  "Doubtlessly, you know the value of your enchantments better than I do."

Maya closed her eyes.  She heard footsteps and reluctantly opened them again.  A servant, his brown clothing splashed with blood, edged forward with a tray of raw meat.  The gryphon, with an eagle's cry, lunged forward.  The tray clattered on the floor, and new blood showed red on the servant's jerkin.  Maya bit her lip.  More blood seeped out to stain the jerkin.

"I will enchant the gryphon," she said, tonelessly.  For a moment, she toyed with saying that she needed a flower from the royal garden to do it, but that would be a lie.  She left lies to the courtiers.

Dariko did not so much as looked pleased at persuading her.  Maya wondered if he ever realized how much she restrained her use of enchantments.

The servant bowed to her.  She wondered whether he was grateful, or feared Lord Dariko, who insisted that she was his poor relation, not his servant.  She straightened.  Then if she were a servant, he would have to pay her.  She might even save enough to leave.

The gryphon gave an eagle-like cry.

Then, what would he do about the gryphon?

* * *
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Maya studied the crowds below.  No one would noticed her, watching from the window; every courtier and King Karlon himself looked only at the coach.

Lady Tatyana descended from it.  She had not traveled dressed like that.  Even so grand a lady would not wear a white gown that swept the ground and bore so many furbelows and furs, not while she traveled.  Nor keep her pale hair swept up like that, with a hat—Maya thought the things on it were meant for artificial flowers.  They used the same fabric, but in twisted shapes no flowers bore.

Then, thought Maya, a great heiress like Tatyana could hardly have her hat adorned with ordinary artificial flowers.  Why, some might think she wore plain ordinary true flowers.

As dainty as a court poet could wish, with watery blue eyes, Lady Tatyana looked about.  Her pallid mouth pursed, suggesting that all before her looked unsatisfactory.

Lords bowed and scrapped.  Ladies curtseyed with no thought of the dirt tainting their pale skirts.  And when Lady Tatyana made the shallowest of curtsies, King Karlon quickly took her hand to raise her.

Though, thought Maya, the length of her skirt meant that even so shallow a curtsey would get dirt on it.

Courtiers spoke with Lady Tatyana, musicians played, servants offered fine pale wines, and her face did not twitch.  She drank a cup of wine, but only when presented with it; she did not ask for more.

Lord Dariko bowed.  The plumes on his hat brushed the ground.  King Karlon nodded, gesturing toward the door.

Maya gathered her skirts and plunged down the stairs to the menagerie.  Peacocks screamed raucously, and she darted within.  Cats looked malevolently up from saucers of milk, as if it were her fault they had no meat—as if it were her fault that the kitchens provided no white fish for them—

"As if," she muttered, "the kitchens thought they had enough to do:  merely supplying the king and court with the grandest feast in many years!  Doubtlessly I could endear myself by going to complain after this. . . ."

The cats stalked off, as if weary of her silliness.

The gryphon glared at her still.  The enchantments left it looking stupefied, as if drunk, but had not sweetened its temper.  Maya sighed.  If this room had a door that led to a courtyard, or even a large window, she would have freed it from chains and enchantments, last night.

"And if," she whispered, "I had a place to go, any refuge at all, I would have ridden you to freedom."

She heard footsteps and stepped nearer the wall.  Dariko had taken off many chains; the gryphon only bore one, about its neck, and that one, none too heavy.

"The menagerie," said King Karlon, grandly.

The gryphon shifted, and the chain glittered.  Maya gave it a sideways glance.  Was that gilt?

"A little place of amusements, with some charm."  King Karlon's voice carried, and birds sprang up, crying out.  Here and there, feathers drifted whitely down.

"Your menagerie," said Lady Tatyana, languidly.  Her head turned to survey the room, but slowly, as if the effort exhausted her.

With Dariko hovering to direct them to each beast and bird, they eased through the room.  The wolf bared its fangs.  Maya wondered whether she had thought too much about the enchantments on the gryphon, leaving her no time to check the others.  Still, the wolf did not lunge or snap at the air.  Tatyana gave it a cool glance and moved on.

The gryphon received the same cool glance.  That rosebud mouth stayed pursed.

"An unusual beast, I suppose," said Lady Tatyana.

After her father's estate, she would be a poor judge of what beasts were common.  Maya knew King Karlon would not say that.  She kept her face carefully smooth and wondered if the king would even dare think that.

"I wonder that you keep such a marvel hidden here."  Lady Tatyana eyed the chain.  "It could be led about by that, to let the court see the marvel."

For a moment, Maya felt certain that her heart had stopped.  Then it thundered in her ears, and she did not care what Lord Dariko thought.  She stepped forward and curtseyed.  Lord Dariko's eyes narrowed.

Before he could speak, she said, "Your Ladyship.  The gryphon is—dangerous."

Lord Dariko chortled.  "Such tender care!  Forgive my poor orphaned kinswoman, Your Ladyship.  The enchantments on it are quite strong, even if not visible to her."

Lady Tatyana's mouth twitched.  It
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