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Lord of Show and Shadows

Prologue

The Clan Lord lies dying, his eyes wandering, glazing
over as he reaches out blindly to grasp his lieutenant's
arm.

"Over...atlast...old friend . .." The hand falls
away, his grizzled head lolls sideways, sightless eyes
sliding upward, clear at last, as if a dark veil has melted
away.

And as his faithful friend watches, his sight dimmed
with tears, he sees a shadow, black as a storm cloud,
slowly rise from the still body of his master, lift and gather
itself until it hovers over him: a great winged
daemon-serpent, terrible and puissant.



"Drakhaoul,” he whispers, in awe and terror.

Now all the warriors and servants have fallen silent,
watching or covering their faces in fear.

"Lead me, Drakhaoul," the old soldier cries aloud.
"Show me where he is to be found. And I will follow you,
no matter how far. Take me to our new lord. Our new
Drakhaon."

CHAPTER 1
"Shall I sit over here, Maistre Andar?"

Gavril Andar looked up from unpacking his oil paints
and saw Altessa Astasia Orlova in the doorway. She was
dressed for her portrait in a plain muslin dress of eggshell
blue, her cloud of dark hair tied back with a single blue
ribbon.

He glanced around.
"Where's your governess, altessa?"

"Eupraxia? Oh, she's still sleeping off the effects of
the fruit punch at last night's reception.” Astasia began to
laugh. "You mean—is it seemly for me to be here alone
with you, unchaperoned? But this is Smarna, Maistre
Andar! Surely one may relax the strict rules of Muscobar
court protocol when on holiday?"

Her laughter was infectious, and Gavril found himself
smiling back at her.

"Was I facing this way? Or that?" She fidgeted around



in the chair. "I can't remember."

He went over to her. "Your head was inclined a little
more to the left."

"Like this? You'll have to help me."

Gently he tipped her chin to the correct angle. Now
her shoulders were awry. Carefully he placed his hands on
her shoulders to alter the pose. As he moved her, he
became aware that she was gazing intently up at him. He
could feel the sweet warmth of her breath on his face.
Heat flooded through him. If anyone came in and saw
them in such a compromising position . . .

"And my hair?"
Gavril consulted his sketches.
"No ribbon. Loose over your shoulders."

"But if I pull out the ribbon, I'll lose the pose," she
said with that little smile again, grave yet oddly
provocative.

As he undid the ribbon he felt the dark curls against
his fingertips, soft as the strands of sable in his watercolor
brushes.

"How long must I sit still?"

"Long enough . . ." Gavril was concentrating on his
palette, blending and mixing. The luminous dark of her
eyes—so difficult to match the shade exactly. It was
almost the intense purple of viola petals . . .

"If the conversation is diverting enough, I can sit for



hours. Yesterday you told me all about Vermeille. That was
very diverting. But you said nothing about you. Tell me
about Gavril Andar."

"I was hoping," he said, "that you would tell me about
the Grand Duchess' reception last night."

"Mama's reception?" A slight flush suffused her pale
face. Had she met someone special last night? "Well, my
brother Andrei flirted outrageously with all the prettiest
women, especially the married ones. He has no shame!"

"And," he ventured, "was your fiancé at the
reception?"

"Oh, heavens forbid, no!" The dark eyes blazed. He
must have touched a sensitive nerve to have produced
such a vehement reply.

"I beg your pardon, altessa, but when I was
commissioned to paint a betrothal portrait, I assumed—"

"A natural assumption to make. It's just that there is
no fiancé as yet; this portrait is to sell my charms to the
highest bidder," she said bitterly. "Papa sees my betrothal
as a way to bring an end to a difficult diplomatic situation.
He's looking for a rich and powerful ally."

Gavril looked at her blankly.

"Haven't you heard? Eugene of Tielen has invaded
Khitari. And now his warships are in the Straits. Things are
looking a little . . . tricky for Muscobar. That's why Papa
has stayed in Mirom."

"I had no idea." Gavril, like most Smarnans, paid scant



attention to international politics. Smarna was a sunny
summer retreat for the rich aristocracy from the northern
countries, too small and unimportant to play a major part
in world affairs.

"And of course, my feelings are not to be taken into
consideration, oh no!"

All trace of laughter had vanished; he saw how
miserable she was at the prospect of this marriage of
obligation.

She glanced around guiltily. "But you must never let
slip you heard me say such a disrespectful thing. Papa
would be so angry."

"Portrait painters are trained to be discreet."
"I feel I could tell you anything."
"Anything?" he echoed, blushing in spite of himself.

For a moment her gaze rested on him and he felt a
delicious shiver of danger. Hadn't his mother warned him?
Never become involved. The gulf between a Grand Duke's
daughter and a young, impoverished artist was so great
that he knew he must never dare to think of her as
anything more than a wealthy patroness.

And then she began to chatter again, affecting the
charmingly light, idle tone of their earlier conversations.

"My dancing partners from last night. Lieutenant
Valery Vassian for one. The First Minister's son. Very
good-looking, but a terrible dancer." She smothered a
giggle. "My poor toes are still bruised. And then there was



Count Velemir's nephew, Pavel. He's been abroad on some
kind of diplomatic mission about which he would say
nothing of interest. I suspect he may be one of Papa's
secret agents! I don't think I could marry a spy. One
would never know if he were telling the truth . . ."

Even as she chattered on, Gavril painted as he had
never painted before. Her freshness, her utter lack of
self-consciousness, inspired and enchanted him. In repose,
he noticed a wistful expression darkening her eyes as she
gazed out of the window, beyond the breeze-blown gauze
curtains, to the blue haze of the sea beyond.

"Ahh. I'm stiffening up."

"Time to take a break, then," he said, laying down his
brush.

She came around to his side of the canvas.

"Well?" he said, rather more tensely than he had
intended.

"I think you've flattered me, Maistre Andar," she said
after a while. "I always thought myself a pale shadow of
Mama. She is such a beauty. But you've made me look
almost pretty."

"But you are," he began, only to be interrupted as the
double doors opened and a stout woman hurried in.

"Altessa! How long have you been here—alone—with
this man?" The governess was so out of breath she could
hardly speak.

"Oh, don't be such a prude, Eupraxia.”



"If the Grand Duchess were to hear of this—"

"But she won't, Praxia, will she?" Astasia wound her
arm around Eupraxia's ample waist.

"And if some impropriety had taken place—"

"You've been reading too many romances," Astasia
teased.

"That's quite enough portrait-painting for today,
Maistre Andar," Eupraxia said, ignoring Astasia. "When the
arrangement was made, I was told your mother Elysia was
to accept the commission. I had not expected a young
man. If I had known, I would have made my objections
clear at the time."

"Yes, yes," Astasia said, "but Maistre Andar is doing
such a good job. Do take a look, Praxia. See? Isn't it
coming along well?"

Eupraxia grudgingly admitted that it was a fair
likeness.

"So we shall expect you at the same time tomorrow
morning, Maistre Andar?" Astasia gave him a smile of such
bewitching charm that he could only nod in reply.

He turned back to the canvas in a daze, still
intoxicated by her fresh hyacinth scent, her smile . . .

Gavril painted until the light faded: the sun was
setting and the last dying rays deepened the misty blue of
the sea to lilac. He had been so absorbed in his work that
he had not noticed till now that his back and arm ached.
He stood back from the canvas, looking at it critically in



the twilight. Yes, he had captured something of her
elusively wistful expression, even though it was not yet as
perfect as he could wish.

Music came floating on the drowsy summer night.
Carriages were drawing up, wheels crunching over the
gravel on the broad drive. Gavril took out a cloth to wipe
his brush and started to pack away his paints.

Colored lanterns glowed like little jewels on the
terraces. The guests were arriving, the women dressed in
bright spangled muslins of primrose, coral, and turquoise;
diamonds and sapphires sparkled around their throats. The
men wore uniforms stiff with gold brocade and brass
buttons. The night gleamed with golden candlelight,
trembled with the babble of conversation and the frothy
dance melodies, light as foam on the waves in the bay.

It was time to leave. And yet he could not go, not yet,
not without seeing her one more time.

Servants, resplendent in the blue liveries of the duke's
household, hurried past them with golden punch bowls,
silver trays of petits fours and crystal dishes filled to the
brim with sugar-dusted berries.

The dancers spilled out onto the terrace and Gavril
strolled into the gardens to watch, leaning against the
pillared balustrade from which the wide, dark lawns rolled
down to the sea beneath. The warm night air tasted of
sparkling wine, headily effervescent. Little trails of white
moths fluttered around the flickering lanterns.

No one challenged him. No one seemed to notice that
he was not wearing military uniform or evening dress.



And then he saw her, one hand resting on her older
brother Andrei's arm, gazing gravely at the spinning
dancers. In her gown of white organdie, trimmed with
green silk ribbons, she reminded Gavril of a snow flower,
clean and pure among the garish costumes of the guests.

Suddenly he realized that she had seen him and was
gazing at him with an intensity that made him shiver.

She moved away from Andrei, rapidly fanning herself
with her white feather fan. He caught a few snatches of
words as she came closer, smilingly shaking her head as
attentive young men offered her ices, sherbets, fruit
punch.

"So hot . . . fresh air . . . maybe later . . ."

He watched as she drifted down the marble steps
onto the darkened lawns and followed.

"Altessa," he said softly.
She turned to him. "Gavril," she said.

His heart beat faster to hear her pronounce his name
without the formality of "Maistre Andar." It had a
wonderfully intimate quality, as if they were equals, as if
he could hope—against all hopes—that a poor painter
could . ..

"Do you believe in fate, Gavril?" she said, softer still.
"It's as if we were meant to meet. As if we were meant to
be together."

The strains of a waltz drifted out from the ballroom.

"Listen," she said, "they're playing 'White Nights,' my



favorite tune . . ."

Before he knew what he was doing, she was in his
arms, her head close to his, and they were dancing slowly,
circling on the dew-wet grass, in a pool of moonlight.

He leaned toward her—he could not help himself—and
kissed her.

[Missing??7?]

Bitter resentment burned through him like a flame. He
was as good as the Mirom aristocracy, no—better! How
dare they humiliate him in this way?

"Astasia!" he cried aloud over the waves' soft rise and
fall. Suddenly the beach went black. Glancing up, he saw a
darkness blotting out the stars, and a thin, cold wind
sighed across the waves. Must be a storm coming after all

He hastened his steps, hurrying toward the path that
led up to his home, the Villa Andara, at the opposite end of
the bay.

But as he moved, the darkness moved too, shifting
faster than any wind-driven cloud, racing across the night
sky toward him, pursuing him like a hawk wheeling over its

prey.

The feeling of dread overwhelmed him, cold as a
fever sweat. He clambered up the sandy cliff path,
stumbling over the tangled blackberry briars and tree
roots. Breathless and sweating, he reached the old rose
garden, his mother's favorite place.



High above the villa the shadow cloud hovered, black
like choking smoke, leaching all the stars' brightness from
the night.

What in God's name was it? And why had it pursued
him so relentlessly?

He launched himself toward the safety of the villa,
tearing across the lawns as though his life depended on it,
hurling himself at the side door that his mother had left
unlocked for him.

Inside, he leaned against the door, gasping for breath.
Then he shot the heavy bolts and locked the door with the
key.

Now that he was inside the villa, the whole episode
began to seem not only bizarre but absurd. He must have
imagined it. His mind, already inflamed with anger and
desire, had distorted what was nothing but a rising sea
mist into something far more sinister. What a fool I've
been.

He went along the passageway toward the stairs,
tiptoeing so as not to disturb Elysia or their housekeeper
Palmyre. But the feeling of dread still haunted him, as
though the dark shadow mist had smothered the whole
house, extinguishing the light of the stars.

He reached his room and, exhausted, flung himself
down on his bed, closing his eyes.

The balmy evening air suddenly breathed cold and
chill. Gavril opened one eye.

[Garbled] the chimney! And now the darkness had



entered his room, rolling out of the open fireplace like
smoke, gathering itself in great coils like a
daemon-serpent, rearing up over his bed to swallow him in
its gaping maw.

Gavril gave a cry, tried to roll away—and found
himself drowning in swathes of shadow.

He felt his consciousness suddenly wrenched free
from the body that lay on the bed, flung far from the
warm Smarnan night into a whirling chaos of cloud and
stars . ..

He is in a torch-lit hall. The smoky air reeks of burned
pitch and worse: the stench of spilled blood, vomit, and
something else—a raw, acrid, chemical stink that makes
the eyes water and the throat burn.

As the swirling smoke clears, Gavril sees a figure
slumped on the tiled floor of the chamber, a figure that
strives slowly, painfully, to drag itself over the patterned
tiles toward the door. A dark liquid smears the tiles,
staining them, steadily leaking from the slow-moving
figure. Gavril can do nothing; a helpless observer, he can
only watch the dying man's agonized progress.

"Why? Why have you brought me here?"

"Look." The hoarse command reverberates in his
mind, a brazen funeral bell relentlessly tolling. "Look!”

His gaze is forced up, away from the dying man—and
he finds himself staring directly into the eyes of a
golden-haired young man, eyes dark with terror and
exultation as he stands over his victim, bloodstained saber
In one hand, a jeweled goblet in the other.



"This," cries the young man, emptying the contents of
the goblet on the other, "for my mother." His voice is
choked with emotion, a hatred and grief so bitter Gavril
can almost taste it in the rank, death-tainted air. "This for
my sisters."

His victim writhes around, hands upraised, fingers
clawing. For one moment, in the paroxysmal shudder that
twists his body, Gavril sees a column of smoke arising, a
spark-filled, cobalt smoke that goes rushing toward the
rafters. Flames shoot out from the writhing column and
the young man drops, screaming, to his knees. His hand
that holds the goblet is burning, bright with blue fire. He
hurls the goblet at his adversary.

"This," he screams, "for my father—"

The column disperses into shreds and tatters of
snaking, wisping smoke. In its midst, the older man
crumples, crashing back to the floor, the last of his
strength exhausted. "Who let you in?" His words rasp out
on a dying whisper, but Gavril recognizes the voice. It is
an echo, a fast-failing echo of the stern voice in his head.
"Who betrayed me?"

But the young man has doubled up, hugging his
seared arm to his chest, too choked with pain to reply.

"No more." Gavril tries to close his mind, to shut out
the pain and terror.

A loud hammering shakes the door timbers. Now
there are voices shouting, clamoring to be let in.

The young man staggers to his feet. Gavril sees the
revulsion—revulsion and raw fear—in his eyes. The



exultation has faded. He has never killed before.
"Here! Over here!"

Someone else is in the room. An urgent voice, low and
husky, is calling from the smoke. An accomplice. The
murderer is not alone.

The thuds at the door grow louder, more insistent;
Gavril hears the creak of rending timbers.

"Hurry!”

The young man stumbles away from his victim,
slipping on the blood-smeared tiles.

Gavril strains to make out where the third person is
hiding—yet all he sees is a wooden panel sliding open in
the painted wall.

The locked door bursts inward in an explosion of
splinters, and armed men come tumbling into the room.

"Too late . . ." There is a mocking, ironic taint to the
whispered words of the dying man.

And, as if glimpsed through his fast-dimming sight,
Gavril's vision begins to break up—streaked, distorted,
fading like the last shreds of the dispersing smoke.

"Gavril." The voice burns through his brain, a last,
desperate plea, as if dragged from the fiery depths of the
abyss.

"Remember . .."

Gavril opened his eyes. Watery dawn light spilled
down into his room.



Yet he could only lie staring into nothing, rigid,
paralyzed with the horror of the vision, wanting to wish it
away as only a dream. But how could anything so
immediate, so real, have been a mere dream?

"Remember . . ."

The aftertaste of the vision suddenly gripped Gavril's
stomach. He rolled off the bed and staggered queasily
toward the dressing room, pitching forward over the sink,
heaving and retching.

And then he heard the distant clatter of hoofbeats.

Through the receding surges of nausea, Gavril raised
his head, eyes watering. He wondered if Andrei Orlov was
up early with his fellow officers for a day's hunting. And if
Astasia was with her brother . . .

He stuck his head under the water tap and let the
ice-cold water flow until his skin tingled with the shock of
it.

The sound of horses' hooves grew louder. They were

coming this way, along the upper bay road, toward the
cliffs.

He could hear shouts now, men's voices, calling to
each other. Puzzled, he staggered to his feet. There came
a knocking on the front door. Who was it and what could
they want at this early hour?

Head pounding, Gavril made for the hall. The knocking
was more insistent now. Ahead of him, Palmyre was slowly
crossing the hall, yawning and wiping the sleep from her
eyes.



"Palmyre!" He heard his mother's voice cry out from
the upper floor. "Don't open!"

But Palmyre had already pulled back the bolts. The
door was thrown open and a group of men pushed their
way past her into the hall. They were tall, tattooed with
clanmarks and ritual scars, their long hair braided.

"No!" Elysia screamed from the top of the stairs.

Gavril stopped where he was, staring, openmouthed.
Were they thieves come to rob them?

But the foremost among the intruders came forward
and flung himself on his knees before Gavril.

"Drakhaon," he said. His deep voice trembled with
emotion. "I bring bad news. Your father—" Tears
channeled down the deeply graven lines of his
weather-burned face. "Your father is dead."

"My father?" Gavril stared down at the kneeling man
in astonishment. And as he stood staring, the other men
dropped to their knees too.

He turned to Elysia, who had frozen pale and silent at
the foot of the stairs. "Mother?"

"So," she said, in a numbed, toneless voice, "Volkh is
dead.”

"Mother," Gavril said again, pleadingly. "Who is Volkh?
Who are these men?"

"Lord Drakhaon," the barbarian warrior said, still on
his knees. Gavril saw now that, for all his rings and
tattoos, he was an old man, and his braided hair was gray



as iron. "We have come to take you home." He used the
common tongue, yet so strangely inflected that Gavril
wondered if he had understood him correctly.

"Home?" he repeated, utterly confused. "This is my
home."

"Not Smarna, lord. To your rightful inheritance. To
Azhkendir."

"Azhkendir? Surely there's been some mistake. This is
my home, here in Smarna—"

"No mistake." Tears still ran down the old warrior's
cheeks; he seemed unashamed to weep in front of
strangers. "Don't you remember me, Lord Gavril? Kostya,
Bogatyr Kostya Torzianin, your father's right-hand man?"

Gavril shook his head. This was all happening too fast.
Maybe he was still dreaming—

Dreaming.

For a dizzying moment, Gavril found himself plunged
back into the bloodstained hall of his nightmare, staring
down at the sprawled figure, reliving those last agonizing
death throes . . .

"How did my father die?" he heard himself asking in a
cold, distant voice.

Kostya's expression darkened. Though tears still
glistened in his eyes, Gavril saw now a glimmer of
implacable hatred and despair.

"I failed your father, Lord Gavril. I fell into a trap. I
was not at his side to defend him when he needed me.



For that I can never forgive myself: that I still live when
my lord and master is dead."

"But how? How did he die?"

"He . . ." The old man seemed shamed even to say
the words aloud. "He was betrayed. Betrayed—and
murdered."

"Why, Mother? Why didn't you tell me?"

Elysia Andar stood unmoving, her back to Gavril, her
hands resting on the windowsill as she gazed out over the
blue waters of the bay. She stood so still, she could have
been mistaken for one of the pale marble statues that
graced her terraced gardens below.

Gavril took a faltering step toward her. Still she did
not turn. Tears he could have understood. But this terrible
cold, silent anger was new to him. He didn't know how to
approach her. He felt as if it were somehow his fault.

White gulls swooped outside the villa's open windows,
their mewing cries echoing over the bay. The hot, dusty
scent of oleanders drifted in on the golden air. A
half-finished canvas stood on an easel where the light was
strongest; he caught a whiff of the oily smell of the drying
paints. This was the essence of his childhood memories:
the hot sun of Smarna, the lapping blue waters, his mother
painting, humming to herself as she worked.

And yet now it was as if he looked at it all through a
dark lens that made everything warped, distorted.

"Mother?" Gavril tried a more coaxing tone. He came
closer, hands hovering behind her shoulders, wanting to



touch her, to seek reassurance, yet not daring to. "Please,
Mother." To his shame he heard his voice crack; he had
not intended to break down in front of her. He had to be
strong, if only to keep some semblance of sanity in the
chaos that his life had become. "I need to know."

He heard her sigh as softly as the whisper of the
waves on the gilded sands of the bay below.

"This is my home. Smarna. Isn't it?"

"My home," she said dully.

I/

"But I grew up here. This,"—and Gavril stretched out
his arm, encompassing the villa and the gardens in his
gesture—"this is all I remember. Now they—they tell me I
am from Azhkendir and I must leave, leave you, leave my
work unfinished, to go to Azhkendir. They tell me I have
inherited this title, Drakhaon—and I have no idea what
they are talking about!"

Elysia slowly turned around to face him. He saw that
she had been silently crying, the tears leaving glistening
traces on her peach-soft skin. "I was going to tell you,”
she said, her voice stifled, "when you come of age next
year. Now, it seems, events have overtaken me."

"But is it true?" Gavril pleaded. "Was he my father?”

"Yes," she said. She gazed back at him, her eyes
dark, shadow-haunted. He had always cherished the
image of her as serene, as sunny-natured as Vermeille
Bay below. Kostya Torzianin's sudden, unannounced arrival
had destroyed that serenity. The woman who stared at
him, distractedly picking at her lace fichu with her nails,
was a distortion of the mother he thought he knew. He



could not remember ever seeing her look so troubled—or
so vulnerable—before.

"Why did you lie to me?" It hurt him to cause her
pain. But hadn't he the right to learn the truth about his
birth? "Why did you tell me you didn't know where he
was?"

"You are still so young, Gavril," she said. "Sometimes
a kind of lie is preferable to the truth."

"And the truth is?"

"That I had to get you away from him."
Still only these terse, enigmatic fragments.
"But why? Why?"

She seemed to achieve some kind of control over
herself, moving suddenly to the table and the cut-glass
decanter of karvi, the orange-and-caraway-perfumed
liqueur she usually offered to visitors. He saw her pour
herself a glass and start to take small, shuddering sips of
the liqueur, as though trying to calm herself. Was it going
to be so difficult to tell him the truth? Had his father been
such a monster? He began to dread what he had to hear.

Elysia sat down on one of the silk couches, the glass
of karvi still in her hand.

"What has that old man told you?"

"Kostya?" Gavril grimaced. He had been forced to
listen to the stern old man's repeated insistences that he
had given his dying father his oath to lay down his life for
his son and bring him back to Azhkendir. Palmyre had



come to his rescue: the warriors were now busy eating in
the kitchen and drinking their way through a keg of the
household's best ale. "All Kostya says is that I must pack
my bags and make ready to leave for Azhkendir." He
wrinkled his nose. "Do the druzhina always smell so ripe?"

"They all need a bath. And some fresh clothes. But
that's the way of the Drakhaon's druzhina, as you will soon
discover if you go back with him, Gavril. They are not like
us. They choose to live by ancient clan laws and clan
loyalties. Have you seen Kostya's tattoos?" She made a
little moue of disapproval. "Barbaric. Don't let them put a
single clanmark on you."

"But my father," Gavril said, sitting down opposite her.

"Your father."” He saw her take another sip of the
karvi, turning the glass round and round in her fingers.
Then Elysia suddenly leaned toward him, her voice huskily
intense.

"I first met your father when he came here to sit for
a portrait. And once he had recovered from his
astonishment that the painter was a woman, we began to
get to know each other. He was very good-looking then.
Dashing. Rough and unpolished, by the standards of
Smarnan society—but I liked him all the more for that. He
had a . . . a kind of raw honesty, an impulsiveness that
appealed to me. Beside him, the young men in my circle
seemed colorless, dull. But love made me blind, Gavril,
blind to any imperfections or flaws. I could not see that
your father's impulsiveness hid a terrible, destructive
temper—that the fearless spirit I had fallen in love with
concealed a capacity for savage cruelty.”



Gavril heard what she said but still did not understand.
"He—he treated you badly? Did he—did he hurt you?"

He saw her try to conceal a shudder as she drained
the last of the liqueur in her glass.

"What I'm trying to tell you is that your father
changed. Not all at once, but insidiously, almost as though
there were some slow-working poison in his veins. Or
maybe he was always that way and he tried to change
himself as a ploy to win me . . . and failed. Or maybe
there is some malign influence at work in Azhkendir,
something in the endless winters and the dark, lonely
forests that sends them all mad. I don't know, Gavril, all I
know is that it was no place for a little child, for my son to
grow upin..."

"So you left him?"

"I ran away, yes. With you. And he sent Kostya and
his men after us and they caught us in the forest and
brought us back." Her gaze had shifted from his. She was
staring into emptiness . . . and through her eyes, he saw
her, a terrified young woman, clutching her baby,
surrounded by a ring of tattooed, fur-cloaked warriors.

"What did he do to you?" Gavril said in a whisper.

"At first he kept me locked in my room. Imprisoned.
And then . . . then he came to me one night and I saw in
his eyes a distant shadow of the man I had once loved.
And he said, 'Terrible things are going to happen here,
things over which I shall have little—or no—control. I want
you to take Gavril and get out. Get out now. Before I
change. Before it's too late."™



"He let you go?"
Elysia nodded; her eyes had clouded with tears.
"'Before I change'? What did he mean?"

"A few days after I crossed the border, a clan war
broke out in Azhkendir. I made my way back here to
Smarna with you. I had only the clothes I was wearing and
a few coins in my purse. But money, generous gifts of
money, began to be paid into a trust fund for you.
Instructions arrived in an anonymous letter . . ."

"So no one knew?"

"Everything was done using false names. Your father
had made too many enemies; if anyone found out you
were his son . . ."

"Was he . . ." Gavril hesitated to ask the question that
had been tormenting him. "Was he really such a monster?"

She looked him in the eyes then. Her look chilled his
heart, like a jagged splinter of ice. "Yes."

The sunlit room seemed to grow darker, as if a cloud
had drifted across the sun.

"What did he do?"

"If you really want to know, you must find out for
yourself; please don't ask me to tell you. It sickens me just
to think of it. Sometimes I wonder . . . if I hadn't run
away, maybe I could have prevented it from happening.”
She looked away, her voice hardly audible above the
whisper of the sea. "Or maybe no one could have
influenced him. But I still wake in the dark before dawn,



Gavril, and I wonder—did I help make him into the tyrant
he became?"

Gavril sat staring helplessly at her. Tyrant. Savage.
Monster. He wasn't sure he wanted to find out any more
about this man who was said to be his father.

"They called me Drakhaon. What does that mean?
You said my father's name was Volkh."

He saw his mother shiver as he said the name.
Drakhaon. She leaned across and took his hands in hers,
looking closely down at them, almost as if she were
examining them.

"Mother?" he said, puzzled.

"You don't have to go to Azhkendir if you don't want
to, Gavril," she said, closing her slender, paint-stained
fingers firmly around his. "You can renounce your
inheritance. Let them find another Drakhaon."

"There is no other heir!" Kostya stood in the open
doorway, his scarred, seamed face twisted with anger.
"Not while my lord's son lives. He is Drakhaon. By right of
birth, by right of blood—"

"How long have you been lurking out there,
eavesdropping?” Elysia turned on him, her brown eyes
narrowed. "This is none of your business, this is between
me and my son.”

"Lord Gavril," Kostya said, ignoring her, "I made a
blood vow to your father. I vowed I would bring his son
home to his inheritance."



"Oh," cried Elysia, "and what is more important? The
keeping of your vow or my son's future?"

"Has it not occurred to you, Drakhys," Kostya said,
unwavering, "that the two are inextricably connected? How
can young Lord Gavril—"

"What did you call me?" Elysia said, her voice
suddenly hard and tense.

"Drakhys. It is your title. As Lord Volkh's consort—"

"His consort?" Gavril heard his mother begin to laugh.
Her laughter had always reminded him of the throaty
cooing of the white doves in the tall sea-pines. But this
laughter was harsh; mocking and mirthless. It disturbed
him. "And what of the others? Even here, in Smarna, I've
heard the stories, Kostya."

"There have been other women, yes," Kostya said
stiffly, "but no other heir. And you were the only one he
cared for, lady. After you left he was inconsolable . . ."

"I wish I could believe you, Kostya." Elysia turned
away from him, going back out onto the balcony. Gavril
saw how the dazzling sunlight turned her breeze-tousled
hair to strands of antique gold. He felt a sudden stab of
anguish for her. "I wish I could believe you."

Gavril could not sleep. Moonlight lit his room, silvering
his tumbled sheets. If he slept, last night's nightmare
might return to haunt him; he might find himself back in
that bloodstained, smoke-choked hall.

He had not mentioned the vision to anyone. There
had been fever dreams, childhood nightmares that had



woken him screaming for Elysia, but never anything as
chillingly vivid as this. The voice, the presence in his room,
had all been so real . . .

Murdered, Kostya had said. His father had been
murdered.

I don't believe in ghosts.

And yet, hadn't a scientist at the Mirom University
recently asserted that at the moment of death, some trace
of energy might be etched on the atmosphere, an energy
so intense that it could be measured? He and his fellow
students had spent an evening hotly debating the point
over several bottles of red wine in their favorite tavern
down by the harbor.

He pushed aside the sweaty sheets and went out onto
the balcony. The setting moon hung low over the bay,
lighting the black waters with an opalescent glimmer. From
the villa's steeply terraced gardens below, the drowsy
summer scents of frangipani and night jasmine perfumed
the warm, dark air. This was his home.

And now he had to leave, to go north to the winter
country of Azhkendir. To leave his work incomplete. To
leave Astasia’s portrait only half-finished . . .

Until now, he had been nothing but a servant in
Astasia’s eyes. Now he found himself a lord, albeit lord of
an impoverished land of snow and shadows. Now he was
her equal. But to claim his inheritance, he must go away
from her, far away from the summer pleasures of
Vermeille . . . and by the time he returned, she would be
betrothed to Eugene of Tielen.



A melody began to whisper through his mind: the
sweet, wistful strains of "White Nights," to which they had
danced last night.

He must go claim her as his. He would stalk past the
guards who had manhandled him so brutally and demand
an audience with the Grand Duchess Sofia. And if any of
the disdainful Mirom aristocrats tried to stop him, he would
shrug them aside, saying, "Do you have any idea who I
really am?"

He vaulted over the balcony and went running through
the dark garden toward the shore.

The moonlit beach was deserted. As Gavril hurried
along the glistening sands, the only sound he could hear
was the lapping of the gray tide and the slap of his feet
over the wet strand.

Lord Gavril, Drakhaon of Azhkendir. How he would
relish the looks of confusion on their haughty faces when
he revealed his true identity!

He glanced suddenly over his shoulder. Was there
someone stalking him?

The beach was empty.

He followed the long curve of the bay round toward
the headland. High above him, the Villa Orlova glimmered
in the moonlight among the dark sea-pines.

"Astasia." He whispered her name to the night.

A sliver of moving shadow caught his eye. Instinct
made him whirl around, fists clenched, ready to defend



himself.

"You walk fast, Lord Gavril." Kostya Torzianin stood
behind him, arms folded.

"Kostya!" Gavril's heart was thudding, fury and fear
mingled. "How long have you been following me?"

"Quick reactions, too." Was it his imagination, or was
the old man grinning at him? "We'll make a bogatyr of you
yet."

"A what?"
"Bogatyr. Warrior. Like your father."

"I've told you, I'm a painter, not a fighting man." How
could he make Kostya understand? "And I'm perfectly
capable of looking after myself. I don't need a bodyguard."

Kostya shrugged. "As Gavril Andar, maybe. But now
you are Gavril Nagarian. Lord Drakhaon. And the Drakhaon
has enemies.”

Enemies. Gavril felt another shiver of unease. His
father had been murdered. Had he made enemies so
ruthless they would pursue their vendetta far beyond the
borders of Azhkendir? What bloody legacy of violence had
he inherited with this bizarre title?

"We have a long journey ahead of us, Lord Gavril.
Wind and tide are set fair for Azhkendir."

"We?" Gavril turned in exasperation on the old man.
"I'm not coming with you."

"But you are Drakhaon."



"And there are things I must attend to here in
Smarna. I will come to Azhkendir in my own good time."

The old warrior drew in his breath as if Gavril had
stabbed him.

"Don't you understand, lad?" His eyes burned in the
moonlight. "You must come now. You have no idea, have
you, of what you've inherited? She has told you nothing!"

Gavril turned and began to walk on along the shore,
flinging back over his shoulder, "I give you good night,
Kostya."

There was a silence then, broken only by the soft
lapping of the waves on the moon-silvered shore and the
sound of his own fierce breathing as he strode along at
the water's edge. His fists were clenched at his sides,
ready to punch anyone who dared to stop him.

Which was when he felt the blinding crack on the back
of his skull and darkness came surging in, faster than a
floodtide. His mind was still dazedly asking Why? as he
pitched forward.

Then it seemed as if someone reached up and
squeezed the last light from the moon, leaving him
crashing down, down into starless night.

A single lantern swung to and fro over Gavril's head.
Just watching it made him feel dizzy and sent dull stabs of
light through his head, like blunted knife blades. He closed
his eyes, wishing the pain would go away.

"There, lad. That's better now . . ."



Someone was speaking to him; the sound ebbed and
flowed in his consciousness with the swaying of the lantern
light. Each word dinned in his mind like an anvil stroke. He
wanted nothing but to sink back into the soft, dark oblivion
from which he had wakened.

Instead he became aware of the noises around him:
the rhythmic creak of timbers, the swash and splash of
deep waters slapping close to where he lay. The lantern
still swung dizzyingly to and fro, swinging in time with the
creak of the timbers.

"Where . . . ?" It took all his strength to whisper the
single word.

The twisted shadow of a man materialized beside him,
looming over him like some creature of darkness.

"Are you thirsty? Here. Drink." Someone raised his
head, tipping a cup of water to his lips. The water was
tainted with bitter spirit. He choked, peering with
unfocused eyes, trying to identify the man who had
emerged from the creaking, moving shadows.

"No more." He tried to turn his head away. If only he
could clear the fog from his mind, if only he could begin to
think clearly, he would be able to figure out what he was
doing here . . . on a boat . . . at sea?

"Kidnapped. I've been kidnapped!" He reared up,
shaking his fist at the shadowy figure. "You—you damned
pirate!" The cabin spun giddily about him. He dropped
weakly back onto the mattress.

"Lie still, my lord," said his captor tersely.



At last Gavril thought he recognized the man, from his
voice and his swinging braids, gray as iron.

"Kostya? Wh—where am I?" Shreds of memory began
to return. He had been walking along the seashore, the
moon was bright on the waters, and then . . .

"We left Vermeille Bay last night. In two days we
should reach the White Sea and make landfall at
Arkhelskoye."

At first Gavril could find no words. Fury robbed him of
speech. He had been kidnapped not by corsairs but by his
father's own men.

"I told you," he said at last, "that I would not come
with you. And you abducted me."

"Yes, my lord."

"You hit me over the head." The sick headache from
the blow still lowered, with the rolling menace of distant
thunder. "You almost split my skull!"

Kostya shrugged. He seemed not the least contrite.

"Why?" Gavril managed to spit out the question at
last. "What gave you the right? To bring me against my
will?"

"Because you are our Drakhaon, whether you will or
no," the old warrior said.

"And my mother?" He pictured Elysia alone, frantically
searching the villa, the gardens, the empty shore, calling
his name in vain. "I don't suppose you thought to tell her
of your plan? Did it ever cross your mind that she might be



distressed at finding that her only son has disappeared?"

Kostya shrugged again. "You can send word to her
from Arkhelskoye."

The swinging lantern flame was making Gavril feel
seasick again. He closed his eyes but still it etched a trail
of fire on his lids.

"And how long am I to remain your prisoner?" he
heard himself asking as if from a great distance away. The
tumult of the heaving waves seemed to be growing louder.
Kostya's answer sounded as if from far away, a lone
sea-mew's cry across fogbound waters.

"You are Drakhaon, lord; you are not our prisoner."

"It seems to me . . ." An overwhelming heaviness had
begun to seep through Gavril's body. "That the two . . .
are one and the same . . ." The odd taste of the water

was still bitter in his dry mouth. Drugged. They had
drugged him. He tried one last time to rise up, hand
outstretched in impotent anger. The roaring of the foggy
waters dinned in his ears and he was falling back down,
down through the lightless depths of a nameless sea.

The delirious strains of a waltz whirl through Gavril's
dreams. "White Nights" . . .

He is in the ballroom of the Villa Orlova.

Dark shadow-figures flit past, their faces concealed by
grotesque masks: feathered, hook-beaked like birds of
prey, or grinning like gargoyles. The once-rich hangings
are moldering, powdered with dust; the chandeliers with
their guttering candles are draped with grimy cobwebs.



But still the dancers spin dizzyingly around the mirrored
ballroom to the frenetic waltz.

"Astasia!" he cries, scanning the dance floor for her.
He pushes in among the frenzied dancers, going from
couple to couple, searching.

"Gavril?"

He hears her answering cry and catches sight of her
across the floor, pale in her white gown, arms
outstretched.

He runs toward her—and the dancers turn on him, the
leering, grinning masks looming out of the darkness as
they catch hold of him, spinning him around, white-gloved
fingers pawing, clawing.

"Help me, Gavril!"
Astasia, dragged away into the darkness . . .

The dance music fractures into discordant fragments,
shattering like the shards of a broken mirror . . .

Gavril opened his eyes. The stench of tar, the creak of
timbers, the splash of the swell of an ice-cold sea, the
incessant rocking all told him he was still a prisoner on the
Azhkendi vessel, sailing ever farther away from Astasia by
the hour.

White light seared Gavril's eyes: thin, cold winter
sunlight. He staggered as he came up on deck and felt
Kostya catch hold of him, supporting him.

"One step at a time, Lord Gavril. Easy does it."



"Where . . . is ... this place?" Gavril covered his
dazzled eyes with his hand. He felt as weak as the time he
was ill with the quinsy, wandering for days in a raging
fever that left him thin and unsteady as a newborn foal.
But then he had been dosed with physic, not the powerful
sedative drugs he guessed Kostya had used to subdue
him. The barque moved slowly forward through the ice
floes, rocking gently on a sea as pale as milk. Gavril took
hold of the rail, trying to steady himself.

"The White Sea," he murmured.

There was a crackling glitter to the expanse of water
that stretched into a misty horizon. The sea glimmered
with a sheen of ice. Even the air sparkled with frost.

"We passed the last merchant ships out of
Arkhelskoye," Kostya said, his breath smoking on the
frosty air. "The sea is freezing fast around us." He leaned
on the rail, frowning out at the ice-hazed horizon. "Too
fast. There's some kind of spirit-mischief at work here. Ice
at sea when the berries are still red on the moors?"

"Spirit-mischief?" echoed Gavril in disbelief. This must
be some old Azhkendi folk superstition, he supposed.

Kostya gave him a long, hard look. "Has she taught
you nothing of your heritage?"

"So we're cut off?"

"Unless my lord wishes to fly back to Smarna," Kostya
said with a wry shrug.

Gavril drew in a breath to reply. The air seared his
tongue, dry and stingingly cold. The shock silenced him.



He was trapped. Trapped in a barbaric little country,
far from any hope of rescue. And if the last ships had left,
what means was there of getting a message to
Smarna—or to Astasia?

He began to shiver uncontrollably.
"You must be cold, my lord."

Kostya wrapped a heavy cloak about his shoulders, a
fur cloak pungent with a rank civet smell.

"There is to be a small ceremony, lord, when we
make landfall. To welcome you. To prove to your people
that you are Lord Volkh's son. It is the custom in
Azhkendir."

"Proof?" Either the sedatives had not quite worn off
yet, or the cold had numbed his brain. He had no idea
what Kostya was talking about.

"So it's true. Your mother told you nothing. Nothing at
all."

"What should she have said?" Gavril rounded on him.
How dare the old man insult his mother? "That my father
never once tried to find us after she left Azhkendir? Left
her to raise his son without a sou to her name?"

"You never received any of his letters?" Kostya said.
There was a bleak bitterness in his voice.

"Letters!" Gavril's mind was in a whirl. "He wrote me
letters?"

"She must have destroyed them, then. Ah." Kostya
passed his hand back and forth across his forehead as



though trying to order his thoughts. "So you know nothing
of your heritage."

"Nothing!" Gavril flung back at him. He was shaken
now, wondering what terrible truth the old warrior was so
reluctant to tell him. Savage, Elysia had said, weeping.
Cruel.

"I knew it was wrong to let you go. I tried to reason
with your father, but he was blinded by his love for your
mother; he would not keep her against her will. It was
always his intention to visit you on your twenty-first
birthday to instruct you about your powers. But that was
nottobe..."

"Powers? What powers?"

"It should not have fallen to me to tell you."” Tears
glittered once more in the old man’'s eyes. "It should have
been between father and son. It's not fit."

"My father is dead. There is no one else!"

Kostya swallowed hard. "You are Drakhaon. The blood
that burns in your veins is not the blood of ordinary men."

"So you have told me a hundred times and more. But
what is Drakhaon?"

"Look. " Kostya raised his arm, pointing to the barque's
mainsail. On the white canvas, an emblem was painted in
black and silver, an emblem that caught the light of the
morning sun and glittered, cold and cruel as winter. Now
Gavril could see it was a great hook-winged creature that
seemed to soar as the wind caught it, swelling the sall.



"Dragon?" Gavril whispered, transfixed. "But surely . .
. it must be a figure of speech, a title, a .. ."

"You are Drakhaon, lord," repeated Kostya doggedly.

"But how could my fatherbeaman...anda...a.
.. Gavril could not bring himself to say the word; the
concept was just too ridiculous. Dragons were legends in
storybooks for children.

"Drakhaon is not merely dragon, lord. Drakhaon is
dragon-warrior. A man who can wither his enemies with
his breath, who fires the warriors of his clan with the
power of his burning blood."

"No," Gavril said, laughing aloud at the ludicrous
implications.

"NO!”

"I was there when your father soared high above the
Arkhel stronghold and seared the Arkhel clan with his
breath. The night sky glittered—and our enemies died
where they stood."

"You saw what my father wanted you to see. A clever
illusion, maybe. Some trick with gunpowder and poisonous
smoke."

"I know what I saw," Kostya said, his face closed.

"But look at me. I'm a man, like any other. Where are
my wings, my talons, my fire-breathing nostrils?" He could
not stop the laughter now; it burned hard and mirthless in
his throat.

Kostya seized hold of his hands, turning them over,



thrusting them, nails upward, in front of his face.

"Look. Look! These stains on your nails. Blue stains.
See? That's one of the first signs."

"Old paint stains, nothing more. I'm a painter,
remember? Or I was until you kidnapped me."

"You thought these paint stains? This is just the
beginning."

"You're asking me to believe that if you had not come
to tell me, one day I would have woken in my bed to find
myself covered in scales, breathing flames, and scorching
holes in my sheets?"

"That is not how it happens,"” Kostya said curtly.

The laughter died. Gavril stared down at his hands,
suddenly sobered, as if Kostya had dashed cold water over
him. "Then how exactly does it happen?"

Kostya shook his grizzled head. "Have you still not
understood me? The Drakhaoul claimed you as its own.
You are Drakhaon, whether you will or no, until your dying
day. Your father's blood runs in your veins. And it is blood
proof that your people will demand to see when we make
landfall."

"What kind of barbaric custom is this?" Gavril cried,
drawing back from Kostya. Were they going to sacrifice
him?

"If you had been raised in Azhkendir, lord, you would
not find anything unnatural in this. But you know nothing
of our ways, nothing of our history. Your history."



"Blood, Kostya? My blood?" The anger was beginning
to simmer again. "What possible point can there be in the
letting of my blood?"

"The renewing of an ancient contract, lord. Between
the Drakhaon and his clan. A contract of mutual trust.
Besides, there is a power in your blood, Lord Gavril."

Speechless, Gavril turned his back on the Bogatyr,
gazing out over the shimmering expanse of ice. White as
far as the eye could see. White sea, white sky. For a
moment his anger gave way to bleak despair. He was not
just a prisoner of these savage clan warriors with their
crazed beliefs in dragons, but a prisoner of his own
birthright, condemned by the blood that pulsed through his
veins to a future dark beyond his darkest imaginings.

Gavril gripped the rail as the Drakhaon's barque was
brought alongside the jetty. The timbers ground against
stone as sailors leaped ashore, grabbing ropes to make
her fast.

Arkhelskoye was a sorry place, more a huddle of
deserted wooden buildings, warehouses, and customs
houses than a prosperous port.

A bell began to clang from the harbor tower, an iron
clamor shattering the icebound calm. Suddenly the shore
was thronging with people. Gavril blinked. Where had they
appeared from? There were women, thick shawls wrapped
around their heads, rough-bearded sailors trudging
through the snow, fur-cloaked clan warriors, and yet more
clan warriors.

"They have come to welcome you," Kostya said,



nudging Gavril toward the quay. Their feet crunched on
tightly packed snow as they walked to the end of the jetty.

The crowd stared at Gavril in silence. Expectant
silence. Now all he could hear was the thin whisper of a
wind that cut like wire . . . and the distant crackling of the
ice.

Kostya turned to him. He had drawn a curved-edged
knife from his belt. The white light glittered on the blade,
which was keen and translucent as ice.

"Do I have to go through with this?" Gavril asked
through gritted teeth. The utter stillness of the watching
crowd disturbed him. He could feel their eyes boring into
him. What did they expect to see?

"Right-hander, yes?" Kostya gripped hold of Gavril's
left hand, palm upward. Before Gavril could twist away, he
had drawn the thin blade across his palm. The cut stung,
keen as the whisper of the icy wind.

Gavril stared down at the open wound, too surprised
to cry out.

Blood dripped from his palm, a slash of dark liquid
welling from his scored skin. But . . . had Kostya smeared
the blade with some chemical substance to alter it?
Shouldn't his blood run red? This was dark, too dark for
human blood. Somewhere behind the pain and outrage, his
artist's mind tried to define the color accurately. It was
more porphyry-purple than crimson. No, closer to indigo
than purple . . .

With a grunt of satisfaction, Kostya lifted Gavril's palm
high in the air, showing it to the crowd. Blood dripped onto



the snow. Where it touched the snow, there was a faint
sizzling sound, as though the blood were burning its way
down to the soil beneath, staining the white snow dark as
ink.

And now, at last, the crowd broke its silence, the
people hushedly, excitedly nudging each other, pointing,
exclaiming.

"Say these words after me," Kostya whispered in
Gavril's ear. "With my blood."

""With my blood,™ Gavril repeated, almost speechless
with anger.

"I, Gavril Nagarian, claim my birthright as Lord of
Azhkendir."

"I, Gavril Nagarian."" The knife slash stung, cold as
the icy breath of the wind on his cheeks. "'Claim my
birthright as Lord of Azhkendir.™

He looked up, then, into the faces of the druzhina who
stood silently watching him, and it seemed to him that
there was a glint of hunger in their eyes, the hunger of a
starving wolf pack encircling its prey, waiting for the Kill.

Then the shouts of "Drakhaon!" began. People rushed
forward, straining to touch Gavril. But the druzhina moved
swiftly to hold them back, arms linked, forming an alley.
Kostya took hold of Gavril's arm and hastily led him
between the two lines toward a cluster of horses, saddled
and bridled, heads down against the wind. Ears ringing
from the shouting, Gavril saw nothing but a blur of staring,
eager faces and grabbing hands.



As Kostya helped him up into the saddle of a sturdy
black gelding, he looked back to the quay. People were
pushing and jostling each other to get to the place where
he had been standing, scrabbling in the snow. Dully he
realized they were fighting to collect the snow that had
been stained with his blood. His blood! What primitive
superstition made men and women place such faith in the
blood of their chosen lord?

He looked down at his palm in disbelief. The blood
was clotting already in the searingly dry cold air. In the
ice-light it was difficult to tell what color it was oozing now.

"Let me bind that for you, my lord." Kostya pressed a
linen pad onto the gash and swiftly tied it in place.

"Why didn't you warn me?" Gavril said, glaring at him.

"Gloves, Lord Gavril." The old warrior passed him a
pair of leather gloves, fur-lined, ignoring his question.
"You'll need these. We have a long ride ahead of us." And
he raised his hand in a gesture of command, impatiently
signaling to the druzhina, beckoning them toward the
waiting horses.

The crowd surged forward as Gavril's bodyguard
vaulted onto the backs of their mounts with whoops and
wild shouts of exultation. Kostya grabbed hold of Gavril's
reins. Hooves rattled on the compacted snow, a muted
thunder that shook the timbers of the wooden houses.

Gavril looked at the eager sea of faces as they swept
through the crowd. One alone caught his attention. A glint
of burnished gold hair; dark eyes staring at him from a
pale face with a singularly intense, unreadable expression.



For one moment all the shouts and the dinning of hooves
receded into a blur of sound.

A young man's face, eyes dark with pain and horror . .

Gavril swung around in the saddle, scanning the
following crowd. But the face had vanished and the
townspeople were dropping behind, only a few energetic
ones still pursuing them, waving and shouting his name.

They had been riding north across the moors for two
days since they had disembarked at the port of
Arkhelskoye. Inland from the bleak icebound coastline, the
snows had not yet settled on the bracken-brown
moorlands.

At first, Gavril had been sunk too deep in despair to
notice anything but the bitter cold and the desolation.
Hunched in his thick fur cloak, he rode along the moorland
trails in a drugged daze, shoulders braced against the
gusts of icy wind that buffeted them.

But as the last effects of the sedation gradually lifted
from his mind, he found himself going over and over what
had happened in Arkhelskoye. Again he felt the blade bite
into his palm, saw the blood sizzle into the snow, staining
it with drops as dark as midnight. The knife cut, tightly
bound, still stung beneath his leather riding gloves every
time he adjusted the reins.

It was a clever trick to impress the crowd, he allowed,
now that he could be more rational about what had
happened. Kostya must have used some secret dye on the
knife blade to change the color of his blood. Maybe it was



even a side effect of the sedative. As for the other talk of
dragons and flying . . . he was certain it must be
metaphorical. Much as past warrior princes had been
named "the Bear" or "the Hawk," so the lords of Azhkendir
must have gained the title of "Drakhaon" for their ruthless
skills in battle.

Gavril glanced uneasily at the druzhina riding on either
side of him. Their dour silence was less a trial than a
relief. He was in no mood for conversation. They might call
themselves his bodyguard, but he knew himself their
prisoner. Besides, he had not forgotten the look in their
eyes when Kostya held aloft his bleeding hand to the
crowd in Arkhelskoye. That strange look, hunger and
terror intermingled. What was in his blood that they both
desired and feared?

A sudden gust of wind swept across the purpled
moorlands, and Gavril began to shiver. Days away from
the sun-gilded shores of Smarna . . . would he ever feel
warm again?

In the far distance lay a range of jagged mountains
he heard Kostya call the Kharzhgylls. Kostya told him—in
one of his rare communicative moments—that they were
making for his father's kastel, which lay on the borders of
the vast forest of Kerjhenezh. On the open moorlands the
only trees they passed were single and sparsely branched,
but now the wind-bent clumps increased to small groves,
and from small groves to bristling woods.

That night they camped in a sandy clearing, and the
druzhina built a small fire of cones and pine twigs. They
had nearly used up their store of provisions; all that



remained were hunks of stale black bread, strips of dried
fish, and the water in their flasks. And when Gavril
suggested calling at a farmhouse or village to buy food,
Kostya turned such a strange look on him from beneath
his bushy, iron-gray brows that he did not dare repeat his
question.

While Gavril helped water the horses at a nearby
stream, Kostya sent the younger men of the druzhina in
search of wild mushrooms, herbs, and pungent berries in
the wood. Soon he was brewing a savory, salty fish broth
in which to soften the stale bread.

Gavril sat gazing into the flames of Kostya's fire. He
was too exhausted to find the energy to be angry with his
abductors anymore. His whole body ached from the long
hours in the saddle. He reckoned he could feel every
muscle in his thighs and calves. Now all he could think of
was a bath: a long soak in a hot, steamy tub.

Kostya spooned some of the broth into a bowl and
handed it to him. Gavril cupped the hot bowl in his hands,
breathing in the savor of wild herbs in the steam. He had
not realized till then how ravenous he was.

The druzhina ate in silence, draining the bowls to the
dregs with satisfied grunts, then wiping the clinging drops
of broth from their moustaches with the backs of their
hands.

Gavril watched them with a kind of fascinated disgust.
Was this what his father had been like? Rough-mannered,
taciturn, and battle-scarred? What had Elysia seen in him
to make her leave her home and family in Smarna for this
wild, desolate place?



He mopped the last of the broth from the sides of the
bowl with the bread.

Thinking of Smarna only brought Astasia back into his
mind. For a moment the fire-lit glade blurred as tears filled
Gavril's eyes. He had not even been given the chance to
send word from Arkhelskoye as Kostya had promised. Was
he to be trapped here until the ice melted in the spring? By
then she would be married, beyond his reach forever.
Furiously, he blinked the tears away. Tears were no use.
He must start to plan his escape.

Kostya hunkered down in front of the fire beside him,
stretching his scarred, knotted hands out over the flames
to warm them.

"Tomorrow we reach your father's kastel," he said,
"and you come into your inheritance, Lord Gavril."

Gavril's wits were sharper now that he had eaten.

"This initiation I must undergo," he said dryly. "What
does that entail? More bloodletting? More conjuring tricks?"

Kostya gave him a long, appraising look. Gavril
suddenly felt like a young, raw recruit whose pretense of
bravado has been exposed as a sham.

"It is @ ceremony or a contract," Kostya said at
length, "between the Drakhaon and his druzhina. Do you
think that hardened warriors like these would be
impressed by conjuring tricks?"

"If I agree to go through with this ceremony," Gavril
said wearily, "then I want my freedom. I want to be free
to come and go as I please. To go back to Smarna.”



"That would be unwise in these circumstances, my
lord."

"Unwise! Didn't my father meet my mother when he
was traveling abroad?"

"Your father had no blood feud to settle when he met
your mother."

"Blood feud?" This time it was Gavril who looked
searchingly at the old warrior. "What blood feud?"

"Whenever a Clan Lord dies dishonored in Azhkendir,
murdered in bed or in his own hall—" Kostya threw a
handful of pinecones on the glowing embers of the fire.
"His clan are blood-bound to find the murderer and exact
their revenge."

"Revenge?" Gavril echoed, dreading what must come
next.

"If the murder is not avenged, the spirit of the Clan
Lord cannot rest in peace. The land begins to die. Crops
fail. Winters never end."

The cones crackled and spat, drops of crystallized
resin flaring up into little flames, giving off the
bittersweetness of burning incense into the black night.

"And the honor of vengeance falls, by right of blood,
to the Clan Lord's eldest son."

"You mean me? I must kill my father's murderer?”
Anger flared again, impotent, cold anger. "Is that what this
is about? You've kidnapped me to perpetuate your
barbaric blood feud?"



Smoke billows across his sight, blue smoke, spangled
with iridescent firesparks. A young man's face,
blood-smeared, turns toward his, eyes dark with pain and
horror . . .

Gavril felt the old man's hand on his shoulder, gripping
hard, steadying him.

"Are you all right, Lord Gavril?"

Gavril shook his head, trying to clear his sight. The
only smoke he could see now was the twisting wood
smoke from their fire, gray and dull.

"But—no one knows who the murderer is. You told me
so yourself."

Dark eyes staring at him from the crowd at
Arkhelskoye with a singularly intense, unreadable
expression.

"We'll twist a few more tongues." Kostya turned his
head aside and spat. "People talk . . . sooner or later.”

That acrid stink of chemicals, the phial of liguid, his
father's shuddering cry, "Who /et you in?"”

"Wo assassins will corme near you, my lord. You will be
well protected in Kastel Drakhiaon. ”

Wwell protected?
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Drakhaon, someone within the kastel had betrayed his
father. Someone who hated all of the Nagarian blood with
an unrelenting, unassuageable hate. Someone who was
waiting for him.

«K» &K &K

The youngest and most insignificant housemaid of
Kastel Drakhaon came hurtling along the painted corridor,
not looking where she was going. Coming toward her was
Sosia the housekeeper, weighed down by a pile of clean
linen. Kiukiu skidded to a halt—but too late to avoid a
collision. Sheets, pillowcases, and towels cascaded to the
floor.

"Clumsy child!"

A sharp slap to the face; Kiukiu ducked—but not quite
fast enough. Her cheek stung.

"Sorry, Auntie Sosia." Kiukiu dropped to her knees,
trying to help Sosia pick up the spilled sheets.

"You'll have to mind your manners, my girl, when our
new master arrives. Best stay in the kitchen, out of the
way. He won't want—"

A bell began to tinkle. Sosia looked up.
"What does she want now?"

The bell went on tinkling, a high, insistent, irritating
sound. Lilias' bell; Kiukiu pulled a face. Beautiful Lilias,
indolent and heavy with child. Refusing to leave her rooms.
Demanding attention at all hours of the day and night.
Sosia's slaps might sting, but her anger was soon



forgotten. Lilias never forgot a transgression, no matter
how small.

Sosia shoved the sheets into Kiukiu's arms.

"Well, I can't send you to see to her wants, can I, not
after last time? Where's that good-for-nothing maid of
hers?"

The bell continued its insistent, petulant tinkle.

"You'll have to make up the bed for Lord Gavril." Sosia
pushed herself up again, shaking the creases from her
gray skirts. "I'll go see to my lady Lilias. Oh—and don't you
dare touch anything. Just make the bed. And go."

Since the time she was old enough to take up service,
Kiukiu had been sent to clean the grates and lay the fires
in the kastel bedchambers. She had lugged the heavy
buckets of sea coal and logs up from the outhouses; she
had swept and scraped the ashes from the grate, rubbing
the iron firedogs clean, day after day. But it was an honor
to be allowed into the Drakhaon's chamber, to perform
even the most menial task—a fact that Sosia never let her
forget, reinforced with many cuffs, slaps, and beatings.
But Kiukiu never minded being accorded this particular
honor, because it meant she could sneak a look at the
portrait.

She wandered around, drifting a duster over the dark,
carved wood of the brocade-curtained bed, the tall chest
of ivory-inlaid ebony, the lower chest encrusted with
carved dragons, all sharp spines and curved wings until . .

Until she reached the portrait. It was set in a simple



frame, so unostentatious that you could have passed it by
were it not for the vivid quality of the painting. Whomever
the artist was, they had captured a moment in time so
intensely that whenever Kiukiu looked at it, she felt as if
she were gazing through a window into another world.

The portrait showed a boy of nine or ten years, head
slightly turned as if someone had just called his name. His
wind-ruffled hair was dark-brown, lit with little tips of
golden bronze. Behind him, Kiukiu could see a white
balcony—and beyond that the blue of the sea. The boy's
sunburned features were regular, strong-boned. His
expression was serious—though there was something in
the way the artist had painted his eyes, and the little quirk
at the corner of his mouth, that suggested the seriousness
was assumed for the solemn occasion of the portrait and
that an infectious grin was about to break through. And
those eyes—they seemed to follow her when she moved
away. Blue as the misty sea behind him, shaded by curling
dark lashes and strong, dark brows, there was a luminous
gleam to those blue eyes that was so lifelike it made her
catch her breath.

When no one was around, she used to speak to the
boy. Who else was there to confide in? Sosia was too busy
with the affairs of the household to trouble herself with
the feelings of the youngest, lowliest servant girl. Lilias had
taken an instant dislike to her. Lilias' maid, Dysis, ignored
her. Ninusha and Ilsi, the other housemaids, were always
flirting with Lord Volkh's bodyguards, giggling over secrets
together . . .

So Kiukiu spoke to the lord Drakhaon's son. She knew
that the boy in the portrait was Lord Volkh's son Gavril and



that he had been sent away before the Clan Wars, a few
months before she was born. Which would make him
about twenty years old, she reckoned on her fingers, as
she was so nearly eighteen.

"Why have you never come home, Lord Gavril," she
whispered, lovingly dusting the frame, "till now?"

The painted sea shimmered blue, an achingly deep,
beautiful blue. Kiukiu had never seen the sea, but if it was
anything as blue as in the portrait, she thought she would
never want to be anywhere else. If you stared for long
enough, it seemed as if the painted water began to ripple,
to move—

Kiukiu forced her eyes away, focusing on the boy's
face. "They say your mother wouldn't let you come back."
The boy gazed silently back with his clear, sea-blue eyes.
"Because of what Lord Volkh did to her." Her voice was
barely a whisper. Even though the lord Drakhaon was
dead, she still feared him. And dead in such a horrible
fashion, burned by an alchymical poison, slashed and
stabbed till his blood soaked through the floorboards of the
hall . ..

She shuddered. Best not to think of it. "Is that bed
made up yet, Kiukiu?"

Kiukiu started, startled by Sosia's sharp voice from the
corridor outside.

"Nearly finished," she lied, shaking open the crisp
folds of fine, bleached linen. The chill, somber air of the
bedchamber filled with the fragrance of summer-dried
lemon balm as she spread the sheet on the mattress and



carefully tucked in the corners. Then she plumped up the
soft goose-feather quilt and arranged the pillows.

A little door behind the brocade-canopied bed led to
the Drakhaon's dressing room and garderobe. Better leave
some clean towels . . .

Kiukiu slipped inside the little room. Here stood a vast
armoire of dark-stained wood containing the Drakhaon's
clothes, dwarfing the washbowl and jug on its stand. What
would become of all those fine linen shirts, those fur-lined
winter jackets of black leather stitched with metallic
thread, those rich brocade coats, trimmed with the softest
velvet?

Dead men's clothes . . .

Lord Gavril would never want to wear them, no
matter how expensive the cloth—

Kiukiu carefully placed the towels by the washbowl!
and straightened up, catching sight of a fragment of her
reflection in the full-length, gilt-framed glass mirror that
stood behind the armoire, still draped in a dark cloth, a
funeral custom of Azhkendir.

She knew well enough the old stories told around the
Kitchen fire at night, superstitions about the souls of the
departed. Stories that said the restless dead could use the
shadows of their reflections in mirrors and glass to clothe
themselves, could return to haunt the living.

But Lord Volkh had been laid to rest in the Nagarian
mausoleum with all the funerary rites due to a Drakhaon
of Azhkendir. And Lord Gavril would be here by evening.



Kiukiu whisked off the mourning cloth and folded it
into fourths. She sneaked a glance at herself, and in case
Sosia came in and caught her preening, gave the glass a
perfunctory polish with the cloth.

Did she really resemble her mother, long-dead Afimia?
Whenever she asked Sosia, Sosia would nod and then let
slip ambiguous little snippets such as, "Of course poor
Fimia's hair was so much lighter than yours . . ."

But all Kiukiu could see in the mirror was a homely
kind of face. Strong cheekbones, a broad brow, long,
straight hair that was more wheaten gold than pale barley,
plaited and tucked away beneath a bleached linen
kerchief, and freckles. Try as she might to rub them away
with herbal concoctions, they stubbornly remained, dusting
her sun-browned skin like specks of golden pollen. No lady
of quality had freckles. Lilias' skin was pale as early
almond blossom, unblemished, translucent. Even now that
Lilias was so heavily pregnant, her complexion had
retained its becoming pallor. Her rich chestnut hair was
sleek and glossy—or so it should be, Kiukiu thought
scornfully, after the hundred brush strokes Dysis had to
administer every day.

Now the dressing room looked a little less dour, but it
was hardly a suitable apartment for a young man. Even
Lord Volkh had spent little time here, working late in the
night in his study in the Kalika Tower. Kostya said that the
Drakhaon liked to study the stars from the roof of the
tower, that he and Doctor Kazimir were often to be found
together, charting the constellations with the doctor's
telescopes.



But all that had been before. Before their quarrel,
before the terrible events that followed . . .

Kiukiu felt a strange, sudden chill in the little room.
She shivered involuntarily, rubbing her arms, feeling the
skin rough with goose bumps.

She sensed that there was someone else behind her,
and yet there had been no sound of footsteps or a door
opening.

"Who's there?" The question came out sharp-spiked
and tense.

"Kiukirilya. "
"Ilsi? Ninusha? If this is a joke—"

The room suddenly darkened as if winter fogs had
drifted in from the moors. The damply cold air tasted of
the lightless dark of winter and despair.

"Turn around, Kiukirilya." The words resonated in her
mind like the somber din of the funeral bells in Saint
Sergius' monastery, tolling out across Azhkendir for their
dead lord.

"No," she said in a small voice, resisting.
"Help me, Kiukirilya. "

Slowly, unwillingly, she turned around. The mirror had
become a yawning portal of rushing darkness from which
wisps of fog escaped, colder than winter's chill. And
framed in the center of the portal stood a tall figure of a
man, a warrior, his hands reaching out to her through the
swirling mists. The terrible burns of the alchymical poison



still disfigured his face, and stains of dried blood marked
the gaping wounds through which his life had leaked away

"Lord Volkh?" she whispered. Her tongue was frozen
with fear. She was talking with the dead.

"My son Gavril; I must speak with my son." The words
shivered into her mind, bitter as hoarfrost. How could she
hear him so clearly against the chaotic roar of the
darkness?

"Bring me through, Kiukirilya."

"M-me?" Her heart seemed to have stopped beating.
"Why me?”

"Because you have the gift. " Blue the spirits eyes
were, intensely blue as starfire on a winter's night. "You
nave the gift to bring me through. ”

T—7 can't bring you through, Lord Drakhiaon. ” She
wanted to back away, but ris gaze held her frozen to the
spot. What gift did he mean? She had no special girts,; she
was only a serving maid. She rought to close her mind to
the refentiessly tolling voice to turn away from the /reless
stare of those compelling blue eyes. T ad-don't krnow fiow. ”

For my sons sake. I st warrn i, Gerore /iEs oo
e ”

"Warn Lord Gavril? [s fe 17 danger?” 770se griost
SIOr1ES lo/d 3round e KIicIen 7re orn winler rngnts sty
7Gged 3t 7€ DCk OF 1Ier 177E/770/ V. SOmeEning yolr were
170l Stpposed [o say, [0 g, /77 176 presence of 8 revernsrit.
. . BUL e il 7og seemed o rave seeped 17to /rer



memory, and there was nothing in her mind but smoke
and shifting shadows.

"Kiukiu. Use your gift." A spectral hand reached out
toward her, frail as a skeletal leaf blackened with glittering
frost. "Help me."

She reached out to touch the revenant's hand. What
was she doing! Something at the back of her mind cried
out to her to stop before it was too late—

She stood on a bare, scorched plain, dark storm
clouds scudding fast overhead, distant bleak foothills,
gullies of gray scree, all empty, desolate, lifeless—

"Where have you brought me?" she cried, but her
voice was drowned by the howl of the wind. Stinging grit
gusted into her face, a hailshower of burning dust. "What
is this terrible place?"

"LOOk, n

Through her dust-stung eyes she began to make out
a slow stir of movement in the plain. As she stared, she
saw they were human forms, some crawiling laboriously,
mindlessly onward across the barren plain, others so
exhausted they had collapsed, lying half-buried in aust,
gray statues of petrified lava.

Pity and horror wrung her heart. But at the same time
she knew she must escape before she found herself
drowning in the stinging aust. She forced herself to turn
away, straining back toward the distant glimmer of light.

"Don t condemn me to eternity here. ” 7he revenant
Stll held 1ast to her hand, gripped it with a desperate



strength, and would not let go. "Bring me through,
Kiukirilya!"

"I can't, I daren't—"

Then they were falling, tumbling back down through a
turbulence of boiling thundercloud and whirling, sere-cold
wind—

Her whole being fought the pull of the darkness. She
wanted to let go, to shake herself free of the revenant,
but still it clung on.

The mirror frame glimmered ahead, a portal limned in
stardust.

She strove toward the daylight, the shadow clinging
fast to her hand. It was like swimming up through the
cold, heavy waters of Silver Lake in the forest, kicking free
of the treacherous pull of the hidden currents. One more
effort and she would reach the surface—

Suddenly she felt herself tumbling out onto the floor
of the dressing room. Her head hit the floor—and the
room about her seemed to explode into little stars of pain.

"Kiukiu. Kiukiu!"

Someone was shaking her. She wished they wouldn't.
It only made the aching in her head worse.

"Don't..."

She looked up and saw Sosia's face frowning down at
her.

"What happened?" Kiukiu asked, trying to sit up. Her



head only ached more; a dull throbbing spread from the
back of her skull to her temples. She closed her eyes
again.

"What happened? I come in to find why you're not in
the kitchen and there you are, stretched out on the floor
and the mirror broken. Now you tell me what happened,
my girl! Is it your monthlies?"

"No, Auntie."

"Look at this mess! Glass everywhere. You're lucky
you didn't cut yourself."

Kiukiu blinked. Shards of mirror glass lay on the floor,
on her skirts.

"You'll have to do extra work to pay for this, Kiukiu.
Mirrors don't come cheap!"”

"I—I'm sorry . . ."

"Have you eaten? I can't have my girls passing out.
Not today of all days, when Lord Gavril is expected. You've
got a nasty bruise on your head; go and dab some of my
witch hazel on it before it swells up into an egg." Sosia
gave Kiukiu her hand and pulled her to her feet. "At least
you had the foresight to faint after you'd finished changing
the bed."

Kiukiu looked about her warily. What had happened?
Had she brought the shadow through? Did the dressing
room feel any different? Colder, maybe; the kind of
unearthly cold that made the little hairs rise on your arms.
And was there a slight taint of grave dust in the air?



But everything looked just as it had before—except
for the shattered mirror.

"Fetch your dustpan and sweep up this mess."

It must have just been a trick of her imagination, a
vivid illusion brought on by a blow to the head.

"Don't dawdle, Kiukiu!" Sosia called back sharply.
"There's work to be done."

"Coming . . ."

Kiukiu hesitated—then took up the carefully folded
cloth and draped it over the mirror frame. Just in case . . .

"What's the matter with you, Kiukiu?" Ilsi glanced up
from the herbs she was chopping—but not at Kiukiu, over
her head, catching Ninusha's eye. "Cat got your tongue?"

Kiukiu, cheeks hot with the rising steam from the
beetroot soup she was stirring on the great cooking range,
sensed that Ilsi was out to cause trouble. Ilsi and Ninusha
found baiting Kiukiu a perpetual source of amusement.
Kiukiu had patiently endured their taunts since they were
children. She had always been the odd one out when it
came to games and choosing friends. Their scornful
teasing had caused her many tears when she was little,
the youngest, unwanted one, tagging along behind the
older kastel children, begging to be allowed to join in.

"I'm tired," she said, squeezing some lemon juice into
the rich, red soup. She hoped that would stop them
pestering her. Besides, her head still ached.

"Sosia's favoring her sister's child again," Ninusha said



to Ilsi. Talking about Kiukiu as if she were not present was
another childhood torment that had carried over into
adulthood. "Letting her prepare Lord Gavril's bedchamber.
Such an honor."

"Lord Gavril. They say he's not much above twenty.
Good-looking, too." Ilsi gave a coquettish little shake of
her fair curls, twisted into bunches like yellow catkins.

"Think you can compete with Lady Lilias?" Ninusha
said with a giggle. "What's the odds that she'll be fluttering
her lashes at Lord Gavril within a day of his arrival?"

"Lilias?" Ilsi gave a snort of laughter as she scraped
the chopped herbs into the bowl of salad leaves. "She's as
fat as a farrowing sow these days. He won't give her a
second glance."

"And won't she just hate that?" Ninusha said, breaking
into delighted giggles.

"Ninusha!" cried Sosia, appearing with a tray which
she put down on the table with a crash. "What possessed
you to sprinkle cinnamon on the lady Lilias' dish of sutlage?
You know she can't abide the smell or taste of it!
Whatever were you thinking of? Now she's in a temper
and blaming me."

"Must've forgotten," Ninusha said with a shrug.
"Everyone else has cinnamon on sutlage. Why does she
have to be different?"

"Pregnancy affects you that way," Ilsi said. "My mam
said she couldn't be in the same room as anyone who had
eaten garlic when she was carrying me. But I love garlic!"



"You'll just have to prepare some more."

"Pregnant women and their stupid little fads. That's
the fourth bowl she's pigged today. She'll turn into sutlage
if she goes on eating so much of it. White and glutinous . .

"Perhaps she'll stay fat after she's had the baby," Ilsi
said with a malicious little smile. "Lolling around all day,
making us wait on her hand and foot. Who does she think
she is? He never married her. She was only his whore."

"Tlsi!" Sosia slammed her fist down on the kitchen
table, making the pots rattle. "That's enough. I won't have
idle gossip in my kitchen. You're here to work, not
chatter."

Kiukiu glanced up to see Ilsi pull a sour face at Sosia
behind her back.

"Here's Lady Lilias' pudding." Ninusha slopped some
cold sutlage into a clean bowl and slammed it down on the
little lacquer tray.

"Don't forget the chopped pistachio nuts," Sosia said,
not even glancing up from the pastry she was rolling.

Kiukiu was looking longingly at the rejected bowl, with
its brown sprinkling of powdered cinnamon. To throw it
away would be a wicked waste. She loved the smooth,
creamy taste of the ground-rice dessert; she loved the
subtle sweetness of the precious rose water Sosia used to
flavor it. No one would mind, surely, if she just took a
spoonful or two . . .

"Talking of greedy pigs," rang out IIsi's voice



spitefully, "look at Kiukiu. Caught with her nose in the
trough!"

Guiltily, Kiukiu gulped down a mouthful of pudding,
wiping the back of her hand across her mouth as if she
could erase the sweet, sticky traces of her crime.

"You know the rules of my kitchen, Kiukiu," Sosia said,
shaking her rolling pin at her. "No women servants to eat
leftovers from the Drakhaon's table until the men have
had their fill. Have you any idea how much rose water
costs these days? Or pistachios? Or lemons?"

"No supper for you tonight, Kiukiu," whispered Ilsi.

"I could make rose water," Kiukiu protested. "It can't
be that difficult."

"Don't change the subject," Sosia said.
"Besides—where would you find the rose petals? And
when was the last time roses bloomed without blight at
Kastel Drakhaon?"

"It just looked so good," Kiukiu said contritely, "and I
was so hungry."

"So hungry," mimicked Ninusha.

"Listen!" Sosia lifted one floury hand for silence.
"Horses."

Kiukiu, glad of the distraction, ran to the window,
opening the shutter, peeping out into the dark courtyard.

Torches flared; the black shadows of mounted
warriors came clattering in over the cobbles beneath the
archway.



"The druzhina," she cried excitedly. "Lord Gavril's
here!™

"Out of the way!" Ilsi and Ninusha elbowed her aside,
eagerly peering out into the night.

"Silly girl, it's just the vanguard,” Ilsi said. "There can't
be more than twenty riders. Look, Ninusha, there's
Michailo! Michailo! What's the news from Smarna?"

Kiukiu, standing on tiptoe behind the two maids, saw
the young man leap down from his mount and wave.

"Lord Gavril will be here within the hour. Tell Sosia."
"You look well, Michailo," Ilsi said, simpering.

"I'm famished!" cried Michailo, laughing. "Tell Sosia
we're all famished."

"You hear that, Sosia?" Ilsi said. "Within the hour!"

"IIsi, put this dish of carp in the bake oven. Watch it
like a hawk and don't let it burn. Ninusha, finish this pie off
for me. And Kiukiu—you'd better take this bowl up to my
lady's rooms now before her bell starts jangling again,”
Sosia said, wiping her hands on her apron.

"Me?" Kiukiu said, horrified.

"Give it to Dysis. My lady need never know who
brought it."

"Make sure you don't spill it, Kiukiu," mocked Ilsi.
Flustered, Kiukiu took up the tray and set out toward the
lady Lilias’ rooms. The dark-paneled corridors and echoing
hallways of the kastel, which had been empty and silent



for weeks, were now filled with men. Warriors tramped up
and down the polished stairs, the air echoing to their
shouts and the clatter of their boots. Only the most trusted
members of the druzhina were allowed in the Drakhaon's
wing of the kastel. Volkh had personally selected those
who stood guard. But since the Drakhaon's—Kiukiu
shuddered, hardly allowing herself to even think the
word—since his death, the old guards were gone. Put to
the question first by Bogatyr Kostya, then brutally
executed. No mercy shown.

If any of them had been part of a conspiracy, none
had revealed it. They had gone to their deaths tight-lipped,
silent—except to declare on the scaffold that they
deserved death for not protecting their lord in his hour of
need. His murder dishonored them. And what was one of
the druzhina without his honor?

So she hurried past the warriors, eyes cast down,
careful not to trip and spill Lilias' sweet rice sutlage. The
honeyed scent of the beeswax polish she had rubbed into
the paneled walls was overlaid by the musky animal smell
of men. The invasion was at once alarming and
exhilarating. Yet she knew no one would notice her; she
was only dumpy, frumpy Kiukiu, after all, not dark,
languorous Ninusha or fickle Ilsi—or Dysis with her
charming Mirom accent and refined manners.

Long before she reached Lilias' room she could hear
the petulant tinkling of Lilias' silver bell. The Drakhaon had
given his mistress fine rooms on the first floor of the
kastel, overlooking the neglected kastel gardens with a
view to the distant mountains beyond. She reached the
door to Lilias" anteroom. Please let Dysis open, she prayed



as she tapped at the door. From behind the heavy door
she thought she caught the sound of a woman's voice
raised, harsh and shrill, ranting. She tapped again, a little
louder this time. Within came the sudden sound of
smashing crockery. Kiukiu stepped back from the door.
Perhaps she should go away . . .

The door opened a crack. To Kiukiu's relief, Dysis'
face appeared.

But the maid's face was flushed. Her little lace coif,
usually perched neatly on her immaculately arranged hair,
was awry, stray wisps of brown hair escaping from the
lace.

"Sutlage for my lady," gabbled Kiukiu, thrusting the
tray forward. "Without cinnamon."

"It's true, isn't it?" Dysis said, her voice a little
breathless. "The new Lord Drakhaon is here."

"Within the hour. So Michailo says."

Dysis' pretty mouth briefly twisted into a grimace. She
took the tray from Kiukiu and closed the door before
Kiukiu could say any more.

As Kiukiu turned to go back to the kitchens, she heard
a muffled shriek—and then another crash, sharp with the
shards of shattering porcelain.

Kiukiu winced as she crept away. All that sweet, rich
pudding wasted, reduced to a splatter of slimy, sticky
mess to be painstakingly wiped away by poor Dysis.

Poor Dysis? She stopped, wondering at herself. She



had never pitied Dysis before. She had always envied
Dysis her elegant Muscobar ways, her pretty looks, her
efficiency and neatness. What did it matter that her
mistress Lilias happened to be difficult to please? Surely
the rewards of service to the Drakhaon's mistress
outweighed the discomforts. The discarded clothes alone
must make it worthwhile, the silk gloves, the lace
petticoats, the gowns worn once or twice then tossed
aside! Kiukiu looked sadly at her patched, stained gown, a
hand-me-down from Sosia, which had faded from brown
to an indeterminate shade of gray with many scrubbings.
She had another gown, more discreetly patched, kept for
"best." It had once been blue, a clear sky blue like flax
flowers . . .

"Kiukiu! What're you dawdling up here for?" Sosia was
standing in the hallway below, glaring up at her. "Get back
to the kitchens and baste the roasting fowl. Lord Gavril
won't want to eat a plateful of dry leather!"

"I've had tables set in the paneled dining room."
Sosia's voice was becoming cracked and hoarse with
issuing orders. "Kiukiu—go and make sure Oleg's drawn
ten flagons of barley beer, as I told him. Make sure he's
not still in the cellar, sampling the new keg. Tell him to get
upstairs and brush off the cobwebs."

Kiukiu sighed and opened the door to the cellar, only
to hear Sosia saying, "To wait at table—Ninusha and Ilsi."
Ninusha and Ilsi. Not Kiukiu. "Sosia, can't I help?" she said
plaintively.

Sosia gave a sigh. "What are you still doing here? Go
get Oleg. And no, you can't wait at table, Kiukiu, and you



know why."

Because I'm too clumsy, Kiukiu thought angrily,
fumbling her way down the dank cellar steps by the
greasy rope rail.

At the bottom of the stone stairs hung a lantern,
faintly illumining the clammy air, which was stale with the
smell of old ale.

"Oleg?" Kiukiu called into the darkness, a little
uncertainly. Dusty webs clung to the stones. There were
great-granny spiders down here as big as her fist; she had
seen them.

Around the corner of the archway, she came upon the
massive barrels of oak: beer on one side, the smaller
barrels of rich, red wine imported from the sun-baked
vineyards of Smarna on the other.

Oleg, the Drakhaon's butler, stood with his back to
her, surreptitiously sampling the beer from the farthest
barrel. Obviously he had not heard her—or Sosia. "Oleg!"
Kiukiu said again.

He started, turning around with a telltale froth of beer
foam whitening his gray moustache.

"Kiukiu," he said, grinning leeringly at her. "You won't
tell Sosia, will you?"

"She wants the flagons in the lower hall. Ten."

"She's a slave driver, that woman. Ten flagons! Come
here and give your old Uncle Oleg a hand, Kiukiu, there's a
good girl."



Kiukiu came forward reluctantly. Being alone with Oleg
in the cellar where no one else could hear made her feel
very uncomfortable. She didn't want to be pawed by the
lecherous old man. Besides, he was not her uncle. He was
no relation to her at all.

"You lift that flagon for me, girl, my back's playing me
up . .."

A gust of his beery breath, stale as the cellar air,
made her wrinkle her nose in disgust. She bent to pick up
the brimming flagon and felt his hands on her buttocks.
She took in a deep breath, then stepped backward,
stamping down her heel on his foot, hard. Beer slopped
onto the floor.

"Ouch! What'd you want to do that for?"

"Don't touch me!" she hissed, retreating. "Don't ever
touch me again!"

"I was only brushing off a spider. A big one—"
"Tell that to Sosia."

"There's another nine flagons here—"

"You'll just have to carry them yourself."

She reached the stairs and, hitching up her skirts with
one hand, began to climb up, staggering under the weight
of the heavy flagon.

"Hard-hearted whore." Oleg was muttering to himself,
loud enough so that she could hear. "Just like her mother.
Cold as you please to honest men." He had reached the
bottom of the stair and was teetering drunkenly upward



behind her. "Yet slut enough to open her legs to any
passing Arkhel clansman."

"What did you say?" Kiukiu turned slowly around,
gazing down at Oleg.

"You heard me." His face was twisted now with a
vindictive snarl. "Your mother Afimia. Arkhel's whore."

"She was raped!" Kiukiu shrieked. "She didn't have
any choice!”

Suddenly the day's accrued insults were too much to
endure. She swung the flagon—and emptied it over Oleg's
head. For a moment he stood, mouth open, drenched in
the flood of beer. Then as his bellow of outrage echoed
around the cellar, she turned and fled, sobbing, toward the
kitchen, tearing past Ninusha and Ilsi, toward the back
door into the stable yard—and the night.

Kiukiu crouched in the darkest corner of the stables,
her apron clutched to her mouth to try to stifle the choking
sobs that shook her whole body.

She was sick of her life at Kastel Drakhaon. She was
sick of being the butt of Ninusha and Ilsi's spiteful jokes, of
being fumbled by lewd old men like Oleg, of Sosia's shrill
nagging. There was not a single soul in the whole kastel
who cared for her, to whom she could go and pour out her
heart. She was just a nuisance to them, a thing to be used
and abused.

All her life she had been told how grateful she should
be to Sosia for taking care of her when Afimia died, how a
life of servitude was the best a poor bastard child,
misbegotten spawn of the enemy clan, could ever dare to



hope for.

Well, she had dared to hope. There had to be more to
life than the drudgery of the kitchen and scullery. And she
would run away to find it. She wouldn't stay to be
maltreated any longer.

The cold night was suddenly splashed bright with
torch flames; Kiukiu heard the kastel gates grind open and
the iron clatter of hooves on the cobblestones. She
knuckled the tears from her eyes, feeling a gust of frosty
night air stinging her wet cheeks.

Run away without catching even one glimpse of Lord
Gavril?

She crept to the stable entrance, peeping out into the
night. Even though her thoughts were in turmoil, she
forgot her unhappiness as she searched among the
dismounting warriors for the boy from the portrait.
Shadows and torchlight twisted and flickered in the
darkness, men shouted to each other—and for a moment,
she was certain she had missed him, certain he must have
gone ahead into the kastel.

And then she saw him.

He stood gazing about him, the one still figure amid
the moving warriors and the tossing horses' heads,
watching, assessing, his face betraying no emotion. By
Saint Sergius, Kiukiu whispered in her heart, he is every bit
as handsome as I thought he would be. Those eyes, can
they really burn so blue? Was Lord Volkh ever so
good-looking? It must be his mother's warm Smarnan
blood. His skin seems to glow gold in the torchlight, the



gold that comes from the warm kiss of the summer's sun,
not the harsh burning of the winter's wind or the cruel
dazzle of the high snowfields—

At his side stood Bogatyr Kostya, stiffly protective,
gesturing for him to ascend the wide stone stairs that led
up to the front door. In the dark, Kiukiu thought, Lord
Gavril would not see that the stairs were cracked with
frost, the gray stone mottled with lichen and stained with
weather.

What must he be thinking? she wondered as the
druzhina drew their sabers in salute as Lord Gavril slowly
climbed the steps. He was so young when he was taken
away from Azhkendir. Does he remember anything of this
place? Does he remember anything of his father? Then
she shuddered. What had Kostya told Lord Gavril of the
Drakhiaon, his rather? Could he have any /adea?
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hot, red soup in which great daubs of soured cream
floated; cold jellied carp; salmon baked in papery pastry
with bitter, aromatic leaves and rice—

But he was too weary to take more than a mouthful
of each course, slowly, mechanically chewing, hardly
tasting the food, longing to escape the intense scrutiny of
his father's household. All he really wanted was a hot bath.

"Lord Gavril is tired after the long journey," Kostya
said. "My lord, let me escort you to your bed."

No hope of escape, even now. Kostya had not let him
out of his sight once since they arrived.

As they reached the head of the stairs, Gavril saw two
of the druzhina had taken up positions outside a dark
carved door at the end of the landing. And as they saw
him, they struck their chests with their fists in salute and
flung open the door for him.

"So I'm still your prisoner,” he said, his voice dry with
bitterness.

"It is for your own safety, my lord," said Kostya. "We
have lost one Drakhaon through our own negligence. We
must not lose another."

As Gavril entered the room, he heard the door close
behind him and a key turn in the lock.

No hope of a bath tonight. He would have to sleep as
he was, dirty, stinking of travel. He sank onto the bed and
started to tug off his riding boots. He wrinkled his nose in
disgust as his feet emerged, the socks stiff with grime and
sweat, almost glued to his feet.



He lay back on the bed, curtained by the somber
brocades, dark as his own despair. Locked in, like a
criminal in the cells.

"In my father's bedchamber," he said aloud, softly.
The room betrayed little of its previous occupant. The
tapestries, like all the others in the kastel, showed hunting
scenes. The sheets smelled crisp and fresh, faintly
perfumed with the leaves of dried summer herbs. A little
fire crackled in the grate, warming the chill of the room. It
could have been any wealthy landowner's bedchamber for
all that it told him of Lord Volkh Nagarian.

And then he caught, through heavy lids, the glint of
firelight on a portrait on the wall.

Curiosity overcame tiredness. He forced himself from
the comfort of the bed to inspect the picture—and found
himself staring at his childhood self. Young Gavril. Ten or
eleven years old. And the picture was so vividly painted
that he knew it could only be his mother Elysia's work.

Had she painted it because his father had requested it
of her? Or had she painted it as a reminder, a poignant
message to Lord Volkh saying, "Don't forget you have a
son who is fast growing up"?

All these years he had believed his father had taken
no interest in him. He had even secretly wondered if his
father had abandoned his mother because of him. Some
men were like that, Elysia said, moving on to the next
conquest when the demands of domesticity became too
constricting.

Now he saw that his father had kept his picture here



in his bedchamber, the first thing he saw when he awoke
each morning, the last before he closed his eyes to sleep.

Tears suddenly pricked his eyes, stingingly hot.
"Father," he whispered.

But if he had hoped to find some further connection
with the father he could not remember, he had found
none. There was nothing here but a void.

He must escape. As soon as it was light he would
begin to make his plans, observing, watching for any
weakness, no matter how small, in the defenses Kostya
had set up "for his own safety."

Gavril slowly undid the buttons on his jacket and
shrugged it off, letting it lie on the floor where it fell. Then
he snuffed out the oil lamp and crawled onto the bed. The
flickering fire-shadows gradually dimmed as the glowing
coals crumbled to ash, and he slept.
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The diamond-paned windows of the Drakhaon's
bedchamber looked out not over the inner courtyards of
the kastel, but over swathes of moorland and brooding
forest stretching far into the hazy distance where the
horizon was crowned by jagged mountains, half-wreathed
in swirling cloud. Beneath the fast-scudding cloud, Gavril
caught a shimmer of fresh snow on the peaks.

He unhooked the catch. Opening one window, he felt
the fresh air cold on his face, faintly tinged with the
aromatic fragrance of oozing pine sap.



No way of escape here; there was a sheer drop of
twenty feet or more to the yard below. Stories of
prisoners knotting sheets together to improvise a way of
escape came to mind. He might reach the ground, but at
the entrance of the courtyard he could see guards
patrolling the walls; he would never get past his own
bodyguard.

There came a sharp rap at the door.

"Lord Gavril? Are you awake?" Bogatyr Kostya's voice
was powerful enough to carry across a parade ground.
Gavril hastily closed the window.

A key turned in the lock and servants came in, bowing
and murmuring greetings, one bearing a bowl of hot
water, another a tray of food.

"Lord Volkh always took his first meal here," Kostya
said, "while we discussed the day's arrangements."

Gavril looked at the breakfast tray: a bowl of a thick
porridge; a pewter mug filled with strong spiced ale; and a
hunk of coarse bread with a slice of hard-rinded, pungent
yellow cheese. Soldiers' rations. He was used to croissants
and a bowl of hot chocolate, with maybe a fresh apricot or
two picked from the espaliered trees in the villa gardens.
His stomach had still not recovered from the unfamiliar
food last night. He turned away from the tray.

"I sent word to Azhgorod of your arrival last night,"
said Kostya. "The lawyers are on their way here for the
reading of your father's will. As soon as you are ready, my
lord, you must authorize the reopening of the Great Hall."

The walls leading to the Great Hall were lined with



hunting tapestries. Gavril saw scene after gory scene of
blood and slaughter: the lolling heads of butchered stags,
bears, and wolves filled each stitched canvas.

Kostya halted before a pillared doorway. The way was
barred with planks of wood nailed across the doors. Two
of the druzhina stood on guard outside.

"Open the doors," said Kostya.

The warriors glanced at each other—the first time
Gavril had seen any of the druzhina hesitate to execute a
command—then took their axes to the planks, levering and
hacking until, with a splintering crack, the wood came
away and the doors swung open.

"Now the shutters," Kostya said.

Gavril watched with a growing sense of unease. That
queasy feeling of dread had returned, like a cold, sick
fever. He did not want to cross the threshold. He wanted
to turn and run, to find the crisp brightness of the autumn
day outside.

"Come, my lord," Kostya said, ushering him over the
threshold.

No torches lit the Great Hall, guttering their smoke
into the shadows. But beneath his feet Gavril saw the
same black-and-ocher-patterned tiles which, in his vision,
had been slimed with blood.

He was standing only a few feet from where his
father had lain dying.

If he closed his eyes, he could see again the flash of



spangled light that seared the eyes, could smell again the
reek of burning flesh, could feel the dying man's last,
agonized gasps as his consciousness faded—

"Remember."

He opened his eyes. Etched against the daylight a
figure of shadow wavered, tall, broad-shouldered.

The air breathed cold as winter fog; there was an
unpleasant, moldering taint to it, like decaying leaves and
chill earth.

"Gavril. "
"Father?" Gavril whispered.

"My son. " The revenant’s voice shuddered through
him, each word a sliver of ice. Then the revenant suddenly
crumpled to the floor, a figure sprawled in the ungainly
attitude of death, dark blood leaking like ink onto the tiles
from the slack mouth.

A second shadow came billowing like curling smoke
from Lord Volkh's breast until it towered above Gavril,
blotting out the daylight, the shadow of a great
daemon-serpent, hooked wings outspread, darker than a
thundercloud.

Sick and faint, Gavril felt himself swaying, falling—
Strong hands gripped his shoulders, supporting him.
"Steady, lad, " muttered Kostya's voice in his ear.

Gavril blinked. 7here’s nothing there. Look. In the
aaynignt, he could see that the tiles fad been washed



clean. But Kostya and the young guard who had let them
in were staring at the same spot, transfixed.

"This is where he died, isn't it?" Gavril said shakily.

"Aquavit for Lord Gavril!" barked Kostya, recovering.
"Hurry, Michailo!"

The young guard went running out, returning with a
metal flask that Kostya thrust into Gavril's hands. "Drink."

Gavril put the flask to his lips and took a mouthful.
The aquavit burned his throat like fire. Cleansing fire.
Coughing, eyes watering, he handed the flask back to
Kostya, who took a long swig himself before passing it to
the young guard who had brought it.

"This is bad, very bad," Kostya muttered. It was the
first time Gavril had seen him disconcerted. "You saw it
too?"

"I saw what I saw. And you, Michailo?"

The young man started; beneath his sunburned
cheeks, Gavril noticed that he had turned as pale as whey.

"I saw my lord Volkh as he was when he was alive.
May the Blessed Sergius preserve me from such a sight
again. The dead should not walk with the living."

"My father's ghost?" Gavril said softly. He did not
believe in ghosts. But there had been something here in
this room for which he could find no other name.

"Once a spirit-wraith has been called back into our
world, it is very hard to persuade it to return,” Kostya said.



"And who could have summoned it?" said Michailo.
"I aim to find out," Kostya said darkly.

Gavril's eyes kept returning to the distinctive patterns
on the tiles, the black serpent, wings spread against the
ocher background. How could he have dreamed all this so
accurately? And the painted panels and beams, the
wreathing carved friezes of ivy in which bright-beaked
wooden birds nested?

Why? he silently asked his dead father. Why have you
laid this burden on me? I didn't ask to be born your son. I
didn't ask to be Lord of Azhkendir. Why must I inherit your
feuds, your hatreds, your vendettas?

The wall behind the dining table was hung with spiked
oval shields, each one painted with the black-and-silver
device Gavril had first seen darkening the barque's
mainsail: the winged serpent. And beneath the shields
hung a gold-framed portrait draped with black funeral
cloths and crowned with dried sprigs of rosemary and rue.
No flowers for a dead Clan Lord. Only his weapons,
polished to lethal brilliance, laid reverently in tribute.

"Lift the cloth," Kostya said, gently pushing Gavril
forward.

Gavril pulled the cloth to one side and, mouth dry with
apprehension, gazed upward.

The portrait showed a man in the prime of life,
dark-haired, dark-browed, gazing back at Gavril with eyes
of the same brooding intense blue as his own. But there
the resemblance ended: the Drakhaon's long, curling hair
and beard were of a black so glossily dark the painter had



picked out the little highlights in cobalt, an artist's trick
Gavril had learned from Elysia. But this was not Elysia's
work. Everything about this portrait of Lord Volkh Nagarian
spoke of power and control: the proud gaze, the unyielding
stance, the grim, firm-set mouth. The Drakhaon was
somberly dressed in black; his only concession to
ornament was a blue-stoned signet ring on his gloved left
hand and the embroidered device of the winged serpent in
silver and sapphire threads on the left sleeve of his jacket.
On his head he wore a hat trimmed with sable fur. Behind
him, the artist had detailed a wintry landscape: a
snow-covered vista of forests and mountains stretching
into infinity, implying that the Drakhaon's domains were
too vast to portray.

"This is not the picture my mother painted,”" Gavril
said, unable to take his eyes from the likeness. "What
happened to her portrait?"

Kostya gave a little shrug. "In an attic, a cellar . . .
There was a time when your father could not bear to have
anything near him that reminded him of her."

"Are there no more recent portraits than this?"

Kostya did not reply. Gavril turned around and saw
that the old man was evidently struggling to find an
answer to his question.

"Well, Kostya?"

"Lord Volkh took a dislike to having his portrait
painted.”

"But why?" Gavril asked, puzzled. "Was there some
reason? You said there was a war, a bitter clan war. Was



he scarred in the fighting? Disfigured?"

"He was . . . not the same,” Kostya said obliquely. "It
. . . altered him."

"What do you mean?"

"My lord, there are many people waiting to meet you.
There will be time in plenty to talk of your father later."

It was as blatant a change of subject as Gavril had
heard since he arrived. Looking at the old warrior's face he
saw that Kostya was not going to answer his question.

"Indeed, Kostya, you are right. I have been
impatiently waiting to meet you, Lord Gavril."

A woman's voice, sweet as lavender honey, made
Gavril start. "Who gave permission for you to be
admitted?" Kostya said gruffly. All Gavril saw at first was
green eyes, green as forest glades, and the sheen of
glossy chestnut hair. Then the woman moved slowly
toward him through the shaft of bright daylight and he
saw that she was pregnant, heavily pregnant.

"Aren't you going to present me, Kostya?" the woman
said, smiling. Kostya cleared his throat. "Lord Gavril, this is
Madame Lilias Arbelian." Gavril came down from the dais,
his hand extended. To his surprise, Lilias dropped to one
knee and instead of shaking his hand, Kissed it, the
pressure of her lips warm on his skin.

"Please. There's no need . . ." Embarrassed, Gavril
leaned forward and raised her to her feet.

"So you're his son," Lilias said, gazing intently into his



face. "Elysia's boy." Although she still smiled, Gavril saw
that her bewitching green eyes had filled with tears. As
she straightened up, he noticed she wore a black
mourning ribbon about the pale porcelain column of her
neck. Who was she, what was her place in the household?
Gavril glanced at Kostya for help but Kostya had turned
away, his back stiff with disdain.

"You—you have the advantage over me, madame,"
Gavril stammered.

"Oh, Kostya," said Lilias, her tone sweetly chiding, "did
you forget to tell Lord Gavril about me? I was your father's
mistress, Gavril."

"Whore," Kostya muttered through his moustache.

Gavril stared at her, tongue-tied. He should have
known there would be other women in his father's life;
who could expect a Clan Lord to stay celibate for so many
years? If only Kostya had warned him.

"Your journey must have been tiring, Lord Gavril,"
Lilias said. "When I first came to Azhkendir from Mirom,
the voyage took eight days. Such terrible storms! I was
utterly exhausted—"

"Shouldn't you be resting?" Kostya interrupted.

"Such concern over my welfare! I'm touched,
Bogatyr," said Lilias in her sweetly honeyed voice. "I
merely came to invite Lord Gavril to take a dish of tea with
me. I thought we should get to know each other better,
my lord. There is so much to talk about."

"Thank you," Gavril said warily.



"Tomorrow afternoon, then? About four?"

"Four." Gavril heard himself accepting her invitation
even though Kostya was frowning at him and shaking his
head.

"I look forward to our meeting, my lord. I want to get
to know all about you." Lilias gathered her full skirts and
curtsied to him before turning to leave.

"So you've seen nothing unusual, Lilias?" Kostya said.
She stopped. "What should I have seen?"
"Lord Volkh."

Lilias' serene smile faded. "Don't play word games
with me, Kostya. Say what you mean."

"My meaning is," Kostya said with some savagery,
"that his ghost appeared here in this hall today. In the
very place where he died. A foot or so from where you are
standing."”

Gavril saw Lilias delicately flick the hem of her gown
away from the place which Kostya was pointing at.

"Why should that concern me?" She looked up at
Kostya, staring at him as though challenging him to answer
her question directly. "I don't believe in ghosts."

She turned away and went sweeping from the Great
Hall.

Kostya muttered something under his breath.

"Kostya," Gavril said. "Why didn't you tell me? She's
carrying my father's child, isn't she?"



Kostya muttered again, inaudibly.
"Kostya! Tell me the truth."

"The truth?" Kostya shook his battle-scarred head.
"When it comes to my lady Lilias, no one knows the truth.
But I ask you, Lord Gavril, does she look like a woman in
mourning? Oh, she made a fine fuss the night of your
father's murder, shrieking and wailing like a madwoman.
But she'll put off her mourning clothes soon enough.”

"And if her child is a son? Won't he be a rival
claimant?”

"Son, daughter, it doesn't matter; your father made
you his heir. And he never married Lilias, no matter what
she might claim. By the ancient laws of Azhkendir, you are
his only son. He never divorced your mother."

Gavril's head had begun to ache. So many threads left
untied at his father's death.

"I'll send your apologies later this afternoon,” Kostya
said.

"Surely that would be discourteous?”

"There's more pressing matters to attend to! She's
only a woman. She should know her place."

"Lord Gavril." Sosia came hurrying in. "The lawyers
have arrived from Azhgorod."
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Was it just a dream? Kiukiu kept asking herself as she
raked the embers of Lord Gavril's fire into her dustpan.



The new Drakhaon was downstairs, reopening the Great
Hall. She must work fast to prepare a new fire in
readiness for his return.

She had slept badly, tossing and turning on her little
bed all night. Each time she closed her eyes, she saw
again the desolate plain and the pitiful lost souls crawling
aimlessly through an eternity of swirling, stinging dust. Her
head was still sore to the touch, but Sosia's witch hazel
had soothed the bruise. Yet how could a mere blow to the
head produce such terrifying visions?

She took up her little brush and began to sweep the
grate clean of cinders. The ash drifted into the pan, gray
as the bitter dust clouds of that windswept plain.

He said I have a gift. The gift to hear the voices of
the dead? She dropped her brush with a clatter and looked
round quiltily, hoping no one had heard her. The thought
was not a comforting one.

If I have this gift, then why haven't I ever seen any
ghosts before?

She stood up, her pan full of ashes. She would have
to go fetch fresh coals and kindling to lay a new fire.

And then she noticed the door to the dressing room
was slightly ajar.

And if I did bring Lord Volkh's ghost through, why has
no one else seen it?

She hesitated. The temptation to check the dressing
room was overwhelming. It would only take a minute or
so. all she needed was to convince herself that it had been



a trick of the mind.

She tiptoed across to the dressing room. As she
entered she noticed Lord Gavril's traveling clothes,
washed, ironed, and folded by Sosia. The smell of Sosia's
best soap perfumed the air. Already the room felt
completely different from yesterday.

Pensively she fingered the frame of the broken mirror.
Yesterday it had become a doorway to another world, and
now it was just a piece of wood.

If she had really brought a ghost through from the
Ways Beyond, it was no longer confined here in this room.
And, with the mirror portal shattered, how was she to
send it back?

The servants were in a huddle as she came into the
kitchen, all talking in hushed voices. Half-rolled pastry lay
abandoned on the pastry slab; peeled apples for a pie
were turning brown. No one was working.

"Michailo saw Lord Volkh?"
Kiukiu froze in the doorway.
"Where? Where did he see him?"

"In the hall. In the shadows. Where Lord Volkh—you
know—"

"And how can we be sure Michailo hadn't been at the
aquavit?"

"Because the Bogatyr has seen it too."

Kiukiu felt faint and cold. So it hadn't been a dream.



She had brought Lord Volkh's spirit-wraith back from the
Ways Beyond.

"But why does the Bogatyr think one of us summoned
it?" Ilsi's voice, sharp even when whispering, rose above
the others. "No one knows how to do such a thing."

If she tiptoed through very softly, maybe no one
would notice her—

"Kiukiu!" Sosia had spotted her. She stopped, not
daring to look around.

"Yes, Auntie?" she said in a small voice.
"The Bogatyr wants a word with you."
"Me?" She tried to shrink into the corner. "Why me?"

"You haven't been a bad girl, have you, Kiukiu?" said
Ilsi in a silly, singsong voice. Ninusha began to giggle. "If
you've been a bad girl, the Bogatyr will have to punish
you."

Kiukiu began to shiver. She was afraid of the Bogatyr.
She remembered the screams and agonized cries of the
men he had had put to the question. The druzhina could
inflict pain in any number of cruel and ingenious ways.

"Come with me, my girl." Sosia seized hold of her
wrist and began to pull her. "And put that coal bucket
down."”

"I don't want to come." Kiukiu tried to pull away, but
Sosia’s grip was as tight as pincers. "I haven't done
anything wrong."



Sosia half-led, half-dragged her toward Bogatyr
Kostya's quarters.

The Bogatyr was waiting for them. When the guards
at the door let them in, he said brusquely, "Let no one else
in. We are not to be disturbed."

A little whimper of fear came out of Kiukiu's lips. He
looked so fierce, so unforgiving. She had never been
brought before him like this; Sosia usually dealt with all
matters of discipline belowstairs.

"Someone has summoned up Lord Volkh's
spirit-wraith," he said. "Was it you?"

"Me?" Kiukiu's legs were trembling. "Why me?"

Instead of answering, he looked accusingly at Sosia.
"Does she know?"

"How could she?" Sosia said scornfully. "She knows
nothing. I've kept my counsel all these years, just as you
made me swear to."

Kiukiu stared from one to the other, confused. What
was she supposed not to know?

"Look at the girl, she's simple; she has no idea what
you're talking about." Sosia smiled at Kiukiu but Kiukiu
could sense the tension behind the smile. "Simple but
loyal-hearted, isn't that right, Kiukiu?"

"Well, Kiukiu?" His eyes burned into hers. Fear locked
her tongue. "A straight answer, girl," he barked.

"I'd never do anything to hurt Lord Gavril," she burst
out. "Never!"



There was a silence. She could feel sobs welling up
inside her but she fought to hold them back; if she wept
now, he might take it as an admission of guilt.

"Very well," he said. "But if I find you have been lying
to me, things will go ill with you. Understand me, girl?"

She nodded.
"Now get out of my sight."

Outside his room, the tears began: helpless, stupid
tears. She stuffed her apron in her mouth to stifle them,
angry with herself for being so weak and frightened.

"Dry your eyes." Sosia bustled up beside her. "There's
work to be done.”

Kiukiu nodded, wiping the wetness from her cheeks
with the back of her hand.

"What did he mean, Auntie," she asked, hurrying to
keep up with Sosia's brisk pace. "When he asked, 'Does
she know?' Know what?"

"Nothing that need concern you."

"And why is it so bad that the ghost is here? Perhaps
all it wants is to bring the murderer to justice. Perhaps—"

Sosia stopped suddenly, spinning around and wagging
her finger in Kiukiu's face.

"Now listen to me, Kiukiu. There's been a lot of foolish
talk in the kitchens since Lord Volkh's death. If you want
to keep your place in this household, you'd do best to stop
asking silly questions."
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Oris Avorian, Lord Volkh's chief lawyer, rose to his
feet, raised the rolled document so that all could see, and
broke the great seal of black wax.

The Great Hall was filled with people: grim-faced
druzhina, servants and serving maids, all waiting silently to
hear their dead lord's will.

Gavril sat in the center of the dais, flanked by Kostya
and Lilias, who had put on a somber black gown for the
occasion. Lilias' maid Dysis stood behind her mistress'
chair, eyes demurely lowered.

Now that it had come to the moment, Gavril felt
numb. He just wanted the ceremony to be over.

""The last will and testament of Volkh Nagarian,
Drakhaon and rightful Lord of the Land of Azhkendir. I,
Volkh Nagarian, being of sound mind and body . . . "™

Gavril let his gaze wander over the silent assembly,
watching the sea of faces of his father's household.

"'"My lands, my monies, and all my estates pass by
right of birth to my only son and heir, Gavril Andar."

Not even the faintest murmur of dissent greeted the
announcement, and yet Gavril sensed a growing tension
within the hall.

""'To Bogatyr Kostya, my faithful lieutenant, counselor,
and friend, I bequeath my battle saber . . ."

Gavril heard a muffled snort; glancing uneasily to his
side he saw that Kostya had drawn out a handkerchief and



had noisily blown his nose.

"'Every man in the druzhina, from the humblest keep
boy to the master of horse, is to be paid a deathgift in
gold coins, one for every year he has been in my service
in recognition of his loyalty and valor.™

Now the murmuring began; Gavril saw the men turn
to each other, nodding and counting on their fingers.

", .. and to my only son and heir Gavril Andar, I also
bequeath a casket. This casket must be opened by Gavril
and Gavril alone, and the contents of this casket are never
to be revealed to another living soul.™

The small casket stood in the center of the table. It
was a singularly plain piece of workmanship, fashioned out
of dull-sheened wood, reinforced with tooled iron at the
corners. If it held treasure, its outward appearance gave
no hint of its contents. And yet Gavril could not keep his
eyes Off it. As the lawyer droned on, he found he kept
staring at it, wondering what lay within that was so secret,
so personal that no one else should see it.

. and to my charming companion Madame Lilias
Arbelian, I leave a pension of five hundred gold coins a
year until her death. If she chooses, she may continue to
live in the West Wing—or if she prefers, she may ask my
son Gavril to establish her in my mansion in the city of
Azhgorod."™

"Well?" a voice demanded tensely in the silence. "Is
that all?" Gavril, jarred from his reverie, glanced up to see
Lilias staring at the lawyer, her face white.

"That concludes the reading of the will," the lawyer



said in measured tones, ignoring her.

"Is there no codicil? No later additions?" She leaned
forward on the table toward him, her eyes narrowed. "Are
you sure?"

"Perfectly sure," the lawyer said coldly, rolling up the
parchment.

"Then I challenge the validity of this document." She
turned to the household, one hand raised imperiously. "He
told me he had changed the will. When he knew I was
carrying his child. He told me!" Her voice began to crack.

"Lord Volkh has bequeathed you a very generous
legacy, madame," Avorian said coldly. "I beg you not to
excite yourself in your condition. Think of your child."

"I won't let this matter rest," Lilias said. "I shall inform
my lawyers in Mirom. I shall contest the will. Come, Dysis."
And Lilias gathered up her somber skirts and swept from
the hall, Dysis pattering along behind.

The instant the doors had banged shut behind them, a
frantic gabble of conversation broke out, everyone talking
at once.

"That woman's nothing but trouble," Kostya said.
"Pack her off to Azhgorod, Lord Gavril, before she causes
any more mischief."

"Why was she so convinced my father had changed
his will in her favor?" Lilias' behavior perplexed him: at one
moment, she was all charm and Mirom refinement, the
next, a grasping, calculating schemer. "Is it possible she's
right and there is another will?"



"All things are possible," Kostya said morosely.

The reading of the will was followed by another dinner
of interminable length. Gavril had little appetite for the rich
food Sosia had prepared and sat crumbling a bread roll
with his fingers, waving aside dishes of wild cherry soup,
venison, and jellied carp as he kept wondering what
secrets his father had concealed in the wooden casket.

At last the lawyers retired to their guest rooms. Gavril
rose, one hand on the wooden box, hoping at last to
escape to his room and discover what his father had
concealed inside. But Kostya gripped him by the arm so
firmly that he could not pull away.

"The will has been read, Lord Gavril," he said sternly.
"There is one duty still to be performed.”

One more duty. Was there no end to this day?

Torch flames lit the Great Hall and flickered across the
tattooed and battle-scarred faces of the massed ranks of
the druzhina.

"There is a debt of honor to be paid," Kostya said. "By
the ancient laws of our clan, you must now track down
your father's murderer, and exact vengeance." He took up
Volkh's gleaming battle saber and presented it, hilt-first, to
Gavril. "Blood for blood."

"Blood for blood," came an answering murmur from
the warriors. Gavril took the saber, bracing himself to
sustain the weight of the heavy curved blade. "I'm no
fighting man," he said defiantly, "I'm an artist. I wouldn't
even know where to start.”" And he dropped the saber
back down with a clang on the table. The murmuring



began to grow louder.

"You dare disgrace your father's memory here, in the
very place where he died?" cried one of the warriors.
Gavril recognized the flax-fair hair of the guard Michailo,
who had been in the hall when his father's ghost
appeared.

"Silence!" Kostya turned on the young man. "Is it Lord
Gavril's fault he has not been trained as a warrior? His
father's blood runs in his veins—is that not enough?"”

"Prove it," shouted out another warrior. "Give us
proof!" shouted Michailo. "Drakhaon! Drakhaon!" One by
one, the druzhina took up the chant until the whole hall
echoed to their stamping and shouting, to the metallic din
of sabers banged against shields and boots.

"I will help bring my father's murderer to justice and a
fair trial," Gavril cried. "But I will not perpetuate this
ancient blood feud—" His last words were drowned in a
storm of jeering. "Enough!"” Kostya placed a hand on
Gavril's shoulder. At first Gavril sensed reassurance in the
grip of iron—and then he realized Kostya was also
restraining him. Had he tried to run, he could not have
moved.

"Drakhaon!"” chanted the aruzhma.

"Proof of blood, my lord.” Kostya turned back fo the
aruzme. A cianr /or our Lord Lrakricorn!”

As Gavrrl was rorced o S/t 115 1aers gredt carved
e, KoStya arew oul /s krvie. Gavrl tried [o siruggle Lp
DUL KoStya pressed’ 17777 dowr? 3gai?.



"What are you going to do?" Gavril hissed.

"A few drops of blood to gain their lifelong loyalty—is
it so much to ask?"

"Tt's barbaric!"

"Blood for blood," Kostya said. "The ancient contract
between Drakhaon and druzhina. A time will come, my
lord, when you will be glad you went through with this
ceremony."

As if in a confused and dark dream, Gavril saw him
bring the glinting blade across his wrist, saw the dark
blood began to drip out. And through the strange, thin,
pulsing pain in his wrist, he saw a thin, blue vapor arising
from the dark blood, as though it burned with a heat of its
own.

Michailo dropped to his knees before him and pressed
the oozing wound to his lips.

Gavril, stunned into silence, could only stare at the
young warrior as he drew back, lips moistly stained with
his blood, one hand pressed to his heart in sign of fealty.

One after another, the druzhina knelt before him and
kissed the bleeding wound on his wrist. And with each
warrior's bloodkiss, a distant murmur at the back of his
mind grew until it surged like the roaring of an autumn
stormtide on the Vermeille shore.

Suddenly hot and faint from loss of blood, Gavril felt
as if he were falling deep into drowning waters. The red
torchlight flickered and grew dim—



Were they going to let him bleed to death?

Kostya pressed a pad onto the edges of the cut,
swiftly and skillfully binding it firmly in place.

"I can hear voices . . ." Gavril murmured, "in my mind

"The ritual bloodbond between Drakhaon and druzhina
. Sealed in your blood." Kostya took up a ring of ancient
keys, rusty and intricately forged, from his belt. "These are
the keys to Kastel Drakhaon. Take them; they are yours.
Now you are free to go wherever you will."

&K» &K» <K»

"There's nothing to discuss, Madame Andar," said the
Grand Duchess Sofia. "Your son Gavril was employed to
paint a portrait of my daughter, not to attempt to seduce
her." She fanned herself lethargically with a lace and ivory
fan. Even though all the balcony doors were open, a hot,
dry breeze stirred the muslin blinds, and the once-famed
beauty was wilting in the last warmth of the Vermeille
summer. "I'm surprised you have the audacity to come
here to plead his case!"

"Your grace." Elysia Andar stared glazedly at the
Grand Duchess. She had hardly slept since Gavril's
disappearance, and she found it difficult to think with any
clarity. "My son has disappeared.”

"Disappeared?" the Grand Duchess said with a frown.
"What precisely do you mean?"

"My son has never gone away from home before
without telling me where he is going." Elysia struggled to



keep her voice steady. "I-I fear he has been kidnapped.”

"Your son kidnapped?" The Grand Duchess fanned
herself with a little more vigor. "Has there been a ransom
note?"

"NO."
"Then how can you be sure?"

Elysia sighed. It was such a long and complicated
story she was certain the Grand Duchess would never
have the patience to hear her out.

"Your grace," she said, "let me complete the portrait
of your daughter. I have never yet let a patron down. It is
a matter of professional pride."

"I don't want this portrait to be a slipshod piece of
work," the Grand Duchess said petulantly. "It is to impress
her future husband."

"Have I ever disappointed your grace in the past?"

"I suppose you'll be wanting your money now so you
can pay off these kidnappers?"

Elysia felt herself flush; the Grand Duchess seemed to
take pleasure in reminding her of her lowly status. Years
of accommodating to the demands of difficult patrons had
still not taught her to shrug aside the humiliation.

"I wish to request a different form of payment."
"Oh?" said the Grand Duchess suspiciously.

"I wish to petition the Grand Duke about my son."



"The Grand Duke does not concern himself with such
matters. Surely it is a matter for the local militia."

The heat was beginning to affect Elysia too. She
steeled herself. She was going to have to reveal the truth.

"But when the Grand Duke learns who my son is—"

"A young painter, madame! Who has probably gone
off to indulge a young man's appetites with women of
questionable virtue."

"Women of questionable virtue?" A dark-haired young
man burst in from the balcony. "Quite my favorite kind!"

"Andrei." The Grand Duchess snapped her fan shut
and shook it at him, tutting. "Must you be so coarse?"

The rising sense of despair was almost more than
Elysia could bear. For the past week she and Palmyre had
fruitlessly searched the taverns and ateliers of Vermeille.
No one knew where Gavril was. The only possible
explanation was the sudden disappearance of Kostya, the
druzhina, and the Azhkendi barque.

"Besides," the Grand Duchess said, "we sail for Mirom
at the end of the week. As I told you, there is the matter
of Astasia's betrothal to be arranged. And this heat has
become too oppressive to bear . . ."

"Poor Mama." Andrei seized the fan and began
fanning his mother.

"Then let me come with you," Elysia said impulsively.

"Why? I tell you, madame, that my husband will not
be interested."



"My son," Elysia said, "is heir to Azhkendir."

"Azhkendir?" Andrei repeated. Elysia saw mother and
son exchange glances. "But what has become of Lord
Volkh?"

"Has the news not reached Muscobar? Lord Volkh is
dead."

"And how, madame," said the Grand Duchess, "are
you so well informed of affairs in that backward and
barbaric country? When we received Lord Volkh at court
last year, he made no mention of a wife or a son."

"I was his wife," Elysia said, refusing to be put off by
the Grand Duchess' imperious manner. "We separated
when Gavril was a little boy. I have been living quietly here
in Vermeille ever since."

"Gavril the painter?" Andrei began to laugh. "Wait till I
tell Tasia. Her artist with the soulful sea-blue eyes—the
one who was thrown out by the White Guard the night of
the ball—is a lord!"

"Even if your extravagant claim is true, I still don't
understand how the Grand Duke can assist you,"
complained the Grand Duchess.

"Don't be so unimaginative, Mama," said Andrei. "If I
were to go missing, what would you do?"

"My dear, I'd leave it to your father to sort out."

"Just when we had established the Treaty of Accord
with Azhkendir?" The laughter had gone from Andrei
Orlov's voice; suddenly he was serious, incisive. "Azhkendir



is all that stands between us and Tielen. If Madame
Andar's son has been kidnapped by political extremists—or
Prince Eugene's agents—Muscobar could find itself in a
tricky situation."

"I have no idea what you're talking about, Andrei,"
said the Grand Duchess in tones of bewilderment.

Andrei strode across the salon and seized Elysia's
hands. "Come with us to Mirom, Madame Andar. I will
send word ahead to Papa, advising him of the situation."

Elysia stood staring at Gavril's portrait of Astasia. Even
though half-finished, she could see it was the best piece of
work he had ever achieved. Technically it was superb—but
it was the way he had gone beyond technique to capture
an elusive, wistful quality in the young girl's face that
impressed her so forcibly. Her eyes blurred with tears until
she could no longer see the portrait clearly.

All the last week she had not allowed herself the
luxury of tears; she had kept herself busy with ceaseless
searching, ceaseless questioning. She had not slept much,
either, sitting on the balcony, staring out hour after hour
at the starlit waters of the bay, worrying and conjecturing.

It was totally out of character for Gavril to go away
without leaving her a message. He had left Vermeille
countless times, on solitary fishing trips or coastal treks
with his student friends. She had never feared for his
safety till now.

Staring blindly through her tears at Astasia's portrait,
she realized she was not certain what frightened her most:
the thought that Volkh's enemies might have kidnapped



him, or the prospect that the druzhina wanted to make
him Drakhaon—to change her charming, loving boy into a
ruthless tyrant like his dead father.

"Madame?"

Elysia hastily wiped the tears from her eyes and
looked around. A dark-haired girl stood in the doorway.

"You must be Altessa Astasia," Elysia said.

"I—I am so sorry to hear about your son," the girl
said haltingly. "Andrei has just told me."

Elysia nodded. She might have been deceived, but she
was certain from the pallor of Astasia’s face that she also
had been crying. Was this the reason for Gavril's inspired
portrayal? Was the Grand Duchess right? Had the
relationship between painter and sitter deepened into
something far more intimate?

"I will complete the portrait,” she said. "Her grace
tells me it is to be a betrothal gift to your fiancé."

Astasia said nothing, but a bitter little sigh escaped
her lips.

"Well," Elysia said, opening her box of paints. "Shall
we start?"
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"Madame is leaving so soon?" Palmyre cried. "And
traveling alone?"

"Dear Palmyre." Elysia looked up from her packing. "I
don't think you could describe accompanying the ruling



family of Muscobar as traveling alone."

"But you'll be all on your own in that great cold, drafty
city." Palmyre had found the last days as taxing as her
mistress; her ready, kindly smile had faded, and she
looked tired and careworn.

"I need you to stay and take care of the villa." Elysia
clasped Palmyre's hands. "Just in case he returns. It could
happen. I want someone to be here for him while I'm
away."

"Oh, madame. You've been so brave." Palmyre
squeezed her hands warmly in return. "You can count on
me. I'll keep the place in good order. You mustn't worry
about things here. Now, have you packed that shawl, the
lacy wool one? The nights are cold in Mirom."

"Yes, yes." Elysia turned back to her trunk. "Where
did I put that hairbrush . . . ?"

There was still an hour or so before the barouche
Elysia had ordered was due to take her to the Villa Orlova.
She entered Gavril's room. Everything was just as he had
left it, clothes flung down carelessly on the floor, the
covers on his bed rumpled. Unfinished sketches littered his
desk along with stubs of pencils, charcoal, and pastels.

He would never have gone away without his
sketchbook and pencils. Since boyhood he had always
taken a sketchbook with him; he had been a compulsive
sketcher, always with a stub of pencil in his hand, always
doodling on any available scrap of paper.

She knelt down and began to pick up the discarded
clothes. Until now she had not wanted to touch anything,



to maintain the illusion that Gavril had only just left the
room and would—at any moment—return.

Now, without thinking, she found herself stroking a
crumpled shirt against her cheek.

The collar betrayed a rim of grime, and the cuffs were
frayed. "Where are you, Gavril?" she whispered.

As her barouche swept into the grounds of the Villa
Orlova, Elysia found herself surrounded by chaos and
confusion; servants and guards swarmed to and fro,
carrying luggage in and out of carriages.

Elysia climbed out onto the gravel drive and stared
about her, perplexed.

"Madame Andar!" A young officer in a dazzling white
uniform came hurrying up. Not till he had reached her did
she recognize Andrei Orlov, his wild dark curls slicked
down with pomade, plumed helmet tucked under one arm.

"What is going on, altesse?"

"I am afraid you find us in some disarray, Madame
Andar. We have had to alter our travel plans. We shall be
returning to Muscobar overland.”

"Oh?" Elysia said, unsure if this were good news or
not.

"You may have heard that Prince Eugene's fleet has
been on maneuvers in the Straits? There's been a little
misunderstanding over the matter of the herring grounds."
How reassuringly he spoke, Elysia thought, already
well-trained in the use of the gilded lies of diplomacy. "A



disputed treaty. I'm sure it will all be settled soon."

Elysia nodded. Somewhere out in the Straits, the
navies of Tielen and Muscobar were blasting each other to
matchwood with cannon.

"Such a silly business." The Grand Duchess appeared
on the steps, leaning on Astasia's arm. "And for this we
have to bundle ourselves into carriages. In this heat!"

"Never mind, Mama, you know how you hate the
sea," said Astasia.

"But it's so humiliating,” complained the duchess, "to
be obliged to alter one's plans all because of herring. And
you, Andrei, now you tell me you're going to join the fleet?
How could you upset your poor mother so?"

"I must do my duty, Mama!" Andrei said gaily.

"But this isn't a game. You could get killed." The
Grand Duchess dabbed at her eyes with a tiny lace
handkerchief.

"There's always been an Orlov in the navy, Mama.
Besides, the uniform of rear admiral impresses all the
girls!" And, flashing his mother a wicked grin, Andrei
swung nimbly up into the saddle.

"If only we could arrange a match for you with Prince
Eugene, Astasia," murmured the Grand Duchess, "and
bring all this unpleasantness to an end."

Astasia pulled a face behind her mother's back.

Gilded carriages, drawn by teams of six white-plumed
horses, clattered along the stony roads through the fields



and olive trees, escorted by a troop of the White Guard,
harnesses jingling, their helmets and breastplates dazzling
in the sun.

It was hot, dusty, and very dry. Elysia gazed listlessly
through the window of the carriage and saw the
farmworkers in the fields sweating to bring in the last of
the harvest. As the road climbed slowly into the foothills,
the charred cornfields and olive groves gave way to
vineyards. But the dust still blew into the carriage, drying
her mouth and throat, making her eyes sting.

There had been some confusion in etiquette as to
where to place Elysia in the ducal party. As portrait
painter, her place was with the servants—yet as wife to
the late Drakhaon, she was only a little lower in rank to
the Grand Duchess herself. Eventually they had put her in
the second carriage with Astasia, her governess Eupraxia,
and the ancient Countess Ilyanova who was deaf as a
post.

"Look, Tasia, there goes your brother," Eupraxia
exclaimed for the third time, pointing out of the window
and waving. "Yoo-hoo, Andrei! Now he's saluting us. How
handsome he looks in his uniform."

"I don't see why he should be allowed to ride and not
me," complained Astasia.

"My dear, it is not seemly." Eupraxia began to dab at
her temples and neck with a handkerchief impregnated
with a sickly sweet floral water.

"Seemly," repeated Astasia in disgusted tones. "A
word I place in the same category as obligation and filia/



duty."

Elysia turned her head to look out of the window,
hoping Eupraxia would not attempt to bring her into the
conversation.

"Especially the kind of filial duty that could compel me
to marry a pompous bore from Tielen."

"Is that any way to speak of a prospective husband?
And in front of Countess Ilyanova?"

"She can't hear a word," Astasia said. "Can you,
countess?"”

"Oppressively hot, my dear," said the countess,
nodding her wizened head and smiling.

"Why did Mama suggest Prince Eugene? He's Killed off
one wife already."

"The poor woman died in childbirth," Eupraxia
protested.

"And he must be well past thirty. Middle-aged. I'll bet
he has a receding hairline and a paunch by now." Astasia
turned to Elysia, pleading. "Oh, dear Madame Andar,
couldn't you make my portrait exceedingly ugly? Give me a
squint and a dowager's hump? And a gap in my front
teeth?"

"Have you ever been introduced to Prince Eugene?"
Elysia asked, unable to prevent herself from smiling.

"Three or four years ago."

"So he might wonder how you had come to acquire so



many imperfections in so short a time."

"But suppose Mama persuades Papa to approach
Prince Eugene? Why must I be a pawn in this game of
strategy?"

"It isn't your place, Tasia, to question your parents'
decisions," Eupraxia said sternly.

The carriage wheels encountered a pothole and they
were all flung violently to one side.

"And I hear that Tielen is infested with mosquitoes
every summer," Astasia said, righting herself. "Didn't the
prince have the marshlands drained for the building of his
palace at Swanholm? And didn't hundreds of workers die
of the sweating sickness? How could I live in a place that's
been the cause of so much misery?"

But Eupraxia had closed her eyes and appeared to be
sound asleep. Elysia wondered how many times the
governess had resorted to this strategy to avoid Astasia's
awkward questions.

Astasia gave a sharp sigh.

"Madame Andar," she said after several minutes'
silence. "Do you truly believe your son has been
kidnapped?"

"I don't know what to believe," Elysia said, startled at
the sudden change of conversation. "But I hope that the
Grand Duke will use his influence to help him."

Astasia was gazing at her, her dark eyes intense.

"But you think he is still alive?"



"My husband had many enemies who wished him
dead. But Gavril . . ." Her voice faltered in spite of herself.

The girl put out one delicate hand, laying it on her
arm in a gesture of sympathy. "My dear Madame Andar,
I'm so sorry, that was insensitive of me."

Elysia saw with a shock of surprise that Astasia's eyes
were brimming with unshed tears. Now she was sure of it:
Astasia Orlova entertained genuine feelings for Gavril.

"I promise you," Astasia said in a low voice that
burned with emotion, "that I will persuade Papa to do all in
his power to ensure your son's safety."

Elysia nodded, biting her lip. But in her heart a little
voice whispered, If it is not already too late . . .

«K» <K» <K»

Gavril took the little key Avorian had given him, turned
it in the lock, and opened the lid of his father's wooden
casket.

No glint of gold or jewels met his eyes. Only a paper,
carefully folded, tied with silken ribbons and sealed.

And when he tore open the seal and unfolded the
paper, he saw that it was not meticulously penned by an
anonymous legal clerk, but written in hurried, erratic
strokes that were difficult to decipher, as though dashed
off in desperate haste:

To my only son, Gavril.

If I am dead when you read this letter, Gavril, you will
already be becoming Drakhaon. Look at your nails. Can



you see blue ridges thickening above the quick?

Gavril glanced down at his hands. He placed the letter
down on the bed and raised his hands to the oil lamp,
intently examining his fingernails. There were the faint,
darkish shadows Kostya had shown him, barely discernible
above the quicks . . . but ridges?

Gavril picked up the letter again.

Look closely in the mirror. Your brows. Are they
thicker? Are there stray hairs that are more blue than
black? Examine your moods of the last few weeks. Have
you lost your temper? Have you felt surges of irrational
anger? Have the dark dreams begun yet? If you have
experienced any of these, my son, it has begun. And there
IS no reversing it.

Gavril wanted to stop reading—but he could not drag
his eyes from the page. And as he read on, he began to
hear again in his mind that hoarse voice speaking the
words, chill as a winter's night:

You may have dismissed as merely fanciful the stories
my people tell of dark wings beating overhead in the night
or the mist that settled over the Arkhel lands, the mist that
sparkled like shattered stars and withered all who
breathed in its poisonous vapors, both man and beast
alike. But it is the gift and the curse of the Drakhaons to
wield such devastating forces, and my people will fear and
respect you for the burning Nagarian blood that runs in
your veins and the Drakhaoul that inhabits the darkest
recesses of your soul.

What they will not tell you is that there is a terrible



price to pay. Every time you let the Drakhaoul within you
take possession, you will become less human. Poisons are
released into your blood: poisons that will change you,
both in body and soul.

Have they told you the legend of the Drakhaon's
Brides? Monstrous though the tale may seem to you, there
is a horrible truth in it. For the only way to retain our
human appearance is to accept the Drakhaon's traditional
tribute and ingest fresh human blood. Innocent blood. At
first, Gavril, I confess that I was forced to comply with
tradition. And then, sickened by the inhuman practice, I
refused to continue.

No matter what pressures and persuasions my people
may use upon you, you must resist with all your strength
the urge to use your powers.

I captured one of the Spirit Singers, the Guslyars of
the House of Arkhel, in the hope that he might be
persuaded to exorcise the creature. But, blinded by clan
loyalty, he refused to comply with my wishes. He paid the
ultimate price for his obstinacy.

I have spent these last years searching for a cure, for
a way to halt the cruel degeneration that has altered
me—even as it did with my father and his father before
him—while I still have some shreds of humanity left. So
that I can bequeath to you, my son, a possibility of hope
that things may be changed for you and your children.

To this end, I have brought Doctor Altan Kazimir to
Azhkendir.

Doctor Kazimir is a distinguished doctor of science



with a reputation in Mirom for using unconventional
methods. To him and him alone I have entrusted the
secrets of my powers—and my weakness. Together we
are working to determine if the degenerative effects of the
Nagarian blood can be arrested—or at least, effectively
repressed.

No one else must ever know. Because of this, I have
taken the precaution, as has Doctor Kazimir, to encrypt
the results of his experiments and observations. When he
has completed his work, the results and the code to break
the encryption will be given to my lawyer Oris Avorian, and
sealed with these papers in this casket.

Codes? Encryptions? Gavril held the letter up to the
lamp, looking for hidden script that remotely resembled
scientific formulae or encoded writings. But there was
nothing to be seen but his father's handwriting.

Pools of early morning sunlight, emerald and
blood-ruby, glimmered on the polished wooden floor of the
tower room from diamond-paned windows, each
ornamented with borders of painted glass: twisting
garlands of ivy and wild rose.

"This is the Kalika Tower," Kostya said as he ushered
Gavril in. "Your father liked to work here undisturbed.
We've left it just as he left it . . . that night."

Papers tied in neat bundles were piled on one corner
of the desk. A map lay spread out, pens, rulers, and an
open inkwell close by, as if Lord Volkh had just walked out
of the room and might return at any moment.

Gavril went to the desk and feverishly started to leaf



through the papers, hoping to discover Doctor Kazimir's
encryptions. But all he found was page after page of
estate accounts.

Where could his father have left them, if not in his
study? There were books too, ancient volumes with
yellowed pages. Gavril picked one up, shaking it to see if
any hidden papers fell out. The title proclaimed it to be
Through Uncharted Seas: A Sailor's Account of a Perilous
Voyage of Exploration. Another book was entitled Travels
in the Westward Isles, and a third, with a red ribbon used
as a page marker, Ty Nagar: Land of the Serpent God.

"What was my father doing in here?" he asked,
distracted from his search. "Was he planning a journey?”

"Maybe."”

"And this, what's this?" Gavril bent over the outspread
map. "A star chart?"”

The penmanship on the map was intricate, neat and
skillful. Differently colored inks marked out constellations
and planets., So his father had been in the process of
making a detailed map of the skies above, the winter skies
of Azhkendlir? This scholarly activity seemed strangely at
odds with Volkh Nagarian the savage warlord.

"Why was my father making this chart?”

Kostya shrugged. "What your father did here was his
own business. Although of late, he and Doctor Kazimir
liked to watch the stars from the roof. The telescopes are
still up there, behind the battlements.”

Kazimir. The Mirom doctor of science mentioned in his



father's letter.

"I don't believe I've met Doctor Kazimir yet," he said
as casually as he could.

Kostya's face darkened.

"We're still searching for him. God knows why your
father brought him here all the way from Mirom. He was
reputed to be a great scholar. Scholar!" Kostya spat. "He
turned out to be a great drinker. And womanizer."

"And what was Doctor Kazimir's area of expertise?"

Kostya shrugged again. "Making foul smells and
smoke. Sometimes the East Wing stank like a latrine. And
then there were the noises. Whistlings. Bangs. As if he'd
let loose all the fiends from hell."

"East Wing? I haven't been shown an East Wing."

"It's been empty since the last Arkhel raid," said
Kostya cryptically. "That was why your father gave it to
Doctor Kazimir. So he could work there undisturbed."

"But what was he doing in there?"

"It was good enough for me that my lord chose to
employ him. I never questioned my lord's motives. All I
know is that things went from bad to worse when Kazimir
came."

"What things?" Gavril would not be fobbed off this
time by Kostya's hints and allusions.

"Lord Volkh's temper, for one. At first he spent long
hours with Kazimir, doors locked, no one to be admitted.



Then one day, everything changed. There was a quarrel. A
terrible quarrel. He told Kazimir to go before he set the
hounds on him. Before he strangled him with his bare
hands."

"And Kazimir went?"
"Ah, but did he?"

"You think he's still here in Azhkendir? Why would he
stay here?"

"She has friends. Allies."
"She? Lilias? They quarreled over Lilias?"

"He was seen. Leaving her chambers. She denied it,
of course. But once my lord found out . . ."

Gavril nodded. He had not missed the unspoken
allegation in Kostya's words. Whose child was Lilias
carrying? His father's? Or the absent Kazimir's?

"So Doctor Kazimir is a suspect in my father's
murder?"

"He had motive enough.”

"How old is he, this Kazimir?" Gavril asked, trying to
make the question sound casual.

"Somewhere between thirty and forty," Kostya said,
scowling. "Difficult to tell with these scholars. All that
peering at books in libraries gives them a pallid, unhealthy
look."

Not a young man, then. Certainly not that gold-haired
young man from his vision, with eyes seared with hatred



and fear. But his unseen accomplice, maybe . . .
"And have his rooms been searched?"

"They were one of the first places we looked. No
trace, of course. We searched her rooms as well. She
wasn't pleased.”

"Show me the roof."

As soon as Kostya's back was turned, Gavril swiftly
slipped pen, ink, and paper into his jacket. At least he now
had the means to write a letter.

A little arched doorway led to a winding spiral stair.
The steps were narrow, uneven and worn smooth. It was
necessary to lean into the wall against the roughness of
the stone to avoid slipping.

A draft of cold wind slapped Gavril in the face as
Kostya opened the door at the top. Breathless from the
climb, Gavril stepped out onto the landing—and gasped at
what he saw.

They were on the roof of the tallest of all the kastel
towers, and spread beneath them, stretching far into the
cloudy distance, was a dizzying prospect of Azhkendir.

"Your father's lands, Lord Gavril," Kostya said. "And
now all this is yours."

Gavril went to the high battlements and leaned his
elbows on the gnarled stone, gazing out at his inheritance.

"All this?"

It was a wilderness. Mountain and moorland, forest



and fell, with little sign of human habitation. Overhead,
wind-driven clouds scudded through a gray and lowering
sky.

Even as he stared out, a feeling of desolation
overwhelmed him, chill as the wind, gray as the colorless
sky. How could he ever hope to live here? Where were the
vivid colors of the Smarnan landscape, the constantly
shifting play of the sunlight on the sea? There might be
some technical challenge for a painter in charting the
earthy tones of the outcrops of craggy stone or mountain
screes—or the pine greens of the forests—but the wintry
bleakness of the scene repelled him.

I feel no link with this place. I don't belong. My
mother’'s southern blood burns too strongly in my veins.
Oh, for the warmth of the sun . . .

Four telescopes, their weather-dulled metal glinting in
the cold light, had been placed at each of the four walls of
the tower. Volkh the warlord indulging his hobby as
amateur astronomer. It didn't quite seem to tally.

"Tell me more about my father. Tell me about the
Clan Wars."

Kostya was staring out toward the mountains, his
back to Gavril,

"Azhkendir was always divided. By the time Lord Volkh
became Drakhaon, only the Clan Arkhel stood against him.
And Lord Stavyor Arkhel, in his mountain stronghold, was
invincible. See that forked mountain, there, to the right of
the ridge? That was where Kastel Arkhel stood. And
Azhkendir was divided into factions: Arkhel against



Nagarian. Civil war."

"Was there no hope of negotiations? Or a peace
treaty?"

Kostya turned and looked at him, frowning.

"You've much to learn about Azhkendir. That's not
how we settle matters here. Your grandmother, Drakhys
Marya, was killed in the raid on the East Wing. Your father
was only a boy at the time. He barely escaped with his
life. How could he forgive Stavyor Arkhel for murdering his
mother?"

"So my father attacked Lord Stavyor?"

"Years later your father retaliated. As Drakhaon he
had . .."

Kostya hesitated, as though searching for the right
words. "He had a singular advantage. No mercy was
shown. Stavyor and his family and followers—all were
destroyed."

"His family? My father had Stavyor's children killed?"

"You think that Stavyor Arkhel would have spared you
and your mother if he had been the victor?" Kostya said
harshly. "Yes, they were all killed and the kastel burned to
the ground.”

Echo of a young man's voice, choked with emotion,
sobbing out those words of hatred and exultation over the
dying man's body . . . "This for my mother . . . my sisters .
.. my father . .."

"Did Stavyor Arkhel have a son?" Gavril whispered. "A



year or so older than me?"

"Jaromir," Kostya said. "What of it? He was killed with
his sisters."

For a moment Gavril caught a glimpse of a cruel and
savage light in Kostya's eyes. Kostya must have been
there at his father's side in the massacre. His hands were
stained with the blood of the Arkhel children too.

And then the full import of the echoing mindvoice hit
him with the shattering force of winter lightning.

Stavyor's son Jaromir was not dead. He had "seen"
Jaromir kill his father.

&K P &K

A flock of wild swans wheeled up into the air from the
gray mists covering the waters of the ornamental lake.

Prince Eugene of Tielen reined in his bay mare
Cinnamor on the grassy promontory high above his Palace
of Swanholm and gazed down at his creation. Falling birch
leaves covered the frost-crisped lawns with a coverlet of
faded gold, drifted like yellow butterflies about his head.
The cold air of early morning smelled of moldering leaves
and wood smoke.

He had brought the architects for his new palace all
the way from Bel'Esstar. They had designed him an
impressive building of pale stone, marble, and glass:
simple, yet magnificent in its formal park setting. Where
once his father's favorite hunting lodge had stood in a
valley of birch and alders, an elegant house had arisen,
flanked by kitchens, stables, servants' quarters, and the



barracks of the Royal Bodyguard. Even now, workmen
were still busy in the East Wing, its gently curving
colonnade mirroring the completed West Wing, and the
ring of their hammers echoed across the quiet parklands.

It was a palace fit for the man who dreamed it was
his destiny to reunite the divided princedoms of Rossiya
into one powerful empire.

It was a palace fit for an emperor.

Yet the nearing of its completion only served to
remind Eugene all too painfully of an absence in his life.
Together they had pored over the plans and drawings,
discussed features, details. The black-and-white floor tiles
of the entrance hall had been his idea, rejecting the
architects' more fanciful suggestions. And he should have
been here now to see the workmen finishing their long
years of labor, to stroll along the polished parquet floors,
to admire the soft brocade hangings of ivory, green, and
gold—shades he had chosen to reflect the leaves and bark
of the birch trees in the park. But his personal daemons
had tormented him to the point when even the pleasures
of Swanholm Palace could no longer distract him from his
desire for revenge. One morning, news had come from an
unexpected source—and after that, there was nothing
Eugene could do to keep him in Swanholm. Since his
departure, in spite of Eugene's extensive network of
intelligence agents, the subtle inquiries made of all the
foreign ambassadors, even in spite of Magus Linnaius'
most ingenious scrying, his trail had gone cold.

But then, Eugene reflected, everyone he cared for had
deserted him. One could not plan one's life by relying on



the constancy or affection of friends, wives, lovers—

The thin autumn sunshine brightened a moment,
flooding the wooded gardens with a wash of pale gold.

Distant laughter, a child's laughter, joyous and
carefree, disturbed his reverie. There, on the lawns below,
was his daughter Karila, playing catch with her nurse
Marta. A gilded ball spun to and fro through the air
between them.

The frail little girl managed well enough with her
twisted leg, but the doctors had told him that even if she
survived childhood, she would be crippled for life.

If only he could play with her as lightheartedly as
Marta did. But he must maintain a distance. To get to
know her, to love her too well, would only tempt the fates
again. Every time they were together, every time she
snuggled up close to him, he glimpsed that malign
shadow-specter hovering behind her, waiting to snatch her
as it had snatched her mother.

"Papa! Papa!" Now she was waving at him. Sunlight
glinted in her curls, which were fair as catkin pollen, the
same delicate shade as her mother's had been. He waved
back. She started out eagerly toward him, arms
outstretched—and, betrayed by her crippled leg, pitched
forward on the grass.

Cinnamor gave a nervous, jittery whinny.

"What's up there, girl?" He patted her neck to try to
reassure her but she did not respond, shaking her head
from side to side and rolling her eyes.



Now he looked—and looked again, hardly believing
what he saw. Through the rising mists a wolf was loping
toward his little daughter: a great, shaggy beast with an
ill-kempt coat streaked with the lurid yellow of sulfur.

No ordinary wolf. A Marauder.

Cinnamor let out a whicker of terror and reared up,
iron-clad hooves beating the air.

Eugene squeezed his heels into the bay's side and
urged her down the precipitous side of the hill.

On the green lawn below he saw Marta run to Karila,
clutching her in her arms.

Leaning low in the saddle, Eugene steered Cinnamor
straight toward Karila, plunging into the mists.

A shrill, high scream pierced the chill air, a child's
scream.

If anything has happened to her . . . Eugene reached
down for his hunting pistols. Cinnamor was slowing, flakes
of foam flying from her mouth, unable to sustain the mad
gallop much longer.

Scuffing up great clods of earth and grass, the mare
skidded to a halt on the lawn.

The Marauder crouched in front of Karila and Marta,
spittle trailing from its jaws, poised to spring.

Raising the pistol, Eugene took aim and fired. The ball
caught the creature in the side of the head as it leapt,
flinging it across the lawn. Its flailing limbs shuddered once
or twice, and then it lay still in a puddle of blood and



spilling brain.

Karila let out another cry and buried her face in
Marta's shoulder.

Eugene jumped down from the saddle and ran over to
his daughter, taking her in his arms, feeling her cling to
him as if she would never let go.

"It's all right, Kari, it's all right now," he whispered.
Her clothes were soaked with dew.

Guardsmen of the Royal Bodyguard, alerted by the
shot, came running out from the palace across the lawns.

"Are you all right, highness?" a young lieutenant cried
anxiously. One of the bodyguard grabbed hold of
Cinnamor's reins and was patting her, speaking softly to
calm the jittery mare.

"Take the little one inside and put her in some dry
clothes." Eugene placed Karila in Marta's arms.

Marta was staring at where the attacker's body lay.

"What was it, highness?" she asked shakily. "A . . . a
werewolf?"

Eugene looked too. In death, the Marauder had
reverted to its human form, limbs awkwardly splayed, skull
split open by the pistol ball.

"My daughter will catch cold," he said shortly. "Take
her inside." The Guardian of the Marauders came hurrying
over, his flintlock primed.

"Look," Eugene said grimly, pointing at the twisted



corpse on the grass. "Why did you let one escape? It
attacked my daughter. I want an explanation."

"News, highness!" General Anckstrom, Eugene's chief
of staff, came hurrying down the steps toward him, his
aide-de-camp hovering behind. "News from Azhkendir."

Azhkendir. Eugene felt his heart twist in his breast.
"Shall we go in?" he said, making a supreme effort to
conceal his feelings in front of his men.

Eugene's study was an austere room, furnished as if
for a campaign with regimental colors, maps, and
weapons. The only concession to ornamentation were the
gilded coronets set in the plaster ceiling moldings. Eugene
and Anckstrom went to sit at the desk; the aide-de-camp
stood stiffly to attention in front of the doors.

"Magus Linnaius was right," Anckstrom said. "Volkh is
dead."

"Dead?" Eugene struck his fist on the desk, making
the silver ink pots tremble. "How?"

"Assassinated,” Anckstrom said bluntly.
"And the assassin?"
"Escaped.”

"Thank God. Thank God." Eugene realized that he had
not taken a breath until that moment. The secret torment
that had gnawed at his soul over the past weeks abated a
little. "And has any claim been made to the throne?" he
asked, unable to hide the tension in his voice.

"Ah. There the matter seems to become much more



complex."

Eugene raised one eyebrow questioningly. Anckstrom
nodded to his aide-de-camp.

"We are not to be disturbed. Not by anyone."

The aide bowed and left the study. Anckstrom waited
until the doors clicked discreetly shut before he swung
round to face Eugene.

"Volkh's son is alive. If our information is correct, he
has been made Drakhaon."

This morning all the pieces of Eugene's complex
strategic gamble had been in place. Now he saw his
carefully laid plans crumbling away. Everything had hinged
on Azhkendir.

"Why," he said eventually, "were we not informed
about the son?"

Anckstrom's eyes were fixed on the polished parquet
floor. "Our agents did not—um—consider him a threat."

"You mean our agents were unaware of his
existence."

"He's hardly more than a boy. Apparently his mother
has raised him to be a painter, like herself. Anyone less
suited to the task of ruling Azhkendir I can hardly
imagine—"

"And Jaromir?" Eugene said, unable to keep the
rawness from his voice. "What's become of him? He's
thrown himself into the dragon's jaws." The thought that
his young protégé might be trapped in Azhkendir, lying



burned by Drakhaon's Fire, slowly dying alone—

He stalked away from Anckstrom, hands clasped
behind his back, trying to control this sudden,
uncharacteristic swell of feelings.

On the farther wall two portraits hung, side by side.
The first was of his wife Margret. Margret, dead at twenty
years, giving birth to poor, lame Karila. Margret, forever
young, sweet-faced, and smiling, in a striped summer
gown, daisies in her pollen-bright hair, the canvas giving
no hint of the cruel fate that would take her from him.
Beside her hung the portrait of a young man with hair of
dark gold, dressed in the gray-and-blue uniform of the
Royal Dragoons, whose haunted eyes betrayed him as one
who had looked on horrors no one so young should have
to endure.

"Oh, Jaro, Jaro," Eugene said under his breath, "why
did I let you go?"

"He knew the risks," Anckstrom said. "He chose to go.
Nothing you said would have kept him here. Once we had
that particular piece of intelligence, he knew it was time to
make his move."

Eugene nodded, only half-hearing.

"So we call off the invasion?" Anckstrom, thick brows
knotted in a frown of concentration, was gazing down at
the desk on which a map of the whole continent lay
outspread.

"No." The military strategist in Eugene reawoke. He
walked swiftly over to Anckstrom's side. "We're going to
destroy this young Drakhaon—and put Jaromir in his place.



Who then will stand between us and Muscobar? But we
must move fast or winter will confound all our plans."

"So you're willing to risk a direct confrontation?"
Anckstrom said, still frowning.

"What did you tell me? 'He's just a boy.' If he's just a
boy, he won't have come into his full powers yet. And with
our Marauders, we're easily a match for his druzhina."”

"But the Marauders are still unproven, unreliable. Look
what happened this morning—"

"This morning was an unfortunate error." And then,
seeing no change in Anckstrom's dour expression,
"Anckstrom, I want a message sent to all our troops on
the Azhkendi borders: 'Stand ready.' As for the Marauders
... I'll go consult Linnaius."

Magus Kaspar Linnaius, Court Alchymist and Royal
Artificier, had recently taken up residence in his new
rooms adjacent to the library in the West Wing. Eugene's
father, Karl the Navigator, had tempted the scholar to
Tielen from the Thaumaturgical College in Francia with the
promise of alchymical laboratories, a high-ranking position
at court, and—perhaps, most significant of all—no
interference. There had been growing hostility to the work
of the alchymists in Francia and, not long after Linnaius
left for Tielen, a surge of religious bigotry had closed the
college and seen the magisters tried in ecclesiastical
courts—then executed for heresy. A more enlightened
attitude prevailed in the colder climes of Tielen: the princes
had long encouraged the arts and sciences in equal
measure.



For the last six months, Linnaius had been working
with Eugene on a unique military experiment, the
Marauders: a company of warriors from the northern
steppes of Tielen transformed by skills Linnaius had
learned and adapted from a tribal shaman.

To create the Marauders, Linnaius had visited jails and
barracks prisons, assembling a group of convicts, all young
and fit. Faced with the choice of the gallows or Linnaius'
experiment, all had readily agreed to take part.

At first, the Marauders had been comfortably housed
in the new palace barracks. Well fed and clothed, they
submitted daily to Linnaius' thaumaturgical procedures.
Early on, two broke their contract; both had been shot as
they tried to sneak away through the parklands with a
sack of palace silver. After that, no one else rebelled. But
of late, a change had come over them. The Marauders
had begun to snarl and snap at their keepers, almost as if
the lupine nature of their transformation was beginning to
overmaster their human traits. Eugene had been forced to
order them confined.

As Eugene climbed the wide stone stair that led to the
Magus' rooms, his mind was still in turmoil. Had they
created a team of uncontrollable monsters, too wild to
respond to commands? Now he feared that the whole
experiment had been proven a failure, and that he would
be forced to destroy them.

Linnaius' door swung silently open as Eugene reached
the top of the stairs. He saw the Magus, his long wisps of
silvered hair tied back with a black silk ribbon, standing on
the threshold.



"You assured me, Magus, that the Marauders were
responding to your commands," Eugene said as the door
silently closed behind him. He had almost grown used to
Linnaius' ability to anticipate his visits. "You assured me
they were ready for active service. And now—"

"Now another has absconded," the Magus said,
nodding.

"Absconded? It attacked Karila!" Eugene was still
shaken by the encounter—and even more disturbed by his
own reaction. "How can we send them into Azhkendir
when they don't respond to our commands?"

"So, you still plan to infiltrate Azhkendir," said
Linnaius, steepling his fingers. His voice was soft and
contemplative, colorless as drifting ash.

"There is a new Drakhaon," Eugene said.
"Ah .. ."

For a moment, Eugene wondered if he was right to
place so much trust in the Magus' powers. Was the elderly
scholar losing his faculties? No one had any idea of
Linnaius' exact age. He was tall, lean, and clean-shaven,
the skin stretched so tautly on his face that his skull
protruded, as if countless years devoted to the rigorous
study of the science of magic had honed away all softness
of flesh, leaving only smooth, sculpted bone.

"And there is still no news of Jaromir."

"Jaromir . . ." A veil descended across the Magus'
eyes, thin as spidersilk. Eugene tried to suppress a
shudder; he had seen this trick before when the Magus



withdrew into his own thoughts. Experience had taught
him to be patient.

Suddenly Linnaius blinked and focused his gaze on the
prince again. He rose and beckoned Eugene toward his
laboratory. He paused at the open doorway and snapped
his fingers. Eugene sensed, rather than saw, the air ripple
as an invisible barrier was drawn aside. Passing through,
he felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle—a
disconcerting sensation—as though they were brushed by
unseen fingers.

The laboratory beyond was scrupulously neat, glass
phials and jars arrayed in ranks on the shelves.

"Ts he still alive?"

Linnaius took a gold key from about his neck and
unlocked a little ebony cabinet. The laboratory grew dim,
as if clouds had suddenly drifted across the sun, and a soft
humming vibration began to emanate from within the black
depths of the cabinet. A dark light glowed within.

Taking care not to reveal what was inside, Eugene
noted, the artificier carefully removed a tiny glass phial in
the shape of a lotus flower, cupping it in between his
spindly fingers. A faint gleam—dark, tenderly red as
heart's blood—lit his hands.

"Our last link," Linnaius said softly. "And the only one
of the enchantments I placed upon him that has remained
untouched by Azhkendir's malevolent atmosphere.”

Eugene, overcome with yearning, found himself
stretching out his hand toward the little glass, as if
touching it could restore something of lost Jaromir. But



Linnaius slowly shook his head.

"As long as this flame still burns, you will know he is
alive."

"It burns so faintly," Eugene said, his voice trembling.
"What does it mean?"

"It is best not to conjecture. Conjecture can lead to
false hopes—or delusions of despair." Linnaius replaced
the lotus glass in the ebony cabinet and, as he locked it,
the darkness slowly bleached from the room and the low
hum died to silence. Eugene found himself narrowing his
eyes against the daylight, which now seemed piercingly
bright. Etched on his sight was Jaromir's faint life flame;
wherever he looked, he saw its crimson shadow.

&M &M &K

Eugene was at dinner with his chiefs of staff and
Chancellor Maltheus when Marta appeared.

"Highness." She bobbed a curtsy. "The little one is not
well. She's asking to see you."

"The prince is busy with matters of state," Chancellor
Maltheus said coldly. "He will come when he can."

"I wouldn't have disturbed the prince," Marta insisted,
face flushing a bright pink, "but his daughter is very sick."

Eugene felt a sharp stab of anxiety. Karila ill again.
And just at the time he was planning to leave Tielen.

"I'll go see Karila," he said, rising from the table.
"Excuse me, gentlemen."



He followed the nurse out into the candlelit corridor,
soon outstripping her in his haste.

"Has the doctor seen her? What does he say?"

"Another sweating fever." She was out of breath from
hurrying to keep up with him.

"She was playing near the lake again. It's too damp
there; she must have caught a chill. You must keep her in
the orangery in the cold months."

"I try, highness. But the sunlight is also good for her. I
do my best, but—"

He dashed up the wide curving stair that led to the
nursery wing, taking two steps at a time.

Karila's bedroom was painted cerulean blue pricked
out with little gold stars and moons. But in spite of the
scented candles burning to perfume the sickroom air, he
noticed the all too familiar smell of illness again. In the
bed, beneath the gold coronet and lace hangings, lay his
daughter, all curled up under her mussed sheets like a
drowsing kitten. He put out one hand to stroke her brow
and felt the fever heat and tendrils of hair damp and lank
with sweat. At his touch, Karila murmured in her sleep.

"She's burning up. Are you sponging her down with
cool water?"

"Oh yes." Marta bobbed another curtsy. "And giving
her two sips of willow water every half hour. Just as
Doctor Amandel said."

"Papa." A little croaking voice issued from his



daughter's throat. Eyes, over-bright with fever, glistened in
her flushed face.

"How do you feel, Kari?"

"My throat hurts." She held out one hand to him
and—after hesitating—he leaned over and took it, feeling
the hot, sticky fingers curl about his. "And my head feels
funny. All wrong."

"You must sleep. When you wake tomorrow, you'll
feel much better." How he hated to hear himself speaking
words of reassurance in calm, measured tones when
inside he felt such turmoil.

"I dreamed there were shadows in the bedroom.
There. At the foot of the bed." The fever-bright eyes
widened in fear. "Winged. Like dark dragons with fiery
eyes. They burned me with their breath. If I sleep again,
they'll be there, waiting for me."

Dragon shadows. He shivered. What did she mean?
What had she seen?

"It was just a dream," the nurse said, smoothing the
rumpled sheets.

"Stay with me, Papa." The pressure on his hand
increased. "Tell me a story. The Swanmaiden . . ."

"My dear, I have guests. Important guests.” Such a
weak excuse. But the longer he stayed, the more the
buried memories of Margret's last illness began to surface.

"His highness is a busy man, Karila," Marta said
briskly. "Say goodnight to your father and settle down. I'll



tell you the Swanmaiden's tale."
He glanced gratefully up at her.

"Goodnight, Kari. Sleep sound." He leaned over and
briefly brushed her hot forehead with his lips.

"Night . . ." she murmured, lids fluttering closed.

Maltheus had conducted the chiefs of staff from the
dining table to the Walnut Anteroom, where digestifs were
being served. Eugene accepted a little glass of clear
aquavit from a servant and swallowed it down.

"Well?" Maltheus said.

"Another chill." Eugene beckoned the servant to refill
his glass; the clean taste of the aquavit cleared his head of
the lingering taint of the sickroom.

"There's nothing for it. You must marry again."
"Must I?"

"Karila is sickly. A sweet child, but hardly one capable
of ruling Tielen. You need an heir, highness."

"Yes, yes. All in good time." Eugene set the glass
down. "At this moment we have other concerns. What
news from the Straits?"

"Admiral Janssen reports no significant losses," said
Maltheus, helping himself to more sloe brandy. "The Helda
lost her mainsail in the most recent exchange of fire. But
we sank two of the Muscobar fleet and holed a third."

"That'll make the Grand Duke sweat!" said Anckstrom
with a chuckle.



"Indeed," Maltheus said dryly. "And to that end, I
suspect, we have a visitor. The Muscobar ambassador is
waiting to see your highness."

"Count Velemir?" Eugene said. Was there news at last
from Azhkendir?

"He says he has come with a proposition. He's waiting
for you in the Malachite Room."

A fire burned in the marble fireplace of the Malachite
Room, casting warm shadows on the dark sea-green
brocaded walls.

Count Velemir was standing before a great naval
battle canvas depicting the triumphant defeat of the
Francians by the Tielen fleet commanded by Prince Karl off
the Saltyk Peninsula. The sea boiled with fire, and the
red-streaked sky was dark with the smoke of the Tielen
cannons.

He turned as Eugene entered and bowed.

"An impressive piece of work, highness." He spoke the
Tielen language with just the slightest hint of a Muscobar
accent. "Designed, no doubt, to strike fear into the hearts
of the enemies of Tielen."

"Commissioned to celebrate my father's first naval
victory," Eugene said, affecting a careless tone. In spite of
his lifelong schooling in self-restraint and fortitude, he
longed to cry out, "You've brought news of Jaromir at
last?" Instead he merely gestured to the count to come to
sit opposite him beside the fire. "This room is full of
mementos of his life. I like to think of him watching over
me, approving what I have done with his old hunting



lodge."

"And what a magnificent achievement Swanholm has
turned out to be, highness. Such refined taste. Such
elegance." In all their meetings Eugene had never once
been deceived by the ambassador's urbane manner. He
saw beneath Velemir's cultured facade a sharp and
devious mind, always ready to turn a difficult situation to
his own advantage.

"So what is this proposition you have come to make
me?"

"Marriage. The Grand Duke proposes a match
between your highness and his daughter, the Altessa
Astasia."

"Marriage?" Eugene echoed. This was not at all what
he had expected, and for a moment he found himself
thrown completely off course. Could this be the duke's
admission of defeat in the Straits? Or just another stalling
tactic?

"A delightful girl, just nineteen summers old, strong,
healthy—and very attractive."

"Nineteen." Margret had been just eighteen when
they married, he a dozen years her senior. There would be
a greater gap between Astasia and himself. Damn it all, he
was old enough to be her father. "Another child bride."

"A portrait is nearing completion, highness. I think you
will not be disappointed.”

Eugene nodded absently. He had more troubling
matters on his mind.



"A union between the royal houses of Muscobar and
Tielen. What better way to bring peace to the continent?
What better way to put the unpleasantness over the
herring grounds behind us?" Velemir was still the
consummate courtier, ever ready to charm. But Eugene
was in no mood to be charmed. He had been patient long
enough.

"News," he said, leaning forward into the glare of the
flames. "You promised me news."

Velemir's pleasant expression faded. "Of our mutual
friend? No further news. All we know is he never reached
the council in Azhgorod to make his claim to the throne.
Neither did he make it to Arkhelskoye in time to catch the
last boat out."

"You promised me your agent in Azhkendir would
keep us informed," Eugene said, voice dangerously quiet.
"You gave me your word, Velemir."

"My agent has been unable to keep contact with the
young man in question. And, I might add, recent
circumstances have placed my agent in a very delicate
situation. Communication is . . . difficult.”

"Even though Magus Linnaius entrusted you and your
agent with his most sophisticated intelligence artifice."
Frustration—and the certainty that Velemir was not being
as open with him as he should—hardened Eugene's voice.
"You underestimated the druzhina's cunning, Velemir. I'm
disappointed in you. If we had known—"

"You wouldn't have let Jaromir go?" There was the
slightest tinge of irony in the count's voice.



Eugene let a sigh of frustration escape. "Who am 1
trying to fool? Nothing I could say or do would have
prevented him going to seek out Volkh. He was like a
caged bird, beating at the bars of his gilded cage, burned
up with grief and frustration. Now I fear—"

"That the druzhina have captured him?"

Jaromir interrogated, tortured, left to die in chains in
some vile Azhkendi dungeon . . . The fear flared again in
Eugene's breast.

"The House of Nagarian has been a constant threat to
the peace and stability of the whole continent. We must
crush this young serpent in his lair. And if Muscobar will
not help, then I swear on my father's name I will take
action myself."

"How can Muscobar help you, highness," Velemir said
with a shrug, "when we are tied by the Treaty of Accord
the Grand Duke signed with Lord Volkh?"

"Wolkh is dead," Eugene said coldly. "The treaty is null
and void. You will remind the Grand Duke of that fact,
ambassador.”

There was silence for a moment, except for the hiss
and crackle of the flaming logs in the grate.

"So what answer shall I convey to Grand Duke
Aleksei, highness? Do you accept his proposition?"

Eugene sensed—with some satisfaction—the slightest
suggestion of desperation coloring the ambassador's
carefully chosen words.



"Can we hope for a peaceful conclusion to this
unfortunate disagreement in the Straits?" Velemir added.

"I will give it all due consideration." Let the Grand
Duke and his ministers sweat a little longer, Eugene
thought. Now that Muscobar's most powerful ally, Volkh,
was dead, Aleksei Orlov was doubly vulnerable. "I will let
you know my decision as soon I have discussed the matter
with my ministers."

Velemir's face darkened as he realized he had been
dismissed, but Eugene saw him swiftly conceal his
disappointment in an elaborately courtly bow.

&K P &K

Every time Kiukiu closed her eyes she saw Bogatyr
Kostya loom out of the smoky shadows, staring at her with
eyes of stone, finger jabbing accusingly.

"You lied to me. You summoned Lord Volkh. Now you
must send him back."

"But I don't know how . . ."

She woke shivering, her linen shift soaked with
perspiration. She sat upright in her narrow bed, hugging
her knees to her, trying to still the shaking.

The little room was dim with the half-light before
dawn, a fusty, dusty light. She blinked—and it was as if
the dust of past ages had settled on her lashes, veiling her
sight. One thing alone was clear: she must try to send
Lord Volkh's spirit-wraith back to the Ways Beyond before
anyone discovered the truth.



But how can I send him back without the mirror? And
what if he refuses to go?

Kiukiu waited, hiding beneath the stairs, until she saw
Lord Gavril escorted from his chamber by the Bogatyr. As
they descended, she heard the Bogatyr insisting upon an
important meeting with the Azhgorod lawyers. If she was
lucky, the bedchamber would be empty for at least an
hour.

Once inside, she made loud noises scraping out the
grate, clattering the dustpan and brush so that anyone
passing outside would know she was busy at her work.
And all the time that she worked, she could sense the little
doorway to the dressing room behind her. Such an
innocuous-looking little door—and yet in her mind it
loomed vast as a portal to hell.

At last the grate was cleared and fresh kindling laid.
She sat back on her heels and wiped the back of her hand
across her brow. Hot work, clearing grates.

She listened. No one was about. No one would know if
she slipped into the dressing room for a few minutes.

"Lord Volkh?" she whispered as she entered. "My
lord?"

What was she doing, calling on a ghost as she might
call Sosia's cat? The little room had lost all its charged
atmosphere, it was just a dressing room again. She closed
her eyes, searching in her mind for any trace of Lord
Volkh's presence. But there was no response, no prickle of
fear or recognition—

A sound from outside startled her.



Someone was in the bedchamber. Someone
who—from what she could hear—was rifling through the
Drakhaon's possessions.

And they don't know I'm here.

Kiukiu crept through the doorway and stayed, hidden
behind the bed canopy, biting her lip so as not to breathe.

Who is it? What are they looking for?

Curiosity overruled caution. Kiukiu knew she should
not peep, but she could not stop herself.

Silently, she drew back a fold of the heavy dark
brocade and saw a woman in a jade silk gown bending
over the unlocked dragon chest, a woman who was
feverishly sifting through the contents, a woman whose
luxuriant chestnut hair glinted in the dim light.

Lilias.

Kiukiu closed her eyes in dread. If Lilias knew she had
been observed . . .

"Not here. Not here.” Lilias was muttering to herself
now. She pressed the lid shut and locked it again, using a
little key on a chain around her neck.

She pushed herself up to her feet, moving slowly,
laboriously. "Then where, where?” she whispered, one
1and on her swolen belly, as though taking to ner unborn
chiid. She looked up at the portrait of the boy anad—ito
KIUkIU s astorishment—spat at it. 7he gentee/ Laay Lilas,
SpIitang ke a common village arvage . . .

Don 't think Im going to give all this up without a



fight. When my son is born, then we shall see who is truly
Drakhaon."

There was such malice in her voice that Kiukiu shrank
back inside the doorway.

Best not to have looked. Best to stay quiet, not move,
not give myself away.

Lilias gathered the loose folds of her green silk gown
about her, and Kiukiu saw her lift the corner of one of the
great gold-and-crimson hunting tapestries on the far wall.
A little door slid open behind . . . and Lilias bent to enter,
letting the tapestry fall back behind her.

A secret door. Kiukiu stared, her mouth open. She
knew there were secret passageways in the kastel, but
she had never before been aware that there was one right
here, in the Drakhaon's bedchamber. She had dusted and
polished so close to it and never known—

"Kiukiu!" shrilled Sosia.
Kiukiu opened the door a crack and looked warily out.

"Better hurry," said one of the guards on the door
with a grin, "or she'll box your ears!"

She nodded. As she reached the stairs, she grabbed a
handful of skirts and ran down to the hallway, the sound
of her footsteps echoing and reechoing up into the rafters.

And as she ran, she kept silently repeating to herself,
"Best forget, best forget . . ."

Best to forget all about it.



Kiukiu carried her empty bucket across the
weed-grown cobbles to the coal house in the kastel
outbuildings. Here the green boughs of the great forest of
Kerjhenezh overhung the ramshackle roofs of the stores
and granaries, whispering and sighing in the breeze,
wafting a faint breath of pine resin across the twilit
courtyard.

She was shoveling the precious coal into her bucket
when she heard the cry. An eerie, keening cry that made
the hairs prickle at the back of her neck.

Ghost spirit of the forest. The stalking beast whose
fangs dripped blood.

It came again—high-pitched, inhuman—the cry of a
creature in pain.

Kiukiu dropped the shovel and began to run toward
the sound of the cries, through the kitchen gardens toward
the old walled orchard. She came stumbling between the
bent, weathered apple trees to see a man kneeling, stout
stick raised, over something that shrieked and struggled,
caught in the fanged jaws of a poacher's trap.

"Let it alone!” Kiukiu cried, launching herself across
the frosty grass. She hurtled into the man with full force,
knocking him over. Only then, as she rolled clear of him,
she saw whom she had felled. It was Oleg, the butler.

Oleg gave a winded groan and began to fumble for
his stick. Panicked, Kiukiu edged away across the grass,
slippery with frost-blackened windfalls. Was there still time
to make a grab for the stick? She had meant to save the
creature in the trap, but now it looked as if Oleg was



about to attack her.

"Come here." Oleg rose unsteadily to his knees. He let
out a rumbling belch; his breath stank of stale beer.
"Come here and I'll give you a good thrashing."

"Help!" Kiukiu yelled at the top of her lungs. "Help
me!" She grabbed up her skirts to run—but her toe caught
in the hem and she came crashing down onto her knees.
Oleg lurched toward her, jabbing the end of his stick in her
face.

"They bring bad luck, Arkhel's Owls. Cursed creatures.
Kill 'em and string 'em up to rot, I say."

"Help me!"

"Who's going to hear you, you silly little bitch?
Someone needs to teach you a lesson."

He swung the stick back to strike.

"No!" Kiukiu flung up both arms to cover her face.
"Who's there?"

Oleg hesitated, distracted, looking around.

There were footsteps running through the orchard
toward them. Kiukiu looked dazedly up to see Lord Gavril
beneath the ancient apple trees. His eyes burned like blue
flames in the gloom.

"L-Lord Drakhaon." Oleg dropped the stick.

Lord Gavril advanced on Oleg, one hand outstretched,
finger pointing. Oleg began to tremble.



"You. Go. Get out.”

"M-my lord—" Oleg, face suddenly pale as ale froth,
turned and went loping clumsily away, leaving the stick
where he had dropped it.

"Are you all right?" Lord Gavril knelt beside Kiukiu.
"Did he hurt you?"

Kiukiu stared up at him, dizzy with gratitude and relief.
Lord Gavril had saved her from Oleg! Her heart sang
silently within her.

"Thank you, my lord," she whispered.
"Who was that man? What was he doing here?"

A blood-chilling shriek came again from the trap.
Kiukiu jumped up, brushing the moss and dead bracken
from her skirts.

"He's called Oleg. He was going to Kill it," she said,
pointing to the trap. "I couldn't let him do it."

The creature was a writhing ball of speckled
snow-white feathers against the dark brambles. No
blood-boltered fiend, just a young bird, injured and
terrified.

"Ohh," Kiukiu said softly. "Poor thing. Poor little thing."
"What wit?"

"See those ear tufts? I think it's a young snow owl.
But they rarely nest this far from the mountains . . ."

The bird hissed at her from a sharply curved beak. It
was nearly exhausted from its struggles, and its feathers



were bloodied and torn, but it was still ready to fight to
defend itself.

"We'll have to pry the trap open." She was untying
her apron. If Sosia found out what it had been used for,
she would beat her, but there was no other alternative.

"There, there," she crooned to the owl as she edged
forward across the crushed bracken. "Hush now. We'll
soon have you out."

She held out the apron. Good, thick-woven linen.
Tough as a sack. She hoped it would protect her from the
sharp, snapping beak.

"Here." Lord Gavril had retrieved Oleg's stick.

"When I put the apron over its head, my lord, you
open the trap."

Brilliant owl eyes blazed defiance. Gavril knelt beside
her and the terrified bird tried to jerk away again. Hastily
she threw the apron over its head.

"Quick!" Its struggles beneath the coarse cloth were
frantic as Lord Gavril fumbled with the iron teeth of the
trap, trying to find the spring. "I—can't hold it—much
longer—"

"I am hurrying!"

With a sudden clang, the trap sprang open and Kiukiu
swiftly drew out the owl. For a moment it went
limp—whether due to loss of blood or relief, she couldn't
tell. She took a look at the injured leg. "It's lame."

"Tt'll never survive if we leave it here."



"Then T'll care for it." She began to wrap up the little
creature again, swaddling it like a baby.

"The hunting dogs'll sniff it out and kill it. If Oleg
doesn't find it first. What does he have against snow
owls?"

She looked up at him. Didn't he know? Had no one
told him?

"They still call them Arkhel's Owls, my lord. They were
the emblem of the House of Arkhel."

"Arkhel's Owils," Lord Gavril said pensively.

"They bring bad luck, my lord. Bad luck for our House.
Your father's men kill them whenever they find them."

"Bad luck?" he echoed. His eyes had reverted to their
normal sea-blue again, calm waters now after the storm.

"Poor little abandoned orphan," Kiukiu crooned to the
owl, trying to stroke it. "Ow!" She snatched her hand
away, shaking fingers. "It pecked me."

Lord Gavril began to laugh. "There's gratitude for

you.
"But where shall we keep it? Till it can fly again?"
"We? You're involving me in this?"

She grinned back, forgetting for a moment who he
was, relishing the conspiratorial closeness.

"I can see that it would be foolish to take it back into
the kastel. Is there somewhere in the gardens—a tool
shed, a disused aviary?"



"The Elysia Summerhouse!" Kiukiu said, triumphant.
"No one ever goes there now, the floor's all rotted away."

"Elysia?" His eyes clouded over. "That's my mother's
name. Was it her summerhouse? Did he build it for her?"

He seemed to be talking to himself, thinking aloud, not
anticipating an answer. Which was just as well, Kiukiu
thought, as she had no idea who had built the
summerhouse—only that it was a ruin, swathed in ivy and
brambles. An ideal house for an owl.

"And you—what's your name?" he asked.
"Kiukiu."
"Kiukiu?"

She felt herself blushing with pleasure to hear him say
her name out loud.

"Does it have a special meaning?"

"Oh, it's just what everyone calls me. It's short for
Kiukirilya."

He nodded. "Quite a mouthful. No wonder everyone
shortens it."

The Elysia Summerhouse had six sides, with a
veranda around it. The delicate curving roof was
ornamented with a little spire with a weather vane
fashioned out of wrought iron like a barque in full sail.

Once, Kiukiu reckoned, it had been prettily painted in
white and green. But neglect and the ravages of the
Azhkendi winter had stripped all but the stubbornest traces



of paint from its trelliswork.
"Watch where you tread, my lord," she cautioned.

She wasn't sure if he had heard her; he was staring
up at the ruined fretwork that decorated the veranda.

"T wonder . . . did she use to sit here in the
summertime?" His face had become wistful.

Kiukiu swallowed. She so wanted to be able to say yes
and console him. "I don't know, my lord, I wasn't born
then."

"Of course not." He seemed to collect himself. "T'll go
look for something to splint that leg."

Lord Gavril soon reappeared with a short, straight
twig from which he stripped the bark with a little
pocketknife, snapping it to make a little splint.

"Now all we need is something to bind the leg to the
splint, some twine, string . . ."

"Here." She untied the blue ribbon securing one of her
plaits and handed it to him.

"Now hold it tight. It'll struggle. I'll fix this as fast as I

can.

Kiukiu held the owl in the apron. It felt warm and soft
beneath the linen; she was half afraid she might smother
or crush it if it fought her.

"Keep a firm hold," Lord Gavril muttered. She watched
as he bound the broken leg with deft fingers.

The light was fading, the last of the daylight bleeding



from the sky in streaks of fiery crimson. Kiukiu wondered
how he could see what he was doing in the fast-gathering
gloom.

"It's done. You can let it go now," he said, letting out
a slow breath of relief.

Kiukiu eased the apron away from the feathery bundle
and hastily drew back in case the owl decided to attack
her again. But it merely ruffled its feathers as if deeply
offended, and hopped in an ungainly, lopsided way into the
darkest corner of the summerhouse.

"If it survives the next two days, it'll be fine," Lord
Gavril said, pushing his hair from his eyes. "As long as that
brute Oleg doesn't find it."

Kiukiu gazed at him, smitten. He had rescued her
from "that brute Oleg." She owed him. She wanted to help
him in return—even if she put herself in danger.

"My lord," she began. "There's something else.
Something you ought to know."

"Well?" he said.
"There's a secret door in your room."

"In my room?" Suddenly he was all attention. "Where
does it lead, this secret door? Out of the kastel?"

"I don't know. But I—I saw someone use it to get into
your bedchamber."

"Someone? Who?" he asked, frowning now.

She swallowed. To tell him would be to take a



dangerous path from which there was no turning back.
And yet not to tell him . ..

"Lilias," she said softly.

"Lilias? In my bedchamber? Doing what?"
"She was looking for something."

"Did she find it?"

"No. She unlocked that chest, the dragon chest. She
seemed very angry. And I heard her say—oh dear." Kiukiu
clamped both hands to her mouth. She had said too much.
Suddenly she was frightened.

"What did she say?" The warmth had faded from his
eyes.

"Promise me, my lord, promise me you'll never tell
anyone." Even now, her common sense was screaming at
her not to say any more, to protect herself.

"You have my word as Drakhaon."

She knew then she could not help herself. She would
walk through fire for him.

"There was something about not giving up without a
fight. And then she said, 'Wait till my son is born. Then
we'll find out who is really Drakhaon."

"Ah," he said.

Darkness seeped into the summerhouse. The owl
rustled its feathers in the shadows, letting out a soft,
trilling hoot.



Lord Gavril glanced round, almost as if glad for the
distraction.

"What shall we give this poor creature to eat till it can
hunt for itself again?"

"T can filch some little bits of raw meat from the
kitchen," Kiukiu offered. "Sosia won't notice."

"And water. We must leave it water."

"What shall we call it?" Kiukiu was glad not to be
talking of Lilias anymore. "It must have a name."

"We don't even know if it's male or female."
"What about Snowy, then?"
"Too predictable.”

"Blizzard?" Ideas came crowding into her mind.
"Icefeather? Snowcloud?"

"Snowcloud." He repeated the name slowly, pensively.
"A good name. An evocative hame."

"Your name is Snowcloud," she told the owl. It did not
seem in the least impressed.

"You go back first, my lord. Best we're not seen
together."

At the door of the summerhouse he paused and
looked back.

"You're not afraid, then?"

"Afraid, my lord?" She wasn't sure what he meant.
"Of Arkhel bad luck?"



"Of me," he said quietly. And before she could
answer, he walked out into the dusk.

Next morning Lord Gavril was still in bed when Kiukiu
crept in with her bucket of coals.

"I've come to do your fire, my lord. I didn't mean to
disturb you, I can come back later . . ."

"No. Come in, Kiukiu."

She was shocked to see how pale he looked. There
were dark shadows beneath his eyes, as if he had not
slept all night.

She hurried across the bedchamber to the grate and
hastily began to scrape out the ashes of last night's fire.
She could not help but notice how golden-brown his skin
was where the white cambric nightshirt gaped open at the
neck . ..

What was she thinking of? Her cheeks burning, she
tried to concentrate on the task in hand.

"How is Snowcloud?"

"Still alive, my lord." Kiukiu carefully laid the last coals
on top of the carefully constructed pile. "He tried to peck
me when I brought fresh water and food." She lit the
kindling, then took up the bellows, coaxing the tiny flame.
"But the frost was very harsh last night. The water I left
was frozen over. Perhaps we should take some straw for
him to sleep in?"

"But he's a snow owl," he said absently, as if his mind
were elsewhere. "Aren't they used to the cold? Better used



than us?"

He was right, of course. What must he think of her? It
was just that every time she gazed into those sea-blue
eyes, she forgot what she was talking about.

He threw off the bedclothes and swung his legs out of
bed.

"Show me the hidden door, Kiukiu."

"N-now?" She had told him about it; wasn't that
enough?

"What better time?" He was alert now. "The guards
outside think you're busy lighting the fire. Who will know?"

"But you're not dressed," she said, blushing.

"Easily rectified." He grabbed a pair of breeches and
began to pull them on; hastily she turned her head away.

"There!" He had put on the fur-lined black jacket that
had been left slung over the dragon chest. "Will that do?"

She wavered before the great hanging tapestries.
Was it the one with the bowmen shooting down a stag? Or
the one next to it with the falcons?

She raised the tasseled and braided edge of the
tapestry. A plain little door was set in the wall behind.

"Tt's here."

The heavy tapestry smelled of dust. Her arm was
beginning to ache with the weight of holding it up, and the
gilded threads felt as scratchy as strands of coarse string.



Lord Gavril put out his hand and tried the handle; the
little door swung slowly inward with a creak. Beyond lay a
narrow stone passageway that wound away into utter
darkness.

Kiukiu shivered.

"Where does it go?" Her voice echoed back to her
from the cold passageway beyond.

"Let's find out," he said. "Fetch a candle, Kiukiu."

"Suppose it goes straight to my lady Lilias' rooms?"
Kiukiu said, horrified at the thought. "Straight to her
bedchamber?"

"Then perhaps she'll entertain us to breakfast." The
blue eyes flashed with grim humor.

As Kiukiu crept along the cold, dark passageway
behind Lord Gavril, she realized she had completely
forgotten they were master and servant. He treated her
as if she were his equal, and yet he was lord of all
Azhkendir. She must never let herself forget again. It was
just that he was so . . . nice.

"Mind your head," he whispered, "the passage's
getting lower. And narrower . . . Ah." He stopped. The
pale candle flame wavered in a qust of fresh, freezing air.

"What is it, my lord?"

"Two tunnels ahead. And some kind of grating. That's
where the air's coming from. And the spiders."

"Spiders." She pulled a face.



"Generations of spiders. My guess is that the tunnel to
the right is the one Lilias used. It's much cleaner than the
left-hand one."

"I should have brought my broom," Kiukiu said, trying
to sound nonchalant.

"Kiukiu, you don't have to come any farther."

"Oh, I'm coming, my lord, broom or no. I've got to
make sure you get safely back."

"And protect me from the spiders.” She could hear
self-mockery in his voice now.

"Oh—I didn't mean—"

"My guess," he said, turning into the left-hand tunnel,
"is that this one leads to the East Wing."

His voice came back hollowly to her, muffled by the
dusty darkness ahead. Strands of powdery webs tickled
her face, clinging to her hair and hands.

"Pah!" She spat out a wisp of spidersilk that clung to
her mouth.

"Another door." She heard him rattling the handle.
"Locked." He fished out a ring of keys from his pocket.
"Here, hold the candle, Kiukiu."

As he tried key after key, half-forgotten fragments of
stories began to swirl like wisps of moor mist around
Kiukiu's mind. Stories of the lost brides of past Drakhaons,
walled up in towers and left to die, of unfaithful wives
incarcerated with the rotting corpses of their murdered
lovers. Tales of gouts of black blood dripping through into



the rooms below from hidden chambers above, the
muffled, agonized cries of the tortured heard through walls
a handspan thick . . .

And all in the East Wing.

Several neglected chores began to nag. Suddenly the
prospect of scrubbing a tubful of washing seemed infinitely
preferable to waiting in this cold, spider-infested labyrinth.

She shifted awkwardly from foot to foot.
"Perhaps I should go back . . ." she whispered.

"Ah!" Lord Gavril said triumphantly. The key had
turned in the lock—and the ancient door slowly opened.

"Sosia'll be wondering where I am," she said, hating
herself for sounding so fainthearted.

"I'll tell Sosia you were working for me. I'll think of
some excuse or other—she won't dare to go against the
word of the Drakhaon, will she?"

His face, in the flickering candlelight, was twisted into
a smile of wry self-deprecation.

"No," she said unhappily.

A shaft of daylight, pale as milk, lit the passageway
ahead. Lord Gavril, leading the way, stumbled and almost
fell, putting out one hand to save himself.

"Take care," he said. "The floorboards are rotting
aWay.ll

Kiukiu looked down and saw that he had nearly put
his foot right through a worm-eaten board. A musty smell



of decaying wood rose from the hole.

"Didn't Kostya say Doctor Kazimir was overfond of his
liqguor?" Lord Gavril said, testing the floor ahead, one step
at a time. "It's a wonder he didn't fall and break his neck."

Lord Gavril reached the source of the light: a great
oriel window, boarded and bricked up, with just a few
cracked panes at the top still letting in the daylight . . . and
the rain.

"Look," Kiukiu said, awed, forgetting all about Sosia.
She could see now that they stood on a balcony with an
ironwork balustrade that ran around three of the four
sides. Opposite them a dilapidated marble stair curved
drunkenly downward to the ground floor, which was
worked in the same patterned tiles as those to be found in
the Great Hall.

There had been plaster on the walls and in places,
fragments of fine gilt moldings still remained; the rest had
faded to a chalky gray and was marred by great, dark
blotches of damp and a telltale rash of mold.

Lord Gavril set off toward the stairs and almost
tripped as something small and furry shot out from under
his feet and went squeaking away into the shadows.

"Mice," Kiukiu placed her hand on her chest, trying to
still the panicked thudding of her heart. "Or rats . . . ?"

"What a dismal place," Lord Gavril said, his voice
echoing around the cavernous hall. "If I were Doctor
Kazimir, which of these rooms would I have chosen as my
laboratory?"



He had begun to open the dark doors that led off the
landing, one after another. Kiukiu hovered behind him,
unwilling to look inside, dreading that she might glimpse
the remains of some nameless atrocity committed by Lord
Gavril's ancestors. Bloodstained specters of mutilated
brides floated through her imagination, drifted their
skeletal fingers through her hair, whispered her name with
dust-choked charnel voices . . .

"If you are gone too long, my lord, the Bogatyr may
come looking for you," she said.

He did not reply. She looked around—and found
herself alone. He must have gone into one of the rooms.

"Lord Gavril?" she said in a small voice.

Then she heard a hollow footfall coming from inside
one of the open doors. She crept on tiptoe across the
dusty boards and peeped inside.

"Look. Look at this," he said in soft, awed tones.

The walls were lined with shelves, just like Sosia's
pantries, Kiukiu thought. And on the shelves were jars:
each with gilded labels with black, curled writing on them.
But as Kiukiu could not read, the letters meant nothing to
her.

Lord Gavril was standing at a long table, examining
the clutter of strange objects ranged along its top. Glass
phials, jars, and alembics, some with murky liquids still
inside, were connected by a complicated system of tubes,
pipes, and coils.

Kiukiu couldn't help giggling.



"So that's what Doctor Kazimir was up to," she said.
"No wonder he was always drunk!"

"Hm?" Lord Gavril was gently blowing the film of dust
from an open ledger.

"It's a still! Oleg's got jars and pipes like this in the
cellar. He makes aquavit and plum brandy—strong enough
to rot your entrails, Sosia says." She ran one finger along
the rim of the table and absently examined the gray dust
stain it left. He did not answer; he was thumbing feverishly
through the pages of the ledger, which were filled with a
fine, spidery handwriting.

"Look at this mess!" She reached the end of the long
table where the neat arrangements of pipes and bottles
ended in chaos. Smashed glass littered the floor and
strange stains of green and acid-yellow had corroded the
wood. More livid splashes stained the floor and the walls.
It was as if someone had dashed the construction to the
floor in a fury.

Lord Gavril closed the ledger, sending up another little
puff of dust into the air.

Kiukiu sneezed.

"I have all I need for now," he said tersely.
"We're going?"

He shut the door carefully behind them.

"The candle's burning low," Kiukiu said, shielding the
wavering flame with her hand as another damp draft set it
wildly flickering.



"Lead the way, then."

When they reached the great door that led back to
the secret passage, he put down the ledger to find the
keys.

"What's this?" He straightened up, holding out his
hand for her to see what he had picked up.

It was a slender glass phial, barely the length of her
little finger.

"For perfume?" she said. "Or one of the essences
Sosia uses to flavor puddings: vanilla, almond, rose?"

"But why here? And look, there's some residue." He
sniffed the phial, pulling a sour face. "It smells acrid. Not
the least like perfume . . ."

"Poison . .."

Kiukiu felt herself wracked by a sudden bitter chill;
glancing up, she saw—behind Lord Gavril—a man, standing
watching them, a shadow dimly etched against the pale
shaft of frosted daylight.

Lord Gavril whipped around.

"Father! Wait!" he cried. His voice came echoing back
in shivers of sound.

But even as Kiukiu forced herself to look again, she
saw that the revenant had gone.

"Must have been a . . . a trick of the light," she said.

He said nothing. When she dared to look up at his
face she saw that his eyes were set, staring grimly into



the empty passageway.

"You saw him too." She felt cold and sick. The air,
when she tried to take in a breath, tasted bitter as winter
frost.

He weighed the little glass tube in his palm. "Of
course. There must be another passageway that leads
from here to the Great Hall." He seemed to have forgotten
she was there. "A whole network of passages—even one
that leads out into the grounds, outside the kastel walls. . .
Kiukiu!"

"Yes, my lord?" She gazed up into his eyes. So blue,
she could drown in them. The fear and the cold receded.

"I want you to give me your word. That you'll say
nothing of what has happened here today. My life—and
yours—may depend on it."

The earnestness of his voice, the intensity of his blue
gaze, mesmerized her. She looked down and saw that his
hands were on her shoulders.

"I give you my word," she said.

His hands—touching her! As she led the way back
down the grimy passageway away from the door, she felt
so light, so airy, she could have danced.

You didn't have to ask me to swear secrecy, my lord.
Can't you see that I am utterly devoted to you?

<K» <» <»

On the fifth evening the Orlov carriages rattled across
a broad, fertile river plain toward the setting sun and the



distant shimmering mirage that was Mirom, capital city of
Muscobar.

As they drew near, the mirage became stone, and the
light of the setting sun gilded the spires and painted onion
domes of Mirom's monasteries and cathedrals. Elysia
leaned close to the dusty window to gaze out. She had
never visited Mirom in her life, and she wanted to see if
the city lived up to the many reports of its wealth and
splendor.

Centuries ago, Mirom had been the capital of the
powerful empire of Rossiya. Once, before the downfall of
the imperial family, the emperors had held court here. On
the death of the last emperor, Artamon, his sons had
scrapped like dogs for the throne—and eventually the
empire had been divided up among their warring families:
Muscobar; Smarna to the south; and Tielen, Azhkendir,
and Khitari to the far north. The Grand Dukes of Mirom
still claimed blood descent from the Great Artamon, though
genealogists disputed the claim.

Stiff though she was and weary from the rigors of the
overland journey, Elysia was enchanted with her first view
of the city of Mirom. The cathedral domes were bright with
colored swirls of mosaic tiles in rich reds, purples, and
blues, and bristled with golden spires.

The great gateway under which they passed bore the
Orlov crest: two proud sea eagles, wings outstretched,
emblazoned in blue, white, and gold.

And then they were in the city, clattering over cobbles
as, flanked by the White Guard, the carriages rolled
toward a broad tree-lined boulevard.



"Home at last," cried Astasia. And then she let out
another piercing sigh.

"And not before time," said Eupraxia. "How
wearisome this journey has been. The sea route is much
more pleasant.”

"Praxia, you know Mama was seasick last time we
came by sea. Perhaps Prince Eugene has unwittingly
spared her."

Elysia was still looking out of the window. In the
mellow dusk, lamplighters were lighting the street lamps
that glowed along each side of the wide avenue. The
carriage wheels ran more smoothly now, as if rolling on
soft-milled gravel. Ahead lay high walls interspersed with
ornately spiked ironwork railings; in the center were gilded
iron gates that also bore the Orlov crest finely worked in
metal.

In the wide avenues Elysia saw people stopping
beneath the trees and staring. But she had heard no
cheers of welcome, only the incessant clatter of the
horses' hooves and the jingle of the harnesses. Perhaps
the comings and goings of the ruling family were a
commonplace event to the people of Mirom.

Then the carriages wheeled through the gates and
into the vast courtyard, making straight for the central
building. It was not until they drew close that Elysia saw a
second archway constructed in the palace itself and
realized they were about to drive through into an inner
courtyard.

"Home at last," Astasia said again as the carriage



shuddered to a halt. She flung open the door and leapt
nimbly down before one of the liveried servants could
hurry forward to help her. "Eupraxia, make sure Madame
Andar is made comfortable. See she has rooms in the
West Wing near to your own. I have things to do." And
she went running off before Eupraxia could stop her.

Eupraxia shook her head, tutting fondly. "Still rushing
round like a giddy schoolgirl. What will Prince Eugene
think? What kind of a bride will she make?"

Elysia was staring up at the painted stucco facades of
the Winter Palace: walls of gray and blue; pillars and
carvings highlighted in cold, winter white. Inside the tall
windows she caught the glitter of glass crystals in
chandeliers and polished mirrors. A palace of ice and snow
, She thought. I only hope its inhabitants haven't hearts of
ice as well.

"A word of aadvice, Madame Andar,” Eupraxia
whispered in her ear. "When you are preparing for your
audience with His Grace the Grand Duke, make sure you
wear appropriate court dress. It would be deemed an
impropriety to appear inappropriately dressed.”

Court dress? Elysia took out the few clothes she had
brought with her, shaking her head over each as she laid
them on the bed. There was nothing remotely grand here.
Her life in Vermeille had not included balls or imperial
receptions. Vermellle was a republic; a revolution long
before she was born had ousted the ruling family and
established a democratically elected councdil.

Perhaps she could borrow a court gown? She had no
wish to offend the Grand Duke by dressing inappropriately



and thereby prejudicing Gavril's cause—

"How ridiculous!" she whispered, furiously casting
down the last gown on the bed. "My son's future is at
stake, and here I am having to worry about dresses?"

There was a discreet tap at the door and Eupraxia
appeared, bearing a little tray. A delicious smell wafted
from a porcelain bowl on the tray as Eupraxia set it down.

"Astasia thought you might need some refreshment,
madame, so I've brought you some bouillon to restore you
after the journey."

"How thoughtful," Elysia said distractedly. "But right
now, Eupraxia, what I most need is some advice. Which of
these gowns is closest to court dress?"

Eupraxia looked down at the dresses and Elysia saw a
little frown furrow her plump, pleasant face.

"Oh dear."
"None of these?"

"Well, perhaps this one, the russet velvet. But it is
considered a discourtesy to his grace to appear in his
presence plainly dressed. One must look as if one has
spent the greatest time and trouble to look one's best. But
as long as you wear your jewels with it . . ."

"Jewels?" Elysia stared at Eupraxia. What would they
think of her? She had no jewels; she had sold the
sapphires Volkh had given her on their wedding day to pay
for their passage back to Vermeille.

All she had kept was a single ruby, Volkh's first gift to



her, dark as blood. She had not worn it in over fifteen
years but somehow had found herself unable to part with
it, even when times were hard. Now she took it out and
strung it around her neck. Against her creamy skin it
looked like a crimson teardrop.

The marble floor was so highly polished that Elysia
could see her reflection in it. Gold-swagged mirrors and
varnished maps painted in rich colors adorned the paneled
walls, and at the center of the room stood a wide desk
fashioned out of walnut, each leg carved as a gilded sea
eagle.

A white-haired man sat writing at the desk; he was in
plain court dress with a blue ribbon bearing an order of
gold about his neck. He looked up as she entered,
frowning a little.

"Drakhys," he said, rising.

Elysia winced. "I do not choose to be called by that
name," she said coldly.

"Madame Andar, then." Although his cropped hair and
neatly trimmed beard were white, the gray eyes observing
her gleamed with a keen, youthful intelligence. She felt
uncomfortably as if she were being assessed. "Let me
welcome you on behalf of His Imperial Grace the Grand
Duke to the Winter Palace."

"I was told I was to be granted an audience with his
imperial grace.”

"And indeed, Madame Andar, you are, you are. Let
me introduce myself: Vassian, First Minister of Muscobar."



Flustered, Elysia dropped into a curtsy, one hand to
her breast.

"I beg your pardon, your excellency, I
misunderstood.”

He gestured with one hand for her to rise.

"My dear madame, you have been through a difficult
time. I am here to listen to your tale and to discuss in
what ways we might be able to help you. But first . . ."
With another curt gesture he signed to the hovering
servants to leave the antechamber. "Now we are alone.
You can say what you will without fear of being overheard.
Please be seated.”

Elysia sat down on the gilt-framed chair on the other
side of the ornate marquetry desk.

Vassian listened to her account without comment, his
hands folded on the desktop.

"And when I went into his room next morning, he was
... gone."

"And you believe your late husband's bodyguard have
kidnapped Gavril?"

Elysia nodded. She could feel tears pricking at the
back of her eyes, yet her pride would not allow her to
weep in front of Vassian. She sensed he would take it as a
sign of weakness.

"There is another, darker possibility for which you
must steel yourself, madame. Your husband made many
enemies within his own country—and without as well.



Someone might have taken this opportunity to rid
Azhkendir of the Nagarians for good."

Elysia took in a breath to try to steady her voice. "I
am all too aware of that possibility. That was one of the
reasons I took Gavril away from Azhkendir."

"And all youthful japes and misdemeanors have been
discounted? There is no woman involved?"

"None, I assure you," Elysia said, rather more sharply
than she had intended, and saw the ghost of a fleeting
smile pass over the First Minister's impassive face. "I'm
not saying Gavril has been a saint, your excellency. But all
his usual haunts have been checked and double-checked.
None of his friends or drinking companions have seen
him."

Vassian leaned forward across the desk.

"Let's assume he has been taken to Azhkendir. Had
you considered the possibility that—knowing all too well
your feelings toward your late husband—your son is afraid
of telling you he wishes to be made Drakhaon?"

"Gavril left all his paints and sketchbooks behind. He
never goes anywhere without them," Elysia insisted.

"Are you aware that Lord Volkh came here to Mirom
about eighteen months ago to discuss a treaty of mutual
benefit to our countries?"

"I told you, your excellency, we did not communicate."

"It was a little diplomatic coup for which I take full
credit." Vassian examined his nails as he spoke. "The



Treaty of Accord. For years we had been trying to
establish relations with Azhkendir, remote and inaccessible
as it is. In the light of our present"—he hesitated as
though searching for the right word—"difficulties with
Eugene of Tielen, I can assure you we are still most
interested in maintaining good relations with Azhkendir."

"I don't see how this helps my son," Elysia burst out.

"You may recall, madame, that the southern
mountains of Azhkendir form a natural barrier between our
two countries. Look."

He smoothed out a map on the desk, pointing out the
long southern range of mountains that separated
Azhkendir from Muscobar.

"The White Sea to the east of Azhkendir is already
filled with ice. And now we hear that the Saltyk Sea on the
western shores has frozen over too."

"You're saying that he is a prisoner?"

"A prisoner of the elements, madame. The Grand
Duke has much influence in this hemisphere—but even he,
I fear, cannot command the snows to thaw or the ice to
melt."

Elysia stared at the crude, jagged lines of the
mountain peaks. The cartographer had evidently not been
able to gather enough information about Azhkendir to map
the contours accurately.

"So what am I to do?"

"Azhkendir is, as I said, of great significance to us,"



Vassian continued, rolling up the map. "Our relations with
Eugene of Tielen of late have not been as cordial as we
would wish. He has amassed a vast fleet in the Straits.
Azhkendir is all that stands between Eugene's armies and
Muscobar. We can only hope that this forthcoming
wedding proposal will serve to—"

There came a discreet tap at the door.
"Yes," rasped Vassian.

"His excellency, Count Velemir," announced a liveried
servant.

Elysia turned around in her seat to see the newcomer.
The count was wearing a fur-trimmed coat of black velvet
cut like a military greatcoat. He walked with the aid of a
gold-topped ebony cane, yet Elysia saw with a portrait
painter's astute eye that he was only in early middle years.
He was clean-shaven, with his brown hair combed severely
back, military fashion, from a weather-tanned face. He
smiled as Vassian introduced them, kissing her hand, and
she noticed that his eyes were a warm tortoiseshell brown.

"You have news for Madame Andar, Velemir?" Vassian
said.

"Indeed I have." Velemir sat on another of the gilt
chairs opposite Elysia. "News that will serve to reassure
her, I trust."

"News of Gavril?" Elysia was all attention now.

"Your son is, as you guessed, in Azhkendir. He
disembarked at Arkhelskoye, where he was welcomed by
the townspeople. He then set out for Kastel Drakhaon,



where your late husband's will was due to be read."

"But how can you be sure?" Elysia cried, not certain
whether she felt relief or dismay that her fears had been
confirmed.

"It is my business to know these things," the count
said calmly. "I am on my way now to relay the information
to the Grand Duke. If you would care to accompany me,
Madame Andar, I will present you to his grace." He rose
and offered her his arm; after a moment's hesitation,
Elysia rose too, placing her hand on his arm.

"We will talk again soon, madame," Vassian said,
picking up his pen. It seemed as if he had already turned
his mind to other matters.

"So you have recently returned from Azhkendir,
count?" Elysia asked boldly.

"Indeed no, madame, but I have been on official
business to Tielen." He stopped. They had reached a long,
mirror-lined gallery whose tall windows looked out onto a
formal garden where fountains spouted among clipped
hedges of box and yew. "I must congratulate you,
Madame Andar."

"Congratulate me?" Elysia looked into the
weather-browned face but saw only the count's charming
smile.

"You had us quite baffled. News from Azhkendir
travels slowly at best, and much is garbled when it
reaches us. Some rumors said that you were dead. We
had no idea you and your son had been living in Vermeille
for so many years."



"Even when I accepted the commission to paint
Altessa Astasia?"

He laughed softly, patting her hand. His laugh was
smooth and dark like strong, sweet coffee. "Ah, then, then
we began to make connections. Shall we take a turn about
the Rusalki Garden?"

The Rusalki Garden was filled with the sound of
splashing waters; formal beds of topiaried box and yew
surrounded a great fountain. As they walked along the
alleyways Elysia saw a fine mist shimmering in the cold,
dull air above the fountain from which carved river-nymphs
arose, water spouting from their cupped hands, making
green copper streaks on their bare marble breasts.

"Tell me about your son, Gavril. Will he make a good
Drakhaon?”

Elysia stopped, swinging around to face the count.

"Can there be such a thing as a good Drakhaon,
count?"

"We know so little about the House of Nagarian," the
count said with a shrug. "We understood that Lord Volkh
had developed powerful weapons to defend his lands . . .
yet when he and his entourage arrived in Mirom, his
bodyguard was only armed with axes and sabers!”

Elysia glanced at the count, wondering why he was
pursuing this line of conversation. What did he aim to learn
from her?

"Count Velemir," she said, looking him directly in the
eyes, "I left Azhkendir just before my husband destroyed



the Arkhels. He revealed nothing of his military secrets to
me."

"But young Gavril—he has had no military training, has
he?"

"My husband wanted him to attend the academy in
Mirom, but I refused to let him go."

"You think for yourself, madame," the count said. "A
quality I much admire in a woman."

Elysia—to her chagrin—found that she was blushing.
What business had she, blushing at an idle compliment like
a schoolgirl?

They stopped beside the central fountain, the
splashing waters almost obscuring his voice.

"Elysia," he said suddenly, catching hold of her hands.
"We may talk freely here; no one can overhear us. I have
some information for you. Your husband came to Mirom
for a secret purpose. We are still not entirely sure what
that purpose was, only that a doctor of science from the
University of Mirom accompanied him back to Azhkendir."

"A doctor of science?"

"One Altan Kazimir. Now I have it on good authority
that the doctor has recently arrived back in Mirom. I can
only suppose that his employment came to an end when
Lord Volkh was murdered."

A lead at last! Elysia was so excited that she began to
babble questions.

"Has this Doctor Kazimir resumed his work at the



university? Can I go find him there?"

"My dear lady, I beg you to proceed with a little
caution. Altan Kazimir has so far resisted all attempts to
reinstate him. In fact, it seems as if his experiences in
Azhkendir may have disturbed his reason. He refuses to
talk to his old colleagues and keeps himself barricaded in
his apartment. However, another fugitive from Azhkendir
may fare better . . ."

"You think he might listen to me?"

"If you can convince him that you understand what he
has been through . . ." He pressed her hands warmly
between his own. "But take care, Elysia. He is in a volatile,
unpredictable state."

"Volatile or no, I must speak with him," Elysia said.

"If you are determined to take the risk, I can provide
a plainclothes escort. But remember, he will not even listen
to you if he thinks you are not alone. He trusts no one!"

"T think I know how to be discreet, count."
"Still so formal!" he said teasingly.

"So, when can I go?"

"And so eager!"

"Gavril is my only child." To her annoyance tears had
begun to blur her eyes again. And she had wanted to
show Velemir how strong she was.

"Here in Mirom one never puts one's own desires
before the imperatives of duty," he said sternly. "In



simpler terms: you must be presented to the Grand Duke."

"Oh!" Elysia's hand flew to her mouth. Another gaffe
in court etiquette. "I didn't mean—"

"Of course you did not," Velemir said smoothly, "and
you must think me a boor. There is a pattern to court life
not unlike that of a formal dance; once you have learned
the steps it all becomes intelligible."

"Then please, dear count, teach me the steps."
"That is a singularly fine ruby you are wearing."

Elysia's fingers flew to her throat, instinctively
covering the jewel. "A gift from my late husband."

"You will forgive me, but . . ."

"I feared as much. It's too unsubtle." Elysia let out a
sigh of vexation. He must think her so provincial. "I only
brought it in the hope I could sell it to raise money for
Gavril. Then Eupraxia insisted I should wear jewelry for
the audience, and this is all I have."

"T hope you don't think it presumptuous of me, but I
know the court jeweler Maximov very well. He could be
persuaded to transform this rather . . . rough-cut stone
into something in gold and tiny rubies, perhaps with
earrings to match? The Grand Duchess favors a six-petal
rose design this year."

"You're very kind, count, but—"

A little clock on a nearby tower struck the hour in a
pretty tinkle of chimes. Church and monastery bells echoed
without in a darker resonant clamor.



"Come with me; it's time for today's audience."

As they approached the audience chamber, Elysia
heard a great murmur of voices and the sound of a string
quartet. Servants flung open double doors of white and
gilt, announcing loudly above the music, "The Drakhys of
Azhkendir with his excellency, Count Velemir."

The murmur of voices stilled as everyone turned to
stare. Elysia quite forgot her anger at being announced as
Drakhys as Count Velemir led her into the chamber.
Everyone was staring at her in her simple velvet gown;
staring and—she was certain—whispering behind gloved
hands and fans. Even the vast portraits of Orlovs dead and
gone seemed to glare disapprovingly at her from the
brocade-hung walls.

The audience chamber glittered with gold; from the
painted ceilings to the plaster moldings, every surface
looked as if it had been inlaid with gilt. And the Duke's
courtiers glittered too; Elysia was dazzled by the sparkle of
jewels. Every woman present seemed to be wearing
diamond chokers and tiaras, sapphire earrings, and
emerald rings. She felt as if she were a sparrow sneaking
into an aviary of bright-plumaged exotic birds.

As Velemir led Elysia into the chamber, the courtiers
drew back to let them pass, and ahead she saw two gilt
chairs set on a blue-carpeted dais, guarded by two of the
White Guard. Draped across the less ornate of the two
chairs she recognized the indolent figure of Sofia, the
Grand Duchess. Beside her a broad-shouldered man,
resplendent in a blue uniform glittering with medals, sat
glowering at the chamber.



"Your grace." Elysia sank into a curtsy.

"Who's this, Sofia?" Grand Duke Aleksei grunted.
Elysia noticed the lines of worry creasing the Duke's face
and the artful way strands of graying hair had been
combed to conceal his baldness.

The Grand Duchess gestured vaguely in Elysia's
direction.

"Elysia Nagarian. The portrait painter."

"Please rise, madame." The Grand Duke waved one
white-gloved hand. "Welcome to our court. I'm glad to see
that the count has been looking after you."

As Elysia rose, she noticed that First Minister Vassian
had appeared on the dais and was whispering to the
Grand Duke. She risked a quick, interrogatory glance at
Count Velemir, but he was watching the Grand Duke.

"Vassian has just told me that your son is to be made
ruler of Azhkendir."

"Made, your grace? Forced," Elysia said sharply. "My
son was taken from our home against his will."

There was a little stir among the nearest courtiers.
She could not be certain whether they were shocked that
she had spoken so boldly to the Duke or shocked at what
had happened to Gavril.

"The news of Lord Volkh's assassination was most
disconcerting—especially so soon after the signing of the
Treaty of Accord. Mirom has no wish in these uncertain
times to see its allies overthrown. However," and the



Grand Duke seemed to be looking directly at Count Velemir
as he spoke, "until we ascertain that the assassination was
an internal matter, Mirom must rest neutral, madame. If
there is proof that external factors were involved—say,
one of Eugene's agents—then we will unite forces with
your son and retaliate."

This was not at all what Elysia had expected to hear.
Military action, involving Gavril? All she had wanted was
help to extricate him from Kostya's clutches. For a moment
the glittering room dimmed about her. She faltered and
felt Count Velemir's arm supporting her.

"But I only meant—" she began.

A crash of broken glass interrupted her. The music
stopped jaggedly in mid-phrase. Instantly the White Guard
went running to the windows; the Grand Duke rose to his
feet.

"Keep down, your grace!" Velemir leapt onto the dais
to protect the Grand Duke and Duchess, a flintlock pistol in
his hand.

"Down with the Orlovs!" a muffled voice shouted.
"Free Muscobar from tyranny!"

"What in the devil's name—" bellowed the Grand
Duke.

There seemed to be a scuffle taking place. Elysia, too
surprised to think of her own safety, stared as the White
Guard hauled a shabbily dressed man up into the audience
chamber through the smashed window and flung him on
the floor before the dais.



Velemir lowered his flintlock until the muzzle rested on
the man's forehead.

"Identify yourself," he said in a quiet voice.

The man shook his head. One of the White Guard
kicked him in the side.

Elysia winced.

"Your name," Velemir said again. There was a small
but audible click as he cocked back the hammer, readying
the weapon to fire.

"Stepan,"” the man muttered.
"Search him," Velemir said.

More of the White Guard came running in. They held
the man down and in spite of his struggles, roughly
searched his clothing.

"What's this?" one of the guards demanded. He
brandished a knife in front of the man's face.

"I'm...acobbler..." The man spoke thickly,
half-choked by the stream of blood pouring from his
nostrils. "It's a . . . leather knife . . ."

"Cobbler! An assassin, more likely."

"Take him away," Velemir said impassively. "Question
him. But go easy. I want names this time. And double the
guard. I want to know how this self-styled cobbler got
inside the gates."

The guards hauled the man to his feet and dragged
him away. Elysia could not help but notice the trail of blood



spots left in his wake on the marble—and the speed with
which the liveried servants swiftly polished them away.
She felt shaken, unsettled by the whole incident.

"Today's audience is at an end," announced the
majordomo.

"But wait—I haven't—" Elysia spun around to see the
Grand Duke escorting the Duchess from the room. "Count
Velemir. What did the Duke mean about retaliation? I must
speak with him again."

"Tomorrow, my dear Madame Andar," the count said,
smiling. He seemed utterly unruffled. Behind him, repair
work was already taking place, broken glass being swept
up, carpenters and glaziers taking measurements of the
shattered panes.

Elysia stood watching them, confused and angry.
What had she stumbled into? What was happening in
Mirom? No one seemed to understand her concerns. No
one understood—Ilet alone cared about—the danger Gavril
was in.

&K P &K

A shaft of dazzling morning sunlight pierced the
brocade curtains of Gavril's bed.

Gavril instinctively covered his eyes with his hands. His
nails bit into his skin. With a yelp he lowered his hands and
saw that his jagged fingernails had a dark glitter to them,
as if dusted with spangles. And they were indigo now, right
down to the quicks. More like talons than human nails . . .

He stared down at them, revulsed yet fascinated. Why



had the discoloration progressed so rapidly? Were other
changes taking place, subtler changes of which he was not
yet aware? This odd feeling brought memories of
childhood illnesses, of waking to find his throat sore, his
body covered in a rash of red spots.

Suddenly he was gripped with a compulsion to look at
himself.

"Ready for your morning ablutions, my lord?" inquired
a quavering voice. Gavril flung open the curtains, wincing
at the brightness of the light. Old Guaram stood there,
towel draped over his shoulder, a razor in one hand and a
bowl of soapy water in the other. Every morning he had
brought hot water and shaved Gavril—another ritual that
Gavril had inherited from Volkh.

"I'll shave myself today, Guaram," Gavril said curtly.

"But how, my lord?" The old servant looked
bewildered. "How will you see what you are doing?"

"You will bring me a mirror."

"A mirror?" Guaram shook his head vehemently. "I
always performed these services for your father. It would
not be right for my lord—"

"I want a mirror, Guaram. You can shave me if you
wish, but I want a mirror."

"The water will be cold, my lord—"
"Now, Guaram!"

"Very well, my lord." Guaram shambled away,
muttering to himself and still shaking his head. He did not



reappear for a good quarter hour, but when he returned
he was carrying a small hand mirror.

"At last." Gavril snatched it from him and gazed down
at his reflection. The face he saw frowning back at him
was still recognizably his own—even if the brows seemed
darker and the narrowed eyes more hooded, more wary.
But he was not in the least reassured by what he saw. He
might still look like Gavril Andar outside, but he did not feel
the same inside. He felt restless and off-color.

As if he no longer belonged in his own skin.
"Tell me about my father, Guaram."
"I attended Lord Volkh for over forty years, my lord."

"And is it true? That his hair was more blue than
black? That the pupils of his eyes became like snakes'
eyes, just slits? That—"

"My lord was Drakhaon," Guaram said with a shrug.
"But how did he look at my age?"

"That is too long ago for old Guaram to remember
clearly." Guaram gave him a wide, toothless grin. "I am
eighty this year, my lord. And I am becoming forgetful.
Now as this second bowl of water is getting cold . . ."

Gavril resignedly let Guaram shave him, inwardly
fretting through the procedure, wanting the old man to be
done and leave him in peace. At last Guaram gathered up
his barber's tools and shuffled away, leaving Gavril staring
at his smooth-shaven reflection in the hand mirror.

What is happening to me?



He stuck out his tongue. It looked dark, slightly furred,
as though after a night or two of drink and dissipation. But
there was nothing to explain this inexplicable sensation of .
. . wrongness.

Gavril flung on his clothes and, taking the mirror with
him, hurried over to the Kalika Tower, where he had
hidden Kazimir's ledger and the little phial the night before.

No one challenged him—but he had the distinct
impression that the servants and druzhina he encountered
in the passageways were all staring at him and whispering
to each other after he had passed. He took the precaution
of locking and bolting the door after him.

Then he took out some clean sheets of paper from his
father's desk and propped up the mirror on some books.
He inscribed the date at the top of the first sheet and the
words "Self-Portrait 1." Then, with feverish pen strokes, he
began to sketch his reflection in ink. When he had finished,
he set the portrait to dry.

As he looked down at what he had drawn, he could
not remember ever having produced such somber work
before, full of shadows and jagged pen strokes.

Every day he would come here and sketch another
self-portrait. And if there were any gradual process of
degeneration or change taking place, the portraits would
provide a tangible record.

"What shall I call this? 'Transformation'?" he muttered.
"Disintegration'? Or 'Birth of a Monster'?"

Late afternoon light from the moorlands, filtered by
the colored lozenges of glass in the windows, tinged the



study walls with wine-rich stains. Gavril still sat at his
father's desk, poring over the pages of Doctor Kazimir's
ledger. And the more pages he turned, the more his
desperation grew.

Some of the symbols here he recognized—for sulfur,
for volatile alkaline salts—but others were as unfamiliar as
the curling, intricate script of the Djihari. Page after page
of incomprehensible formulae, many dashed out with only
the occasional irritated comment scribbled in the margin,
betraying Kazimir's frustration. Many of the later pages
were almost indecipherable, as if some caustic substance
had splashed onto the ledger, eating away both ink and
paper. In other places, the black of the ink had discolored
and run, creating strange blotches of sepia brown, blue,
and purple.

What had been in the little phial? Poison—or traces of
Kazimir's elixir that could halt the physical and mental
degeneration?

Gavril held the phial up to the light, squinting into the
glass tube at the dried blue stains, cautiously sniffing.

He had even begun to wonder if the scientist had
unintentionally poisoned his father. Kazimir had been
working for a wealthy, intimidatingly powerful patron
desperate for a remedy for a fast-worsening condition.
The temptation to hurry the process, to experiment and
take risks, must have been overwhelming. But the entries
in the ledger did not read like the writings of a man with a
grudge.

The passage that had intrigued him most described an
experiment using "Drakhaon's blood." But acid or rot had



eaten away one side of the page, leaving a tantalizingly
incomplete account. It seemed that Kazimir had been
using his father's blood—but in what quantities and to
what precise purpose, he could not be certain.

Eyes aching from trying to decipher the blurred text,
Gavril laid the ledger down. The only one who could help
him was Kazimir himself. And no one knew where he had
gone. Except maybe . . .

"Lilias," he said aloud.
It was time to accept her invitation to tea.

"Welcome, my lord." Dysis ushered Gavril into an
oriel-windowed room, lit by the low, rich light of the
dipping sun. "My mistress is waiting to receive you."

The walls were hung with subtly dyed silks in peony
shades of cream, rose, and moss. There was no trace
here of savage hunting tapestries. Little cushions, fringed
and tasseled, were strewn over the long, low sofas.
Porcelain bowls, white, gold, and pink, filled with sugared
almonds and crystallized rose and violet petals, were
placed on the mosaic tops of little tables; Lilias obviously
had a sweet tooth. And a volume or two lay open beside
the bowls of sweets, as if Lilias had been disturbed at her
reading; the uppermost book was the fashionable Autumn
Leaves of the Muscobar poet and philosopher Solovei.

"Please sit, my lord." Lilias was reclining on a sofa.
She was wearing a long, loose-fitting gown of turquoise
silk intricately embroidered with peacock eyes and fantails.
"Make yourself comfortable."

Gavril remembered salons like this in Vermeille: bowls



of scented tea, almond petits fours, witticisms, discreet
laughter drifting from the shaded terraces. In Vermeille he
would have been able to relax and enjoy the flirtatious
glances, the clever wordplay. But this was Azhkendir and
there was too much at stake; he had hazarded a great
deal on the outcome of this meeting.

"I have jasmine tea or vervain. Which would you
prefer?"

"Jasmine."

Lilias lifted a little teapot and poured the pale,
fragrant tea into a porcelain bowl. Leaning forward, she
handed the bowl to Gavril.

"Take care. It's very hot." Her fingertips brushed his
as he took the bowl from her. A single jasmine flower
floated on the surface of the steaming liquid.

"We need to talk, Madame Arbelian," he said.

"I'm glad you see it that way too." Lilias smiled at
him. The strident, needy tone he had heard at the reading
of the will had been smoothed away. "But please don't be
so formal. Call me Lilias."

"Only if you will call me Gavril." He had learned how
to play these little exchanges of gallantry on summer
evenings at the soirees of Elysia's friends. He had enjoyed
their gently seductive teasing, their playfully adoring looks
and sighs. There it had all been a flattering, pleasurable
game. But now he was in no mood for playing games.

"So, Gavril," she said, "where shall we start?"



He took in a deep breath. "How did my father come
to employ Altan Kazimir?"

"Your father was in Mirom on state business. To sign
the Treaty of Accord with Muscobar. He met Kazimir at the
university, I believe. They shared a passion for astronomy.
The nights are so clear in Azhkendir and the constellations
are, they tell me, easier to chart." She had shown no
reaction to the name of Kazimir. "Have you ever been to
Mirom, Gavril?"

Gavril shook his head.

"Oh, you must visit Mirom. It is such a beautiful city.
But then, it's my home; for me it is the most beautiful
place in the world. I imagine you feel the same way about
Vermeille?" Lilias smiled at him again. "Your father
attended a reception at the Winter Palace. I happened to
be there with Count Velemir, an old friend of mine. When 1
was introduced to your father there was . . . an instant
rapport. When he asked me to come back to Azhkendir
with him, naturally I accepted.”

Velemir. He had heard that name before. But where?
"You gave up Mirom society to come here?"

"One can grow tired of so many balls, ballets,
concerts," she said lightly. But Gavril saw that though her
lips smiled, her eyes were shadowed, giving nothing away.
Had she left Mirom to escape a tiresome relationship . . .
or a court scandal? There was more, so much more to
Lilias Arbelian than she was prepared to reveal to him.

"It's ironic, isn't it?" she said. "You and I, both
strangers in a strange land."



The sun was setting, its red light burning through the
oriel windows like autumn bonfires.

"I want to find Kazimir, Lilias."

"And you think I know where he is?" One plucked
eyebrow rose eloquently upward. "Kostya's been
slandering me again, hasn't he? Oh, I was lonely, I don't
deny it. Altan Kazimir was lonely too, so far from his
friends and colleagues in Mirom. You've only been here a
few days, Gavril. When the winter sets in, this drafty
kastel can feel like a prison." Her eyes brimmed with
sudden tears. "Was it so wrong to spend time together?
To have a friend of my own to talk of happier times in
Mirom?"

"So you have no idea where he went?" Gavril was
determined not to let her distract him from the purpose of
his visit.

"My guess is he returned to Mirom. He was lucky to
escape with his life. Kostya sent the druzhina after him."

"Mirom." The mood of despair was descending again,
dark as a winter fog. Mirom was—if Kostya was to be
believed—as inaccessible as Vermeille until the thaw came.

"And Kazimir never talked of his work with you?" He
could feel a muscle had begun to twitch to the side of his
mouth. No one else must ever krnow. Reckiessly, he
[gnored his rather’s warning. "'He never discussed the
enxir?”

"With me?” Liias set down the /ittle bow/ of tea. A
suaaen horrible thought crossed Gavril's mind. She had rnot
even lasted her tea, and it was so exotically perfumed



that the strong flavor could easily have disguised the
bitterness of poison. "Why?"

He swallowed hard, his mouth dry with apprehension.
Was this how the assassin had disabled his father, leaving
him weak, vulnerable to attack? And hadn't Lilias—for all
her pleasant small talk—stated quite openly that she
expected her child to inherit?

"I—I need the elixir," he said hoarsely.

"But I thought you knew. Your father destroyed it,"
she said, staring at him. "The night of the . . . the
misunderstanding. He went storming into Kazimir's
laboratory and smashed every bottle, every phial. He
accused Kazimir of trying to poison him."

Gavril stared at her, speechless. So it was his father
who had destroyed the elixir in a fit of jealous rage. His
last hope of finding a cure in Azhkendir was gone.

"Ah," she said softly. "Now I understand. It's started,
hasn't it?"

"How can you tell?" he asked, as softly as she.

"Oh, little things that remind me of Volkh. It's not just
your hands, your hair, your eyes. There's a kind of . . .
darkness about you."

"You must be mistaken," he said coldly.

"Why fight it, Gavril?" Her voice had become softer,
almost seductive. "Think of the power you have inherited.
Power that could make you master of the whole
continent."



"I don't want that kind of power!" Gavril cried.

"Then you are as much of a fool as your father." For
a single moment, all pretense melted away, and he
glimpsed an unmistakable glint of contempt in her
languorous green gaze. "Volkh could have conquered
Tielen, Khitari, Muscobar; he could have crushed the Grand
Duke and ridden into Mirom in triumph. But what did he
do? He denied his true nature, he denied his powers. And
that was his weakness. The fatal weakness that led to his
downfall."

"But he was a monster."
"Power can be quite an aphrodisiac, Gavril."

Gavril stared at Lilias, at a loss for words. If he was
not mistaken, his father's mistress was making him some
kind of sexual overture. There was nothing more to be
gained from this meeting. If he had hoped to forge some
kind of truce between them, he had failed.

"More tea, madame?" Dysis appeared in the doorway.
"Did I ask for more tea? I think not!" Lilias snapped.

Gavril, grateful for the distraction, curtly thanked Lilias
for her hospitality and withdrew.

"You must excuse my mistress, my lord," Dysis
whispered as she opened the outer door for him. "These
last days of pregnhancy have made her very irritable. She
says things she would not normally dream of saying . . ."

Outside, a servant was lighting oil lamps in the
shadowed passageway. Autumn nights came fast in



Azhkendir.

A stormwind had begun to whine outside the kastel,
rattling shutters and gusting spatters of sleet against the
windowpanes. Gavril stopped at a narrow window and
gazed out into the rapidly darkening night, his breath
clouding the cold glass.

A few streaks of blood-red light still gashed the night
sky, casting a lurid glow across the distant ridge of jagged
mountain peaks. The prospect chilled his spirit.

"There's a kind of darkness about you . . ."

Was it true? Was it so obvious? Was it already too
late to stop it happening?

Back in his chamber, he poured water from the jug
into the bowl and splashed his face. As he plunged his
hands into the clear water, the darkness of his fingernails
caught his eye. The stains of blue were still there, dark as
bruising.

He thrust his hands into the water again, frantically
scrubbing at his nails with a sliver of soap. When he raised
his fingers from the bowl, he, saw that all his efforts had
been to no avail: each fingernail was still as blue as
ground cobalt.

With a cry of frustration, he took up the empty water
jug and brought it crashing down on the floor. Fragments
of pottery and drops of water spattered the dressing
room.

Shaking with rage, he stood staring down at the
shattered jug. What was happening to him?



Gavril leaned his burning forehead against the cold,
rough stone of the wall, trying to conjure up memories of
Astasia Orlova, her voice, the scent of her hair . . .

Memories of a time when he had never heard of
Azhkendir.

"Astasia," he whispered.

By the light of a little lantern, he sketched swiftly,
several times stopping to dash down his pen and crush the
paper in his hand and start again.

But at last the obsessive pen strokes began to shape
a portrait that pleased him: the outline of her face; her
sweet, dark eyes with their silky lashes; her mouth,
gravely smiling—then curving upward with spontaneous
pleasure when she spoke of dancing . . .

If Kazimir had gone back to Mirom, then Mirom was
the place he must go.

He piled on extra layers of clothes against the bitter
cold and lay down on the bed to wait for midnight.

"Gavril . . ."

The air in the bedchamber had turned freezingly cold.
Gavril blinked in the darkness, knowing he was no longer
alone.

"You still do not understand, my son."

The stern voice shivered through his mind. The tall
spirit-wraith materialized at his bedside, a shadow
towering over him, limned in silver moonlight.



"Watch—and learn."

And then, as if a dark gauze has been peeled away
from his vision, Gavril sees he is in the hall of the East
Wing. The oriel window is whole; vast gold-framed
paintings hang on the walls.

Smoke begins to drift into the hall below.
Men are shouting, women screaming.
"They're in! They've broken in!"

"Where's Volkh? Get him to safety! For God's sake get
him out of here!"

Two women come running into the hall. One carries a
little child in her arms.

"WVolkh! Where are you?" cries the other. "Dear
God—where is he? Have they found him?" Her voice
breaks with anguish.

"Drakhys, you must hide."

The little child starts to cry. The woman clutches him
closer to her.

"Please come with me, Drakhys. Come now."
"I can't go without Volkh. I must know he is safe.”

The glass in the oriel window shatters. Men clamber
in, men with torches and bloodstained sabers. In a blizzard
of wings, great white owls swoop into the hall, screeching
and shrieking.

"Go, my lady!" begs the woman with the child.



Men of the druzhina hurry in, wielding sabers and
axes. Metal blades clang and clash. The great owls come
scything down on them, tearing at their heads and
shoulders with hooked claws and beaks.

Smoke billows into the hall. The invaders have set
torches to the tapestries, and the glow of flames reddens
the smoky air.

The druzhina are falling back now, outnumbered. One
wartior starts to scream, a horrible, shrill sound, as a snow
owl claws his face, beak pecking at his eyes till the blood
streams down like crimson tears.

"Make it stop, Father,"” Gavril pleads. "I've seen
enough.”

"Wo, not enough, not nearly enough. ” 7he harsh vorce
/S suaaenly chiokeda with emotion.

A man stands in the broken frame of the great
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Gavril sees that he is no scarred warlord but young,
scarcely older than himself. "Give him to me and I will
spare your household."

The Drakhys, who has stood immobile with shock,
suddenly bends down and seizes a pike from the hands of
one of her dying druzhina.

"Give my son to you, Stavyor Arkhel?" Her words burn
with scorn. "I would rather kill him myself."

From elsewhere in the kastel come distant screams
and the crackle of flames.

"It is not your fault you have borne a monster,
Drakhys. But monsters must be destroyed. I cannot allow
your boy to grow to manhood. He must die."

"Do what you want with me," the Drakhys flings back,
"but you will never make me betray my son."

"So be it. Kill them. Kill them all."
And Stavyor Arkhel turns away with a shrug.

Smoke billows up, clouding Gavril's sight. By the flame
light he sees the Drakhys retreating, trying to defend
herself and her companion from the advancing Arkhel
warriors, fiercely jabbing and swinging the pike like a
scythe. But they are outnumbered. And when the Arkhels
seize the child from the mother, when she begins to
scream, he cannot look anymore and, tears streaming
down his cheeks, hides his face in his hands.

Then comes the silence.

Reluctantly, Gavril forces himself to look, peering



between his fingers.

The two women lie sprawled on the tiles below, the
child beside them. A little boy, Gavril sees now, with
barley-fair hair. Daylight illuminates a scene of carnage:
cinders and smoke choke the air, bodies lie stiffening in
their own blood . . .

"No more," he says again, his voice breaking. "Please,
Father."

"Watch," comes back the inexorable reply.

A man hurries into the hall below, stumbling in his
haste, a young soldier, one of the druzhina, with
barley-fair hair. When he sees the women and the child,
he drops to his knees. He picks up the child in his arms,
cradling it, hugging it to his breast, weeping, crying. But
although Gavril can see his mouth working, shouting out
words of grief and fury, he can no longer hear a sound.
The ghost images begin to waver, to evaporate like
moorland mist. When Gavril blinks his own tears away, he
sees nothing below but darkness and the faint, fast-fading
traces of moonlight.

"Who were they?" he asks aloud, his voice still
unsteady, although he has already guessed the half of it.

Beside him he can still sense the stern presence of his
father's spirit-wraith, a glimmering shadow.

"Marya Nagarian, my mother. And her companion
Zabava Torzianin. "

"Torzianin? BuUt isn't that Kostya's name?”



"Zabava was his wife. The boy was little Kostya,
Kostyusha, his only son. Now do you understand?”

Gavril nods miserably. "And you?"

"I ran back from the safety of the passageway to call
to my mother, to beg her to hurry. But I was too late."

The bitterness in his father's voice makes his heart
ache.

"They murdered her, Gavril. The Arkhels murdered my
mother."”

"Wo more, Father.”
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A rush of chill air hit him as he entered the cavernous
hallway of the East Wing. A faint trace of moonlight, pale
as phosphorus, outlined the great window, shining through
the broken panes onto the tiled floor beneath.

The light from his lantern illuminated traces in the
dust below. Footprints . . . and stains. A telltale little trail
of brown spots leading away into the gloom. Old
bloodstains?

Lantern held low to illuminate the tiles, he began to
follow the trail of blood.

Beneath the stairs there were other doorways,
boarded up, gray with dust-clogged cobwebs. One door
alone was slightly ajar. Gavril gave it a little push; his hand
came away powdered with grime, but the door creaked
inward.

The passageway beyond was blind, with no windows
or vents to give light or fresh air.

If the ceiling caves in, I shall be crushed . . . and no
one will reach me in time to pull me out.

He was beginning to sweat; the palms of his hands
were damp and clammy. The lantern candle was burning
dangerously low, the wick puddled in a pool of hot wakx.

And then by the failing candlelight he saw an iron
ladder.

Freedom.

Craning his neck, he saw a trapdoor above him.
Setting the lantern down on the earthen floor, he climbed



up the ladder and pushed the heavy trapdoor with both
hands until it began to open.

Fresh night air flooded into the stale atmosphere of
the tunnel. Gavril pushed back the door further until he
could look out.

Two golden eyes blazed into his and he almost fell
back down into the tunnel.

A low, curling hoot greeted him.

"Snowcloud?" he whispered, grasping the rim of the
trapdoor to support himself. By the waning moonlight he
saw that he was in the Elysia Summerhouse.

He had struggled for so long through the clammy,
claustrophobic darkness of the tunnel that he was certain
he would emerge on the other side of the kastel walls.

Snowcloud gave another soft, hooting cry and began
to move jerkily across the boards toward him.

Gavril put out one hand to stroke the owl's soft white
plumage, and then hesitated.

Snow owls, Arkhel's Owls. A man with golden
glimmering eyes, cruel and unseeing . . .

"But you're just a little one, Snowcloud, you haven't
been trained to maim and Kkill."

Only now did he recall the full horror of the Arkhel
raid on the kastel.

The little child lying so still, the blood trickling through
his fair hair. Kostyushka. Kostya's only son.



The waste and the pity of it overwhelmed him. He put
his head in his hands and wept.

A while later, maybe a long while, he raised his head
and saw that the night sky was slowly lightening along the
eastern rim. In the tunnel below, his candle guttered a thin
trail of smoke and went out.

He must find a way to end his father's torment, to
stop him reliving the horrors that had scarred his life—and
now threatened to scar his own.

Exorcism. Surely there must be some holy ritual that
would bring peace to a troubled spirit?

Abstractedly he ran his fingertips over Snowcloud's
ghost-white plumage. After a while, to his surprise, the owl
suddenly hopped onto his wrist, balancing there as if it had
been born to it. The thin talons bit like wire through his
jacket cuff into his skin . . . but the wonder of holding the
wild creature, of sensing its trust in him, made the
discomfort easy to ignore.

There seemed a peculiar irony in the situation: the
heir to the Clan Drakhaon adopted by one of Arkhel's
Owls.

"You and I, Snowcloud," he whispered, "if we're to
survive, we have to find a way to escape from Kastel
Drakhaon."

Dawn mists were already rising from the ruins of the
neglected gardens, tinged with the musty smell of mold
and fungi. Rose briars, red with late rosehips, choked the
crumbling stone arches and arbors, their thorns tearing at
Gavril's clothes as he made his way down the overgrown



path toward the stables.

He would just take a horse and ride out across the
moors toward Azhgorod. Let them try to stop him! He was
Drakhaon, his word was law.

A blackbird flew up out of the brambles, shrieking a
warning cry.

The rising mists had begun to swirl more thickly.
Gavril felt an intense chill seeping into his bones, a black,
aching chill that invaded his mind as well as his body.

Someone was coming toward him through the mists. A
tall figure that seemed to drift rather than walk. With a
sick feeling in the pit of his stomach, Gavril recognized
who—or what—it was.

"A harsh winter is coming . . ." The voice that
breathed from the tall figure barring his way was brittle
with black ice.

A hand stretched out toward him, insubstantial as a
skeletal leaf, and the chill increased, numbing his whole
body.

"No!" Gavril cried, twisting away. "Let me be, Father!
Leave me alone!”

He put his head down and ran.

Where the shadowy figure had passed, he saw as he
ran that the wet grass was white, rimed with bitter frost.
And all the rich red rosehips had turned black, withering on
the briar.

"You're out early this morning, my lord." Kostya stood



at the entrance to the stables, arms folded, breath
clouding in the frosty air. "So early that your bodyguard
don't seem to recall you leaving your room."

Had the spirit-wraith woken Kostya, sent him to
prevent his escape?

"Didn't you see him?" Gavril's teeth had begun to
chatter. "My f-father? In the garden?"

"I saw nothing."

"Look, Kostya." Gavril stabbed one finger back toward
the frost-blackened garden. "Can't you see? The frost
seemed to . . . to seep from him like poisonous breath.
Even the trace of his footprints: frost-burned into the
grass."

Kostya frowned. "As I feared," he said, taking hold of
Gavril's arm, leading him toward the side door into the
kastel.

"Feared what?" Gavril let himself be led. He was so
cold now that he could hardly feel Kostya's fingers gripping
his arm. "What does it mean?"

Kostya pushed him inside, stamping the hoarfrost
from his boots on the flagstones. "You, boy!" He whistled
to one of the scullions who was scurrying down the
corridor. "Fetch us some hot spiced ale. And be quick
about it!"

The fire was lit in the grate in the dining hall; Kostya
brought Gavril close to the sizzling pine logs. As Gavril
stood over the blaze he felt his numbed fingers and toes
slowly begin to thaw.



The boy came in with mugs of steaming ale and
Kostya handed one to Gavril.

"Get some of that into you, lad. You look frozen."

Gavril took mouth-searing sips of the mulled ale until
the warm spices burned their heat into his chilled body.

Kostya stretched his scarred, knotted hands out over
the flames to warm them.

"Your father's spirit-wraith is trapped here and rages
against its imprisonment. Now its rage has turned against
the land that holds it prisoner. I warned you, my lord. Now
crops will fail, winters never end."

Gavril gazed out beyond Kostya through the window
at the black shimmer of frost enveloping the kastel,
filtering out the morning sunlight. Only a few days ago he
would never have believed what Kostya was telling him.
The rational Gavril would have dismissed it as superstitious
folklore.

"You say someone brought my father's ghost through.
There must be some way to send it back. Some form of
exorcism."

"Exorcism?" repeated Kostya in tones of horror.

"Surely you have priests here in Azhkendir who would
perform such a ceremony?"

"But you are talking of your own father—"
"Yes. My father."
"And I have told you, my lord, that here in Azhkendir,



it is the custom for the firstborn son to avenge his father's
death. That is the only way to lay a restless ghost."

Kostya's attitude grated on Gavril's nerves. The
sleepless night, the frustrations of the long and hazardous
crawl through the secret passageways, the horrors of the
massacre, all had eroded what little patience he had left.

"And in Smarna we have a priest say prayers for the
souls of the dead and sprinkle holy water to cleanse the
place."

"It is not our way," grumbled Kostya.
Black, cold anger gripped Gavril.
"Who is Drakhaon, Kostya?"

"You are, lord."

"So you keep telling me. Then why," and Gavril went
up close to Kostya, almost spitting the words in his face,
"don't you obey my orders, Bogatyr?"

Kostya did not reply; Gavril saw for a moment the
stubborn resistance fade and a look of uncertainty flicker
in his eyes.

"You spoke of a monastery in the forest. Would the
monks perform the ceremony for my father?"

"I could speak with Abbot Yephimy," Kostya said
grudgingly. "He might be persuaded to come here. But I
tell you, Lord Gavril, no form of exorcism will work. Your
father's spirit-wraith is too strong, too full of anger.
Nothing will appease it—nothing but the blood of his
murderer."



"Must I repeat myself?" Gavril said, his voice cold and
hard. "Send word to the abbot. Straightaway."

"I'll send one of the druzhina." Kostya walked away,
muttering under his breath. At the doorway, he turned and
said accusingly, "What use is a gaggle of white-bearded
priests? A warlord should be honored in blood."

&K» <P K&K
There was still no news from Azhkendir.

Eugene woke to a gray dawn and the realization that
he could delay his invasion plans no longer.

He went to the Hall of Arms before breakfast. Saber
practice every morning was regarded as an anachronism
by many of the younger officers. His troops were equipped
with the most advanced of alchymical weapons—why did
they still need to learn to wield a sword?

But Eugene, trained by his father Karl, still delighted in
the art of the saber, relished the discipline it instilled
where mind and body worked as one. To encourage the
dissenters, he established contests with generous prizes
and golden trophies for the most skilled swordsmen—and
now even the most skeptical competed every season with
enthusiasm to win the top awards.

There was always something strangely calming in
practicing the routines and rituals of the blade. No time to
brood over the progress of his troops, feverish Karila, or
lost Jaromir, only the cut and thrust of the steel. And when
he entered into a bout with the maitre d'armes, cadets
and officers alike gathered to watch them.



He had spent hours here with Jaromir, trying to draw
the deep-buried anger out of the boy, to train him to hone
and use it like a well-tempered blade. But every time Jaro
took a sword in his hand, he began to battle daemons, the
shadows that haunted his dreams. He became wild,
vengeful, erratic. Many times Eugene walked away from
the hall, despairing of ever making a swordsman of his
protége.

But as Jaromir came to trust him, he had seen the
boy develop a kind of grim pleasure in the rituals of the
saber contest.

Yet this morning as Eugene reached the Hall of Arms,
he sensed a dangerous sizzle of tension in the air.

A bout was in progress between two of his household
cavalry, and as he drew near to the watching cadets and
officers, he saw instantly that what had begun as a
friendly contest had turned sour.

He recognized the more aggressive of the two
combatants from his untidy shock of pale hair, so blond it
was almost white: Lieutenant Oskar Alvborg, an able
bladesman whose promise was marred by a tendency
toward recklessness. He already sported saber scars
across his forehead and left cheek, trophies of honor from
illicit barracks duels.

Now Alvborg drove his opponent across the floor with
a merciless determination, each saber stroke striking silver
sparks that glinted in his pale eyes.

The other, Eugene saw now, was Nils Lindgren, a
stolid officer from a humble background who, lacking



Alvborg's noble blood, had worked his way up through the
ranks. It took merely a few seconds for Eugene to see
that Lindgren was in trouble. Losing ground, step by step,
to Alvborg's lightning slashes, he was putting all his
remaining strength into defending himself.

Some other matter must lie beneath this, money lost
at cards, or rivalry over a woman—

The breathing of the two men rasped hard and fast in
the cold hall. Lindgren slipped—and Alvborg's saber
whistled within a hair's-breadth of his chin.

Lindgren righted himself with a grunt. Sweat glistened
on his forehead, dripped down his nose and chin. His eyes
were narrowed in a look of puzzled outrage.

Eugene glanced at the maitre d'armes, who gave a
quick, terse nod. The maitre stepped forward, baton
raised.

"Alvborg, Lindgren, put up your swords!"

Alvborg seemed not to hear him. His saber flashed in
a wide scything arc. The maitre ducked out of the way just
as the blade keened through the air and nicked Lindgren
on the side of the chin. Blood spotted the floor.

Eugene had seen enough. Saber in hand, he moved
swiftly out, placing himself in front of Lindgren, facing
Alvborg. A rash move for a less gifted swordsman—but a
calculated risk for one of his experience.

Alvborg was so caught up in his blood frenzy that his
saber had struck and sheared off Eugene's blade before
he saw who stood in his way.



"Highness," he said, slowly lowering his saber.

"I will not have dueling in my palace, lieutenant,"
Eugene said coldly.

Alvborg's pale, proud eyes stared back unrepentantly.

"A few days in confinement will cool your hot blood.
Take him away."

For one moment Eugene glimpsed in Alvborg's pale
eyes the impulse to evade arrest, to attack the one man
who stood between him and his quarry. Slowly, he
extended his hand.

The hall fell silent. Everyone was watching.

A convulsive little flicker of rage twisted Alvborg's
face—and then, as quickly, changed to an arrogant grin as
he lowered his blade. Wiping the bloodied tip on his sleeve,
he presented his saber, hilt-first, to Eugene.

Two of the household bodyguard came forward to
escort Alvborg from the hall.

Eugene turned to Lindgren. The young man had
pressed a handkerchief to the gash in his chin and a bright
stain of blood was leaking through.

"And you, Lindgren, what have you to say for
yourself?"

"I am as culpable as the lieutenant, highness,"
Lindgren said, eyes lowered. Beneath the brown of his
tanned skin, he had turned milky pale. "I deserve to be
punished too."



"This is your first offense, hm?" Behind Lindgren's
back, Eugene saw the maitre nod in confirmation.

"Then take this as a warning. If you're ever caught
dueling again, you'll be demoted to the ranks. If you want
to put your blade skills to better use, Tielen has enemies in
plenty to defeat. Now go get that wound cleaned up."

"Thank you, highness." Relief infused the young man's
pale face with a healthier color.

A junior officer came hurrying up, smartly clicking his
heels together as he saluted and presented Eugene with a
folded paper.

"A message from the field marshal for your highness."

Eugene took the letter, handed his saber to his valet,
and retired to the side of the hall where Anckstrom was
presiding over a lively bout.

Snowed in by blizzards of unusual ferocity. Unable to
comply with your orders until the weather breaks. Await
further instructions. Karonen, Field Marshal.

Frustrated, Eugene crushed the paper in his fist and
lobbed it into a nearby brazier.

"Azhkendir," said Anckstrom with a shrug. "What did I
tell you? We're wasting valuable resources—and valuable
men."

"And if we delay much longer, we will have a
full-grown Drakhaon to deal with. We must move now,
Anckstrom, or risk losing everything."

"Well, Magus?" Eugene could no longer disguise his



impatience. "What's happening on the Saltyk Sea?"
"Patience, patience, highness . . ."

On the table stood a plain silver bowl of clear liquid.
Linnaius passed his long, slender fingers over the bowl
several times. Eugene blinked—and found he was gazing
down onto a rocky shore. This trick of Linnaius' never
ceased to astonish him. But instead of the rise and fall of
the waves, there was nothing but ice, translucent gray,
green, and white crests and sheets of ice. A frozen sea,
frozen beneath a cloudmist of falling snow. Just to gaze on
its bleakness made him feel cold, achingly cold.

"And inland?" he said.

Linnaius' fingers moved again across the skin of the
water. The image shivered and broke into shifting
fragments, re-forming into a mist of cloud and snow. The
bowl shimmered with drifting wisps of gray. Behind the
mists a smudge of darkness hovered, ominous as a
thundercloud. Intermittent glitters of lightning, white-blue,
lit the darkness.

And then—unmistakably—lightning eyes flickered
suddenly from the turbulent snow clouds, chill and
foreboding as winter.

"What is that?" Eugene whispered.

The Magus snatched his fingers away as if they had
been singed.

"A powerful spirit-wraith is abroad, freezing the seas
and wreathing the country with impenetrable snowstorms."



"A spirit-wraith?" Eugene could not hide the skepticism
in his voice. "Surely this is nothing but a freak winter
storm.”

"The Azhkendi shamans use the crudest and most
dangerous methods—they summon the spirits of the dead
from the Ways Beyond to do their bidding. And the spirits
of the dead are not always as biddable as they would
wish."

"Spirit-wraith or not, I have sent word to the troops to
stand ready. There's never been a better time to take
Muscobar. But I cannot invade with the navy alone. I need
Azhkendir! And I need Jaromir in Azhgorod, at the head of
the council. Magus—" Eugene hesitated. Kaspar Linnaius
was the only man in all Tielen who intimidated him. In his
presence he felt like a stuttering schoolboy; even in
conversation he could sense the elderly scholar's immense
powers. "Can you subdue this spirit-wraith?"

"No, highness," replied Linnaius, giving him the mildest
of smiles. "The magical sciences I practice are refined,
sophisticated. I hesitate to include the dark forces abroad
in Azhkendir in the same category."

"Then we must devise an alternative strategy."
Eugene fought back the growing sense of frustration. He
was not used to feeling so powerless.

"Are you truly determined to pursue this course of
action, highness?" asked Linnaius, suddenly fixing him with
his clear, unsettling stare. "Will nothing dissuade you?"

"Jaromir needs my help. If we strike now, we can
draw the young serpent's fangs."



"But until the blizzards and fogs clear, the risks to you
and your troops are too great to entertain.”

"Then we must send in a different kind of army,"
Eugene said. "The kind of advance guard that can cross a
frozen sea and will pay little heed to the weather."

"Ah," said Linnaius. "My Marauders."

A fierce snarling could be heard as they descended
the rough steps toward the inner stable yard. The whole
area had been converted into a cage with double iron bars
to contain the Marauders. Eugene and Linnaius halted and
gazed down; in the yard below, ragged-clothed men
prowled around. A powerful stench rose from the cage:
urine, rotting meat, and an unmistakably feral odor.

"But this is a disaster!" Eugene said. "This will never
work! Look at them—"

"If anything the experiment has worked a little too
well, highness," Linnaius said calmly.

"How so?"

"Don't be deceived by their human appearance. They
have the souls of wolves. They have all but forgotten they
were men. To effect the transformation you desired, it
was necessary to take their human cruelty and cunning
and meld it with the wolves' voracious hunger. Now they
do not just kill for food, they kill for sport."

"They seem to have lost the power of speech,
highness," said the Guardian, Eugene's captain of the hunt.
"We've tried to make contact with them, but every time
our attempts send them into a kind of frenzy. They only



understand food—and blows."

And as if to prove the captain's point, one of the men,
his yellow beard and hair shaggy and unkempt, hurled
himself at the bars, grabbing the iron and shaking it
frenetically, as if he could break through. His eyes
gleamed in his unwashed face with an unnatural sulfurous
light.

Disappointment and frustration overwhelmed Eugene
again. The experiment was a failure.

"If they have no speech, how can they be expected to
obey orders? Loose this ragged crew on the Azhkendi
borders and we'll never see them again."

"They will listen to me." The Magus had focused all his
attention on the occupants of the cage. "Within that
unprepossessing human frame the wolf-shadow lies
dormant." Slowly he raised his hands, like a diviner seeking
water. "Watch what happens when I wake it."

Suddenly the nearest prisoner was seized with a
convulsive spasm and thrown to the ground, his limbs and
torso writhing so violently that a cloud of dust spun around
him.

A long, chilling howl echoed around the yard, and
Eugene felt the hairs at the back of his neck prickle at the
sound.

Feral eyes gleamed as the dust settled. No longer an
unwashed, unkempt man, a steppe wolf came loping
forward, shaking the dirt from his shaggy coat. The other
men growled, baring their teeth.



"Ugly brute," Eugene whispered, staring in fascination
into the sulfur-bright eyes.

"This is our pack leader. His name is Loukas."

Suddenly the wolf gathered himself and sprang at the
bars, snarling and snapping his yellowing teeth. Eugene
stepped back.

"Loukas," the mage said softly, "show his highness
some respect.”

Loukas lowered his shaggy head. Slowly, eyes still
gleaming, he backed away, tail between his legs.

Linnaius turned to Eugene.

"But can you be sure this wild beast will take the pack
where we want it to go?"

"Loose them on the ice and they will find their way to
their prey. Especially if they are hungry enough," Linnaius
said. "They are wolves. They are used to harsh conditions.
Though with respect, highness, this is not your usual style,
to send assassins in the dark."

"And with respect, Magus, this young Drakhaon is not
my usual adversary. We must fight sorcery with sorcery."

A polite cough alerted Eugene to the arrival of his
chief private secretary, Gustave.

"An incoming message, highness. From Mirom."

"At least the Muscobar lines of communication are still
functioning," Eugene said with a grimace.

He hurried to Gustave's office and sat down at his



desk, drawing the Vox Aethyria in front of him. Gustave
hovered behind, ready to assist.

Linnaius' invention, the Vox Aethyria, had proved
invaluable in all of Eugene's recent campaigns. With these
ingenious devices Eugene had been able to keep in
communication with his commanders—even over vast
distances. The principle, Linnaius had explained, was quite
simple: it was merely a question of splitting crystals into
two identical component parts so that they resonated to
the same aethyric frequency. Once the crystals were in
tune with each other, they worked by sending a series of
sympathetic harmonic vibrations through the aethyr. The
artificier's skill lay in fashioning the crystal glasses so that
they would transmit and receive these infinitesimally small
vibrations. Though Eugene was certain that, as with all
Linnaius' "simple" devices, the Magus had added some
subtle touch of alchymy all his own.

Now he waited tensely for his informant to reply,
tapping out a tattoo on the desktop.

With a rough crackle, a faint voice began to issue
from the Vox Aethyria.

"I am delighted to inform your royal highness that
Elysia Andar, once wife to Volkh Nagarian and mother of
the new Drakhaon, Lord Gavril Nagarian, has arrived in
Mirom."

Eugene frowned, turning the crystal rose around to
speak. "To what purpose, precisely?"

"It seems she has come to ask for help in extracting
her son from the clutches of Bogatyr Kostya. And she has



specifically requested that I introduce her to Doctor
Kazimir."

Eugene leaned closer to the device. "Kazimir? The
inventor of the antidote?"

"I will keep you informed on the progress of these
meetings. Oh—and I thought your highness would be
Interested to learn that she has entrusted to our care a
certain antique jewel given her by her late husband."”

"An antigue jewel?" Eugene could not disguise a
sudden surge of excitement. "Can you be certain—"
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admiring the intricacy of the craftsmanship. Delicate
strands of gold had been fashioned into the forms of
heraldic creatures, claws clutching three great blood-red
rubies: three of the legendary Tears of Artamon, from
three of the five countries that made up ancient Rossiya.
When Artamon died and the empire fell, his warring sons
had divided the jewels of the imperial crown between
them. And the legend had arisen that no man could unite
the broken empire until the emperor's crown was made
whole again and the five Tears of Artamon were united in
one diadem.

Eugene, the rationalist, held no belief in legends, but
he recognized the symbolic power that lay in the reforging
of the ancient crown.

A swan held the Tielen ruby, a merman the gem from
Smarna, and a phoenix the Khitari stone, latest of his
acquisitions.

The Smarnan ruby had been acquired by his father
Karl when the deposed Prince Giorgo of Smarna had fled a
violent revolution, only to die in exile in Tielen, a broken
man, rejected by his countrymen in favor of a repubilic.

"Fine work, Paer," Eugene murmured, turning the
crown around in his hands again to the last two empty
settings. Muscobar and Azhkendir. Azhkendir and
Muscobar . . .

"Would you like to try the crown on, highness?" Paer
asked, squinting at him through his jeweler's loupe, still
screwed into one eye socket.

"No. I'll not tempt the anger of the gods," Eugene



said, smiling as he handed him back the heavy crown.
"Let's wait till we have the last two jewels. And I anticipate
that won't be too long now."

Artamon's Tears. Called, so the legend said, for the
tears of blood shed by the emperor at the heartless
behavior of his ungrateful sons.

"Thank the gods I only have a daughter.”

&M &M &»
"Snowcloud . . . Snowcloud . . ."

Kiukiu heard the scratch of sharp claws on wood. A
white shadow appeared in the twilight, moving jerkily
toward her across the rotting boards of the summerhouse.

"Food, Snowcloud." Kiukiu put down the scraps of
meat, grain, and bacon rind she had scavenged from the
kitchen—and hastily withdrew her hand as the hooked
beak descended, pecking greedily.

She watched, crouched down, trying to assess if the
damaged leg was healing. It might be a trick of the fading
light, but Snowcloud seemed to be growing larger. The rich
food was obviously doing him good. But the more food he
ate, the more he would need to sustain his size—

"Somebody might notice what I was at," she told him,
"and then what would happen to us both?"

Telltale stains of owl droppings marked the boards
and little tufts of white down had drifted into the dusty
corners.

The owl finished his meal and shook his beak.



Tentatively she put out one hand and stroked the soft
feathers. For the first time he did not jerk away or try to
peck her.

"Have you come to trust me?" she whispered. "Oh,
Snowcloud. As soon as you can fly, I'll have to let you go.
You must learn to fend for yourself."

The owl put his head on one side and regarded her
with his great golden eyes. In the darkness they gleamed
like fire-lit amber.

"It's almost as if you understand what I'm saying."

Kiukiu had never had a pet of her own, although she
had once tried to nurse a succession of little animals back
to health. First there had been the fledgling sparrow that
had fallen from its nest. The poor scrawny little creature
had not lasted more than three days, even though she had
lavished all her attention upon it. Then there had been a
baby mouse—but Adzhika, Sosia's sharp-eyed
pepper-spotted cat, had caught it and bitten its head off;
Kiukiu still shuddered to think of it. Adzhika had also
polished off two shrews and a broken-winged blackbird
she had adopted. But now, looking at Snowcloud's cruel
hooked beak and razor-sharp claws, Kiukiu reckoned it
was more than a match for Adzhika.

"T must go back now," she told Snowcloud. "Maybe
tomorrow you'll be ready to fly away . . ."

Kiukiu slipped silently out into the darkling garden. It
was bitterly cold now that the sun had set, and the
overgrown path was slippery with frost. The gleam of the
lamps in Lilias' oriel window guided her through the



darkness.

Only time I've had reason to thank her for anything,
Kiukiu thought.

Rose briars tore at her skirts; she brushed them
aside. She must find a way to tell Lord Gavril about
Snowcloud; if it weren't for his intervention, the owl would
be dead. Perhaps they could set Snowcloud free together .

She ducked under the archway into the kitchen
courtyard and opened the door a crack, peering warily
down the ill-lit passageway. It was empty. She rubbed the
soles of her boots on the edge of the step so that she
should not bring in garden mud and went in, carefully
closing the door behind her.

"There you are, Kiukiu!" Ilsi suddenly stepped out
from the dairy larder, blocking her way. Kiukiu turned to
flee and saw Ninusha had appeared from the laundry
room. She was trapped.

"Cold tonight, Ninusha," Ilsi said. "Freezing
cold—unless you've got someone to keep you nice and
warm."

Kiukiu gazed at her, mystified.

"Don't you want to tell us, Kiukiu?" A hard, teasing
little smile curled Ilsi’s lips.

"Tell you what?" Kiukiu's heart had begun to thud.
What had they seen? Had they followed her?

"About your admirer. Your secret admirer.”



"Me?" Kiukiu could feel her cheeks going red. They
thought she had been out with a boy?

"So, who is he, Kiukiu?" Ninusha moved closer,
swaying her hips suggestively from side to side. "Aren't
you going to share your little secret with us?"

"Don't try to pretend,” Ilsi said, "because I saw you.
Slipping out at twilight, going down toward the old
summerhouse. Not the place I would choose myself for a
romantic tryst, but it is secluded.”

Kiukiu swallowed hard, her throat tight with
apprehension.

"So go on, Kiukiu, tell us. Who is he?”
"I—I can't.”
"Whyever not?" Ilsi's eyes glittered, bright as needles.

"I—made him a promise." It was true, in a way. As
long as her foolish tongue didn't betray her, blabbing out
the very thing she was trying not to say.

"Him!" cried Ilsi triumphantly. "So you admit it!"

Whatever she said now, they were out to force the
truth from her; she could see it in their eyes. Flustered,
she tried to back away down the passageway, hoping
Sosia would hear and come to her rescue.

"Let's guess who it is." Ilsi’'s smile hardened. "Not old
beer-breath Oleg!"

"It had better not be your Michailo," Ninusha said,
advancing menacingly on Kiukiu.



"Michailo? With Kiukiu?" Ilsi spluttered with laughter.
"No, it's one of those pimply boys, isn't it, Kiukiu, one of
the detsky, the little keep guards, with fluff on their chins
and squeaky voices—"

"How much did he pay you for a fumble, Kiukiu? Or
did you let him have it for free?"

Kiukiu kept backing away but still they came after her,
their hateful voices whining like stinging gnats in her ears.

"A slut. Just like her mother," Ninusha said
contemptuously.

"Like mother, like daughter. Whore."

Kiukiu gasped. They could insult her, but her mother's
memory was sacred. How dare they call her mother a
whore?

"You'd better not let Sosia hear you," she said.
"Why not? It's true, isn't it?" said Ilsi.

Kiukiu launched herself at Ilsi. Ilsi screamed, thin and
high, as Kiukiu thudded into her, bearing her, kicking and
scratching, to the floor in a tumble of boots and petticoats.
Ninusha threw herself onto Kiukiu—and Kiukiu felt
Ninusha's fists violently pummeling her back.

"Stop this at once!™ Someone thrust the sharp bristles
of a broom in Kiukiu's face, forcing her and Ilsi apart.

Kiukiu—through a tangle of messed hair—saw Sosia
standing over them, wielding the broom. Behind Sosia in
the passageway she could see grinning, leering faces: the
potboys and scullions, nudging and jostling each other to



get the best view.

"On your feet!" Sosia's voice cracked, hard as a whip
stroke. "All three of you!"

Kiukiu stumbled to her feet. Her lip was bleeding.
Ninusha and Ilsi helped each other up. Ilsi's face was
white with rage except for a fast-darkening bruise around
one eye.

I got her! Kiukiu raised her hand to her mouth, wiping
away the blood. I gave her a black eye! That has to be
worth a beating.

"Whatever are you thinking?" Sosia’s voice dropped to
a whisper, viciously sharp as her kitchen knives. "Brawling
in my kitchen like fishwives. I want to know who started
it."

"Kiukiu," Ninusha and Ilsi said in one voice.

"Kiukiu. Is this true?" Sosia stood in front of Kiukiu.

"Look at me, girl, when I'm talking to you! Did you start
it?"

Thoughts skittered through Kiukiu's panicked mind. If
she told Sosia how the fight started, she'd reveal she'd
been to the summerhouse. And if Sosia pried the truth
from her, Snowcloud was as good as dead.

"They called my mother a whore," she mumbled. Her
lip was swelling up.

"You called my sister a whore?" Sosia planted herself
in front of Ilsi, hands on hips.

"I feel a little faint." Ilsi sagged against Ninusha.



One of the scullery boys sniggered. Sosia turned on
him. "You! Have you nothing else to do? Go scour those
soup pots clean. Back to work, all of you!"

"And she called me a whore too."
"For what reason?"

"Ilsi saw her," Ninusha put in defensively. "Sneaking
out to meet some boy. When she was supposed to be
drawing water."

"Ts this true?" Sosia demanded.

Soft white feathers, stained red, fluttered through
Kiukiu's thoughts like a bloodstained blizzard. Must protect
Snowcloud. She mumbled an unintelligible response.

"Ilsi, Ninusha, go and get yourselves cleaned up. I'll
speak with you two later. The roast pheasant needs
basting—see to it. And check on my corn bread in the
second oven. It'll burn if it's left much longer. Now, as to
you, Kiukirilya, you're coming with me."

Sosia only ever used her full name when she was in
trouble. Kiukiu trailed behind as Sosia marched tight-lipped
through the kitchen. They were going to Sosia's room, and
that could only mean a beating.

Sosia shut the door after Kiukiu and locked it.
"Sit down."

Kiukiu, head still down, sat obediently on one of
Sosia's hard-backed chairs. When she was younger, Sosia
had often beaten her for disobedience: the ruler on the
knuckles for clumsiness, the stick across the legs for



answering back. The punishments had seemed harsh—she
could still remember the fierce sting of the stick—but once
administered, they had been over, the incidents never
mentioned again.

She held out her hands, bracing herself, squeezing her
eyes shut. Nothing happened. She looked up and saw to
her surprise that Sosia was dabbing at reddened eyes with
the corner of her apron.

Her aunt was weeping.

Kiukiu stared at her, shocked. Sosia never wept. Was
she so mortified by her niece's behavior that she was
reduced to tears of shame?

"I—I'm sorry, Auntie Sosia," Kiukiu ventured.

"It was a mistake to keep you here, I said so all
along," Sosia said in a dark, hard voice. "But who else was
there to care for you? What with your poor silly mother
driven out of her wits."

"She was never a slut!”

"No. Afimia may have lacked one grain of sense in her
pretty head, but she was never a bad girl. Sweet-natured,
yes. But irresponsible, foolish—"

"So why did they call her that? Just to provoke me?"

Sosia looked up at Kiukiu. The expression in her eyes
made Kiukiu shiver.

"You had to know the truth one day. And now that
Lord Volkh is dead, maybe it's time to tell it. Your mother
wasn't raped by the Arkhels. She met your father by



chance in the forest and—silly girl—she fell in love with
him."

"With Lord Arkhel?" Kiukiu whispered.

"With one of his followers, Kiukiu; pay attention!"
snapped Sosia. "His name was Malkh. That's all T know."

"Malkh." Kiukiu repeated the unfamiliar name to
herself. She was the daughter of a man called Malkh.

"They found him in her bed one night. Dragged him
out, put him to the torture. To make him betray his
master, Lord Stavyor. Then they killed him. They made her
watch. I'll never forget his screams . . . or hers." Sosia's
eyes had gone cold and dark as moorland mists. "I
thought she would miscarry. But though her wits never
returned, she carried you to nine months. After you were
born, she just faded away. She would sit singing to you in
a strange, soft voice, singing and smiling, smiling and
singing . . . my poor sweet-natured Afimia. When the
winter snows came, she wandered out into the forest,
saying she was going to meet your father. No one thought
to stop her, they just thought she was talking her usual
nonsense. They found her the next day, frozen to death.
You were just a few months old."

Kiukiu sat staring at Sosia. She could feel tears
prickling in her eyes, but they would not come. She was
numb, cold as her long-dead mother. She could see the
endless canopy of snow-laden forest branches, feel the
sting of the bitter cold, the crunch of hard-frozen snow
beneath her trudging feet . . .

"I had to fight for you, Kiukiu. For your life."



"What?" Kiukiu blinked away the white chill of the
snow-mantled forests.

"The druzhina wanted you dead."

"Because I was an Arkhel bastard child?"

"They urged Lord Volkh to have you Killed."

"A baby. What harm could a little baby have done?"
"Babies grow up."

"So why did Lord Volkh spare me?"

"He said a curious thing. It was late at night and you
were Kicking and cooing in your crib near the fire when he
came in. His face was dark as thunder. I was so terrified I
didn't know what to do. His hand was outstretched and I
feared, I feared he was about to—"

"To do what?" Kiukiu could see terror gleaming in her
aunt's eyes, pale as the glow of the long-ago firelight.

"Be thankful, child, that you never had to see the
Drakhaon wield his powers." Sosia gave a dry little
shudder.

The last time Lord Volkh had tried to summon his
powers, Kiukiu thought, shuddering too, he had been so
weakened by poison that they had failed him.

"But all he did was touch your face. Those powerful
fingers gently stroking the cheek of a child in a cradle. And
he said . . . I've never forgotten what he said."

Kiukiu found she had been unconsciously touching her
cheek, as if trying to recall that long-ago fire-lit night.



Strange benediction . . .
"What did he say, Auntie?"

"He said, 'There will be no more songs for the House
of Arkhel. But one day, perhaps, this child will use her
inheritance for the good of my House."

"My inheritance?" Kiukiu shook her head, utterly
puzzled. "What inheritance? What did he mean?"

"Does one question the Drakhaon?" Sosia said
sharply. "I did not dare then; I would not dare to presume
now. It was not often in Lord Volkh's nature to show
mercy. Never forget that he spared your life. You have a
debt of loyalty to the House of Nagarian . . ."

"To Lord Gavril," Kiukiu murmured, almost to herself.

"But there are members of his household with long
memories, Kiukiu. Now that Lord Volkh is gone, there is no
one to protect you. There are those in the druzhina who
still regard you as a threat.”

"Me?" Kiukiu stared at Sosia, astonished. "A threat?"

"Bogatyr Kostya still suspects you. He thinks you
sympathize with the Arkhels."

"How can I?" The unfairness of the suspicion
astounded Kiukiu. "I didn't know!"

"So I told him when he came storming round after
Lord Volkh's death, looking for you."

"Kostya c-came looking for me?" Kiukiu felt her throat
go dry with fear. The druzhina, enraged beyond reason



with grief for their lord's death, could have imprisoned her,
tortured her—and all because she had Arkhel blood in her
veins.

"He has a long memory. That's why I've had to go on
telling the lies." Sosia began to weep again. "Dishonoring
your father's memory. Saying he violated your mother.
When he was just a reckless young fool, head over heels
in love with the wrong girl. With my poor Afimia."

Kiukiu could only nod her head, overwhelmed by
conflicting emotions. It was a kind of consolation to know
now that she was not the product of a random act of
violence but a child of love, doomed love. But she could
not begin to take in the full import of Sosia's tale. She only
knew nothing would ever be the same.

"And now you must forget everything I've told you."
Sosia wiped her eyes on the edge of her apron.

"Forget?" Dismayed, Kiukiu rose to her feet. "Why
must I forget?"

"Because of Bogatyr Kostya. And all the others who
hate the very name of Arkhel."

"But I would never have harmed Lord Volkh!" Kiukiu
cried. "You know that, Auntie Sosia, you know I—"

"I know it," Sosia said. "But if you want to stay here,
you'll have to work extra hard to prove your loyalty. No
slipping out for a quick kiss and a cuddle. That sort of
carrying-on can be misinterpreted. Besides, after what
became of your mother," she said sternly, "I hope you
have the sense to stay well away from young men,
Kiukiu."



Kiukiu hung her head. She hoped Sosia would assume
she was ashamed. She hoped there would be no more
questions about where she'd been and who she'd been
with.

"Yes, Auntie, I promise. I'll go back to the kitchens

NOw.

"One more word of warning," Sosia said, catching hold
of her by the wrist. "That Ilsi's a tricky piece of work. I'd
have dismissed her months ago if she weren't such a good
little cook. She doesn't like to be crossed. I'm not saying
she didn't speak out of turn; she had no business to talk to
you like that. But you attacked her, Kiukiu. She won't
forget that in a hurry. She'll do all she can to get back at
you. Be on your guard, girl. I won't always be around to
defend you."

Kiukiu dazedly stared at her aunt. Ilsi had never been
her friend—but her enemy? Would Ilsi be watching her all
the time now, waiting to catch her? A feeling of dread
seeped into her stomach. She didn't want to have to face
the other servants in the kitchens. She wanted to go and
hide in her room, to burrow into her bed and pull the
covers up over her head.

&K &K «K»

Little light filtered into the basement, even at midday.
In the perpetual gloom of the scullery, Kiukiu found it hard
to tell whether the piles of plates she had been set to
wash were clean or not. Her hands were wrinkled and
swollen with repeated plunging into the greasy water. But
she endured Sosia's punishment without complaining; at
least being confined to scullery duties meant she did not



have to meet Ilsi or Ninusha . . . just yet.

Malkh. I am the daughter of a man called Malkh. She
tried to push what Sosia had told her last night out of her
mind but his name kept returning, like a monotonous
refrain. She wished Sosia had not told her. For every time
she remembered his name, she remembered that he had
died in agony, tortured by the druzhina into betraying his
own clan . . .

I am the daughter of a traitor called Malkh.

She scrubbed angrily at the trencher she was holding.
Why wouldn't the dried-on stains of sauce come off?

"There will be no more songs for the House of Arkhe/
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She plunged the trencher back into the water.

"Ugh. " Now the water was not just greasy, /it was
cold. She would have to pour it away and carry in the
bucker of ot water she had set to heat on the scullery
range. She would have to grate some more sogp into
fiakes, lrying not to skin her sore anda swollen Anuckies.,
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thoughts of her father out of her mind. Visitors? Sosia had
not mentioned visitors. They could not have come on
horseback, for she could hear no jingle of harnesses or
grate of shod hooves.

She stood on tiptoe at the sink, craning her neck to
peer up out of the scullery window.

Sandaled feet. Long, gray robes the color of dusk.

"Monks?" she said out loud. And at least a dozen of
them, all wearing the cowled habits of the Monastery of
Saint Sergius. Had they come to bid welcome to Lord
Gavril?

A cold draft suddenly chilled her. One of the scullions
must have come in with another pile of washing.

"Close the door!" she called without turning round.
The chill intensified. The twilight shadows darkened.

Someone was there, darker than the clustering
twilight shadows.

"Kiukirilya." The voice shivered in her mind, harsh as
winter frost.

"M—my lord Volkh?" She was trembling as if with
intense cold. And now she dared not turn around. She
dared not look on the face of the revenant.

"The monks have come to send me back. "

"What do you mean, my lord?" she whispered, her
face still averted.

"Exorcism, Kiukirilya. Don't let them do it. Once I am



gone, who will protect my son?"
"H—how can I stop them?"
"You were born with the gift."

"The gift? I d—don't even know what it is, let alone
how to use it."

"Your fathers gift. In you it is raw, untrained. But
even an untrained Guslyar is more powerful than a whole
choir of chanting monks. "

"Guslyar?" The unfamifiar title meant nothing to her.
"What is a Guslyar?”

"Praise Singer. Ghost Singer. You come from arn
unusual 1amily, Kiukirilya. Your forebears could spin songs
that briage this world and the Ways Beyornd. 7hey could
SUMmon the souls or aead warriors to possess the bodies
of the /iving. Sing for me, Kiukiriya. ”
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in, banging the door open. Then she stopped, hugging her
arms to herself. "Brrr! Have you had a window open? It's
freezing in here. Cold as the grave."

The distant sound of chanting wove its way like
drifting smoke down into the kitchens.

Kiukiu stopped scrubbing, up to her elbows in greasy
water, to listen.

The monks' chant was so calm, so remote that it lulled
her tired mind into a trance. She felt as if she were
floating upward, far above the dark branches of the forest,
up into the gray twilit skies toward the great expanse of
white ice.

Ice. So pure, so cold . . .

A rattle of pots broke the trance. Kiukiu plummeted
rudely back down to earth. Little Movsar had come
struggling in with his arms full of cooking pans.

"How many more?" Kiukiu asked in disbelief. She
wiped the back of her hand across her face. The fingers
were red and swollen. In the morning the skin would be
cracked and chapped.

"Sosia says this is the last."

"About time, too," Kiukiu grumbled.

"Monks have big appetites."

"And I thought they were supposed to be frugal.”

"Chanting's hungry work," Movsar said with a wink
before he scurried off.



Kiukiu looked at the pans. She looked at the dirty
water.

The distant singing still wreathed through the autumn
dusk.

"Your forebears could spin songs that bridge this
world and the Ways Beyond . . ."

She started, checking guiltily behind her.

But there was no wraith chill to the air, only the crisp
tang of twilight.

"Make me powerful. Sing me into a living, breathing
body."

What had Lord Volkh meant? What had he intended?
Had he wanted to possess one of the household, to live
again in a new body? How could such a thing happen? And
what, Kiukiu wondered wearily, became of the original
owner of the repossessed body? Where did that spirit go?

It was rapidly becoming too dark to see what she was
doing. Snowcloud must be starving by now. He was always
hungry, gobbling up in beakfuls the little scraps Kiukiu
brought each day. A good sign, she supposed. A keen
appetite must mean he was building up his strength. But
how was she to get him his scraps if she was still confined
to scullery duties? The stacks of dirty pots and dishes had
all arrived scraped clean of food debris.

She went to the door and peeked out into the
passageway.

All clear.



She edged out, back to the lime-washed wall, making
for the slop bin at the kitchen entrance. All scraps of food
not deemed suitable for the soup pot were thrown in here
and carted away to be fed to the kastel pigs.

Shadows moved across the wall, distorted by the
flickering flames in the range. Ilsi was complaining in a
thin, strident voice. Kiukiu took a breath and plunged her
hand into the slop bin. Her fingers closed on the cold fatty
slime of bacon rinds. Grabbing the biggest handful she
could, she fled before anyone noticed her in the doorway.

The twilight air was already tainted with frost. She
paused a moment on the doorstep to check that no one
had seen her, and then hurried out over the slippery
cobblestones.

The autumn moon was rising. Kiukiu looked up as she
pushed open the rusted iron gate to the gardens and
shuddered; the slender crescent glinted copper, like dried
blood on steel. When the moon cast a bloodstained light
on Azhkendir, it was said to presage a terrible disaster.

Guided by the coppered moonlight, she flitted silently
down through the overgrown gardens toward the
summerhouse.

"Dinner's on its way, Snowcloud."

And then just as she reached the warped
summerhouse door, she heard a woman's voice.

"What are you doing here? Do you want to get
yourself killed?"

Kiukiu hesitated. She knew she should not eavesdrop,



yet she was desperately anxious to make sure her
beautiful Showcloud was not discovered.

"I had to see you again, Lilias." It was a man's voice
answering, young and hoarse with emotion.

Lilias. Kiukiu froze. What was Lilias doing out here in
the dark, keeping a secret tryst with a man whose every
nuance of voice betrayed his love for her?

"Why didn't you go back to Swanholm, Jaro? As we
agreed?”

Jaro? Kiukiu repeated to herself. Who was Jaro? No
one in the kastel bore that name.

"You saw what he did to me. I crawled out into the
forest. A charcoal burner found me and took me to the
monastery. If it hadn't been for the good brothers, I would
have died. By the time I reached Arkhelskoye, the port
was icebound.”

"And so you came back here? Are you quite mad?”

"I can't stop thinking about you, Lilias. If that's a kind
of madness, then yes."

"Our business is concluded."” Lilias' voice was cold as
frost. "You got what you wanted. And so . . . so I thought
...had L."

"You told me the son was no real threat. A painter,
not a soldier. You told me his mother had poisoned his
mind against his father. You said he would never come to
Azhkendir."

"Kostya had other ideas," Lilias said.



The son. Up till now Kiukiu had not understood what
was being discussed so furtively. Now she began to realize
she had stumbled on something so treacherous that she
had endangered her life just by listening. Crouched down
in the frosty garden, clutching the cold, coagulating scraps
of bacon fat for Snowcloud, she badly wanted to run
away—>but dared not.

"So you and the child—"

"Have been awarded a paltry pension. Paid off like a
common whore. Thank you for your services, Madame
Arbelian, which are no longer required." Lilias spat out the
last words.

"And all our plans—"

"He'll come looking for you. The druzhina are working
on him already, wearing his resistance down. Sooner or
later the Drakhaon blood will prevail. So you have a
choice. Kill him now, before he gains his full powers, or go.
Leave Azhkendir. Never come back."

"Kill him now?" the young man echoed. Kiukiu heard
the uncertainty in his voice.

"There's another passageway that will take you
directly to his bedchamber. Remember?"

Kiukiu clapped one hand to her mouth, trying to keep
from gasping aloud.

"There . . . there has to be another way," the young
man said eventually.

"There is no other way. You destroyed the serpent;



now you must destroy its young before it learns to bite."

Kiukiu began to back away over the frost-brittle grass,
one step at a time. The food scraps dropped from her
hand, and she turned and started to run.

Halfway up the overgrown path she stopped. She was
shaking, but whether from the intense cold or from fear
she could not tell. The garden shimmered with hoarfrost
under the blackness of the star-powdered sky.

Her word against Lilias'. Who would believe her? By
the time she had brought help, Lilias and her accomplice
would have disappeared from the summerhouse. Dysis
would vouch that her mistress had spent all evening
reading in front of the fire. Kostya would punish her for
wasting his time. But Lilias, secure with her alibi, would
know. The instant she accused Lilias she was as good as
dead.

Lord Gavril will protect me . . .

But Lord Gavril needed her protection so much more
than she needed his. At this very moment, an assassin
might be creeping along the underground passage, making
for his bedchamber to lie in wait for him—

Thoughts drifted wildly about her brain like little
flurries of snow.

Think! Think!

As she drew closer to the kastel, she could hear the
serene chanting of the monks wafting out into the night.
Lord Gavril was attending the ceremony of exorcism in the
hall. There was no way she could attract his attention



without alerting the druzhina or disrupting the ceremony.
"Once I am gone, who will protect my son?"

Suddenly she knew what she must do. She must stop
the exorcism ceremony. She must find a way to keep Lord
Volkh's spirit-wraith in this world, where it could watch
over Lord Gavril.

Candles had been lit all around the Great Hall; the
darkness trembled with their golden flames.

Kiukiu balanced on tiptoe in the bramble-tangled ruins
of the frost-bound garden, nose just above the level of the
stone sill, peering in.

Abbot Yephimy stood in the center of the hall, at the
very place where Lord Volkh had been found dying. But
Kiukiu saw that the abbot of the forest monastery was not
some withered elderly cleric, as she had imagined, but a
robust, broad-shouldered man in middle years who, in
spite of his gray robes and long beard, looked more like a
warrior than a monk.

Lord Gavril sat at the table on the dais beneath his
father's portrait, watching. His face was somber,
shadowed, unreadable. Kiukiu's heart ached for him. She
had caused him so much trouble—

One of the monks brought over a tall tripod on which
rested a green bronze dish, smeared gray inside with
powdered ashes. Abbot Yephimy placed the likeness of a
man shaped out of yellow beeswax into the bronze dish,
resting it on a bed of incense embers.

"Hear me, Volkh, Lord Nagarian. We have sung the



Chants of Valediction. When this waxen body is consumed,
you will pass beyond the bournes of this world and never
return.”

The monks began to sing again, their chant a deep
droning resonance.

"Kiukirilya." The spirit-wraith's voice echoed faintly in
her mind. The drifting smoke swirled more thickly. And in
the smoke Kiukiu saw a shadow-shape was forming,
raising insubstantial hands toward her, clasped in a
pleading gesture. "They mean to send me back. Stop them

"How?" she cried aloud. "I don't know how!"

The wax figure had begun to glow on the incense
embers, more golden than the myriad candle flames
glittering in the hall.

"Hurry . . ." The voice was fading fast, a dying
whisper.

Grasping hold of the creeper, Kiukiu pulled herself up
and banged hard on the window.

"Help! Hepp!” she cried, dinging on til the wiry vine
stem burned her palims.

nside, the singing raltered, heads turned toward her,
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"What in hell's name—"

"Intruder!” she gasped, waving her hand vaguely
toward the garden. "Intruder in the grounds!”

"Search the gardens!" the Bogatyr shouted.

Druzhina came running, stumbling over each other in
their haste, seizing torches, crowding to the window. In
the commotion, Kiukiu saw the tripod knocked to the floor,
the ashes spilled over the glowing wax figure. And then
she was thrown to the ground as the men jumped down
into the rosebushes and went running down the gardens.

The Bogatyr caught hold of Kiukiu and dragged her up
into the hall. "Where, girl? And what were you doing out
there alone at night?"

But behind him she saw a storm cloud of bitter
incense smoke hovering like a milling bee swarm above
Abbot Yephimy's head. "Look, Bogatyr."

"Yephimy!" Lord Volkh's voice trembled like rolling
thunder through the kastel. "Leave this place. Go back to
Saint Sergius. "

The Bogatyr let go of her. His face had turned pale.
"Lord Volkh, " he whispered.

A wind gusted through the hall, a chill charnel wind,
dry as aust. Candles crashed to the floor.

"Enough!” Yephimy struck his abbot's staff three times
on the echoing stone floor.

"Leave me be Yepimy. ”



Kiukiu saw that Lord Gavril had risen from his chair,
was standing staring as the swirling incense smoke
became the shadow of a man, tall, broad-shouldered, dark
hair silver-brindled with age.

Yephimy raised his staff high above his head.
"Begone, Volkh!"

The charnel wind swirled, howling about the hall. The
central lantern swung wildly, jerkily, as on a storm-tossed
ship. The monks cowered back, calling the sacred name of
the Lord God to preserve them from harm.

"Go!" commanded Yephimy in the blast.

Lord Gavril suddenly shouted out over the roaring of
the wind. He launched himself forward, throwing himself
on top of Yephimy, bearing the abbot to the ground.

And the madly swinging, jerking lantern snapped from
its chain and came whistling down to crash where Yephimy
had been standing.

Stillness after storm. No whirlwind, no turbulent voice
shrieking. But laughter. Laughter as dry as wind-scattered
pyre ashes.

And like cinders blown on the wind, the echoes
dispersed, disintegrated . . . and disappeared.

&K» K&K K&K»
The exorcism had failed.

Gavril stood in the Great Hall, staring numbly at the
marks of ash and melted wax staining the tiled floor.



All his plans had centered on laying his father's spirit
to rest. But instead of fading peacefully away, the wraith
had only grown stronger, more wrathful, than before.

Gavril sank down onto the dais and covered his face
with his hands. How could it all have gone so wrong?

The monks were purifying the hall, burning sweet
angelsmoke in their censers and sprinkling the air with holy
water.

"Lord Gavril."

Gavril looked up to see Abbot Yephimy.
"You saved my life."

Gavril nodded, still too heartsick to speak.

"Your father's spirit-wraith is far more powerful than I
had anticipated."

"Was that . . . abomination really my father?" At last
Gavril found words, stumbling words to articulate the
bitterness choking him.

Yephimy nodded. "I have observed this phenomenon
before. The wraith becomes the embodiment of the dying
person's last conscious thoughts. And a violent death
produces a violent wraith, obsessed with its own fury,
obsessed with revenge. And now I fear . . ."

"Now?"

"I fear," the abbot said grimly, "that I have unleashed
a force of elemental rage. Until last night the wraith was
trapped within the boundaries of the place where it died,



unable to roam abroad. But now it has burst free. It is too
strong for me to exorcise."

"My father was a cruel man. I wish I were not his
son." Gavril had blurted the words out before he had
thought what he was saying. But they were words from
the heart. Why should he go on pretending?

"My lord—" the abbot began.

"What's all this commotion?" Lilias swept into the hall,
with Dysis bobbing anxiously at her heels. "Are we being
raided? Why are there men swarming about the grounds?"

"Madame, please don't excite yourself," begged Dysis.
"Think of the baby."

"One of the servants thought she saw an intruder in
the garden," Kostya said.

"And which servant was that?"
"Kiukiu."

Kiukiu? In all the commotion he had not even noticed
who had interrupted the ceremony; he had only heard a
girl's voice screaming outside.

"And have you found anyone so far?"
"No," said Kostya brusquely.

Lilias let out a little laugh of disdain. "I could have told
you not to waste your time! That girl is soft in the head.
She's scared of her own shadow."

"We can't afford to ignore any report of
intruders—however unlikely."



"Indeed," Lilias said with a cryptic smile. "Vigilant at all
times, Bogatyr. It would be scandalous for a second
tragedy to follow so fast on the first."

Kostya scowled at her. "Shouldn't you be resting,
madame?"

"How can I rest with this constant noise? And all
because one silly girl was scared by a shadow—" Lilias
broke off, grimacing as she pressed one hand to the side
of her belly.

"Madame," said Dysis, reaching out to support her as
she swayed on her feet, "the Bogatyr is right. You should
be resting."

"If any harm comes to my baby because of you and
your investigations—"

"Please, madame. Come and lie down. I'll make you a
nice, calming tisane."

Gavril watched Dysis lead Lilias away. Lilias had not
left her rooms for days, not since the reading of the will.
Why had she come now, so near her time? Why had she
not sent Dysis to find out what was happening? Of course,
it could just be the whim of a pregnant woman . . .

The daylight seemed to dim—and glancing at the tall
windows, he saw little flecks, white as drifting petals,
slowly spiraling down from the leaden sky.

"Snow," he whispered, transfixed. He could only
remember one winter snowfall in temperate Smarna, and
that had been many years ago. "It's started to snow."



Snow swirled around the Kalika Tower, great gusts of
flakes billowing like foam-crested breakers, whipped up by
a bitter, howling storm wind.

Gavril stood staring at the chill white turbulence. The
storm had raged since morning and showed no sign of
abating. He sensed a dark, brooding spirit stirring the
eddies of snow, a bitter anger animating the blizzard that
battered the walls of the kastel.

"Father," he said aloud. He flung open the
stained-glass window and gripping the sill, leaned out into
the blast. "Father!" he yelled into the screaming of the
wind. "Make it stop! Tell me what you want!"

Freezing snow spattered him, numbing his face and
hands, soaking his windblown hair.

A sudden gust caught him, flung him back, propelling
him right across the floor. The tower trembled and the
window blew inward, colored glass shattering against the
stone wall.

Dazed, he opened his eyes. A tall figure, dark as a
thundercloud, towered above him, filling the room,
wreathed by whirling snow.

"You know what you must do." A voice crackling with
ice and thunder made the whole room tremble.

"There has to be another way," Gavril said stubbornly.

A buffet of wind, sharp as a blow to the head,
slammed him back hard against the wall.

"Why?" Gavril whispered, breathless and bruised.



"Why treat me this way? You're my father." Dizzy, ears
ringing, he found himself sliding back down to the floor,
unable to keep upright.

The fierce assault of the blizzard suddenly ceased.
From the hovering snow-shadow blotting out the daylight,
Gavril heard a slow, sad exhalation, like the eerie whine of
the wind over the frozen moors. And on the exhalation
came words, weary, desolate words that made his heart
ache.

"So...cold...So...very...tired...Helpme,
Gavril. Help me end it. Set me free."

Gavril felt a sudden stab of pity. There was still a
trace of humanity in this cold, wrathful Snow Spirit.

"I want to help you. But there has to be some other
way. I promise you I will do all in my power to bring
Jaromir Arkhel to justice, but . . . don't ask me to kill him."

"There is no other way. "

Volkh's shadow collapsed inward into a spinning cone
of cloud and snow. Gavril was hurled backward as the
storm-shadow burst out of the tower room on a traill of
shrieking wind.

"My lord! My lord!” There came a frantic hammering
on the door. Gavril crawled over and pulled himself up to
his feet, trying to turn the great iron key. As the door
opened, he collapsed onto his knees.

Kostya caught hold of him and helped him into a chairr.

"You've taken quite a beating there, lad,"” he said. He



took out his handkerchief and, scooping up a handful of
melting snow, made a compress and pressed it to Gavril's
forehead. Gavril winced.

"Tsk, tsk." Kostya was clicking his teeth in disgust as
he stared at the chaos the wraith had caused in the study.
Books had been torn from the shelves and tossed
haphazardly down; now they lay in disarray, their spines
broken, torn pages fluttering in the draft from the
shattered window.

"And this room was always your father's favorite,"
Kostya said, almost to himself, absently gathering the
scattered papers.

"Whatever was here just now seems to bear little
resemblance to my father."

"Didn't I warn you?" Kostya said with a laconic shrug.
"The wraith is out of control. Fury drives it, makes it
strong. Soon it will not even remember its name, only its
hunger for revenge—and ultimate oblivion."

Gavril caught sight among the snow-wet papers in
Kostya's hands of his sketches of Astasia. He sprang up
from the chair.

"Give me those," he said, grabbing them from
Kostya's hands. They were all but ruined. The inks had run
and blotched, distorting the image of her face to a
nightmare caricature, a leering succubus with eyes weirdly
blurred and shadowed, mouth dribbling leaks of dark liquid.
Choked, he cast them down on 